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Politics and the European
Commission

The European Commission, with its reputation as a ‘bureaucrat’s par-
adise’, has come to both fascinate and repulse a wide range of politicians,
journalists and social scientists. This book investigates the Commission’s
relationship to politics, arguing that, in contrast to prevailing opinion, the
process of European integration constantly requires political choices and
powering from its civil servants.

The authors collected here develop a variety of case studies – focusing
on issues such as health, development aid, preparations for Eastern
enlargement, the resignation of the Santer Commission and the euro – in
order to study the relationships, networks and interdependencies which
link commissioners and Commission officials to national politicians, civil
servants and interest groups. The book also looks in detail at how the
Commission publicizes its work, notably through producing public
information and liaising with the media, thereby throwing fresh light
upon the complex question of the organization’s legitimacy.

Politics and the European Commission provides a framework for generating
new information about, and interpretations of, the power struggles at the
heart of the European Union. As such, it will interest all students and
researchers of politics and the EU.

Andy Smith is Senior Research Fellow in Political Science at the CERVL,
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Series editor’s preface

The complicated relationships between politics and technology, between
politicians and bureaucrats, and between values and expertise have
attracted the attention of many scholars at least since the late nineteenth
century. A long time has passed since Frank Goodnow presented his
seminal examination of the emerging problems of modern government in
his Politics and Administration (1900). His general recommendation was
that to secure both responsible government and administrative efficiency
we have to start by ‘frankly recognizing that new conditions need new
measures’.

The process of European integration certainly presents ‘new con-
ditions’ that, consequently, require ‘new measures’. A huge bureaucratic
apparatus has been erected in Brussels to deal with an incredibly detailed
and complex system of European rules, instructions, interventions, pro-
grammes, guidelines, and subsidies. At the same time, new political
decision-making processes developed with the European Commission as
the main actor to perform executive functions and to initiate legislation.
In this way, the Commission functions as the major political counterpart
for national governments of the member states.

The growing complexity of European integration and the delicate bal-
ances of political power between member states and the Commission on
the one hand, and among member states on the other, has attracted the
attention of many observers in the last decades. A new science arose –
comitology – especially designed to analyse the role and position of the
Commission and the ways it deals with its bureaucratic apparatus and its
political tasks. The contributors to the present volume prefer a different
approach: instead of examining the role of the Commission they want to
open the ‘black box’ and to study the internal dynamics of the Commis-
sion in terms of its resources and constraints.

In order to understand the tensions between the technocratic and
political tasks of the Commission detailed knowledge about the interde-
pendencies of national and European policy-making processes is required.
The painstaking practice of collecting and interpreting information about
such complex and complicated matters is but one of the aims of the



contributions to this volume. They all aspire to examine the available
theoretical approaches. Are existing approaches – which still rely heavily
on anthropological and institutional ideas – useful for understanding
decision-making processes by the Commission? The contributors to this
volume clearly differ in their study designs, selected material, and the
scope of their analyses. But they all start from the idea that the Commis-
sion occupies a unique position vis-à-vis the governments of member
states and that this position can best be understood by focusing on the
tensions between technocratic and political challenges.

The first set of contributions to this volume approaches these tensions
from the perspective of interdependencies between various actors and institu-
tions, whereas the second set addresses the question of the apparent weak-
ness of the Commission’s legitimacy. Before these two sets of contributions
are presented, Andy Smith offers an overview of the main approaches and
contested conclusions about the Commission in his introduction. The first
part of the volume consists of six contributions mainly addressed to policy-
making by the Commission and its chief bureaucratic branches. Cécile
Robert examines policies to aid Eastern Europe and the ‘camouflage poli-
tics’ used by the Commission to solve some of the uneasy consequences
following from its institutional position (Chapter 1). As Jean Joana and
Andy Smith show, understanding the Commission’s decisions has to be
based on careful analyses of the way individual commissioners behave and
use their voting right within the Commission (Chapter 2). Hussein Kassim
pays attention to the crucial role of the Secretariat General of the Com-
mission (Chapter 3), while Jarle Trondal focuses on the attempt by the
Commission to transform the loyalties and identities of civil servants
recruited from national bureaucracies (Chapter 4). The tensions between
politics and administration are further illustrated by Véronique Dimier in
her analyses of the rise of the Directorate General for development
(Chapter 5). In the last contribution to this part, Sebastien Guigner inves-
tigates public health policies as a major area where expertise and expert
advice can be used to make up for a lack of political legitimacy of the
Commission (Chapter 6).

The second part of the volume addresses the opportunities to promote
the Commission’s legitimacy directly. In the first of the five contributions
to this part, Didier Georgakakis carefully reconstructs the resignation of
the Santer Commission (Chapter 7). Olivier Baisnée examines the ways in
which the Commission deals with one of the biggest press corps in the
world and its own political ambiguities (Chapter 8). Political ambiguities
are also documented by François Foret in his study of the production of
public information by the Commission – booklets, comics, brochures etc.
(Chapter 9). Jeannette Mak shows that the Commission hardly used the
introduction of the euro for political goals and so missed an exceptional
opportunity to strengthen its legitimacy (Chapter 10). In the last contribu-
tion to this part Helen Drake discusses the crucial role of the President of
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the Commission on the basis of a detailed examination of the impact of
Jacques Delors’ presidency (Chapter 11). Finally, Andy Smith returns to
the central questions of this volume – the tensions between technology
and politics – in his concluding chapter.

Understanding decision-making by the Commission is not an easy task.
The many policy areas are multifaceted, multileveled, and highly compli-
cated. Institutional, historical, economical and political factors for differ-
ent member states as well as for the EU have to be taken into account in
order to understand the opportunities and problems of the Commission.
The unique character of this volume is that it offers many new interpreta-
tions and explanations on the basis of careful empirical analyses of the
role of the Commission in important decision-making processes. The
volume evidently promotes our understanding of the EU and European
integration by leaving the conventional territory of ‘comitology’. More-
over, the contributions all challenge the idea of a simple dichotomy
between politics and technology, between politicians and bureaucrats, and
between values and expertise. The realisation of Goodnow’s old idea of
the successful combination of ‘responsible government and administrative
efficiency’ by the Commission will be decisive for the further development
of European integration.

Jan W. van Deth, Series Editor
Mannheim, November 2003
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Introduction

Andy Smith

Over the last four decades, the European Commission has come to fasci-
nate a range of politicians, journalists and social scientists. From the point
of view of national actors and the media, this fascination stems largely
from observations of an apparent contradiction: although its members are
unelected, the Commission wields considerable influence within the
European Union (EU). Also sparked by this contradiction, the interest
expressed by a growing number of academics has given rise to a consider-
able quantity of research focused essentially upon the following questions:
Who works in the Commission? How do they operate? With what
resources and under what constraints?

The origin of this volume is a collective desire to focus specifically
upon a major blind spot in existing knowledge about the Commission:
its relationship to politics. More precisely, in nearly all the existing
studies of this body, ‘politics’ is frequently alluded to but rarely defined
and seldom used as an analytical device with which to open up a number
of ‘black boxes’, such as the college of commissioners, the role of the
Commission’s press and communications service or ‘inter-service’ nego-
tiations. More particularly, previous research and publications on the
Commission have tended to over-eagerly adopt the language used by
interviewees within the organization itself who frequently express the
view that some issues, arenas and actors are ‘political’ whereas others are
‘technical’. Practitioners can hardly be criticized for terminological
imprecision, but academics can. Certainly in this case they should be
because behind this methodological error lie two major problems of
analysis.

1 Instead of studying the relationships, networks and interdependencies
which link commissioners and Commission officials to national politi-
cians, civil servants and interest groups, too much research on the
European Union limits itself to ascertaining whether, in general
terms, supranational or intergovernmental bodies dominate Euro-
pean integration. Indeed, it is simply assumed that the Commission,
the European Parliament and the European Court of Justice are



supranational, whereas the Council of Ministers is a purely intergov-
ernmental arena.

2 This first problem has generated a second that can be described as
the incapacity of existing approaches to link empirical research on the
salient characteristics of the Commission to the complex question of
this body’s legitimacy.

This book is founded on the premise that tackling the relationship
between politics and technical expertise within the Commission provides a
means of better understanding both how this organization functions and
why its actions are so frequently contested by national actors, the media
and the general public. ‘Politics and the Commission’ here is therefore
not just a snappy title, but a catalyst for reframing analytical questions,
research design and the interpretation of results. Before developing this
contention and introducing the contributions to this volume, it is first
necessary to set out its scientific context by briefly reviewing the existing
literature upon which we have attempted to build.

Research on the Commission: the story so far

Genuine studies of the Commission largely tend to fall into one of three
categories. They approach this organization from either the angle of
European public policy-making, the anthropology of institutions or analy-
sis of the Commission presidency. In briefly outlining the main lines of
questioning and conclusions of these approaches, this section cannot pos-
sibly do justice to all the information and insights that each have gener-
ated. Instead our survey of these publications is centred upon how each
research tradition tackles, or fails to tackle, the relationship between the
Commission and politics.

Organizational and policy analysis

At least in terms of the quantity of their output, specialists of organi-
zational theory and public policy-making clearly dominate the field of
Commission studies. Dissatisfied with what they saw as the excessively
general treatment of EC institutions developed by both intergovernmen-
talist and neofunctionalist authors, from the early 1970s onwards a stream
of more detailed, case-study based, research steadily emerged (Coombes
1970; Wallace, Wallace and Webb 1983). After the adoption of the Single
Market Act in 1987 and the expansion of EC law and policy that followed,
this stream quickly became a flood. Indeed, since the late 1980s, the
careful study of how Community policies are shaped, negotiated and
implemented has provided a variety of ‘microscopes’ through which the
Commission has indirectly been examined. The central hypothesis
generally developed by such research is that through engaging itself in the
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definition of public problems at a European level, the Commission has
been able to develop a degree of influence upon EU decision-making
which greatly surpasses its formal role as laid down in the treaties. More
precisely, acting as a ‘purposeful opportunist’ or a ‘policy entrepreneur’,
this influence is the product of four structural characteristics of the
organization.

The first of these is the way agents within the Commission use its formal
duty to initiate proposals in order to shape and prioritize the EU’s
agenda. Numerous studies in sectors as varied as high technology (Peter-
son 1993) and environmental policy (Bomberg 1998) have shown that this
resource has two particularly strong effects upon the work of the Commis-
sion. First, it authorizes and encourages Commission staff to consult
widely with interest groups and thus build up networks of potential allies
throughout the fifteen member states (Mazey and Richardson 1997).
Second, the duty to initiate legislation means that any draft presented to
the Council and the European Parliament (EP) is defended by Commis-
sion civil servants and European commissioners, thus giving them a spe-
cific place at the negotiating table. This is particularly so in the case of the
Council where the Commission is clearly a sixteenth member with a dif-
ference: although not entitled to vote, its representatives are invariably lis-
tened to with considerable interest (Fouilleux, de Maillard and Smith
2002).

This special position enjoyed by Commission officials is also linked to
the deep knowledge of policy sectors that many of them are able to
build up over time. At least until very recently, most officials within this
organization have spent relatively long periods of time (at least four
years) in the same post. This is because career-making in the Commis-
sion is often slowed down by the ‘need’ to maintain a ‘geographical
balance’ between personnel from the different member states (Stevens
and Stevens 2001). More generally, compared to most national counter-
parts under pressure from electoral calendars, studies have shown that
Commission officials have time on their side in order to progressively
build up support and arguments for Community intervention, and then
choose their moment for pressing such claims upon the Council and the
EP (Pierson 1996).

The third characteristic of the Commission which has been shown to
facilitate the policy-making task of its agents is the nature of Community
law. More specifically, rather than depend upon large budget-hungry
redistributive policies, much EU public intervention is of a ‘regulatory’
type (Majone 1996). As the 1985–1992 programme to complete the single
market showed quite clearly, setting common standards and guidelines for
the administration of competition and environmental protection provided
Commission officials with a series of levers for influencing both the overall
direction and the detail of EU policy. Although publicly identifiable collu-
sion is usually avoided, tacit alliances between the Commission and the
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European Court of Justice have clearly marked the history of European
integration (Sandholtz and Stone 1998).

The fourth and final characteristic of the Commission identified by
policy and organizational analysis is its internal fragmentation. Numerous
studies pinpoint the ‘administrative culture’ of different Directorate Gen-
erals (DGs) and the strong inter-administrative rivalries which this both
causes and reflects (Coombes 1970; Cram 1994; Cini 1996a). At least until
the late 1990s, a running conflict between the DGs responsible respec-
tively for competition and for industrial policy was often seen as the most
glaring example of such competition. Today, a similar level of intensity
seems to mark dealings between DG Enterprise and the DG responsible
for the environment. More generally, some studies, for example of the
invention of an EU rural development policy, have shown that the
competitive nature of intra-Commission organization can paradoxically
encourage policy innovation (Smith 1996). Most research on this ques-
tion, however, rushes to conclude that ‘bureaucratic politics’ within the
Commission slow down the production of policy proposals and dilute
their content.

Through identifying and examining these four traits of the European
Commission, policy and organizational analyses have certainly contributed
a great deal to building up knowledge about the latent resources enjoyed
by the personnel of this body. This said, comparatively little attention has
been given to the ‘political work’ involved in translating these resources
into actual influence. More precisely, this form of analysis has three
‘blindspots’ which have prevented it from tackling the relationship
between the Commission and politics in a direct fashion.

The first of these neglected areas of research concerns the arenas for
inter-sectoral negotiation within the Commission itself, in particular
‘inter-service’ meetings and the college of commissioners. More interested
in retracing the history of particular policy decisions or organizational
change, these arenas tend to be treated in anecdotal fashion. At best the
different positions held by the various DGs or Commissioners are mapped
in descriptive fashion (Radaelli 1999a). More generally, it is assumed that
the DG or the commissioner who leads on a particular policy (le chef de
file) invariably dominates internal Commission negotiations. In reality,
decision-making within this body is much more competitive and therefore
uncertain. First, inter-service meetings are not just about administrative
turf wars and jealousies. Ideologically informed debate about the very
goals of EU policy is often begun in earnest at this level. Second, such
debate is regularly amplified when inter-sectoral issues are taken up by the
range of inter-cabinet meetings which precede the weekly meeting of
commissioners (Ross 1995). Attempts to politicize, or conversely techni-
cize, issues mark this stage in the Commission’s decision-making process,
attempts which become more publicly visible if differences of opinion are
left to settle by the commissioners themselves (Joana and Smith 2002).
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Indeed, in the work of policy and organizational analysts, the neglect of
inter-sectoral arenas within the Commission reflects the weak importance
such studies give to the role of speech-making and other forms of political
communication as a means of influencing both public problem-shaping
and decision-taking.

If policy and organizational analysis understudies the role of inter-
sectoral mediation in the Commission, it does little better on grasping
how national governments seek to influence the work that goes on within
this body. Occasional references are made in this literature to how a DG
has been ‘captured’ by a particular member state (eg. agriculture by
France) or how an individual commissioner acted like the delegate of his
or her national government (eg. Edith Cresson over the Crédit Lyonnais
state aids case). However, little attempt is made to show how national
administrations constantly attempt to spread their influence within the
Commission. They do this firstly by trying to orientate decisions upon
recruitment and promotion within the DGs. The state of ‘the geographi-
cal balance’ is kept under constant surveillance by officials within each of
the Permanent Representations (Page 1997). Vigilance on this point is
even stronger in the case of the cabinets which are made up of varying
mixtures of Commission civil servants and seconded officials from
national capitals. In both cases, national governments attempt to use their
fellow nationals as conduits for their policy preferences. It would certainly
be erroneous to assume that this strategy is regularly successful. Commis-
sion officials and cabinet members also work under a range of countervail-
ing pressures to remain independent which mean it is virtually impossible
for them to act like national diplomats for any length of time. Neverthe-
less, studying the work carried out by national officials within the Commis-
sion provides a means of grasping an influence that is all too often treated
as an amorphous ‘context’ for EU decision-making.

A second aspect of this so-called ‘context’ – rivalry with the Council and
the EP – provides a third dimension of Commission activity which is
largely neglected by policy and organizational studies. This rivalry is often
downplayed using a term strongly favoured by Commission officials them-
selves: ‘inter-institutional matters’. In reality, the work of Commission offi-
cials is strongly influenced by a desire to position their own organization’s
legitimacy as regards that of national delegations in the Council or of
European parliamentarians. Opposing the right to be involved in
decision-making of representatives of national or European ‘electorates’ is
no easy task. Indeed, since the beginning of the 1990s and the rise of the
narrative of the ‘democratic deficit’, the Commission’s task has become
much more difficult. But this constitutes a major reason why research
should take the politics of rivalry between actors from the Commission,
the Council and the EP much more seriously than it has to date.
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Anthropologies of the Commission

How an actor represents their respective institution is one of the central
questions of political anthropology, an academic discipline that has begun
to be applied to the EU over the last ten years. More precisely, two sets of
research targeting the Commission have been undertaken. Led by Marc
Abélès, a French researcher who first began working on EU institutions
through a major study of the EP (Abélès 1992), the first was actually
financed as a report for the Commission itself (Abélès, Bellier and
McDonald 1993). Based upon observations of officials’ daily work prac-
tices within several DGs over a period of one year, this study and its
sequels have subsequently become the empirical source for numerous
publications (Abélès 1996, 1997; Abélès and Bellier 1996). Launched a
little later in time, the second anthropologically-based take on the Com-
mission has been developed by Cris Shore (2000). Despite their differ-
ences, through addressing a number of questions on the Commission that
many political scientists fail to raise let alone answer, the grounding of
these studies in anthropology has engendered at least three major find-
ings.

The first concerns the role of national origins, cultures and stereotypes
within the Commission’s services. This work underlines that although
nearly all the officials they observed clearly see themselves as working for a
European entity which obliges them to transcend their national origins,
they remain structured by the fact that they all come from one of the
member states. As other approaches had already revealed but Shore shows
more directly (2000: 132), national origin is important because it plays a
determining role in the management of personnel. But national origin is
also important because no matter how they work or behave, a Commission
official is always perceived, both by outsiders and their colleagues, as
British, French or Greek, etc. When national stereotypes are positive, this
can work in their favour but, as many southern Europeans in the Commis-
sion experience daily, the obverse is also true. Jokes about ‘the Club Med’
countries can also be used as a stigma with which to delegitimize the point
of view of ideological opponents (Abélès 1996).

Underlining that cultural differences do not necessarily have a benign
or positive influence within the Commission is also behind a second major
trait revealed by anthropologists working on this organization. This con-
cerns the way in which Commission officials constantly have to find a syn-
thesis between national political practices and traditions when putting
together proposals for EU law and policy. More precisely, in anticipating
cleavages within the Council, the staff of the Commission are adept in
inventing policy concepts which are compromises between the ones used
in different member states (Abélès and Bellier 1996). In this way ‘univer-
sal service’ has replaced ‘public service’ in sectors such as telecommunica-
tions, ‘European citizenship’ has been tacked onto national constitutions

6 Andy Smith



and ‘subsidiarity’ has been introduced to regulate powers between levels
of government without setting up a central regulator. At one level, these
‘compromise concepts’ are the very tools that allow intergovernmental
negotiation to continue and move forward. As such the inventivity of Com-
mission officials in creating hybrid policy concepts can be seen as indis-
pensable. However, the cost of such compromises is that they are often
misunderstood or even rejected within the member states, thus further
damaging the legitimacy of the EU in general and of the Commission in
particular.

Indeed, the relationship between agents of the Commission and the
general public is a third and final subject around which anthropological
studies have uncovered some highly important findings. Driven by the
concept of representation (Abélès 1997), this research begins to show how
difficult those who speak in the name of the Commission find it not only
to communicate information to a wider public, but also to convey
meaning and emotion. The first problem here is the Commission’s tend-
ency to produce ‘pasteurized’ documents and symbols as a means of
avoiding tensions with the member states over precise issues. More
fundamentally, representatives of the Commission tend to ‘represent with
the handbrake on’ because the legitimacy of their organization is so
ambiguous.

In summary, anthropologically inspired studies of the Commission have
undoubtedly contributed to providing a more rounded account of this
organization’s characteristics, practices and challenges. Indeed, many of
the chapters in this book borrow the concepts and methods used in these
studies in order to grasp the multidimensional nature of the relationship
between politics and the Commission. However, they do so while attempt-
ing to go beyond two weaknesses of existing anthropological studies of
this body. The first concerns the relationships which connect Commission
officials to their national counterparts and representatives of interest
groups. Centred upon the internal life of the Commission, neither Abélès
nor Shore put themselves in a position from which to delve deeply into
the linkages which constantly criss-cross national and EU organizations.
The second problem with this research is that it tends to disconnect analy-
sis of representational activities from that of decision-making. Perhaps
because these studies pay so little attention to the role of hierarchy within
the Commission, analysis of the relationship between representing and
negotiating is left largely unexamined.

Leadership and the Commission presidency

In tackling the question of hierarchy head on, the third and final stream
of research on the Commission provides some answers as to how this
organization juggles with its responsibilities for shaping decisions and rep-
resenting the EU. Three studies of the manner through which Jacques
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Delors presided over the Commission provide the most thorough answers
to this question. Targeted on a limited period (1991–1993) and based
upon direct observation of the Delors cabinet, George Ross (1995) closely
examines how this presidency identified and pursued opportunities for
deepening European integration. Through a combination of precise and
interlocking objectives set by Delors and the military-like organization and
commitment of the cabinet driven by its director, Pascal Lamy, Ross
explains how the Commission as a whole was able to make the most of a
positive intergovernmental and geostrategic ‘opportunity structure’. Ross
also shows that once this structure of opportunities becomes less clear and
more conflictual (after problems ratifying the Maastricht treaty, the onset
of recessions etc.), the Commission presidency has had difficulty shaping
its objectives and convincing many officials within the DGs to continue to
follow them with sustained vigour.

Based also upon insider observation (through an internship in the Com-
mission’s ‘Forward Studies Unit’), Ken Endo (1999) looks at the character-
istics and effects of Delors’ leadership more from the angle of officials in
the DGs. Through a series of case studies of different Commission initi-
atives, the central hypothesis of this book is that the Commission is the
product but also the victim of ‘shared leadership’. From this perspective,
Endo lists the resources and constraints of the Commission presidency in
general, and that of Delors in particular. Ultimately the influence of the
latter is attributed to his ‘power to persuade’ (1999: 24), but little attempt
is made to unpack the relationship between the argumentative capacity of
this political leader and the legitimacy of the Commission presidency as an
institution. This question is treated more directly by a third book on Delors
published by Helen Drake (2000). Driven by an underlying question
regarding the role of individuals within institutions, Drake places Delors’
leadership of the Commission firmly within the perspective of his career as
a whole, his ideology and his (difficult) relationship with the world of party
politics. Using detailed analysis of Delors’ public speeches but also lengthy
interviews with the man himself and his collaborators, emphasis is placed
upon how Delors attempted to both dominate the college of commission-
ers and mobilize all Commission officials.

This research upon the Delors presidency has shed valuable light upon
a number of characteristics of the Commission. In particular, it shows the
need to understand the teams and networks which link the ‘head’ of the
Commission to its ‘body’ of officials (Grant 1994). However, the focus
upon one particular presidency means that comparative analysis is either
impossible or tends to be tackled on the basis of uneven data sets (Peter-
son 1999).

More importantly still, little direct attempt is made to show how Com-
mission presidents and commissioners deal with different facets of poli-
tics. Indeed, as with the anthropological and policy-making approaches
mentioned earlier, politics is seen essentially as something representatives
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of the Commission constantly seek to avoid. The first problem with such
analysis is that one can find many empirical examples, such as the defence
of ‘cultural exceptionalism’ in the audiovisual field, where agents of the
Commission have very clearly adopted a political stance (Hooghe 2001).
More fundamentally, as the above table underlines, there is a basic confu-
sion in the literature between ‘politics’ and ‘national influence’.

Studying politics and the Commission: concepts, questions
and research design

Pressures placed upon the Commission by national actors are clearly a
major part of the environment within which this organization functions.
However, treating ‘national influence’ in an aggregative and actor-less
fashion does not allow one to go very far in understanding how and when
arguments which originate within the member states force Commission
officials to limit, dilute or change their own objectives and ways of
working. In short, both ‘national influence’ and ‘politics’ are concepts
that need unpacking before one can develop research designs capable of
generating new information on how they really shape what goes on within
and without the European Commission.

Based upon original, empirical research, the texts brought together in
this volume interpret the relationship between ‘politics and the Commis-
sion’ by analysing the polysemic nature of two adjectives frequently used
to analyse the Commission: technocratic and political. More specifically, the
different chapters look at the resources and constraints of this organi-
zation’s personnel from two competing yet complementary angles.

The first uses ideal-type definitions from normative democratic theory
to define, a priori, the technocratic and the political. They then seek,
through empirical study, to ascertain to what degree the practices of Com-
mission personnel fit these categories. Following the example set by
Claudio Radaelli (1999a), three criteria in particular are put forward:

1 Political competition: Through examining the way actors are recruited,
promoted or nominated to their posts, a number of important power
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Table I.1 Introduction

Approach Vision of Commission Vision of politics

Policy-making A sectorialized policy Intervention by national 
entrepreneur politicians

Anthropology A multicultural Intervention in the name 
institution of national traditions

Leadership A centre with only latent Intervention by national 
resources heads of government



relations are highlighted which, contrary to some analyses (Page
1997), do not limit politics to what politicians do.

2 Publicness: The degree of publicity given to the activities of the Com-
mission is investigated as a means of ascertaining how individuals and
teams within this body perceive their own roles.

3 Arguments for decision-making: Proposals based upon values are taken to
be political, whereas those based upon the opinion of ‘experts’ are
seen as technocratic.

This first approach to the politics–technocracy divide reveals that Commis-
sion personnel often oscillate between behaviour that, in abstract terms,
can be named political and technocratic. Used on its own, however, such
an approach fails to grasp how the actors being studied consciously or
unconsciously deploy the lexicons of politics and technocracy. As a broad
strand of thought in social science brought together under the umbrella
term of ‘social constructivism’ has underlined, ‘politics’ and ‘technocracy’
are not necessarily categories that have universal meaning (Dubois and
Dulong 1999; Christiansen, Jørgensen and Wiener 2001). Rather, actors
constantly construct, reshape and use these categories. This is often done
unconsciously, thus revealing mechanisms of socialization at work within
the Commission. But at other times actors strategically use terms such as
‘political’ or ‘technical’ in order to bolster their own (and/or their
organization’s) resources and reduce constraints upon their autonomy.

Constructivist premises are therefore built into the methodologies of a
number of the authors in this book. However, their chapters all acknow-
ledge that constructivism cannot be the sole building block for an overar-
ching approach to the European Commission. Motivated more by
understanding what determines actor behaviour, interdependencies and
the distribution of power, social constructivism is therefore not used here
as a synonym for post-modernist musing about the European Union.
Instead, the fundamental postulate that ‘reality’ does not simply impose
itself upon the world of action, but rather is defined in competitive con-
texts by identifiable actors, is employed to link empirical study to the two
key questions addressed throughout the book:

1 what shapes and conditions interdependencies both within the Com-
mission and between its agents and their opposite numbers in the
member states?

2 how can one explain the relationship between the apparent strength
of the EU’s institutions and the evident weakness of their legitimacy?

The chapters in Part I of this book essentially address the first question as
a means of shedding light upon question two. Cécile Robert’s chapter
begins this part by analysing how European civil servants relate to the
political dimension of their action in the European Union. Based upon a
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study of Commission involvement in EU policy on Central and Eastern
European countries, Robert’s objective is to reveal how the Commission’s
relationship to politics drives and structures the daily practices of civil ser-
vants on the one hand and, on the other, leads the European Commission
as a whole to select particular types of policy-making.

Examining European integration as the product of a multiplicity of
national and transnational levels of action is the objective of the next
three chapters. Centred upon the college of commissioners, Jean Joana
and Andy Smith contest the generally accepted idea that commissioners
differ because of their ‘personality’ or ‘portfolio’. They claim instead that
the key variable is how each commissioner interprets and represents their
own role and that of the Commission. More precisely, this chapter focuses
on how these actors approach the ‘non-portfolio’ dimension of their
mandate as a means of understanding the technical, diplomatic and polit-
ical aspects of this role. In setting out to discover the role of the Commis-
sion’s General Secretariat, and of its Secretary Generals in particular,
Hussein Kassim sheds light not only upon the inner functioning of the
Commission itself, but also upon how the agents of this institution work
with their counterparts in national administrations. Finally, in studying
what he labels as the ‘parallel administration’ of the European Commis-
sion, Jarle Trondal attempts to answer the following question: does the
European Commission manage to transform the loyalties and identities of
Commission officials seconded on short-term contracts from national
institutions? In this sense, the ‘parallel administration’ is treated as an
important laboratory for studying integration across the EU/nation state
interface.

Part I of the book closes with two chapters on the invention of indi-
vidual Directorate Generals. Véronique Dimier analyses the strategies of
legitimation used by the Directorate General development (DG VIII)
during what she defines as the crucial period of its institutionalization
(1958–1975). These strategies were based on deliberately organized
‘dramatizations’ which took the form of official tours in Africa and
Europe. This research shows that the success of such strategies depended
greatly upon the capacity of the DG’s agents to adapt themselves to an
audience that was both African and European. More precisely, the audi-
ence targeted was mainly made up of a specific elite through which the
Commission hoped to build its legitimacy and appeal to a larger public.
Much closer to us in time, the invention of a Directorate General for
health and consumer affairs (DG SANCO) is unpacked by Sébastien Guig-
nier as a means of showing the political importance of internal struggles
within the Commission). Various food safety scares in the 1990s, in
particular the BSE crisis, were clearly a major impetus for this change in
Commission organization and practice. However, Guignier shows that the
underlying causes of this change are more varied, and the consequences
more important, than is often appreciated. By retracing the invention of
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this DG, this chapter underlines in particular how concern for public
health at a European level has if anything been hindered rather than
helped by this institutional invention.

Focused more specifically upon the relationship between the Commis-
sion and the media, chapters in Part II tackle the legitimacy question
more directly and, in so doing, produce new knowledge about relation-
ships and interdependencies that criss-cross the Commission and member
state governments. Didier Georgakakis begins this part of the book by
looking at the Santer Commission’s resignation from an angle which
revises the dominant interpretation of this episode as the result of ‘poor
communication’. Such a view is challenged by proposing instead that the
key problem was more one of the legitimacy of the Commission as
opposed to that of the Council and the Parliament, and of the college as
regards the rest of the Commission’s personnel. Indeed, the central
hypothesis developed is that the external or inter-institutional dimension
of the college’s difficulties only became salient because internal conflict
had laid the groundwork for the transformation of isolated issues into one
single ‘crisis’. Olivier Baisnée also looks at ‘Santer’s fall’ but this time from
the point of view of the Commission’s relationship with the press before,
during and after the event. Baisnée underlines that high-profile media
criticisms led the new Commission to reflect upon its relationship with the
accredited press in Brussels and provoked a reform of the communica-
tional practices of the European executive. Having first characterized the
milieu of community-level sources of information and their traditional
dominance by the Commission, this chapter analyses this attempt at
reform and its failure. These cases are used as a means of analysing an
institution which, whilst seeking to highlight its role as a political actor by
officializing its relationship with the press, has had great difficulty in being
recognized as such by the journalists involved who are, above all, after
more detailed information. In both chapters, analysing the Commission’s
relationship with the media is thus used as a means of observing the fun-
damental ambiguity of an institution where the technical and the political
are inseparable and where problems of legitimacy are crucial causes of
this relationship.

This ambiguity is tackled directly in Chapters 9 and 10 which are
centred upon the production of public information within the Commis-
sion. François Foret shows that by publishing brochures on general ques-
tions designed to suit a wide-ranging audience, the Commission has
sought to develop itself a position from which it can express its own views
on Europe’s behalf. However, research into the way this institution has
actually played this potentially very political role reveals the Commission’s
tendency to take refuge in a more neutral and safe bureaucratic lexicon
or register. In focusing more specifically upon the public information dis-
tributed about the euro, Jeannette Mak explores whether the Commission
consciously and instrumentally used its information and communication
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activities on the EMU and the euro as an informal instrument to achieve
three goals: policy acceptance, strengthen the legitimacy of the EU as a
whole, improve the Commission’s own status and position. The failure of
the Commission, and more particularly the former DG X, to come up with
a coherent and purposeful information strategy is explained as the result
of a combination of internal and external limitations, as well as the persis-
tence of the Commission’s elitist approach to communication.

Finally, Helen Drake’s chapter focuses upon how the influence of Com-
mission President Delors has contributed, and continues to contribute, to
the realization of visions and utopian dreams of the future of the Euro-
pean Union. The chapter argues that the primary political logic and ratio-
nale of the Commission presidency was to supranationalize power elites
within and outside the Commission. This involved a transfer and legitima-
tion of new ideas into national political cultures, a process which has char-
acterized the vagaries of European integration from its beginnings and in
which certain individuals, and Delors in particular, have played different,
yet key, roles.

As the volume’s conclusion underlines, in addition to a wealth of
empirical information, each chapter includes theoretical arguments and
conceptual developments, which are based upon a firm grounding in soci-
ological approaches to politics. Indeed, in providing answers to its two key
questions (transnational interdependence and institutional legitimacy),
this book is an example of how political sociologies of ‘real’ actors and the
cognitive and emotional frameworks that structure their behaviour, shed
light upon the concrete difficulties faced by commissioners and Commis-
sion officials when attempting to deepen European integration. As such,
this book shows not only that such actors ‘matter’, but that more soci-
ological approaches to the study of politics are the way forward for
research upon the European Union.

Acknowledgements

Initial versions of nearly all the chapters in this book first saw the light of
day at one or more of three workshops. An initial seminar was organized
by Helen Drake at the University of Loughborough in June 2000. The
second took place during the European Consortium of Political Research
(ECPR) ‘Joint sessions’ in Grenoble in March 2001 and the third during
the inaugural conference of the ECPR’s Standing Group on the EU held
in Bordeaux in September 2002. I thank all those who participated in
these seminars with such enthusiasm, perspicacity and good humour. Last,
but certainly not least, a special vote of thanks is due to I. Bither for con-
stant encouragement, laughter and hope.

Introduction 13





Part I

Actors, institutions and
interdependence





1 Doing politics and pretending
not to
The Commission’s role in
distributing aid to Eastern Europe

Cécile Robert

Introduction

Academic research on the European Union (EU) has undergone a series
of evolutions, one of which is the increasing attention given to the Euro-
pean administration. This concern is twofold: on one hand, the growing
number of studies on EU policies has chiefly led to acknowledging the
decisive role played by the Commission in setting the agenda and formu-
lating European public policies (Christiansen 1996; Cini 1997; Cram 1999;
Fouilleux 2003; Jourdain 1995; Nugent 1995; Peters 1992; Smith 1995); on
the other hand, observations made from a more anthropological perspect-
ive looking at the new meanings ascribed to notions of administration and
policy in Brussels, have revealed the specificity of EU institutions in com-
parison to existing administrative models (Abélès, Bellier and MacDonald
1993; Abélès and Bellier 1996; Bellier 1999).

Denying the political dimension of the Commission’s work – observed
in the strategies it implements in order to enforce both its own under-
standing of issues to be considered and the solutions it propounds – is
thus out of the question. Yet few publications draw a parallel between this
political activity and the distinct position held by the European Commis-
sion in the European institutional system. The fact that it may simultan-
eously be deprived of democratic legitimacy while dependent upon
political circumstances for its work and the translation of intentions into
achievements, does not prevent the Commission from exerting a decisive
influence upon the European Union’s decision-making process and the
definition of the broad orientations of European integration. In another
way, anthropological studies have also highlighted the constraints of the
Commission’s institutional position, particularly its incapacity to claim
political legitimacy, and shown how these constraints are apprehended
within the organization itself. However, they have not systematically ques-
tioned the effects of these representations on the daily practices of Com-
mission officials and the way they contribute to shaping public action.

Standing exactly at the crossroad of both approaches, I attempt to take
both sets of results and interpretations a stage further. Once it is admitted



that the classical opposition between administration and politics cannot
account for the particular roles of the European Commission and its insti-
tutional partners (Parliament, Council), understanding the resilience of
this opposition in the discourse and perceptions of real actors, as well as
its consequences on the strategies and behaviours they adopt, is of consid-
erable importance.1

From such a perspective, this paper analyses how the Commission
relates to the political dimension of its action starting from two
complementary hypotheses. First, the Commission constantly seeks to
play a political role, without ever attaining the political legitimacy
required to endorse such a role. It is therefore involved in acts seeking to
legitimize the power it handles, and simultaneously to mask the political
dimension of its activity. Second, this form of self-censorship is substanti-
ated through several modes: modes of action and management within
the Commission (through resorting to technicization and juridicization),
or the officials’ self perception of their role and function in the Commis-
sion, within which the operation of defining what politics, and what
political officials should be, takes a central place. The Commission’s rela-
tionship to the political dimension of its own action is thus used as a lens
for examining the dynamics behind the production of European public
policies.

These hypotheses are verified in the two parts of this chapter. The first
observes and describes the different dimensions of the European Commis-
sion’s relationship to politics as it manifests itself in the discourse the insti-
tution and its members produce about themselves and about their
partners in the EU.2 Centred upon EU policy towards Central and Eastern
European countries (Robert 2001b), the second part endeavours to reveal
to what extent the Commission’s relationship to politics inspires and struc-
tures the daily practices of its civil servants and leads their organization as
a whole to select particular types of policy-making.

The European Commission’s relationship(s) to politics

The European Commission’s relationship to politics is specific and mani-
fold. More precisely, the hypothesis developed here considers the activity
of the Commission to be political in nature, despite the fact that this insti-
tution and the actors who belong to it constantly strive to camouflage this
reality. From this angle, two distinct and complementary aspects of the
effort made to shrug off politics are examined: how civil servants construct
their professional identity around specific characteristics which oppose
those they attribute to their various opposite numbers – MEPs, Council
personnel and members; the modes of legitimation favoured by the Euro-
pean administration in order to justify and account for its action within
the European political system.

With regard to research carried out on the EU in the past two decades,
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the Commission’s political role and ambition today appear unquestioned
and unquestionable (Christiansen 1997). In particular, specialists on EU
public policy-making have established that the European administration
often plays a decisive role in the different steps surrounding reforms and
new measures, from agenda setting to implementation, during which its
work stretches much further than the mere execution of rules and
decisions adopted by the Council (Eichener 1992). Moreover, numerous
studies carried out on the Commission’s personnel have shown the
growing place and importance taken by political careers and resources
(Donnelly and Ritchie 1994; Joana and Smith 2002; Page 1997; Smith
1996, 2002).

In this respect, the PHARE programme of technical assistance to the
Eastern and Central European states represents a clear example. First of
all, its genesis owes a great deal to Jacques Delors, President of the Com-
mission from 1985 to 1995, who developed resources through a whole
array of relations built during the course of his political career to con-
vince and compel his partners outside and inside the EU to entrust the
European administration with Western aid to Eastern Europe (Deloche-
Gaudez and Lequesne 1996; Niemann 1998). Beside revealing this insti-
tution’s ability to impose its own understanding of the key issues, such
institutional activism as displayed by the Commission’s representatives in
creating PHARE shows that their organization, just like the Council or
the Parliament, acts to further its own ends. These objectives more often
than not amount to a willingness to expand its own institutional preroga-
tives (see Chapters 6 and 10). In short, obtaining the management of
the PHARE programme was perceived by activists within the Commis-
sion as a means for the European administration to gain access to a
domain of EU foreign policy that had previously been kept out of its
reach.

Second, the room for manoeuvre left to the Commission by the succes-
sive and rather vague regulations adopted by the Council on PHARE,3

emphasizes the creative dimension of the Commission’s management of
this programme. In fact, this legislation allowed the Commission to define
for itself the priority sectors of Western aid, the nature of this assistance,
the conditions of its implementation, as well as the personnel who would
be in charge of it, i.e. companies and consultants entrusted with running
projects in the field.

Finally, progressive institutionalization of the programme throughout
the 1990s and the fact that it was clearly identified as one of the main
instruments of European policy to applicant states, must be attributed to
the Commission’s capacity to hinge together technical and political pat-
terns. In other words, the Commission’s ability to enlist technical know-
ledge and aptitudes to produce solutions which also take into account
political imperatives and constraints to which public choices are subjected
(anticipatory management of conflict between member states, anticipation
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of the symbolic consequences of its activity on relationships with Eastern
Europe, and/or their electoral impact (Robert 2001a).

If the fact that the activity of the European Commission is political in
nature is now fully acknowledged, another characteristic of this institution
is less frequently emphasized by researchers: the discourse the European
administration produces about itself and its action tends to systematically
lessen, even deny, the political dimension of its work. More generally, this
dicourse institutes ‘a-politicism’ as the raison d’être of this institution and
the very basis of its legitimacy.

On the one hand, ‘a-politicism’ is exhibited as a special disposition pre-
sented as a set of know-how and behaviour which belong exclusively to the
Commission’s civil servants. Interviews carried out with members of the
Commission in the course of our research tended to show how, when refer-
ring to their professional identity, they make constant allusions to MEPs and
Council members. This allows them to claim a whole pack of specific qual-
ities – neutrality, independence, disinterestedness, scientific knowledge,
technical competence, objectivity, ability to think in the long term – which
are set against the ‘defaults and weaknesses’ of those involved in ‘politics’:
national interest and selfishness, ignorance and remoteness from the field,
pretence, inconsistency and incoherence, short term and electoral vision. As
illustrated in the following citation, actors from the Commission draw upon
this contrasted picture in order to apprehend and lend meaning to the
daily tasks involved in implementing PHARE. They also use this classifica-
tion to decipher their relationships with their institutional partners:

When we worked together on the PHARE programme, Member States
were always very careful about protecting [their own interest] (i.e. to
offer European contracts to national consultants and enterprises).
They played their part as a Member State, their role of defending a
national interest, and we [the Commission] have represented the
interest of the European Community, as usual, and the interests of
applicant countries . . . The European Parliament members were very
enthusiastic about the PHARE programme but we have had to ratio-
nalize their mobilisation. For example, they wanted Romanian
orphanages to become as modern as those of Western Europe
overnight . . . We [the Commission] were there to reason with them
and take the actual needs of the Romanian people into account. To
build luxury orphanages could have been a provocation for Romanian
families. This story of the Romanian orphanages is a good example of
our daily work with MEPs.4

Although perhaps more obvious among agents of the PHARE programme
owing to its particular history, such dispositions are not, however, a
particular specificity of DG IA. Instead they should be regarded as perva-
sive characteristics of the Commission’s administrative culture:
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Whatever their grade, European civil servants are supposed to act on a
non-emotional basis and remain above influences, whilst listening to
the demands of different representatives who make up part of their
sources of information. In theory, they act rationally, which means
they must use certain techniques for making choices, impartially,
which is linked to concepts of independence and ethics. According to
the insider viewpoint, even if the actions of the Commission and its
agents are imperfect, they are founded upon quantifiable and evalu-
able criteria which are linked to established and controllable frame-
works. According to the civil servants themselves, this is seen as being
the opposite of how politicians behave because they are more open to
the risks of elections which means they are not assured of permanency
and are thus inclined to ‘give in to emotions’.

(Bellier 1999: 47)

On the other hand, the claim to ‘a-politicism’ also translates into another
discourse propagated by the Commission which describes its activity and
supports the relevance of its proposals. What sets it apart from its institu-
tional partners (Parliament, Councils, member states) is not so much its
purely technical, juridical or administrative tasks, but the efforts it spends
to present it as such, and appear as a mere tool with which to deal with
social trends and fundamental principles. The Commission’s effort to play
down the political dimension of its work relates to the following two types
of operation which, in reality, are frequently inter-twined:

• concealment of the creative dimension of its work through denying
the extent of interpretative activity and the room for manoeuvre when
implementing Council decisions and European rules;

• obliteration of the ‘ideological’ dimension – i.e. based upon a refer-
ence to values and involving making choices – of its positions and pro-
posals, by presenting them as dictated by a certain rationale (juridical,
technical) or as the obvious product of a European common interest.

Examples of EU policy towards Eastern European countries yet again help
to illustrate this claim. First, when presenting the programming activity of
the Commission in annual PHARE reports to Council, the Parliament and
the general public, European civil servants are depicted as mere under-
lings while the Council’s declarations and regulations are highlighted as
guidelines that are precise enough to set the framework and content of
their mission. Moreover, these reports never hint that certain choices may
need to be made during implementation: programming is presented as a
simple process that is both well controlled and objective because it is
based upon seasoned techniques (particularly the so-called ‘demand-
driven’ technique which consists in co-operating with aid beneficiaries)
and relying upon a ‘scientific’ vision of the overall process of the
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transition to democracy. Thus identification of so-called priority sectors is
presented as the twin outcome of preferences expressed by partner states,
and as a practical exercise based upon unquestionable knowledge about
the changes being experienced in the Eastern countries. This latter obser-
vation is similar to conclusions reached in studies carried out of other
European policies, especially research (Jourdain 1996) or development
aid for South American states (Le Naëlou 1995). These studies have all
revealed a process whereby choices made during the implementation of
these projects are naturalized, notably through constant reference to tech-
nical rationality as the ultimate and insurmountable justification for
decisions made by the Commission.

This chapter is unable to address every explanation behind the Com-
mission’s relationship to politics. Suffice to say that camouflaging politics
is a means for the European administration to solve some of the contra-
dictions of its institutional position. Resorting to law and technical issues
to make its positioning appear ‘natural’, allows the Commission to justify
its prerogatives and proposals without calling upon a political argument,
which it considers as prohibited anyway for want of democratic legitimacy.
The qualities of independence, disinterestedness and expertise put
forward by officials, attest to the capacity and legitimacy of these
unelected and ‘nation-less’ men and women to define where Europe’s
general interest lies. Furthermore, European civil servants’ relationship to
politics and their conflicts of legitimacy with member states manifest
common features with representations and behaviours typical of national
administrative staff, already well studied by sociology and political science
(Duran 1999; De Baecque and Quermonne 1982; Grémion 1979;
Suleiman 1974). These similarities have a partial explanation in adminis-
trative history and, more precisely, in the types of legitimacy of each civil
service. Nonetheless, such conflicts take on a particular aspect in the case
of the European administration. Institutional rivalries first gain in acute-
ness, owing to the larger range of prerogatives handled by the European
administration compared to national ones. At the same time, this adminis-
tration faces more attacks and scepticism. Its legitimacy is therefore more
demanding and more fragile. Moreover, the link made in Brussels
between politics and the defence of national interests exacerbates such
tensions between administration and politics, and allows European civil
servants, rather than national ones, to claim a monopoly in handling
‘European thinking’ and in defining a common European interest.

The Commission exhibits ‘a-politicism’ to such an extent that it is at the
root of its existence and autonomy as an institution and conditions both
the affirmation and the practice of its authority. This, in turn, causes this
institution to permanently produce evidence of its ‘a-politicism’, and leads
its agents into perceiving themselves as such. If discourses and representa-
tions prevailing within the European administration on politics partly
fulfil this function, the following part of this chapter suggests that these
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cannot be understood independently from the political practices which
produce them. In other words, the Commission’s privileged modes of
legitimization determine, at least in part, the shape and content of its
action in the European political system.

‘A-politicism in action’: resources and constraints for the
Commission

Case studies analysed in the second part of this chapter are drawn from
the history of the EU’s preparation for Eastern enlargement during the
1990s. Returning to the role played by the Commission in elaborating and
implementing European policy towards Eastern European countries, the
following hypothesis will be discussed. At the beginning of the decade, the
Commission’s tendency to repress the political dimension of its action was
activated as a resource which made possible the whole process of both
institutionalizing such a policy and of achieving its leadership in the field
of public policy-making. More recently though, on some issues relating to
enlargement, the Commission’s ‘a-politicism’ has seemed, on the con-
trary, to become a constraint from which the Commission has not been
able to escape. Indeed, it has significantly limited the scope of potential
positions and possible actions.

In the 1990s, the Commission managed particularly well to benefit
from the perspective of enlargement in order re-negotiate its role and
position within the European political system. Whereas in 1989 it success-
fully obtained responsibility for the PHARE programme, thanks to the
close linkage made between the EU and Eastern Europe, over the next
decade it went on to rely upon this initial position to secure growing auto-
nomy and power, particularly with regards to conceiving and enacting
European policy in the East (Robert 2001a). Careful examination of the
strategies used by the Commission during this period shows that they
relied heavily upon denying their political dimension.

First of all, by depicting itself as a neutral and independent expert, and
never as a decision-maker, the European administration succeeded in pre-
senting and pressing forth its understanding of issues pertaining to
Eastern and Central European states. A chronological reconstruction of
the Council’s activities compared with reports submitted by the Commis-
sion clearly shows that the former has often simply re-used, sometimes lit-
erally, proposals put forward by the latter. However, the Commission
never claimed this policy to be of its own making and the documents it
publishes systematically present the Ostpolitik as the result of the efforts
and commitment of the omnipotent European Council and its desire to
integrate applicant countries. Besides keeping silent about its own contri-
bution, the solutions the Commission put forward brush aside their arbi-
trary aspects, in other words the idea that they might have resulted from
choices. In particular, the extremely strong juridical dimension given to
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the pre-adhesion strategy (based on the definition of the European acquis,
and its inclusion in the law of candidate states), gave the Commission the
opportunity to connect its actions directly to the EU Treaties and found-
ing texts, i.e. solely based on respect for law and procedure. Such ‘juridi-
cization’ was the key to the Commission’s success with its partners
because, in setting out a temporary and apparently legitimate response to
the expectations of applicant countries, it also meant the Commission
could bypass the member states, seen as incapable of reaching agreement
on potentially conflict-prone issues. Hence the co-production of this
policy came to repose upon a particular form of exchange between differ-
ent European institutions. The Commission’s autonomy in the making of
this public intervention and the institutional gains derived from it were
connected to its ability to provide member states with the possibility of
endorsing the policy as a whole. To do so, it repressed the political dimen-
sion of its action: first by ascribing responsibility to member states, second
by making the policy acceptable to the publics it was designed for
(Roubieu 1999).

Second, the Commission’s approach to politics seems to have partly
determined the shape and the nature of relationships between those in
charge of the implementation of the PHARE programme in DG IA, and
their institutional partners: member state representatives in the PHARE
management committee and MEPs in charge of controlling the expendi-
ture of the assistance programme. These exchanges were marked by the
technicization of issues and debates that surrounded the process of pro-
gramming. For instance, this technicization took the form of systematic-
ally translating the objectives of assistance programmes and their mode of
implementation into the technical terms of each highly specialized sector.
This strategy reflected the Commission’s concern to present its work as
the rational implementation of competencies and ‘scientific’ unquestion-
able methods, whose respect is a guarantee of quality, neutrality and
objectivity. In short, this was a means of institutionalizing the unchal-
lengable aspect of the projects it carried out in Eastern Europe. Yet tech-
nicization also allowed the Commission to limit its partners’ ability to
influence, control, and possibly sanction its activity in this domain. By
compelling them to use technical language, in particular in the manage-
ment committee, officials from PHARE made their counterparts work in a
field of competencies they controlled and were at ease with. Techniciza-
tion also made the programme’s ground-level realities more difficult to
understand for national representatives and Members of the European
Parliament. Perceiving and comprehending political issues through the
lens of the technical choices mentioned in official documents, requires a
certain degree of experience in the debates and controversies which struc-
ture such domains of public policy-making (Eichener 1992; Grémion
1979; Institut für Europaïsche Politik 1989).

The Commission’s efforts to repress the political dimension of its work
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thus operated not only through discourse but also through the practices
of its agents, their choice of particular modes of action and relationships
to their counterparts. Moreover, this ‘embodied a-politicism’ enabled the
Commission to achieve a form of leadership in the policy designed for
Eastern European states, and to preserve its autonomy in the making of
this policy. Some aspects of this ‘a-politicism’, such as the officials’ claim
to neutrality or independence and their legitimate competence to define
a European general interest, have been presented by some studies as stra-
tegic resources which offer an explanation for the Commission’s success
(Abélès 1994; Lequesne 1996; Nugent 1994). It should, however, be
stressed that the Commission has not always benefited from its stance on
politics and that this has not always turned out to be a means of expand-
ing its prerogatives and range of competencies. More precisely, under
certain conditions the Commission simply cannot escape from the neces-
sity to silence the political dimension of its activity, despite the fact that
keeping silent limits its room for manoeuvre and the choices available to
its officials.

In this respect, a return to the debates that surrounded the Commis-
sion’s definition of the acquis communautaire in the social domain are
particularly significant. In the process of preparing for enlargement, a
group principally made up of DG IA officials in charge of the PHARE pro-
gramme, suggested that the acquis communautaire presented to the appli-
cant states should not solely consist of European rules. Instead it should
also take into account a number of political principles which were yet to
obtain a juridical translation, such as the requirement for a high level of
social security protection. This broad definition of the social acquis commu-
nautaire thus required officials to go beyond the domain of the law and
take on board non-juridical arguments and legitimacy. DG V officials’
negative reaction to this suggestion and the subsequent decision to ‘bury
the issue’ by complying with a strictly and exclusively juridical definition,
are precisely an outcome of the constraints upon the Commission which
stem from its relationship to politics. Indeed, despite perceiving its bene-
fits, DG V officials gave up on the defence of a more extensive under-
standing of the social acquis chiefly because such a stance would have led
them to break with two unwritten rules governing the Commission within
the European political system, both of which reflect the necessity to affirm
its ‘a-politicism’ (Robert 2000).

First of all, DG V officials considered the defence of a wider social
acquis as standing little chance of reaching broad support in the unpre-
dictable and risky Council. Obliged to anticipate the reactions of its insti-
tutional partners (Cram 1994; Pierson 1996; Wendon 1998 and Chapter
10 of this book) in order to avoid conflict or failure over particular propo-
sitions, minimizing such risks is seen as the price to pay for the exclusive
qualities the Commission wants to retain. These include its claim to be
able to cope with every single demand that comes out of European society
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– even when they are contradictory – as part of the process of building a
common interest. Depicting themselves as little more than a simple medi-
ating body deprived of any autonomous power, objectives and political
projects, Commission officials rely upon their ability to stimulate consen-
sus and produce compromise agreements (Abélès and Bellier 1996; Lamy
1991). As underlined by a French representative on the PHARE manage-
ment committee, ‘The Commission, who considers itself the repository of
the Union’s common interest, and rightly so, cannot stand being dis-
avowed. So it does its utmost to ensure that this does not happen’.5

Moreover, the need felt by European civil servants to support the perti-
nence and relevance of their suggestions through reference to their
intrinsic technical quality and rationality makes the very idea of conflict
unacceptable. Whereas in the realm of national politics oppositions are
accepted on the very basis that protagonists do not share the same values,
the Commission appears to perceive opposition as a challenge not only to
the technical qualities of its projects, but to the independence and neu-
trality of its designers, and even as a threat to its own ability to define and
defend a European common interest. In cases where there is opposition
from the Council, the Commission’s biggest asset turns against itself: the
strategy of arguing for its positions as ‘rational’ cannot cope with a failure
to convince. To the extent that its argument links the validity of projects
to the intrinsic qualities of the institution from which it originates, failure
amounts to immediate disavowal of the Commission itself. Even though,
within the administration, most officials are able to analyse situations in
ways which distance themselves from the position approved by the
Council, a negative vote by representatives of the member states is invari-
ably seen as a form of individual and collective failure. Failure may have
dire consequences, notably on professional careers, as noted by Mark
Pollack: ‘As one Commission official explained, having one’s proposal
referred from a committee to the Council can cast a long shadow over the
career prospects of a young fonctionnaire’ (Pollack 1997: 115).

In addition, the refusal of DG V officials to support the extra-juridical
definition of the acquis communautaire is also attributable to the range of
legitimizing tools available to the Commission. When discussing the cre-
ative dimension of its work, the Commission often presents its words and
actions as the strict implementation of principles fixed elsewhere, be it
law, science, or political statements approved by all of the member states.
Deprived of democratic legitimacy, the European administration consid-
ers that on its own it cannot commit itself to an explicitly political argu-
ment based on the defence of values such as the need for high levels of
social security. Indeed, in a general context characterized by the deafen-
ing silence of policy makers on the issue of the social dimension of
Eastern enlargement, Commission officials ended up thinking they had
no other choice than to stick to the letter of law, and this despite the fact
that the acquis in social affairs is so limited that it justifies very little in
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terms of EU intervention (Pierson and Leibfried 1998). As a DGV civil
servant put it:

In a way, the Commission’s administrative tradition is to focus on legal
norms. We cannot tell an applicant country: you should do so and so,
if there is no legal basis, because that would imply that the Commis-
sion suddenly gives orders to third countries on issues where it actu-
ally has no say within the Union. That would be somewhat
schizophrenic and illogical, wouldn’t it? So we have the Treaty, and all
the secondary norms, these are the rules of the game, and the Eastern
states have to accept them, as they stand today. They have to reply
‘yes’ or ‘no’. Only if the answer is ‘yes’ can they become a member
state.6

Conclusion

To conclude, two additional observations need to be made. The first deals
with the status that can be granted to the Commission’s relationship to
politics in this analysis. Through several examples mentioned above,
repression of the political dimension is enlisted as a resource, and as such
makes up a powerful tool for the legitimation of the Commission itself
and its activity. However, close study of the European Ostpolitik also indic-
ates that, in certain political circumstances, the Commission is forced to
erase the political nature of its work and of its role, and that such a con-
straint determines and limits the actions it can undertake. The Commis-
sion’s ‘a-politicism’ cannot be apprehended simply as a choice which is
transient and connected to the expectation of potential gains. If this con-
straint is often so powerful, the reason is that it is closely linked to the very
position of the Commission in the European political system, and the
modes of legitimation it has access to. Indeed, there is a cumulative logic
at work here: when actors claim a set of qualities and dispositions relating
to their ‘a-politicism’ in order to justify their existence and lend legitimacy
to their projects, they are obviously coerced into behaving accordingly, or
at least must pretend to. In short, Commission officials must adjust to the
requirements of the role they are constrained into playing.

The second observation relates to the way the Commission communi-
cates and strives to legitimize itself in the eye of national public opinion.
One may indeed wonder if a good deal of obstacles met by the Commis-
sion in order to play a part in the daily reality of European citizens are not
connected to the Commission’s relationship to politics. The process of
repression and self-censorship is in contradiction with the need to
produce a discourse intended for European citizens which enables them
to better understand the role played by the European administration and
what it actually stands for. In turn this contradiction prevents the Commis-
sion from at least partly controlling the image it presents to member state
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nationals (see Chapter 8 in this book). In other words, one needs to
reflect upon to what extent the games of inter-institutional legitimation
are complementary to, and compatible with, the process of legitimation
worked out by European institutions in relation to European citizens
(Abélès 1996). These contradictions mirror fundamental tensions of the
European integration process:

• between the control retained by member states and the direct
responsibility of European institutions to EU citizens;

• between ‘the political and legal nature of the European Union’;
• between the requirement that the Commission be held responsible to

the member states and European citizens, and its twin function as an
executive body and a public administration (Christiansen 1997).

Notes
1 Our work is based upon the following hypothesis: the fact that EU institutional

categories do not always describe the day-to-day reality of EU institutions does
not imply that these categories have no effect on the perception and behaviour
of EU agents and, thus, are of no interest to the social scientist. In this chapter,
this hypothesis will be illustrated by the situation of the European administra-
tion, and more precisely by the Commission’s constraints of legitimacy which
stem from its institutional position in the EU political system. In this way, we
agree with social constructivists (Christiansen, Jørgensen and Wiener 1999;
Jørgensen 1999; Trondal 2001) in considering that the words ‘administrative’ or
‘political’ must be apprehended as social constructions: a job, a subject under
negotiation, an issue are never ‘naturally’ political or technical; these categories
are instead selected and used by EU actors to legitimize their respective strat-
egies. Nevertheless, if an institution’s outputs depend partly on how they are
interpreted and operated by social actors, institutions also strongly determine
their choices and behaviour by distributing resources and imposing a number of
constraints and rules from which actors cannot escape.

2 Our hypothesis is that this relation to politics is a common feature of the entire
staff of the European administration. However, this does not imply an under-
standing of the Commission as an homogenous and monolithic institution: the
numerous conflicts and rivalries between services and DGs, each with their dif-
ferent administrative cultures, political goals and ways of working, have already
been well researched (Cram 1994; Cini 1996a). This chapter does not treat the
effects of internal fragmentation on the civil servant’s relationship to politics.
Suffice to say that this fragmentation can present a problem for the Commis-
sion: in endeavouring to appear as a neutral and technical expert in the service
of the European common interest, it has to find ways of regulating internal ten-
sions and masking them to external observers (Chapter 8 of this book; Robert
2001b: 440–465).

3 These regulations merely indicate that PHARE is designed for ‘aiding Eastern
states in their effort of economic restructuring’. Règlement (CEE) no. 3906/89
du Conseil du 18 décembre 1989 relatif à l’aide économique en faveur de la
république de Hongrie et de la république populaire de Pologne, [JO L375, 23
décembre 1989: 11–12], modified in 1991, 1992, 1993, 1995, 1996, but only to
add new beneficiary countries.

28 Cécile Robert



4 Interview with a former Director General of DG IA in charge of the PHARE pro-
gramme. Paris, July 1999.

5 Interview with a civil servant from the French Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
member of the PHARE management committee, Paris, November 1997.

6 Interview with a DG V official, Brussels, November 1996.
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2 The politics of collegiality
The non-portfolio dimension

Jean Joana and Andy Smith

Introduction

Despite increased media attention and social science study of the Euro-
pean Commission as a whole, the college of commissioners is still very
much a ‘black box’. We all know that significant things shape this body
and what goes on inside it, but we know little about the rules, practices
and uncertainties that govern these processes. Similarly, European com-
missioners are deemed to vary in their approach to politics but little effort
has been devoted to discovering why this is so. More precisely, there is an
implicit assumption that variation can be ascribed either to the ‘person-
ality’ of the incumbent or to the ‘portfolio’ of policy responsibilities they
are given upon taking office. Although of some relevance to the study of
commissioners and of the college, this chapter challenges and reassesses
both these assumptions.

Instead of treating commissioners merely as individuals, we have set out
to study them, their cabinets and other potential ‘team members’ as
collective actors whose characteristics and working practices provide
important insights into the workings of the Commission as a whole, and of
the college in particular. Thus ‘from a line of questioning on the practices
of actors, we have set out to open up a reflection about institutional logics’
(Guiraudon 2000: 5).

Such a perspective will also be used to question the implicit but direct link
that is so often made between the portfolio of a commissioner and the
nature of their behaviour in office. Here the doxa is that a commissioner
who is delegated responsibility for policies that are already communautaire
(agriculture, competition, external trade) will inevitably adopt a ‘political’
approach to their mandate, whereas their colleagues in charge of more inter-
governmental policy-making (culture, research, education) will go about
their work more ‘technocratically’. Such an assertion is problematical not
only because empirical evidence does not fit, but because the implicit defini-
tion of ‘political’ is that of the impact of commissioners upon Commission
and EU decision-making. Although the question of impact is an important
one, it actually tells us little about the type of logic adopted by a commis-



sioner and their team, and therefore sheds no light on the political/techno-
cratic cleavage. From a sociological perspective, it is more relevant to set up
research on this question with the aim of understanding how each commis-
sioner interprets and represents their own function and that of the Commis-
sion. From this angle, the portfolio certainly provides its respective holder
with a set of latent resources, but their activation depends largely upon the
relationship a commissioner develops with their ‘role’.1

Based upon these twin theoretical pillars (collective actors and roles),
our study of European commissioners in general, and eight from the
periods 1989–1992 and 1995–1999 in particular,2 has led us down a
number of empirical paths. The one we set out to explore here concerns
the involvement of these actors in issues which do not directly concern
their respective portfolios (‘non-portfolio’ issues). Formally, the college
has to approve each legislative proposal, decision or opinion that
emanates from the Commission, a process that, at least in theory, gives
each commissioner a right of influence in determining ‘the European
interest’ in the face of inter-national and inter-sectoral struggles. Having
examined in detail how a number of these actors have actually gone about
trying to exercise this ‘right’, we first structure our analysis around the
‘stance’ on non-portfolio issues developed and expressed by the commis-
sioners under study. In the second part of the chapter, this analysis is
taken a stage further by looking more closely at the type of resources that
different holders of this post have attempted to develop in order to
enhance their chances of success in the college. More generally, if
reassessing the political or technocratic nature of commissioner behaviour
is our central goal, in shedding light on the nature of collegiality under
the Delors and Santer presidencies, we also set out to provide data and
interpretations which could structure comparisons of this phenomena
over time (Smith 2003).

Developing a non-portfolio stance

Existing studies of the Commission have rightly stressed that commission-
ers adopt different postures to non-portfolio issues and to the college in
general. George Ross (1995), for example, recounts that within the Delors
team, Bruce Millan earned himself the nickname of ‘the accountant’
because he concentrated chiefly on his own portfolio of regional develop-
ment whereas many of his colleagues held wider definitions of their tasks.
As regards our panel of commissioners, four types of approach to this
question broadly summarize our findings:

• ‘accountants’ who concentrated upon defending or changing the
sector covered by their portfolio (MacSharry and Fishler);

• ‘ideologists’ who sought to influence a wide range of EU policy on the
basis of their respective value systems (Brittan and Cresson);
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• ‘pragmatic’ defenders of national interests (de Silguy and Don-
delinger);

• ‘European idealists’ who were more (Oreja) or less (Scrivener)
independent of their national governments.

As with any typology, this presentation is over-general and does not actu-
ally explain anything. Nonetheless it provides a useful starting point from
which one can identify a problem with a major implicit assumption in
existing literature on the Commission: examining a commissioner’s ‘polit-
ical’ or ‘technocratic’ past explains why different holders of this office
interpreted their role as they did (Page 1997). This hypothesis holds good
for actors such as Leon Brittan and Edith Cresson whose national careers
were clearly formative factors, but why did Ray MacSharry (an ex-finance
minister) restrict his activities essentially to reforming the Common Agri-
cultural Policy (CAP)? Similarly, why did Christiane Scrivener (an ex-
minister and MEP) concentrate essentially upon her tax and customs
duties portfolio?

An alternative way of approaching this question is to trace the inter-
pretation of what a commissioner should be and do, as held by each com-
missioner when they took up their post in Brussels. Where possible, we
have asked the individuals concerned this very question. Notwithstanding
some illuminating replies, such a method runs the risk of selective
memories and a posteriori rationalizations. Instead our analysis is based
more upon cross-checked information gleaned from interviews with
members of the cabinets of each commissioner, in particular on the way
these were set up and then put to work in the arenas that prepare the
work of the college.

Cabinets as indicators of a commissioner’s stance

Often written by practitioners, some publications on the European Com-
mission as a whole provide useful descriptions of why cabinets were origin-
ally set up and of what they do (Donnelly and Ritchie 1994). In looking
more closely at who is nominated to these bodies and what tasks they are
given, cabinets can also be studied as concrete expressions of a commis-
sioner’s approach to their role in general and to its non-portfolio dimen-
sion in particular. A functionalist explanation (often favoured by
ex-cabinet members) is that involvement in non-portfolio issues is only
possible when the portfolio workload is not too great. According to such
accounts, Yves de Silguy (monetary union) and the two commissioners
responsible for agriculture (MacSharry and Fishler) ‘simply did not have
time to get involved in non-portfolio issues’. But this explanation is uncon-
vincing if one looks at the size of the portfolios of other commissioners,
such as Brittan and Cresson, and the emphasis they placed upon non-
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portfolio tasks when managing their respective teams. Our study suggests
that regardless of the portfolio given to them, most commissioners begin
their new jobs by forming themselves a team with which to put into prac-
tice their vision of what a holder of this post should be. From this
perspective, they all make three series of choices.

The first choice concerns the balance they wish to strike between
national and Commission civil servants. Because of the high number of
applicants compiled and put forward both by national administrations
and by the Commission, selection can take a considerable amount of time
and energy. Leon Brittan, for example, recalls this process laconically:

as I was yet to know my portfolio, the world and his wife came to see
me. I’ve never been so busy! . . . However, I wasn’t too happy with the
people the Cabinet Office sent me so I contacted Chris Tugendhat, an
ex UK and Conservative commissioner, who put me in touch with
someone in the Secretariat General of the Commission – which is how
I found Jim Currie, my first chef.

(Interview, January 2001)

More generally, this recruitment process is marked by a number of strong
unwritten rules and a good deal of leeway with which to interpret them. At
least until the beginning of the Prodi presidency, the informal rules were
that about half of each cabinet had to be Commission officials and that at
least one member had to be of a different nationality to that of the com-
missioner. In practice ‘the foreigner’ was most often a Commission official
specialized in portfolio issues, the chef de cabinet was a national civil servant
whereas their deputy would be from the Commission. If these rules had
significance, it is also important to underline that commissioners do not
always find it easy to select cabinet members and thus often revert to per-
sonal recommendations in order to reach their judgements. As a member
of Yves de Silguy’s cabinet recounts:

the head of cabinet found himself with a dilemma: he had to choose
the members of his cabinet from a pile of 150 CVs. It was really diffi-
cult. He didn’t know where to start . . . in the end, he decided to offer
me the job because he knew me a little and that I was a specialist in
monetary affairs.

(Interview, October 2000)

More importantly, this point helps underline a criterion that, perhaps
curiously, is rarely used to select a cabinet member: their political beliefs.
With the exception of the Cresson team where, at least after summer
1997, socialist credentials became important, the criteria that dominate
this process are ‘competence’ and ‘loyalty’. The case that best illustrates
this point is that of the Brittan cabinets. Although no one can doubt the
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commitment to the Conservative Party and to neo-liberal values of this
commissioner, our interviews with members of his cabinets all confirm
that party membership or commitment was not an issue. One cabinet offi-
cial later became a Liberal Democrat MEP and underlined to us that:

clearly I was not from the same party as Leon and he knew that. In
fact, by 1997 probably only one member of Brittan’s cabinet would
have voted Conservative. But for cabinets, commissioners don’t pick
people on the basis of who they vote for – or at least they shouldn’t,
though I know many commissioners do.

(Interview, November 2000)

The criterion of ‘competence’ naturally brings us to the second aspect of
setting up a cabinet: prioritizing and assigning tasks. Formally, as Tables
2.1 to 2.3 illustrate, all cabinet members are assigned a number of port-
folio and non-portfolio ‘dossiers’. In practice, the latter can be followed
with varying degrees of intensity. This point will be developed more fully
in the next section, but the importance of a commissioner’s stance on
non-portfolio issues can be evaluated in part by the general brief given to
cabinet members on such issues. Leon Brittan’s instructions were particu-
larly clear-cut: ‘we had to cover the whole waterfront. Leon Brittan himself
would and could do this, he was always capable of intervening on any-
thing’ (Interview with former cabinet member, April 2001); ‘he wanted us
to be everywhere and on every trip with him, briefings done on every-
thing, press releases etc. In fact he wanted us active on three fronts: the
portfolio, Commission affairs in general and Britain in Europe’ (Interview
with former cabinet member, February 2000).

Having been in charge of non-portfolio issues within ex-President of
the Commission Ortoli’s cabinet, Yves de Silguy also pushed his cabinet to
seek omnipresence in inter-cabinet meetings. In practice, most of his team

34 J. Joana and A. Smith

Table 2.1 Leon Brittan’s cabinet in 1995

Career path Portfolio dossiers Non-portfolio dossiers

Colin Budd (chef ) Foreign Office – Staffing
Catherine Day Commission Trade (Eastern –

Europe)
Robert Madelin Foreign Office, Trade (Asia, Latin State aids

UKREP America)
David Wright Commission Trade –
Anna Barnett Ministry of Trade Agriculture, 

Agriculture (agriculture) fisheries
David Cogne Commission – European 

Parliament, social
affairs, Britain in
Europe



worked principally on monetary affairs issues, leaving many non-portfolio
tasks to be dealt with by the deputy head of cabinet, an experienced
French Commission official. On state aid questions, however, a specialist
from the French civil service was recruited with a particular brief to follow
such matters.

In contrast, Ray MacSharry appears to have downplayed the importance
of non-portfolio issues in favour of work concentrated upon agriculture
and rural development policy where his cabinet acted as a filter and a
relay between the commissioner and the vast majority of DG VI officials.
Indeed, responsibility for following other matters was delegated to the
least experienced member of the team.

A final indicator on a commissioner’s interpretation of his or her role
that can be gleaned from looking closely at their team is the type of
spokesperson nominated. Although formally employed in the Service de
porte parole (SPP), each spokesperson has responsibility for the dealings
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Table 2.2 Yves de Silguy’s cabinet in 1995

Career path Portfolio dossiers Non-portfolio dossiers

Xavier Larnaudie- Budget ministry Monetary Union Staffing
Eiffel (chef ) (ENA)

Jean-Claude Commission – Agriculture, budget
Thébault 
(deputy)

Jurgen Kreuger Commission Money (macro- –
economy)

Jacques Lafitte Trésor Monetary policy Internal market, 
fiscality

Olivier Costes French civil service – State aids
Benoît Woringer European – European 

Parliament staff Parliament,
audiovisual

Table 2.3 Ray MacSharry’s cabinet in 1989

Career path Portfolio dossiers Non-portfolio dossiers

Colm Larkin (chef ) Commission Rural development –
Patrick Hennessy Ministry of Markets in general Internal market 

Agriculture issues
Herman Veisteiglen Commission Markets –
Mary Minch Commission Trade External relations
Eileen Magner Personal assistant – European 

Parliament, social
policy, culture,
info., research



with the media of one particular commissioner. In practice, the role
developed by each spokesperson is highly dependent upon a commis-
sioner’s perception of his or her own relationship to the media and to
politics. In our panel, three approaches to this question have been identi-
fied. The first, employed by Leon Brittan and Yves de Silguy, involves
developing a high profile in the media by personalizing communication
strategies and associating the spokesperson with the policy-making work of
the cabinet. Indeed, in such cases the spokesperson becomes a quasi-
cabinet member. A second approach to the role of the spokesperson,
favoured for instance by Ray MacSharry, is to consider them essentially as
mouthpieces for policy statements prepared by the DGs and the cabinet. A
third and final approach is to neglect the spokesperson as a means of
communicating about what a commissioner does. As practised by Edith
Cresson, this characteristic of her approach to communication fitted with
an implicit division of her ‘public’ into two parts: portfolio interlocutors
(researchers, industrialists, entrepreneurs etc.) and ‘the French’. Her con-
centration upon the latter is borne out by both the book she published
whilst in office (Cresson 1998) and her discourse during interviews to
publicize it (for example on the television programme 7 sur 7). In both
instances, the fact that she was a commissioner was hardly mentioned and
the European dimension to her opinions was only put forward as the
logical ‘horizon’ for ‘France’. If the Cresson approach to communication
in general is undoubtedly an exception amongst commissioners, it does
serve to highlight that on non-portfolio issues relations with the media are
often considered more ‘delicate’ than on the portfolio. Second, it under-
lines that commissioners can choose whether or not to play the role of
ambassador for European integration.

In summary, we have seen that a commissioner’s interpretation of his
or her role can, in part, be deduced from the manner in which they have
gone about setting up their teams and setting them to work.

Cabinets as actors

Of course, the posture adopted by each cabinet on non-portfolio issues
must also be evaluated by looking at how its members actually get down to
doing this work. This question can be answered by looking in some detail
at the way cabinet members prepared for the inter-cabinet meetings that
in turn prepare the agenda of the weekly college meeting and, more
generally, attempt to co-ordinate policy-making within the Commission.
When intervening at this level on portfolio issues, a cabinet member relies
considerably upon ‘their’ Directorate General for information and negoti-
ating arguments. When intervening on non-portfolio issues, this source is
no longer available. Instead, information and arguments have to be found
elsewhere and be based either upon the (implicit) defence of a national
or sectoral interest or couched in terms of general principles. We will deal
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with the question of information and the defence of particularist interests
later in the chapter. What interests us more here is how each cabinet
worked with their commissioner to prepare for inter-cabinet meetings as
yet another indicator of the latter’s conception of their role. From this
perspective, the cabinet members studied worked in three different ways.

The first of these is based upon the idea that to have any credibility in
inter-cabinet meetings, cabinet members must be able to speak ‘in the
name of the commissioner’. In concrete terms this meant frequent, if not
daily, meetings between the commissioner and their cabinet, a practice
developed in particular by the Brittan and de Silguy teams. A member of
the former sums up the importance attached to this form of consultation
in the following way:

credibility in the college is based upon people needing to know you
are speaking for your commissioner. We could do this because every
day we spent an hour with our’s. As a result we could speak for him
with little fear of being caught out. The worst cabinets are those that
are left to make up positions for themselves; either they just give
their opinions on the basis of poor information (which is a waste of
taxpayer’s money) or they spread confusion and become known for
their unreliability. For example, in inter-cabinet meetings if you say
‘there’s a reserve on that’ and want it discussed at that level, and then
your commissioner doesn’t follow up in college, then you lose credi-
bility. So you must not oversell your commissioner. You must not
make it up.

(Interview, July 2000)

A second approach to inter-cabinet negotiation can indeed come close to
‘making it up’. When commissioners and their cabinet meet infrequently,
or when such contact is often filtered through the chef de cabinet, such as in
the case of Edith Cresson, the officials concerned have more autonomy to
express their own interpretation of an issue. This view may reflect a
general political line adopted by their commissioner, but it would seem
that, in the politics of collegiality, having a general line is rarely the best
means of winning arguments and influencing policy decisions.

A third and final approach to inter-cabinet ‘pre-neogotiations’ is simply
not to speak at all in such fora. In some cases (MacSharry, Fishler), this
may be due to a portfolio-centred view on the role of a commissioner. In
others (Dondelinger, Oreja), such silence may reflect instead a concep-
tion of this role as that of a transnational diplomat working in the interests
of ‘Europe’ through simultaneously representing the Commission and the
nation state.

More generally, two differences in the approach to collegiality between
the Delors and Santer presidencies may also provide some clues to the
variations observed. The first of these concerns the manner through
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which inter-cabinet meetings are chaired. Given that a member of the
President’s cabinet always chairs these encounters, during the Delors
period this institutionalized practice very quickly became a major resource
with which to drive through potentially conflictual issues before reaching
the college floor (Ross 1995). Members of the Santer cabinet, however,
tended to adopt a much less directive stance to the chairing of meetings
and thus allowed more issues to go up to the college for debate and
decision-making. This characteristic brings us to a second difference con-
cerning the role of the vote in college. A member of Brittan’s cabinet who
worked under both presidencies sums up a change in approach in the
following way:

Before 1995, you really had to vote in the college; given the context of
1992, there were objective reasons why this peaked in the early 1990s.
But under Santer the college became a cosy club where it became
commonplace to say ‘we don’t want to push things to a vote. It’s not
collegial to vote’. My foot it isn’t! I think it’s very dangerous to build
up a mood where commissioners think they can’t vote; you have to be
able to vote, put it behind you and support a policy as a unit.

(Interview, May 2000)

Other testimonies from members of other cabinets bear out the import-
ance of this change in approach, some going so far as to underline that
after mid-1997 hardly any votes were actually taken in the college at all.
Without wishing to go down the treacherous path of quantitative analysis
of voting in a context where anticipation of a vote is probably more
important, this point helps underline the basic tension at the heart of a
college of commissioners between pressures to specialize in a policy area
(the portfolio) and the fact that all commissioners have the same power if
issues are taken to a vote.

In summary, we have begun to see that politicization is considered to
be an acceptable strategy of legitimation for commissioners, but that this
comes with at least two strong caveats: not using one’s national origin or
party-political affiliation as vectors for breaking with more technical dis-
course and practice.

Resources for multi and bilateral bargaining

In order to take such analysis further, it is necessary to look more closely
at the resources commissioners can mobilize in order to have influence in
the college. Unlike national cabinets or councils of ministers, commission-
ers are rarely able to build up alliances amongst themselves based upon
infra- or inter-party allegiances. Cross-cutting national, sectoral and parti-
san issues renders the emergence of stable coalitions within the Commis-
sion extremely unlikely. According to Leon Brittan, for example:
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In my time there weren’t really alliances between commissioners;
there were attempts to do that but they were rarely successful. Per-
sonal and national differences make this difficult. After all, a college is
a group of people from very different backgrounds who have been
thrown together. It’s very different from a British government where
you’re all from the same party – where at least at the outset you agree
on a certain number of things.

(Interview, January 2001)

Rather than being a by-product of stable inter-commissioner alliances, in
practice sources of information and support which are external but also
internal to the Commission provide a key both to understanding how col-
leges work and how commissioners from large member states tend to
tackle their mandate with a considerable headstart.

In general terms, this section confirms the implicit assumption made by
intergovernmentalists (Moravscik 1998) that commissioners from Germany,
France and the United Kingdom have more influence at the level of the
college than their colleagues from smaller member states. However, this
conclusion is not reached for the same reasons. For intergovernmentalists,
commissioners from big countries count because they indirectly represent
more powerful economic interests and can back up their positions with
the threat of national resistance in the Council of Ministers and/or the
European Council. This hypothesis both overstates the influence national
governments tend to have over ‘their’ commissioner(s) and underesti-
mates the impact of collegial rules upon the way national interests can be
spoken for at this level. Instead, we argue that commissioners from large
countries are most often in a position of comparative advantage because
they and their cabinets are able to call upon networks of national actors
when preparing arguments and objections on non-portfolio issues.

Sources of external support

Formal government position statements provide an initial source of
information which tend to arrive in a commissioner’s office whether they
want it or not. Sent both by co-ordinating bodies in national capitals (the
SGCI in France, the European Secretariat of the Cabinet office in the UK,
etc.) and by the Brussels-based Permanent Representations, these docu-
ments provide commissioners and their staff with the official line. If such
information usually sets out the initial negotiating positions of a govern-
ment, according to many of our interviewees this information is at best dif-
ficult to use within the Commission, and at worst woefully out of tune with
their needs when the college’s focus is on medium and long term issues.
According to one ex-cabinet member, if one were to use these documents
as a brief for inter-cabinet or college meetings, one would immediately
lose credibility with other colleagues for adopting ‘COREPER-like
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behaviour’. Relying upon such documents is also problematical for offi-
cials in a cabinet because it presupposes that a government has a position
on each and every draft piece of legislation or communication that goes
through the college. In reality, sometimes cabinets are a conduit for
demands for policy: ‘on issues such as hunting licences, for example, a
proposal would circulate on a Thursday and I would have to ring up
London and tell them to get a policy by next Tuesday!’ (Interview with
former cabinet member, December 2000).

For these reasons, some commissioners and their cabinets place great
emphasis on retaining or building up networks within national civil ser-
vices in order to better anticipate national reactions to a Commission pro-
posal, but also to encourage national officials to begin to anticipate and
prepare their respective ministers for this eventuality. To quote one of
Leon Brittan’s chefs de cabinet: ‘I looked after the Whitehall end of things.
This means feeding messages back about the Brussels view of the world on
policy issues’ (Interview, December 2000). This concrete example of the
existence and activation of networks external to the Commission is of
course one of the reasons why commissioners have traditionally nomi-
nated around half of their cabinets from national administrations. To take
another example from our interviews, this explains why French cabinets
invariably feature an official from the Ministry of Agriculture. In the case
of Christiane Scrivener, her agricultural specialist described his approach
to the annual price round in the following manner:

On the annual agricultural price package, you had to wait for the agri-
cultural commissioner to make his propositions. If you want to inter-
vene, though, you need to know what’s in the price package before it
gets to you. Things work better here if people know you are likely to
oppose the proposition. So I sorted out a system for myself and made
sure I knew what was going to be in the package. You need to talk to
people in advance, go and see the people who are likely to support
you etc. In certain cases I worked with people from Delors’ cabinet
because they would test me out to see what the best compromise solu-
tion would be.

(Interview, January 2000)

The external networking practised by most cabinet members does not
stop at the level of national administrations. In many instances this also
entails establishing direct links with interest groups such as large com-
panies or farmers’ unions. On this point, however, the commissioners and
cabinets we have studied tended to adopt widely differing behaviour.
Some, such as Ray MacSharry, preferred not to meet interest groups at all,
other than those working in the field of their portfolios. A second cat-
egory of commissioners would meet interest groups from their respective
countries more (de Silguy) or less (Brittan) often, but not commit them-
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selves to doing anything other than listen. A third and final type of com-
missioner made no bones about seeking out the opinions of business
leaders and other such actors. By this method, Edith Cresson was able to
obtain support and information on both her research and education port-
folios as well as wider industrial policy issues. Having set out this typology,
it must be stressed that information on this particular point is difficult to
compile and cross-check. Not meeting organized interests can of course
be a strategy with which to foster an image of independence that does not
prevent a commissioner and their staff from exchanging views more dis-
cretely by telephone, fax or e-mail. Nevertheless, from the point of view of
analysing how a commissioner interprets their role, how they and their
cabinet present this aspect of their work remains an important line of
questioning.

More generally, studying the external networking carried out by a com-
missioner and their staff allows one to get an initial grasp upon the ambigu-
ous link between these actors and interlocutors in their country of origin.
In some cases, the direct result of these contacts may well be that a commis-
sioner attempts to defend a national interest line on non-portfolio issues,
prefacing what they say in college by the phrase ‘in the country I know
best’. These cases may be more common when a commissioner owes their
nomination to particular members of a national government. However, the
rules of collegiality tend strongly to discount the possibility that a commis-
sioner will act consistently as a ‘national delegate’ who needs the support
of their respective government in order to have any influence in the
college. Indeed, this hypothesis is invalidated by the lack of difference, for
the big member states, between the information received by ‘the govern-
ment commissioner’ and their counterpart from a party in opposition. For
example, after the election of a Labour government in Britain in 1997,
Leon Brittan did not appear to lose either access to Whitehall networks or
influence in the college. Instead, he just received fewer invitations to
attend official functions (Interviews, several cabinet members).

Internal Commission networking

If external support alone can be counter-productive for a commissioner,
sources of information within the Commission are vital to the positioning
of commissioners in the college. More precisely, being able to seek
support from informal networks of officials within the Commission can be
an important resource. Journalists have already drawn attention to the
importance of this question for understanding the Commission in
general, and the way the presidency of Jacques Delors functioned in
particular (Grant 1994: Chapter 6). In order to push such analysis further,
and encompass the role played by commissioners in this process, it is
important to study how these networks are built, how they can be main-
tained and a number of their effects.
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Building a network within the Commission can be attempted by
attracting the support of existing officials and that of new officials from
one’s own country from the moment they enter this organization. In
both cases, commissioners can activate the resource offered them by the
Commission’s clientelistic model of staffing and promotion. Ostensibly
meritocratic and transnational, recruitment to the Commission is in fact
deeply influenced by who one knows and where one comes from. Passing
an exam (‘le concours’) is one thing but once upon the ‘liste de reserve’, an
individual has to find themselves a job by identifying a forthcoming
vacancy and mobilizing support for their candidature. In some instances,
this may indeed depend upon merit, in others the support of a commis-
sioner is highly sought after. This is particularly so because nominations
have to respect a ‘geographical balance’ between different nationals. As
Table 2.4 sets out, this balance is never actually achieved and thus pro-
vides a constant source of internal negotiation and tension. Indeed,
‘respecting geographical balance’ is undoubtedly even more of an issue
when it comes to deciding who should be promoted to more senior posi-
tions within the Commission (unit heads, directors, director generals).
On this question, the chefs de cabinets are constantly contacted by their
fellow nationals for support and spend considerable amounts of time
pressing the case of different individuals with the Secretary General and
with other chefs de cabinet. One of Leon Brittan’s chefs bemoaned the fact
that staffing issues:

probably took up about 10 per cent of my time – 6 hours in a 60 hour
working week – which is absurd. It is absurd that there is so much
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Table 2.4 ‘The geographical balance’ of Commission A-grade officials

1974 1980 1989 1994 1999

Austria – – – – 2.4
Belgium 13.1 13.5 12.1 12.0 10.7
Denmark 3.8 3.0 2.4 2.9 2.8
Finland – – – – 2.4
France 18.5 20.2 16.5 16.5 15.0
Germany 18.7 19.0 14.9 13.8 12.0
Greece – – 4.7 5.4 5.3
Ireland 3.9 2.9 3.3 3.4 3.0
Italy 18.2 17.4 13.4 13.1 12.3
Luxembourg 3.1 2.9 1.6 1.0 0.7
Netherlands 6.3 6.0 5.4 5.5 5.0
Portugal – – 3.9 4.1 3.9
Spain – – 10.1 10.5 10.5
Sweden – – – – 3.0
United Kingdom 14.9 14.5 11.7 11.4 10.8

Source: adapted from Shore (2000: 184) using European Commission data.



pressure from national capitals and that this is mediated through just
one or two people. In the Commission there is no serious staff man-
agement system, no sensible system of promotion . . . I spent a great
deal of time mopping up after angry and bitter rejected officials,
trying to convince the Secretary General of the need to find them
‘slots’. There was a general idea that we had to make a comparable
effort to what Delors had been doing. You are condemned to doing it,
you cannot not do it.

(Interview, December 2001)

If this mode of personnel management can, perhaps rightly, be criticized
from a normative point of view (Shore 2000), we are more interested in
how the clientelistic practices it encourages influence commissioner
behaviour and reveal another aspect of the way they see their role. Four
types of stance on this question were identified by our research:

• consistent and unconditional support for nationals (de Silguy);
• frequent but conditional support (Brittan);
• conditional and not necessarily national support (Delors);
• largely ineffectual support given by commissioners from small coun-

tries such as Ireland and Luxembourg who have a relatively small
‘quota’ of posts to redistribute and who are often already ‘over quota’.

If it is relatively easy to discover the general approach of a commissioner
to the question of staffing, and implicitly to the distribution of favours that
they hope to get returned in the shape of information, ideas and argu-
ments, it is more difficult to understand how they go about mobilizing a
network. Anecdotal evidence suggests that some commissioners and their
cabinets throw regular cocktail parties to which their fellow nationals are
invited. More importantly, the significance of this practice needs to be
traced through the role of networks in precise case studies. In this respect,
our research into how Ray MacSharry set out to reform the CAP in 1990,
provides an example of the Delors network in action. Rather than use his
cabinet and the hierarchy of DG VI to produce a proposition for reform,
MacSharry set up a small group of officials comprised of just one cabinet
member, one or two key heads of unit, the agricultural specialist from
Delors’ cabinet and his French Director General of DG VI, Guy Le Gras.
By avoiding the official channels of inter-service and inter-cabinet consul-
tation, MacSharry (and implicitly Delors) also reduced the chance of
information on the new plan leaking to other commissioners and to
national governments. At least in the short term, this ‘anti-collegial’ tactic
paid off because it enabled MacSharry to force his proposal through the
college and transform it into a formal Commission proposal to Council.

It is more difficult to compile information as to how commissioners and
their staff activate their respective networks in order to have influence in

The politics of collegiality 43



the college over non-portfolio issues. Nevertheless, the largely effective
opposition of commissioners such as de Silguy and Cresson to the outlaw-
ing of French state aids to industry (eg. over state aid to Crédit Lyonnais.
Van Miert 2000), strongly suggests that an efficient network can be a
powerful resource for certain commissioners.

On this point, an implicit hypothesis in the existing literature concerns
the likelihood that Commission practices favour commissioners from
national polities which feature clientelistic approaches to the personnel
management of bureaucracies. The argument runs as follows: in political
systems marked by clientelism, finding jobs for one’s allies is part and
parcel of everyday life for both top civil servants and ministers. In contrast,
commissioners arriving in Brussels from polities where patronage is less
easy to manipulate as a political resource, frequently have problems adapt-
ing to the needs and pressures of internal networking and thus often give
the impression of being naïve. Certain individual cases may appear to sub-
stantiate such a claim. However, there is a very real danger here of falling
back on culturalist explanations of patronage in government and simply
transposing these to the way the European Commission functions. Our
own analysis of the importance of internal networking has generated two
more precise hypotheses, both of which need further research.

First, one logically assumes that because small member states have less
Commission officials, their resource base is intrinsically weaker than that
of larger countries. In this respect the fact that Jacques Santer came from
Luxembourg (a member state which in the late 1990s provided only 0.7
per cent of Commission A-grade officials) was a handicap to his presi-
dency less because he had weaker external support from his national
government (Peterson 1999), and more because he and his staff had less
‘natural supporters’ to call upon within the Commission’s services (Smith
2003). Nevertheless, it is important to avoid statistic-driven thinking about
network building and activation. On this point, anecdotal evidence on the
positions held by Spaniards within the Commission is particularly interest-
ing. Although formally a ‘big country’ with a large quota of officials, the
view of members of the Spanish permanent representation is that they are
under-represented in senior positions:

To be well-positioned, to fit into the Community, you need to have a
friendly Commission, by which I mean find officials of your own
nationality. But Spain is largely absent in this regard. For example, in
the cultural sector, the director is French as is the head of unit for the
MEDIA programme; in the audiovisual sector, the director is French
and the head of unit is Greek; in education, the director is French
and his assistant is British; in professional training, the Germans dom-
inate.

(Interview, official from Spanish Permanent Representation,
January 2001)
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In contrast, further anecdotal evidence suggests that officials from small
countries such as Ireland manage to network effectively within the Com-
mission and thereby ‘punch above their weight’.

Second, it can also by hypothesized that the length of time a commis-
sioner remains in this post also influences their capacity to build and
mobilize a network. Delors and Brittan spent a decade at this level and
were able to call in more favours as a consequence. Indeed, a number of
our interviewees consider that Pascal Lamy the commissioner is still using
and making the most of a network that he himself largely created in his
days as chef de cabinet to Delors.

Conclusion

To conclude, we shall make two clarifications and underline two of the
arguments made earlier. The first point that needs clarifying concerns
the link between the way a commissioner approaches their portfolio and
the non-portfolio aspects of their behaviour. Our research as a whole high-
lights the importance of this link as a means of understanding differences
between the roles played by each commissioner. Our focus upon non-
portfolio issues in this chapter means that this linkage has been down-
played, but a more even balance is restored in the remainder of our book.

The second clarification concerns the ‘historical’ nature of our subject
matter. Some of the reforms introduced by Romano Prodi since 1999 may
have modified commissioner approaches to non-portfolio issues and thus
to their mandate as a whole. Only empirical research, however, can
update analysis of this question and verify that genuine change has indeed
taken place.

Notwithstanding these provisos, our analysis provides a number of keys
with which to unlock the ‘black box’ that the college still remains for
political science. Two arguments in particular have been made which
revise much of the accepted wisdom about this body.

First, we have argued strongly that the college of commissioners is both
a vital arena within the Commission and a major cause of this organi-
zation’s working practices. Understanding the dynamics of the college
provides a means of going beyond orthodox analyses of the Commission’s
‘fragmentation’ so as to grasp the rules, norms and practices which,
despite many centrifugal forces, have shaped this body over time, con-
tinue to influence the actions of its agents and, in so doing, render the
college a vital arena for inter-sectoral and inter-national mediation. Study-
ing these dynamics is best approached by conceptualizing commissioners
and their cabinets as collective actors operating through teams and net-
works which constantly criss-cross the national/supra-national divide.
More empirical research is needed which focuses specifically upon the
composition and behaviour of these teams and networks.

Second, we have shown that the political/technocratic dichotomy is too
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simplistic a way of attempting to understand who commissioners are and
what they do. Not only does one need to add the figure of the diplomat in
order to grasp the different ways commissioners relate to their own man-
dates. More fundamentally, it is important to underline how ‘political’
and ‘technocratic’ labels are often used during European decision-making
to legitimate or disqualify commissioners and the Commission (Dubois
and Dulong 1999; Radaelli 1999a). Consequently, the impact of a commis-
sioner’s stance on non-portfolio issues upon Commission and EU
decision-making is particularly difficult to trace. In most cases, commis-
sioners use technocratic, political or diplomatic methods and strategies
depending upon their interpretation of the interaction context within
which each decision is made. Studying the sources and effects of these
interpretations provides a means of grasping how agents within the Com-
mission work within a highly competitive inter- and intra-institutional
environment.

Notes
1 Contrary to the purely metaphorical use of this term so frequent in much of

political science, the role will be used here as a concept that not only differenti-
ates what an actor actually does from what their post allows them to do, but
highlights how roles define what is expected from them by members of their
respective societies (Lagroye 1997: 8).

2 This chapter is based upon research used to prepare a recent book on Euro-
pean commissioners (Joana and Smith 2002). Although part of our study looked
at commissioners in general, the bulk of the empirical work was centred upon
eight ex-holders of this office: five from the period 1989–1992 (Leon Brittan,
Jean Dondelinger, Ray MacSharry, Christiane Scrivener) and four from the
Santer college (1995–1999: Leon Brittan, Edith Cresson, Yves de Silguy, Franz
Fishler, Marcelino Oreja). This panel reflects an attempt to test some implicit
assumptions about what structures commissioner behaviour (nationality, big
versus small country, portfolio, political or technocratic past, sex, etc.). Our
methodology had three dimensions: 70 interviews with commissioners, their
cabinets, and officials from different DGs; sociographic analysis of the careers of
commissioners and their cabinets; quantitative and qualitative analysis of each
commissioner’s approach to public-speaking and the media.
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3 The Secretariat General of the
European Commission,
1958–2003
A singular institution

Hussein Kassim1

Research on the European Union has been largely preoccupied with the
institutional behaviour and interaction of EU institutions, neglecting their
internal dynamics, operation and culture, and focusing instead on their
constitutional powers (Cassese and della Cananea 1992). This effort has
contributed greatly to our understanding of the EU as un objet politique non
identifié, enabling us to answer with some confidence important questions,
such as ‘who governs?’ and ‘where does power lie?’ However, formal
powers are only part of the story. Detailed investigation of the Community
administration and of individual administrative units in particular may
add further insight (see, for example, Wilks 1992; Cini 1996a; Ross 1995),
revealing what happens in the ‘black box’ and the possibility of leading us
to a deeper understanding of the processes, culture and thinking that
underlie action on the part of the organization. Yet the internal workings
of key parts of the machinery, including even such crucial bodies as the
Secretariat General (SG) of the Commission, remain curiously unex-
plored. The pivotal position of the SG is routinely acknowledged (see, for
example, Stevens and Stevens 2001), as is the influence of its first Secret-
ary General, Emile Noël,2 but there has as yet been no systematic investiga-
tion of its development, responsibilities and operation – a serious
shortcoming given its centrality to the work of the Commission and the
Community system more generally.

This chapter takes a first step towards remedying this neglect. It exam-
ines the development of the SG from its origins in 1958 until the early
years of the Prodi Commission. It aims to answer five questions: What is
the SG, and what does it do? Why was it created? How has it changed over
time, and why? What has it contributed to the Commission and to the EU
more broadly? How effective is it in carrying out its responsibilities? The
main contention of the chapter is that the SG has not only performed key
administrative functions inside the Commission, but also that it has con-
tributed significantly to the Union as a collective system of governance in
managing the Commission’s interaction with other EU institutions. From
its inception the SG has carried out tasks of both a routine and non-
routine character, many of which are little known and about which the



organigramme gives not even the merest suggestion. A second argument
is that, although the core responsibilities of the Secretary General have
remained fairly constant, the expansion of Community competencies and
the increased institutional complexity of the Union, as well as the retire-
ment of Emile Noël in 1987, have brought about significant changes in
each decade of its existence. A further contention is that the SG has
generally, for reasons to do with the structure of the Commission, been
more effective in managing external relations between the Commission
and other institutions than in the internal co-ordination of the Commis-
sion itself. Finally, the chapter argues that the SG, and particularly the first
Secretary General, played a crucial role in institutionalizing the Commis-
sion: establishing and regularizing its procedures, shaping an independ-
ent administration, and creating an institutional identity.

The chapter is organized in four parts. The first looks at the origins of
the SG, discusses the rationale for its creation, and explains how the SG
differed from its counterpart in the High Authority of the European Coal
and Steel Community. The second part looks at the SG under Emile Noël,
its principal architect, who served as Secretary General for three decades.
It discusses the conception that Noël had of the body, looks at how he
shaped its responsibilities, functions and style of operation, and considers
how he was able to exert such a strong influence on the organization. The
changes introduced following Noël’s departure are examined in the third
section. They were prompted partly by the extension of Community
responsibilities with the 1992 project and institutional developments –
particularly, the strengthening of the European Parliament successively by
the SEA and the TEU. However, the differing conceptions of the role of
the SG harboured by Noël’s three successors – David Williamson, Carlo
Trojan and David O’Sullivan – and their attempts to remould it were also
of considerable importance. The concluding section attempts an evalu-
ation, looking at the capacities and powers of the SG in the unique institu-
tional environment that it occupies, but also drawing comparisons with
co-ordinating bodies in other political systems.

Origins: the creation of the Executive Secretariat

The decision to create an Executive Secretariat to support the work of the
College was one of many taken in the early months of 1958, when the
basic organizational structure of the Commission was put in place. Walter
Hallstein, the first Commission President, with overall responsibility for
administrative and personnel affairs (von der Groeben 1998: 104–105),
emphasized the need to create ‘une grande administration’ (Noël 1992:
152; Narjes 1998: 110) in order to carry out the responsibilities entrusted
to the Commission under the Treaty. Only a Commission that was expert
and organized would allow it to emerge as ‘a new factor in European and
international politics’ (Noël 1998: 132) with the credibility and authority
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to stand up to the member states and other parties.3 At the same time,
there was no obvious model on which to base the design of new organi-
zation. The High Authority of the ECSC, which had embodied Monnet’s
preference for a light and flexible administration, had run into dif-
ficulties, and the remit of the EEC was far broader than that of the Coal
and Steel Community, calling for a more complex organization at its
centre.

Nor was it obvious from the treaty how the Commission should be
organized. It was clear only that it should operate as a corporate associ-
ation (Noël, cited in Poullet and Deprez 1977: 160). Collegiality was,
therefore, enshrined as the Commission’s central organizing principle
(see CEC 1958: 21–22; Noël 1992; Berlin 1987: 35). The breadth of the
Community’s remit made it necessary to allocate portfolios to individual
members of the Commission. In order to preserve collective decision-
making, however, it was decided that technical work would be undertaken
by designated groups of commissioners, presided over by the commis-
sioner holding the relevant portfolio and that an entire day each week
would be devoted to a meeting of the college, during which – and only
during which – decisions would be taken. Unlike governments at the state
level, where ministers enjoyed considerable autonomy within their field of
responsibility and cabinet discussion was reserved for a small number of
serious or urgent issues, all Commission business would be discussed by all
members of the college at a weekly meeting. It was also agreed that, while
the functional departments (Directorates General) would receive instruc-
tions from individual commissioners, the services as a whole would consti-
tute ‘a single administration’. Thus, the opinions of all interested
departments would need to be heard and reconciled before the college
took the definitive decision.

Discussions about the internal organization of the Commission lasted
until the end of March 1958. During the first few months, the Commission
operated under straitened circumstances with only a handful of officials
and with commissioners and cabinets running the administration from
the centre. For several weeks, for example, the minutes of the college
were taken not by an official, but by Hallstein’s chef de cabinet, Swidbert
Schnippenkötter (Noël 1992: 146). However, within ten weeks after its
first formal meeting (on 15 January 1958) the Commission had decided
on the allocation of portfolios, reached agreement on the departmental
organization of the administration – there were to be eight functional
departments, covering external relations, economic and financial affairs,
internal market, competition, social affairs, agriculture, transport, and
overseas development, an Executive Secretariat, a Legal Service and a
department responsible for administration and personnel – and made
appointments to senior positions in the administration.

As the central decision-making body within the Commission, the
college would require considerable administrative support. The Executive
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Secretariat was entrusted with this function. It was charged with respons-
ibility for:4

• preparing and holding meetings of the Commission;
• transmitting the decisions of the college and overseeing their execu-

tion;
• liaising with other Community institutions and with the other

Communities;
• maintaining links at the administrative level with the Assembly of the

Communities and with other European Assemblies.

The Commission’s internal Rules of Procedure, drafted in late February
1958, detailed its responsibilities (European Commission 1963). Under
Article 16, the Executive Secretariat would be responsible for assisting the
President of the Commission in preparing meetings of the college, con-
ducting the written procedure, and in ensuring that the decisions of the
Commission are followed up, as well as for the publication of the Official
Journal (Coombes 1970: 249–250). The Executive Secretary or deputy
Executive Secretary would attend all meetings of the college, unless the
members of the Commission decided otherwise (Article 9), countersign
the minutes (Article 10) and authenticate the decisions adopted by the
Commission (Article 12).

Thus, the Executive Secretariat was to occupy a privileged place in the
Commission administration. Indispensable to the work of the college,
close to the President and ‘the only body (other than the Commission
itself) . . . responsible for taking a view of the organization as a whole’
(Coombes 1970: 250), it would also represent the Commission externally.
Positioned at the interstices between EEC institutions, moreover, it would
contribute to the overall coherence of Community processes and action.
The Executive Secretary at its head would inevitably be an influential
figure as the most senior official in the administration.

By the end of July, the organization of the Executive Secretariat had
taken shape. The Executive Secretary was to be assisted by a deputy, also
with general competence, so that the continuity of the Commission’s work
could be maintained, when the college met outside Brussels. Routine work
was carried out by three divisions. The Registry – la Greffe – was responsible
for preparing the work of the college, including organizing its agenda and
taking minutes. A second unit was charged with ensuring that Commission
decisions were circulated and implemented by the services and with liaising
with the departments and keeping commissioners informed about
Community business. The third division was to maintain contact with
Community institutions, including the Council, the Assembly and the
Court, the Commission’s counterparts in the ECSC and Euratom (the High
Authority and the Euratom Commission), and other European assemblies.
A further unit provided the three divisions with administrative support.
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As with the Commission administration more broadly (see Stevens and
Stevens 2001), the Executive Secretariat was not modelled on an existing
body at national level or elsewhere. It was created to perform a set of tasks
that arose from the Commission’s collegial nature and from the complex
institutional environment in which the Commission operated, as one of
three executive bodies in three multi-institutional Communities – the
ECSC, the EEC and Euratom. Unlike the French Secrétariat Général du
Gouvernement (SGG) in Paris, for example, to which it has often been
compared (see Cassese and della Cananea 1992: 1; see also Berlin 1987:
67–69), or the Cabinet Secretariat in London (see Coombes 1970: 249) –
it is worth noting that no similar body exists in the German system – the
Executive Secretariat has since the very beginning represented the admin-
istration in its external relations with other institutions, a function that is
as time-consuming as it is prestigious. In comparison with these other
bodies, the Executive Secretariat was also very small, numbering no more
than 20 officials (9 A-grade officials, 3 Bs and 8 Cs) in 1958. The body to
which it bore greatest similarity was the SG of the ECSC’s High Authority.5

However, fundamental differences in responsibilities and structure of the
two Communities, and the contrasting visions of Monnet and Hallstein,
produced quite distinct bodies. The differences were further reinforced
by the different pattern of involvement on the part of national govern-
ments in the decision-making processes of the respective Communities.
Whereas in the ECSC COCOR, the committee composed of senior
national officials in the ECSC met only very occasionally, COREPER
brought together permanent representatives of the member states, creat-
ing a quite different and more intense Commission-Council dynamic. The
SG’s steady accumulation of functions further distinguished the Executive
Secretariat from comparable organs elsewhere.

The Secretariat General under Emile Noël, 1958–1987

Emile Noël has, without doubt, been the most important figure in the
history of the SG. As Executive Secretary of the Commission of the EEC
from 1958 until 1967, and Secretary General of the Commission of the EC
that resulted from the 1967 merger until 1987, Noël occupied the top
administrative position in the Commission for thirty years, exerting an
unparalleled influence on the Secretariat, and indeed on the Commission
more broadly. Noël’s personal qualities and individual standing (see
below) were important factors in establishing the authority and identity of
the Secretariat. However, the changing historical contexts in which he
operated are also crucial to understanding both how the Secretariat
evolved and how the nature of his influence changed. Three periods are
distinguished below: the early years under Hallstein, 1958–1967 during
which the Executive Secretariat was established and became institutional-
ized; the period from 1967 until 1984, when Noël’s influence was perhaps

The Secretariat General 1958–2003 51



at its greatest; and the three years, 1985–1987, that Noël served under
Delors, which saw a clash between new and old methods and styles.
However, Noël’s background is considered first.

Background and appointment

Noël was appointed Executive Secretary in February 1958 at the age of
35.6 A graduate of l’Ecole normale supérieure and with a degree in mathe-
matics and physics from the University of Paris, Noël was a high-flying civil
servant with strong connections within French and European elites, as
well as Socialist circles. As Secretary of the General Affairs Committee
(later the Political Committee) at the Council of Europe early in his
career, he had worked closely with the French Socialist, Guy Mollet. From
there, he moved on to become director of the Secretariat of the Constitu-
tional Committee of the ad hoc Assembly, responsible for producing a
draft treaty for the European Political Community that was linked to the
ill-fated European Defence Community. Between 1955 and 1956, Noël
headed Mollet’s cabinet, while the latter was President of the Consultative
Assembly of the Council of Europe. When Mollet became French Prime
Minister, Noël returned to France initially to serve as his chef de cabinet and
later his deputy Director. In this latter capacity, Noël was a member of the
French delegation to the Conference on the Common Market and
Euratom, and participated actively in the drafting of the Treaties of Rome.

Noël’s experience in the European public service and the French
administration, his high-level contacts in both worlds – including, for
example, Jean Monnet, in whose Action Committee for Europe he was
involved (Spence 1997: 110) and with whom Noël remained in regular
touch (Duchêne 1994) – and the fact that he had participated in the
negotiation of the treaties with many figures who occupied senior posi-
tions in the Communities in the early years,7 gave him not only a privi-
leged insight into government and politics at national and European level,
but a personal authority that went beyond his formal status. As well as the
personal qualities – extreme intelligence and subtlety of mind, excellent
memory, skilled draughtsmanship, and a formidable capacity for work –
he took to the job of Executive Secretary, Noël also brought standing to
the Executive Secretariat and to the Commission.

The Executive Secretariat under Hallstein, 1958–1967

The Executive Secretariat played a significant part in realising Hallstein’s
ambition to build an administration to rival those of the member states,
contributing in several ways to the building and operation of the Commis-
sion, and to the creation of its identity as an institution. Through the
greffier function – collecting and circulating documents, preparing the
college agenda, keeping the minutes of meetings – the Secretariat estab-
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lished, and at the same time became keeper of, the Commission’s institu-
tional memory, whilst by assuring compliance with internal rules, it con-
tributed to the regularization of internal procedures. Moreover, by
providing the main channel – performing what one commentator calls ‘le
role charnière’ (Berlin 1987: 80) – between the college and the services,
the Secretariat assisted in ensuring continuity between the political and
administrative echelons of the Commission and thereby contributing to
the overall cohesion of the organization. Important in this respect, and
also to ensure that decisions taken by the college were transformed into
action by the departments, was Noël’s decision to meet weekly with the
Directors General and with the assistants of the Directors General. The
Executive Secretary also chaired the meetings of chefs de cabinets that began
to meet weekly from early 1959 in advance of the college to prepare and
co-ordinate its work. Finally, Noël, as Executive Secretary, represented the
Commission formally at administrative level in meetings with other institu-
tions, most notably in the weekly meeting of COREPER, which began in
1959.8 Noël also played the role of informal ambassador for the Commis-
sion, and indeed the Community, to notables visiting Brussels. His diaries
record a regular stream of meetings with politicians, diplomats and other
dignitaries, particularly from Europe and the US.

Although Hallstein, as Commission President, bore ultimate respons-
ibility for the Commission as an administration, he was happy to delegate
organizational matters to Noël (Narjes 1998: 110). A senior member of
Hallstein’s cabinet, and later a deputy Secretary General of the Commis-
sion, illustrates this point as follows:

One Thursday in February 1958, shortly before he was formally
appointed Executive Secretary of the EEC Commission, Emile Noël
took up his duties in Brussels. The first task he was given by President
Hallstein was to draft the EC Commission’s rules of procedure. The
very next Monday the future Executive Secretary laid his draft before
the Commission President. A few days later it was adopted with no
significant amendments by the Commission, and from then on regu-
lated its daily life.

(Meyer 1994: 263–264)

Similarly, Noël played an important role in drafting the Staff Regulations,
which set out in detail the rules that govern the conduct, rights and
obligations of officials, and the procedures relating to their career,
working conditions, salaries and disciplinary measures. He was also a
central figure in the long process that culminated in the merger of the
executives of the three Communities. Noël participated in the lengthy
talks and negotiations, in which he represented the Commission, that led
eventually to the 1965 Merger Treaty agreement, as well as in the exten-
sive planning and organization of the fused executive created when the
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agreement entered into force in July 1967 (Interview with former member
of the Commission).

The responsibilities of the Executive Secretariat expanded as the scope
of the Commission and the Community grew and they became complex
organizations. The Commission’s engagement across a growing range of
activities led to an increase in the number of divisions or specialized ser-
vices from 100 in 1958 to 124 in 1967 (pre-merger) and officials from 1,108
to 2,924 (Poullet and Deprez 1977: 149, 144). Meanwhile, the institutional
development of the Council changed the original institutional balance
between Council and Commission, and, by creating a more complex
environment, imposed demanding co-ordination requirements on the
Commission and therefore the Executive Secretariat. The proliferation of
Council formations, and COREPER’s split into two parts, COREPER I and
COREPER II, in 1962 were the most significant.9 Interdependence between
Commission and the Council in the decision-making process, moreover,
necessitated close and intense relations between the Executive Secretariat
of the Commission and the Council Secretariat. Structures and procedures
were developed by both secretariats for this purpose. As well as the work
generated by the need for the management of the Commission’s external
relations, the Executive Secretariat was entrusted with new responsibilities
concerning the internal operation of the ‘house’ as the Commission
became established and expanded. The Executive Secretary was involved
personally in appointments and promotions processes.

More staff were recruited to the Executive Secretariat to deal with its
increased responsibilities. The number of officials employed in the Secre-
tariat rose from 36 (13 A-grade officials) in 1958 to 68 (16) in 1963 and 77
(17) in 1965. However, it remained small enough for an official working
in it to know all his or her colleagues – a point made repeatedly in inter-
views conducted by the author with officials who worked there – and for
its staff to be hand-picked by the Executive Secretary. It was also character-
ized by an unusually flat hierarchy with one less sub-division than was stan-
dard in other departments. Whereas other DGs were divided into
directorates, which in turn were divided into divisions, the SG had three
administrative units that were headed by chefs d’unités. The streamlined
organization – there were no directors – was designed to deliver
maximum flexibility. It also created a sense on the part of the SG’s staff of
working directly for and to the Executive Secretary himself (Interview, 19
April 2001).

Noël did not see the Executive Secretariat as a body whose functions
were exclusively administrative. He considered it the appropriate home
for activities aimed at promoting the European idea. Accordingly, the Sec-
retariat set aside a small budget for this purpose. In a similar vein, Noël
took very seriously the need to explain the nature of the European
Community and the role of the Commission. He himself wrote a widely
circulated pamphlet, Comment fonctionnent les institutions des Communautés
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européennes, translated into English as Working Together, that was intended
to serve as a brief and accessible introduction to the Community and its
procedures.10 In addition, in several academic articles, Noël addressed
issues that were of topical concern to students of the Community. Among
the subjects tackled were the Luxembourg Compromise, the merger of
the Communities, the development of COREPER, and the relationship
between Commission and Council. Noël also communicated regularly
with academics and gave presentations on Community-related subjects at
universities inside and outside Europe.

By the end of the Hallstein era, the ambition of the President to create
an administration that would be capable of carrying out the functions
vested in the Commission had largely been met. The evidence was to be
found not only in the institutional structures and procedures of the Com-
mission, in the creation and support of which the Executive Secretariat
had played an important part, but also in the range of policy achieve-
ments that it had recorded, the challenges successfully met by the organi-
zation, and the recognition it achieved among governments and other
actors inside and outside the Community. The Executive Secretariat’s con-
tribution to these accomplishments was significant.

From Rey to Thorn, 1967–1985

The challenges facing the Rey Commission, and indeed his successors
until the mid-1980s,11 were very different from those that had confronted
Hallstein. The autonomy and authority of the Commission had been
firmly established by the time that Hallstein left office. However, Commis-
sion attempts to expand Community competencies were only partially
successful and, with the Luxembourg Compromise and a greater assertive-
ness on the part of the member states, it faced a very difficult environ-
ment. Two waves of enlargement, the first of which brought three hesitant
states (Denmark, Ireland and the UK) into the Community, serious eco-
nomic crises, and a bitter budgetary row, added to the challenge.

The arrival of the new Commission in 1967 coincided with the entry
into force of the Merger Treaty. As part of the latter, a single SG was
formed out of the secretariats of the executives of the three Communities
and Noël was appointed as the first Secretary General of the unified Com-
mission. The new body was larger, reflecting the broader remit of the
merged Commission, and divided into seven administrative units: Greffe;
Secretariat of group meetings and meetings of the assistants to the Dir-
ectors Generals; relations with the Council (I); relations with the Council
(II); liaison with the European Parliament; and General Report and other
periodical reports (CEC 1968: 9). In its operation and structure, however,
the SG remained much the same as the Executive Secretariat.

In terms of status and centrality, the importance of the Secretariat
increased. The commissioners who had served under Hallstein were
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technical experts and many had been long involved in European affairs.
This was not true of the Rey College or of later Commissions. The pres-
ence of generalists rather than specialists and the diminishing number of
veterans of the immediate post-war era had the effect of enhancing the
SG’s importance as an authoritative source of expertise and institutional
memory. Within this vacuum, ‘Noël supplied the institutions with some of
the political vision which the commissioners often lacked’ (Grant 1994:
102).

Other developments from the late 1960s onwards also reaffirmed the
centrality of the SG. First, the Community became more active. The legis-
lative activity of the Commission and Council, measured in legal events as
recorded by CELEX, increased significantly from 1968 (c.120) and even
more dramatically between 1972 (c.250) and 1986 (c.2,500) (Maurer 2003:
44). The Commission’s output alone began to rise in 1976 and rose
steeply between 1978 (c.50) and 1986 (c.2,000) (ibid.). As well as higher
levels of activity, the Community became involved in new policy areas,
most notably, foreign and economic affairs, which subjected it to new and
different demands. Second, Community institutions met more frequently.
The number of days spent in meetings in the Council rose significantly. In
1967, 1,233 days were spent in working groups, increasing to 1,403 in 1970
and stabilizing at around 2,000 from 1974, while the number of Council
meetings grew steadily from 75.5 in 1967 to over 100 from 1983. Third,
the Community became more institutionally differentiated and complex.
The European Parliament became an increasingly important body.
Summits became a regular feature from the late 1960s with the European
Council bringing together heads of state and government three times a
year during the mid-1970s. At the institutional level, the number of
Council formations increased in the early 1980s from nine in 1974 to 17
in 1982. Finally, the Commission became a larger and more complex
organization. After the merger, it had 5,149 officials, compared with a pre-
merger figure for the EC Commission of 2,924. This figure rose to close to
7,000 following the first enlargement (Poullet and Deprez 1977: 144) and
to more than 15,000 by 1987 (Page 1997: 23). As its competencies
expanded, the number of DGs rose from nine in 1967 to 20 in 1970
before falling to 19 in 1973, where it stabilized, and of commissioners
from nine (1967–1970, 1970–1973) to thirteen (1973–1977, 1977–1981)
and fourteen (1981–1985).

The increased activity of EEC institutions, the broadening front across
which the Community became active and the growth in the complexity of
Community institutions increased pressure on the Commission and made
greater demands of the SG as the body responsible for supporting the
work of the college and its sub-systems, managing relations with external
bodies and keeping ‘the house’ in good order. Under these changed cir-
cumstances – a far cry from the early days of the Commission with its small
size and relatively simple organization – the coordinating functions of the
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SG assumed even greater importance. Noël’s long service and experience
– Gaston Thorn referred to him as ‘Europe’s prime witness’ (cited in
Sutherland 1996)12 – led Commission Presidents and commissioners –
sometimes in the College – and senior officials alike to ask his opinion. As
one former Commission President noted, a visit to the Secretary General’s
office before taking up one’s responsibilities became part of the routine
for incoming Commission Presidents and commissioners (Delors 1996).

The SG adapted to the new environment in several ways. It changed the
way that it handled some existing responsibilities. With respect to Com-
mission relations with Parliament, the SG devoted greater resources to
ensuring that the Commission complied with its various obligations and
instituted mechanisms to co-ordinate action on the part of the Commis-
sion. The most notable was, perhaps, the Groupe des Affaires Parlemen-
taires (GAP), which brought together the member responsible for
Parliament from each cabinet (Westlake 1994: 12). A closer relationship
was also forged with the Parliament’s Secretariat. In addition, the SG was
entrusted with new tasks. The Secretariat General assumed responsibility
for European Political Cooperation (EPC), launched in the 1970s, and
remained responsible for external political relations until the early 1990s,
when DG IA was created. This was the first instance of what became a
trend: the SG would be used to incubate new responsibilities where no DG
existed or where entrusted responsibility to an existing DG was regarded
as problematic for some reason. On the external front, when the Commis-
sion finally won the right to be represented among the Community’s
heads of state and government (see Jenkins 1989), the Secretary General
was granted the privilege of being the only official permitted to attend
meetings.

In terms of its size and structure, the SG also changed. While staff
numbers increased, additional divisions were created to reflect new
demands and new priorities, and to manage new competencies. The
number of units grew from seven in 1968 to nine in 1975, 11 in 1978, 12
in 1982 and 13 in 1983. New divisions included a secretariat of the ECSC
Consultative Committee (1975), intergovernmental co-operation between
member states (responsible for EPC) (1977), an industrial relations office
(1977), which became the social partners office in 1978 and social part-
ners office and youth forum in 1982, in-house information and in-service
traineeships (1982), cultural questions (1982) and inspection, planning
and organization (1983). A Central Advisory Group was also set up in the
SG in 1977, which was briefly counted as a division (1982–1983). There
were also changes in its hierarchical structure. The post of director was
created for the first time in 1968.

In addition, as part of the exercise where positions were created for
officials from the acceding states, a second deputy Secretary General post
was created in 1973. One of the main tasks of the UK civil servant
appointed to the position was to codify the internal rules of ‘the house’,
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which to incoming officials from the new member states seemed opaque.
The outcome was the Manual of Operating Procedures, the definitive guide
to the rules and internal processes of the Commission, covering the opera-
tion of the Commission and its departments, including its working
methods, budget and financial control, relations with other EEC institu-
tions and bodies, and external relations.

The centrality of the SG during this period has been affirmed by several
observers. A description, written in the 1980s when the SG’s influence was
perhaps at its zenith, is worth recalling:

This is not a service, like the Legal Service, that has official power over
other DGs. However, because of its central position, the authority of
its leader, and the fact that nothing happens within the Commission
without him intervening in one way or another, the SG has become
the memory of the institution, its principal advisor, its mediator and
its overall guardian. Over the years, in this way it has acquired a
dominant position within the services, and this to such an extent that
virtually nothing can be done against the wishes of the Secretariat
General.

(Berlin 1987: 69)

Delors, 1985–1987

The arrival of Jacques Delors as Commission President in January 1985
brought a period of activism to the European Communities and a new
style of leadership to the Commission (Ross 1995). Although Delors and
the members of his cabinet had considerable respect for Noël, their far-
reaching ambitions, their determination to get things done quickly, and
their leadership style brought them into conflict (Endo 1999: 117).
Delors, moreover, unlike his predecessors, had no need for Noël’s services
as an adviser or fixer, since these roles were played by the Commission
President’s chef de cabinet, Pascal Lamy. Delors and his cabinet were in a
hurry, and grew increasingly irritated ‘by the same old ways in which Noël
conducted the in-house business, in particular his conciliatory run of the
chefs de cabinet meetings’ (Endo 1999: 117). There were constant clashes
at the beginning of the Delors’ Commission between the Commission
President’s cabinet, which sought to establish itself as the nerve centre of
the Commission, and the Secretary General (Endo 1999: 43). These sub-
sided somewhat when Noël was included in a small high-level Commission
group to work on the Single European Act (Ross 1995: 32; Endo 1999: 42)
and indeed represented the Commission at the IGC, but shortly after – in
1987 – he retired from the Commission.

Noël left behind a body that occupied a central position in the Com-
mission, responsible for the flow of paper, the keeper of its rules and pro-
cedures, and the guardian of its institutional memory, and in the
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Community system as a whole. It also bore his personal imprint. The SG
was shaped by Noël, who was ‘not a methodical manager’ (Grant 1994:
102), but a ‘man of the corridors’ (Interview, 9 April 2001), the ‘quintes-
sential eminence grise’ (Interview 2001), who exercised influence dis-
creetly through a network of contacts throughout the Commission (Endo
1999: 42) and whose style was to resolve difficulties behind the scenes.
However, this should not be taken to imply that Noël had self-interested
objectives or sought power for himself. As a former colleague, Max Kohn-
stamm observed: ‘He was like a monk from the Middle Ages, with a total
devotion to a cause. He had one object in mind: European integration, or,
as Jean Monnet described it, “Yesterday force, today law”’ (cited in Turner
1996; see also the Economist 1996: 96).

The Secretariat General after Noël

The three individuals who have held the top position since Noël’s retire-
ment – David Williamson (1987–1997), Carlo Trojan (1997–2000), David
O’Sullivan (2000–) have each sought to manoeuvre the Secretary General
in slightly different directions. Each tenure has been marked by a distinct
personal style and a different conception of the SG’s role. Each, more-
over, has faced particular challenges. What they share, however, is a pref-
erence for the SG as a less extraordinary and more normal administrative
body than it was prior to 1987.

The SG under David Williamson, 1987–1997: towards normalization

David (since, Lord) Williamson acceded to the post of Secretary General
with experience of both the British civil service and the European admin-
istration. He served in the UK Cabinet Office, as Head of the European
Secretariat under Margaret Thatcher, and in the Commission, as a deputy
Director General in DG VI (responsible for agriculture). His appointment
led to a dramatic change in the style of the SG. The SG adopted a lower
profile than under Noël and became more like a traditional bureaucracy.
A number of important reforms were also introduced following the entry
into force of the SEA and later the TEU.

Noël was a singular figure, and one of the first tasks that Williamson
undertook was to ‘de-singularise’ (Interview, 19 April 2001) the SG. In
organizational terms, this took the form of a re-structuring, which saw the
SG become more like other DGs. By late 1988, an overhaul had resulted in
the creation of eight directorates:

A – the Greffe;
B – internal coordination and data processing;
C – planning of Commission working and inspection of and information

for delegations;

The Secretariat General 1958–2003 59



D – relations with the Council;
E – relations with the Parliament and the Economic and Social Commit-

tee;
F – intergovernmental cooperation between member states, including

political co-operation, civil protection and human rights;
G – the Central Advisory Group;
H – co-ordination of fraud protection (CEC 1988).

As part of the re-organization, several new functions were added and some
existing responsibilities extended. A unit in Directorate B, for example,
assumed responsibility for monitoring the 1992 deadline and the imple-
mentation of Community laws, including state aids. This reflected a belief
within the Commission that progress towards the internal market and
ensuring compliance with Community rules should be monitored cen-
trally. The creation of a Directorate to co-ordinate fraud protection, by
contrast, was a response to concerns expressed by the European Parlia-
ment that the Commission was doing too little to combat fraud.

In the same spirit of normalization, Williamson sought to improve
inter-departmental co-ordination, and thereby to correct what was widely
acknowledged as a serious problem in an organization that was pre-occu-
pied by ‘building Europe’ and had tended to neglect administrative issues
(Stevens and Stevens 2001). A serious attempt was made to address the
unwillingness of the services to share information and co-operate with
other departments. Noël’s strategy had been to use personal networks, but
this was by definition an unsystematic approach. Williamson sought to
encourage the setting up of ad hoc inter-services working groups, as a way
of overcoming departmentalism. Given the formidable structural and cul-
tural obstacles, it is unsurprising that he was only partly successful (Endo
1999: 118–119; see also Spence 1997: 111). If improving routine co-
ordination proved problematic, Williamson did succeed in easing the flow
of information within the Commission, as well as making the processes by
which the Commission put together and monitored implementation of its
annual programme more efficient (Ludlow 1991) – both considerable
achievements, the latter involving the drafting of a meticulous set of rules
incorporated in the Manual of Operating Procedures. Drawing up the
Commission’s work programme no longer involved ‘an annual opening
up of filing cabinets’ (Ross 1995: 267–268), but became a top-down
process.

Elsewhere, Williamson scored some notable successes. At the Brussels
European Council in February 1988, for example, he was instrumental in
achieving a settlement of the budgetary dispute, involving the UK’s contri-
bution (Spence 1997: 111). Moreover, Williamson adapted the SG to the
growing power of the Parliament within the Community system. With the
co-operation procedures introduced by SEA, the Parliament became an
important legislative actor for the first time. Williamson established
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systems designed to ensure that events in Parliament were reported to the
relevant DGs and commissioners on the same day, that briefings were sup-
plied to Commission officials involved in meetings in the Parliament, and
that the right officials appeared at the right meetings in the Parliament.
These functions were performed by a Directorate within the SG. (This
latter body also supported the work of the GAP). Similarly, following the
TEU, Williamson introduced mechanisms to enable the Commission to
manage the new (and complex) co-decision procedure effectively. A spe-
cialist unit was also created to handle relations with the new Committee of
the Regions.

The implications of first the SEA, then the TEU, were not limited only
to institutional matters. The expansion of Community competencies into
new areas of activities also threw up challenges. For example, after the
cohesion fund was increased as a result of the budgetary package that fol-
lowed Maastricht, the Commission President asked the SG to take respons-
ibility for its management on the grounds that the budget was too large to
be handled by the relevant DG (Interview, Secretariat General, 20 June
1997). In 1993, Directorate H took charge of the cohesion funds. At the
same time, a Task Force for Justice and Home Affairs was created in
the SG as an embryonic Directorate General to handle matters relating to
the third pillar created by the TEU.

The SG also handled difficult one-off issues that became more numer-
ous in a period of intensive Community activism. It took over respons-
ibility for the BSE crisis and the associated concerns relating to consumer
health and the scientific committees. It also took charge of biotechnology
– an area that had proved extremely controversial. Most dramatically,
perhaps, the Community’s policy towards German unification was co-ordi-
nated from within the SG (Spence 1992).

Unlike his predecessor, Williamson enjoyed a good working relation-
ship with Delors. This was evident not only in the routine work of the
Commission, but also at the level of historic decision-making, such as in
the Maastricht IGCs (see, for example, Ross 1995: 189) – for which
purpose a Task Force had been set up in the SG under Michel Petite –
and in the preparation of the Delors’ 1993 White Paper on Growth, which
was in the words of one official ‘confectioné’ in the SG (Interview, Secre-
tariat General, 20 June 1997; see also Endo 1999: 199). However,
Williamson’s loyalty to Delors attracted criticism from the camps of other
commissioners – notably, Leon Brittan’s – which felt marginalized (Grant
1994: 102–103; Ross 1995). The difficulty encountered by members of the
Commission in trying to put issues on the weekly agenda of the Commis-
sion, which the Commission President rigidly controlled (Interview, 20
September 2000), was cited as a particular grievance, as was the restriction
to a limited few of involvement in planning major policy initiatives.

Although he did not enjoy the same personal influence as his predeces-
sor – ‘Noël’s voice was’, as Middlemas (1995: 221–222) observes, ‘often
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decisive in meetings of the college, and always important where internal
promotions were concerned’13 – Williamson was highly respected. He con-
tributed significantly to turning the SG into an efficient and more normal
bureaucratic entity, and to enabling the Commission to confront its new
challenges. Given the changed circumstances of the Commission and the
increased demands on the SG, moreover, it was no longer possible for a
single official, even a very talented one, to achieve the dominance that
Noël had exercised.

The Secretariat General under Carlo Trojan, 1997–2000. Leaner and
meaner?

Carlo Trojan was the first Secretary General to have previously worked in
the Secretariat. He had been deputy Secretary General for ten years,
working alongside David Williamson, and also had cabinet experience.
Trojan took office with a clear idea of the changes that he wanted to make
in the organization of the SG and the role that he wanted it to play. He
envisaged a smaller body, stripped of extraneous responsibilities, that
would concentrate on core functions – intra- and inter-institutional co-
ordination, and serving the college – or, in his own words, ‘a service that
caters to other services’. He also wanted to ‘lower the walls’ between divi-
sions dealing with related questions inside the Commission (Interview, 24
September 1998) – and to increase staff mobility. Trojan was supported in
these aims by recommendations made in two reports, the first submitted
by the Inspectorate General – a body created to provide in-house advice
on management issues – and the second, resulting from the Commission
of Tomorrow (‘DECODE’) exercise carried out in 1998.

Trojan’s second ambition was for the SG to play a far more interven-
tionist role in internal co-ordination. In terms of its formal status, the SG
was on par with other Commission departments. This imposed significant
limitations on its co-ordination strategy. Although it could insist that
departments within the Commission observe certain formal procedures,
such as those requiring the submission of documents on or before certain
deadlines, it lacked the authority to intervene with respect to the sub-
stance of a topic under discussion and still less, in the style of the UK
European Secretariat, to impose a solution where departments could not
agree. Trojan sought a more powerful role that would enable the SG to
give a steer to issues and sometimes more.

Trojan was only partially successful and then only in respect of his first
ambition. The JHA Task Force, for example, the Fraud Office (UCLAF)
became a free-standing entity, and the bureau de stage was transferred to
DG IX (personnel and administration). The drugs coordination unit and
the unit responsible for co-ordinating structural funds were also found
new homes. The creation of a more powerful SG, however, was not some-
thing that the members of the Santer Commission were prepared to coun-
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tenance. Meanwhile, the SG continued to perform its traditional func-
tions. It notably took responsibility for co-ordination of the Agenda 2000
package, the multi-disciplinary set of proposals designed to prepare the
Union for Eastern enlargement.

The Secretariat General under David O’Sullivan, 2000–: at the heart of
a reforming Commission

David O’Sullivan became Secretary General after Trojan’s resignation in
the wake of the downfall of the Santer Commission. Appointed at the age
of 48 – much younger at the time of his appointment than his two imme-
diate predecessors – he had been a member of two cabinets, had held
senior positions in the services and briefly was the chef de cabinet of
Romano Prodi, who became Commission President in September 1999.
O’Sullivan’s aims for the SG have been influenced by two factors. The first
is the strengthening of the Commission presidency by the Amsterdam
Treaty. The upgrading of the office led Prodi famously to compare the
Commission to a government. Since 1999, he has sought to develop an
administrative machine capable of supporting the new prime ministerial
function. The second is the commitment of the Prodi Commission to
administrative reform (see Kassim 2004). The modernization programme
foresees a key role for the SG in a reformed Commission.

Several steps have been taken to fulfil these ambitions. First, as part of
the attempt to connect resource allocation with the setting of political
priorities – a major theme of the reform – the SG became responsible for
Strategic Planning and Programming (SPP). An annual policy cycle was
established, whereby, following a discussion in the college, the President
decides the Commission’s programme for the coming year. Available
resources are then allocated to the priority areas – programming became
synchronized with the budgetary procedure. The resulting Commission
work programme is broken down into action plans for the services,
setting out clear objectives for a fixed time period, so that progress can
be monitored and evaluated from the centre. The SG provides adminis-
trative support to the President, who is formally responsible for the
process. Second, the SG is to play a far more active role in internal co-
ordination, intervening at an early stage in the policy process, ideally,
before drafts have been circulated. The idea is that it can ‘add value’, not
by becoming involved in the substance of policy, but by encouraging dia-
logue before departments begin to engage in trench warfare, offering a
bird’s eye view of the issues, and providing arbitration where necessary. A
further initiative concerns the simplification of procedures. A second
deputy Secretary General was appointed and charged with the task of
reducing and eliminating unnecessary bureaucratic procedures in the
organization.

The Secretariat General has once again been restructured in order to
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implement these changes. In 2003, it was organized into six entities, as
follows:

Directorate A – registry and Commission decision-making process;
Directorate B – relations with civil society;
Directorate C – programming and Commission policy co-ordination;
Directorate D – relations with the Council;
Directorate E – relations with the European Parliament, the European

Ombudsman, the European Economic and Social Committee and the
Committee of the Regions;

Directorate F – resources and general matters; and Task Force on the
Future of the Union and institutional matters.

Other changes include the creation of a new unit in the Directorate
responsible for relations with the Council to co-ordinate Commission par-
ticipation in co-decision. More broadly, the Secretary General has been
one of the leading figures in the reform process and has used the SG to
introduce modern management techniques and instruments, such as
policy evaluation and impact studies.

The Secretariat General: a concluding assessment

The SG has been a key body in the development and operation of the
Commission. It contributed importantly to the Commission’s institutional-
ization, through the drafting and enforcing of internal rules, and regular-
izing the procedures of the nascent organization. It has performed a series
of core functions at the Commission’s heart – supporting the work of the
college, guarding the organization’s institutional memory, and ensuring a
vertical flow of information between the political Commission and the ser-
vices. It has also acted as the Commission’s ambassador, representing the
institution in and to external bodies, managing relations between the
Commission and other institutions, and ensuring that the institution
meets its obligations by informing, advising and co-ordinating officials in
respect of the demands made, for example, by the Council and the Parlia-
ment.

From a comparative perspective, two points are striking. The first is the
combination of responsibilities attached to the SG. Whereas comparable
institutions at the national level are essentially concerned with the internal
functioning of the bureaucracies, in which they play a central role, the
management of inter-institutional relationships is less of a concern. Inter-
estingly, with respect to the SG, it has been its performance with respect to
the latter that has been more impressive. Moreover, in its external
representation of the Commission, the SG has not only performed a vital
service to the Commission, but it has also contributed towards the promo-
tion of coherence in an institutional system that is characterized by
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differentiation and fragmentation. Second, in relation to the Cabinet
Office and the SGG with which it is most often compared, the SG is small
in size and, until the Prodi Commission at least, has lacked an important
resource. Whereas the Cabinet Office and the SGG derive much of their
authority from their proximity to the Prime Minister, there has historically
been no concentration of power at the centre of the Commission – a
serious absence, given the tendency towards departmentalism and intro-
spection on the part of Directorates General. The SG has, in internal co-
ordination, therefore, had to rely upon persuasion and an ability to
demonstrate its value in terms of information, knowledge and experience
in its dealing with other Commission departments. Personality has also
been important, both in terms of the figure that heads the SG and the
Commission President.

Notes
1 I should like to express my gratitude to the former commissioner and the

Commission officials, including a former Secretary General and a former
deputy SG, who very kindly granted non-attributable interviews between Sep-
tember 1998 and May 2003 as part of the research for this chapter. Without the
benefit of their experience, this chapter could not have been written. Thanks
are also due to participants in the panel, ‘Building the European Commission:
the creation and early development of a supranational actor’, inaugural con-
ference of the ECPR standing group, Bordeaux, 26–28 September 2002, espe-
cially Andy Smith, as well as to Martin Westlake and David Spence, for their
comments on earlier drafts, to ‘fellow travellers’ Véronique Dimier, Piers
Ludlow, and Dionyssis Dimitrakopoulos for helpful suggestions and constant
encouragement, and in particular to the librarians and archivists of the Histor-
ical Archives of the European Union in Florence and Brussels for invaluable
assistance in tracking down documents and sources. Fieldwork in Brussels,
Paris and Florence was made possible by small research grants from the
Nuffield Foundation and the British Academy.

2 For practitioners’ assessments, see Lemaignen 1964: 69–70; Marjolin 1986;
Meyer 1994: 263–267; Narjes 1998: 110; Davignon cited in Turner 1996;
Sutherland 1996; Delors 1996; for evaluations by scholars, see Coombes 1970:
250. Interestingly, Noël was not the first candidate for the post.

3 For this reason, he courteously disregarded the recommendations that had
been prepared by the (intergovernmental) Interim Committee between the
signing of the Treaty and its coming into effect. He did accept the High
Authority’s offer of financial support, which made it possible for the Commis-
sion to set up an administration before the budgetary law became effective in
1959–1960 and thus to present national governments with a fait accompli.
Although individual officials were recruited to the new Commission from the
ECSC executive, Hallstein chose not to allow the latter to take charge of any
services or to recruit its senior officials to high office in the new administration
(Noël 1992: 145).

4 Doc. 40/58, cited in COM (58) 159, 21 July 1958.
5 The Executive Secretariat of the High Authority of the ECSC was responsible

for supporting the work of the College, ensuring that members of the High
Authority were kept up to date with discussion in the working groups, linking
the various divisions of the High Authority, and managing external relations.
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6 It had been agreed that, since the Commission President was German, the
Executive Secretary should be French (Interview with former member of the
Commission, 29 May 2001).

7 Among the negotiators of the Treaties of Rome that were based in Brussels
after 1958 were Hallstein (German, Commission President), von der Groeben
(German, commissioner for Competition), and Marjolin (French, Commission
Vice-President), Baron Snoy (Belgian, Permanent Representative) and Ophüls
(German, Permanent Representative). See Noël 1992: 156.

8 Noël notes that Hallstein saw protocol as an important part of asserting the
Commission’s independent status. Thus, although commissioners received
Permanent Representatives individually or as a group, commissioners did not
attend meetings of COREPER, but were represented in that body by senior
officials (Noël 1998: 132).

9 The Executive Secretary attends the first, his deputy the second.
10 The first edition was published in 1963, but has been revised subsequently.
11 They were: Franco Malfatti (1970–1972), Sicco Mansholt (1972), Francois-

Xavier Ortoli (1973–1977), Roy Jenkins (1977–1981) and Gaston Thorn
(1981–1985).

12 Or, in the words of George Ross (1995: 35), Noël, ‘the Commission’s eternal
secretary general . . . held all the strings and knew all the secrets’.

13 By contrast, ‘Delors allowed Williamson much less say on promotions, so that
the role concentrated more on harmonizing the transaction of business as if he
were a British cabinet secretary’ (Middlemas 1995: 221–222).
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4 Political dynamics of the parallel
administration of the European
Commission

Jarle Trondal

Introduction1

Despite much effort uncovering the wheels and cogs of European integra-
tion, the scholarly debate has largely been trapped in a neo-functionalist
versus intergovernmentalist dichotomy. The 1990s, however, witnessed a
theoretical turn in the study of European integration towards less focus on
either/or ‘unifying story-lines’ and more in the direction of both/and
middle-range theories (Geyer 2003). This theoretical move partially
reflects a more general ‘institutionalist turn’ in the study of public admin-
istration and European integration (Jupille and Caporaso 1999; March
and Olsen 1998). This chapter suggests an institutional middle-range
approach that makes conditional assessments of the transformative poten-
tial of the parallel administration of the European Commission. The goal
is to outline a research agenda for future empirical studies of the political
dynamics of system transformation in Europe.

More specifically, this chapter challenges the political-technocratic
dichotomy by studying political dynamics at the micro-level of civil ser-
vants of the European Commission (Smith 2003: 150). This, however, is
not a reductionist move because I conceptualize the roles and identities
evoked by civil servants as institutionally constituted and constrained
(March and Olsen 1989: 4). The main argument of this chapter is that
political institutions are transformational institutions, and that transforma-
tional institutions are supranational institutions. To substantiate this
claim, the chapter poses the following question: Does the Commission
manage to transform the loyalties and identities of national civil servants
seconded on short term contracts to the European Commission?
Arguably, identity transformation among seconded Commission civil ser-
vants serves as a yardstick of the political dynamics within the parallel
administration of the Commission. I basically argue that the ‘political’
aspect of the European Commission primarily has a non-territorial and
supranational component. Hence, it is the supranational dynamics which
ultimately distinguish the European Commission as a political institution
(Trondal 2004).



Secondment refers to national civil servants hired on temporary con-
tracts within the European Commission. Studying the mix of national and
supranational loyalties amongst Commission officials is important in order
to assess the transformative power of the European Commission writ large.
Supranational loyalties denote Commission officials identifying with the
EU as a whole, with the European Commission, with the Directorate
General (DG) in which they are employed, or with particular task roles.
Hence, supranational loyalty means simply identifying with EU institutions
at different levels. Despite the existence of several partially competing
organizational logics within the Commission (Christiansen 1997), it is
important to uncover the relative primacy of supranational dynamics. This
chapter highlights one under-researched ‘Cinderella’ of the European
Commission where territorial dynamics may have ample chance of survival
and viability: the parallel administration of seconded national civil ser-
vants (Cini 1996a; Shore 2000; Wessels 1985). Hence, a ‘least likely’
research design underpins the study.

One rationale for studying national civil servants seconded to the Euro-
pean Commission is to assess the extent to which individual officials come
to construct new additional supranational loyalties, identities and role per-
ceptions. By controlling for a self-selection dynamic, this represents a crit-
ical examination of the socializing and re-socializing power of the
European Commission. Arguably, the emergence of supranational identi-
ties and roles amongst seconded Commission officials is indicative of
system transformation as perceived at the level of individual civil servants.
According to the White Paper on European Governance issued by the
Commission in 2001, ‘exchange of staff and joint training between admin-
istrations at various levels would contribute to a better knowledge of each
other’s policy objectives, working methods and instruments’ (European
Commission 2001d: 13). Couched in more analytical terms, ‘the future
organization of Europe involves a struggle for people’s minds, their identi-
ties and normative and causal beliefs’ (Olsen 2003: 58).

The European Commission is the core executive body at the heart of
the EU (Nugent 1997) and a catalyst of European integration and trans-
formation of national government systems. However, few studies have pen-
etrated the internal life of the European Commission (e.g. Cram 1994;
Edwards and Spence 1997; Shore 2000; Smith 2003). Not surprisingly, the
parallel administration of the Commission has been subjected to even less
scholarly attention. I argue, however, that seconded Commission person-
nel represent an adequate testing-ground for institutional approaches on
the political dynamics of system transformation. Seconded national civil
servants are heavily ‘pre-packed’ and pre-socialized prior to entering the
Commission. Their stay at the Commission is relatively short and the
majority return to prior positions in national ministries or agencies when
their temporary contracts come to an end. Hence, one should expect
these officials to be fairly reluctant Europeans. However, the prospective
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emergence of supranational allegiances amongst seconded personnel in the
short, medium or long term is indicative of the supranational character of
the Commission. Moreover, the enactment of supranational allegiances
amongst seconded national civil servants is indicative of the transformative
power and thus the political dynamics of the European Commission writ
large.

The chapter is sequenced as follows: the next section provides a short
review of the parallel administration of the European Commission, suc-
ceeded by two concepts of system integration across levels of governance:
a weak and a strong. Finally, a middle-range institutionalist perspective to
system integration is outlined that suggests conditions under which supra-
national allegiances are likely to precede national and sectoral allegiances
amongst seconded civil servants. Suggestively, supranational allegiances
are likely to be evoked under the following conditions:

H1 if the officials have the European Commission as their primary institu-
tional affiliation;

H2 if the European Commission is organized according to principles that
challenge the governance dynamics of domestic government systems;

H3 if the seconded personnel are employed in the European Commission
for long periods of time and participate intensively in the day-to-day
decision-making processes of the Union;

H4 if the seconded personnel are weakly pre-socialized at the national
level and/or strongly pre-socialized at the international level before
entering the Commission;

H5 if the seconded personnel are strongly integrated into the social life of
the Commission.

Based on these conditional hypotheses, this study outlines a middle-range
research agenda for future empirical analyses on the political dynamics of
the European Commission.

The parallel administration of the European Commission

There is a surprising dearth of in-depth empirical studies of the European
Commission (Christiansen 1997: 83; Egeberg 1996; Shore 2000: 127).
Most studies that do exist of the Commission are focused on the Presid-
ent, the commissioners, the formal organization, the permanent bureau-
cratic staff and the historical evolution of the Commission. Thus, it should
come as no surprise that the parallel administration of the Commission is
severely under-researched (Christiansen 1997: 84).

Organizations often consist of two parallel procedures for recruitment
and two sets of personnel: permanent and temporary officials recruited
respectively on the basis of merit and quotas, or parachutage. The construc-
tion of new organizations often warrants hiring external officials on a

The parallel administration 69



temporary basis. This was also the case when constructing the High
Authority in the 1950s. However, envisaging an independent European
bureaucracy, Jean Monnet rejected the model of delegated and temporary
seconded national civil servants at the centre of the Community executive
(Shore 2000: 177). Monnet’s vision largely collided with the wishes of the
French government in the 1950s and 1960s. The French government ‘had
made a strong case for the Commission to be comprised solely of tempo-
rary officials seconded from national administrations’ (Cini 1996a:
120–121). For federalists, like Monnet, secondments represented the
opposite of an independent civil service at the EU level, and therefore the
parallel administration of the Commission represented a ‘Trojan Horse’
threatening the coherence and autonomy of the core executive body of
the emerging European Community.

However, initial recruitment to the High Authority of the Coal and
Steel Community and to the Commission(s) of the EEC was mainly based
on national officials on short term contracts (Nugent 2001). Today, few
international organizations have institutionalized a parallel administration
to the same extent as the European Commission. Reflecting increased
workload, functional differentiation and a need for external assistance,
the non-statutory staff of the Commission has increased to about 30 per
cent of the current Commission’s workforce (European Commission
1999b: 18). The Council of Ministers, the Council Secretary and the Euro-
pean Parliament have ‘practically no temporary staff’ (Bodiguel 1995:
451). However, different EU institutions often second officials amongst
themselves (Christiansen 2001). The size of the current parallel adminis-
tration of the European Commission has even forged counter-reactions
from the Commission, highlighting that ‘the high percentage of non-
permanent officials in the Commission cannot be justified’ (European
Commission 2000d: 37). The parallel administration of the Commission
makes up a considerable part of the institution, rendering the Commis-
sion a multi-faceted organization with respect to recruitment practices,
personnel, career paths and perhaps even institutional allegiances and
individual loyalties.

Largely being an understaffed institution, the Commission is heavily
dependent on external assistance. This assistance is brought into the Com-
mission through the web of EU committees and more permanently
through the non-statutory staff. However, whereas ‘comitology’ has grown
into a big ‘research industry’, secondments have been given only scarce
scholarly attention. At present, about 16,000 permanent officials work on
established posts in the Commission (Nugent 2001: 164; Stevens and
Stevens 2001: 17). Additionally, the Commission has about 4,200 non-
permanent officials on various short term contracts (European Commis-
sion 1999b: 9). This system of non-permanent staff is divided into three
different sub-groups: temporary agents (N � 2,400), auxiliary staff
(N � 1,000), and seconded national experts (N � 760) (European Com-
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mission 1999b: 9; Stevens and Stevens 2001: 17). This study focuses
particularly on the latter, that is civil servants from member state adminis-
trations ‘loaned to the Commission for up to three years’ (Spence 1997:
9). Temporary agents and auxiliary staff, by contrast, come from various
research institutes, interest organizations, etc. Indicative of the increased
salience of seconded personnel in the Commission, these officials num-
bered 200 in 1989, 250 in 1990, about 600 in 1994, and in 1995 the
number was 650 (Bodiguel 1995: 442; Edwards and Spence 1997: 79). At
present, seconded national officials number 760, accounting for 15 per
cent of all A-grade staff of the Commission and probably for about 25 per
cent of A4 to A6 staff (Nugent 2001: 165; Stevens and Stevens 2001: 20).
Hence, the parallel administration of the Commission has increased by
about 250 per cent in the 1990s, especially in the top ranks.2 Moreover,
this part of the Commission will be extended substantially by EU enlarge-
ment in 2004. The Commission has estimated a need of over 5,000 new
recruits from the candidate countries, mostly based on non-permanent
posts (EUobserver 2003).

According to the official line, seconded national experts have a poten-
tial for generating system integration across levels of governance ‘by allow-
ing [national] civil servants . . . to learn about [EU] procedures and
administrative culture’ (Spence 1997: 79). To cite the Commission directly
(1999b: 63), seconded national experts ‘are a way of forging stronger links
between national administrations and the Commission’. From a more ana-
lytical point of view, studying the emergence of supranational loyalties
amongst temporary national experts within the Commission can identify
mechanisms of re-socialization at the heart of the European Union.
According to Shore, for example (2000: 152), ‘they find it a wonderfully
mind-expanding experience: most who come here want to stay after their
secondment has finished. Like the agents temporaires, once they get one foot
in the door they want to get the rest of their body through’.

Two concepts of system integration

This section outlines a weak and a strong concept of system integration. A
weak concept views system integration as the web of contacts, networks
and relationships that emerges between politico-administrative systems. A
strong concept measures system integration as transformational change –
that is, the basic dynamics of governance, decision-making, and individual
roles and identity change.

System integration, both in the weak and strong sense, is a relatively
embryonic field of study, remains under-studied and poorly understood.
System integration or engrenage may be understood as processes and not
as fixed states of affairs (Held et al. 1999: 27). The mutual relationships
between politico-administrative systems constitute ever-changing phenom-
ena in political-administrative life. Just as single organizations are in
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constant states of flux, the relationships between organizations are con-
stantly evolving. Moreover, system integration is relational – covering the
relationships, interdependencies and interconnections between different
systems and between the members of these systems (Spinelli 1966).
Finally, system integration is a continuum, not a dichotomy, ranging from
weak to strong modes of integration (Trondal 1999). As discussed more
thoroughly below, weak system integration requires that actual contacts
occur between at least two systems. A stronger notion of integration
requires, in addition, that these contacts mutually affect the systems and
the individual members within them.

Several suggestions as to how to conceptualize system integration have
been addressed in the literature. Rosenau (1969: 46) defines system integra-
tion as penetrative processes whereby ‘members of one polity serve as
participants in the political process of another’. March (1999: 134) gauges
system integration by measuring the ‘density, intensity and character of the
relations amongst the elements of [different systems]’. Moreover, ‘“integra-
tion” signifies some measure of the density, intensity and character of the
relations among the constitutive elements of a system’ (Olsen 2001: 4).
Referring to system integration in the EU, Scheinman (1966: 751) sees
system integration as the ‘intermingling of national and international
bureaucrats in various working groups and committees in the policy-making
context of the EEC’. Similarly, Majone (1996) ‘refers to the idea of copinage
technocratique to denote the interaction between Brussels officials, experts
from industry, and national civil servants’ (quoted from Radaelli 1999b: 759
– original emphasis). Common to all these conceptualizations is an
emphasis on the mutual relationships and contacts between systems and the
members of these systems. In this sense, these conceptions of system integra-
tion represent fairly weak definitions of this phenomenon, emphasizing that
different systems actually come into mutual contact of some sort.

Advocating a stronger notion of system integration, Barnett (1993: 276)
asks, ‘what happens when state actors are embedded in two different insti-
tutions . . . that call for different roles and behaviour?’ Similarly, Olsen
(1998: 2) asks, ‘what happens to organized political units when they
become part of a larger unit?’ More assertive, Eriksen and Fossum (2000:
16) argue that ‘integration, in the true meaning of the term, depends on
the alteration, not the aggregation of, preferences’. System integration
thus denotes processes whereby organizational dynamics and behavioural
logics are transformed amongst European institutions and decision-
makers (Held et al. 1999: 18). This represents a stronger definition of
system integration by emphasizing how governance systems are mutually
affected due to increased and intensive interaction.

From the late 1960s onwards, a growing literature on system integration
emerged in the wake of accelerating processes of European integration.
Studies of public administrations discovered how domestic administrative
systems became increasingly embedded within international political
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orders. Consequently, the open-ended and multilevel character of
domestic politico-administrative systems attracted increased attention
from scholars of public administration. Early scholarly contributions to
system integration demonstrated how the domestic-international distinc-
tion became increasingly blurred due to the intermingling of national and
international bureaucrats (Cassese 1987; Egeberg 1980; Feld and Wildgen
1975; Hopkins 1976; Kerr 1973; Pendergast 1976; Scheinman 1966: 751;
Scheinman and Feld 1972). Highlighting ‘bureaucratic inter-penetration’
across levels of governance, this literature emphasized that the descrip-
tions of the Community as ‘above’, ‘alongside’ or ‘outside’ the member
states were oversimplifications (Rosenau 1969; Scheinman 1966). The
national level and the Community level were described as mutually inter-
woven and intermixed in fundamental ways (Demmke 1998: 15). This
body of literature highlighted that national government officials became
regular participants at the EU level of governance (Rosenau 1969).
However, only scarce attention was devoted to how such cross-level partici-
pation affected the ‘inner selves’ of the participants, let alone their actual
decision-making behaviour (see, however, Feld and Wildgen 1975; Kerr
1973; Pendergast 1976; Scheinman and Feld 1972). As such, a weak
notion of system integration underpinned these early studies. This
chapter advocates a stronger definition by focusing on the political/
transformative dynamics of system integration.

Going beyond a sui generis notion of the European Commission, the next
section suggests a middle-range institutionalist approach to system integra-
tion. First, assuming that the Commission shares important characteristics
with national bureaucracies, three general institutionalist arguments are
outlined to render intelligible system integration through the parallel
administration of the European Commission. Second, I propose five
hypotheses that specify five institutional conditions under which seconded
Commission officials are likely to evoke supranational allegiances.

Towards a middle-range account on system integration

Departing from three general institutionalist perspectives suggested below
(STEP I), I suggest a middle-range institutionalist account on system
integration (STEP II). STEP II identifies conditions that are conducive to
the emergence of supranational roles and allegiances among seconded
Commission officials. Through this endeavour STEP II also specifies con-
ditions under which pre-established national and sectoral identities and
roles are sustained among these officials. Our principal aim is not to theo-
rize the various micro-foundations that underpin the three institutionalist
approaches, only to suggest conditions under which seconded Commis-
sion personnel evoke supranational roles and identities. STEP II thus aims
at making conditional assessments of the political dynamics of the parallel
administration of the Commission services.
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STEP I: Three institutionalist arguments

STEP I introduces institutional arguments from Simon (1957), Selznick
(1957) and March and Olsen (1989) which emphasize the transformative
potential of organizational structures. The first perspective is a cognitive
perspective on organizations (Simon 1957). According to the bounded
rationality approach in organizational science, the attention of actors is
limited. Humans have cognitive limitations, rendering them vulnerable to
the systematic selection of decision premises and stimuli offered by
organizational structures. Moreover, assuming that actors are multiple
selves, organizational arrangements contribute to activate and deactivate
particular repertoires of decision behaviour, identities and role percep-
tions. Political and administrative life is portrayed as multi-faceted, contex-
tualized and endogenous. More particularly, formal structures are
pictured as political agendas that contribute to a mobilization of bias
(Hammond 1986; Schattschneider 1960). The identities enacted by
organizational actors reflect their rational choices, even if these are biased
and skewed in systematic ways by the organizational structures within
which they are embedded.

Formal organizations are sometimes ‘infused with value beyond the tech-
nical requirements of the task at hand’ (Selznick 1957: 17 – original
emphasis). Value-laden organizations acquire strong potential for socializ-
ing the organizational members into loyal trustees. At the same time,
however, actors affiliated to organizations with a strong institutional core
are often disposed to resist changing pre-established identities and roles
(Knill 2001). Accordingly, processes of socialization over time make actors
take particular identities and roles for granted. Actors become norm- and
rule-driven as a result of the internalization of roles and identities. A cul-
tural perspective on organizations emphasizes the ‘pre-packed’ character
of governmental actors. When seconded into the European Commission,
national civil servants will thus retain and sustain pre-established national
and sectoral affiliations and evoke role perceptions that deviate only mar-
ginally from past roles. Processes of re-socialization into supranational
loyalties are subject to the logic of recency (March 1994: 70).

A related institutional perspective views actors’ identities and alle-
giances as reflecting logics of appropriateness (March and Olsen 1989).
Actors often have several institutional affiliations simultaneously that
provide different cues for action and senses of belonging. Based on the
following questions, actors make deliberate choices as to what identity and
role to apply in particular situations:

1 Who am I?;
2 What kind of situation is this?;
3 What should a person such as I do in a situation such as this? (March

and Olsen 1989: 23)
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According to the logic of appropriateness actors are basically rule- and
identity-driven, however, not in the sense of taken-for-grantedness (cf.
March and Olsen). Actors are consciously geared towards evoking identi-
ties they associate with particular situations and that have several points of
resemblance. According to a logic of novelty, actors tend to evoke new
identities and roles that deviate only marginally from past identities and
roles (March and Olsen 1989: 34).

We have now addressed three supplementary institutional arguments.
First, a bounded rational argument emphasizing that organizations have a
transformative potential with respect to the identities and allegiances
evoked by the organizational members. According to this perspective,
organizational structure bias and skew role and identity perceptions in sys-
tematic ways. However, the impact of socialization processes is modest
both with respect to depth and permanence. Actors’ roles and identities are
pictured as contingent and endogenous, but at the same time malleable
and not very deep-seated. The second and third institutionalist
approaches envisage a stronger transformative potential for institutional-
ized organizations. Officials not only ‘go native’ in Brussels, they tend to
‘stay native’ in the sense that new supranational loyalties are internalized
and/or considered appropriate. However, this transformation and re-
socialization process easily becomes subject to inertia, path-dependencies
and a logic of recency (March 1994).

Bearing these different institutionalist insights in mind, the next
section suggests an institutionalist middle-range research agenda that
specifies the conditions under which seconded Commission staff are likely to
evoke or construct supranational allegiances.

STEP II: Towards a middle-range approach

Despite arguing that the European Commission socializes Commission offi-
cials into supranational agents and ‘European elites’ (Christiansen 2001;
Shore 2000), less effort has been put into studying under what conditions
Commission officials evoke supranational loyalties. Based on the above
institutionalist arguments, this section suggests five conditions to account
for the political dynamics of system integration in general, and the emer-
gence of supranational allegiances in particular. These conditions are:

• The primary and secondary institutional affiliations embedding sec-
onded officials,

• The organizational dynamics underpinning these affiliations,
• The length and intensity of affiliation towards secondary institu-

tions,
• The degrees and patterns of pre-socialization within primary institu-

tions, and
• The social milieu embedding civil servants.
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Suggestively, supranational identifications are likely to be strengthened
and fostered amongst seconded Commission personnel under the follow-
ing conditions. That is:

H1 if the officials have the European Commission as their primary institu-
tional affiliation;

H2 if the European Commission is governed by dynamics that challenge
the core dynamics of national government systems;

H3 if the seconded personnel are employed in the European Commission
for long periods of time and participate intensively in the day-to-day
decision-making processes of the Union;

H4 if the seconded personnel are weakly pre-socialized before entering
the Commission; 

H5 if the seconded personnel are strongly integrated into the social
milieu of the Commission.

This section elaborates theoretically and substantiates empirically these
five hypotheses. Due to the present lack of systematic empirical studies of
seconded personnel in the European Commission, the discussion benefits
from secondary empirical material on seconded officials from different
EU member states and Norway (CLENAD 2003; EFTA Secretariat 2000;
Smith 1973; Smith 2001; Statskontoret 2001: 17). In the following we
analyse this body of empirical material to help illustrate the above
hypotheses.

Upon arrival in the Commission, seconded national officials are sup-
posed to work for the Commission (EEA 2002: 6). However, despite being
under Commission instructions (Staff Regulations Art. 37), seconded civil
servants retain their primary institutional affiliations to their national min-
istries and agencies (EEA 2002) (H1). When seconded to the Commission
these civil servants continue to receive most of their income from their
national employer. Moreover, their stay in Brussels is only temporary.
When the secondment period reaches its end most civil servants return to
prior positions within their national civil service (CLENAD 2003: 6). Sec-
onded officials are thus heavily ‘pre-packed’ and pre-socialized when
entering the Commission (H4). They also anticipate potential future
career paths within the national civil service after their stay in Brussels.
Consequently, the Commission should be considered a secondary institu-
tional affiliation to the seconded personnel. Even when staying in the
Commission, their national ministry or agency remains their primary insti-
tutional affiliation. Accordingly, the identities and roles evoked by sec-
onded personnel are likely to be more national than supranational. They
are likely to attach weight to their national identities and roles while
working as non-statutory staff in the Commission. An early study of 36
former seconded Dutch officials to the Commission reveals that all of
them retained a national loyalty when working in the Commission and

76 Jarle Trondal



‘none indicated that [they] had ever come into a conflict of loyalty’
(Smith 1973: 565). A study of seconded officials from the Scottish Office
of the UK central administration to the European Commission supports
these arguments (Smith 2001). Smith also observes that seconded officials
reinforce their national administrative cultures and allegiances rather
than becoming more supranationally oriented during their stay at the
Commission.

I argue that the internal organizational structures of the European
Commission are conducive to weakening national allegiances amongst
seconded personnel (H2). The dominating organizing principle of the
Commission is sector (Egeberg and Trondal 1999). This organizing prin-
ciple challenges the dominating territorial principle in international rela-
tions and inter-state politics. The sectoral organization of the Commission
is especially strong at the DG and the unit levels. Most seconded person-
nel are employed at the A7 and A8 levels within the DGs. Reflecting the
general low level of inter-DG co-ordination and mobility, seconded per-
sonnel mostly work within singular DGs during their short Commission
careers (Edwards and Spence 1997; European Commission 1999b: 57–58).
According to a survey conducted by the EFTA Secretariat (2000: 1) among
18 Norwegian national experts to the Commission, ‘all but one had been
working in the same unit during their contract period’. Hence, seconded
personnel are affiliated to organizational units within the Commission
that are organized according to a sectoral principle. Prolonged and inten-
sive exposure towards sectoralized decision-making premises within the
Commission DGs increases the likelihood that the role and identity per-
ceptions of the seconded personnel become denationalized and strongly
sectoralized (H2 and H3).

Egeberg (1996), McDonald (1997), and Shore (2000) support these
propositions empirically. Egeberg (1996) shows that permanent Commis-
sion officials put only marginal emphasis on national allegiances (H1).
Moreover, Cini (1997: 86) observes that institutional identities among the
statutory staff of former DG Competition and Environment are directed more
towards the DG level than towards the Commission at large (H2). Hence,
the horizontal organization of the Commission affects the identities of the
incumbents. Moreover, officials employed in top rank positions within
DGs having broad horizontal mandates and portfolios are likely to identify
with the Commission as a whole more strongly than officials employed in
medium or lower rank positions within DGs having specialist task descrip-
tions. Overall, sectoral allegiances are likely to precede national identifica-
tions amongst permanent Commission officials. However, Egeberg (1996)
also reveals that the nationality of permanent Commission officials affects
their decision-making behaviour. This stems partly from the territorial
principles of organization underpinning the Commission machinery (the
cabinets, national quotas, etc.) and partly from their national institutional
affiliations. Accordingly, seconded personnel to the Commission are likely
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to put particular emphasis on pre-established national and sectoral roles
due to their primary domestic affiliations and their sectoral affiliations
within the Commission DGs (H1 and H2).

Most seconded personnel have lifelong careers in the national civil ser-
vices. Hence, they are heavily pre-socialized before entering the Commis-
sion (H4). Most of them also return to prior positions in the national civil
service after finishing their stay in Brussels. Furthermore, the European
Commission is a relatively young and small institution compared to
national central administrations. These factors render it difficult for the
Commission to instill new identities and roles into officials with pre-
established loyalties. Hence, supranational allegiances are likely to be
modified and conditioned by pre-existing national and sectoral alle-
giances (Franklin and Scarrow 1999; Hooghe 2001; Kerr 1973; Scully
2002). Supporting these arguments, national officials attending EU com-
mittees tend to evoke national roles more strongly than supranational
roles (Egeberg 1999; Egeberg, Schaefer and Trondal 2003; Trondal 2001;
Trondal and Veggeland 2003). This is due to the fact that the national
government machinery represents their primary institutional affiliation.
However, it also reflects the fact that only a segment of the EU committee
participants attend the EU committees with a high degree of commitment
and intensity (Trondal 2001).

Most of the officials seconded to the Commission are national experts
from sectoral ministries or agencies (EFTA Secretariat 2000). These offi-
cials have permanent positions within national government institutions
that are mostly organized according to sectoral and functional principles.
Most seconded Commission personnel are therefore accustomed to the
organizing principles of the Commission apparatus. Accordingly, these
officials are likely to put particular weight on sectoral identities, considera-
tions and interests. Together, the above arguments suggest that officials
seconded to the European Commission are likely to enact a mix of
national and sectoral allegiances.

However, Shore (2000: 131) observes that an esprit de corps and a
‘community method’ emerge among new recruits to the permanent staff
of the Commission. Similarly, some national officials who attend EU com-
mittees tend to evoke supranational loyalties – especially among those who
are based at the Permanent Representations in Brussels (Lewis 2000;
Egeberg, Schaefer and Trondal 2003). Similar observations are likely in
the case of seconded Commission personnel, because these officials are
affiliated to the Commission for longer periods of time than the EU com-
mittee participants. Seconded personnel are also likely to be involved in
the social milieu within the Commission services more extensively than
the EU committee participants. Moreover, studies indicate that seconded
officials retain fairly weak formal and informal ties to their national
employer while serving in the Commission (CLENAD 2003: 12 and 21;
Statskontoret 2001: 17 and 34). According to CLENAD (2003: 21), 57 per
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cent of the 230 seconded officials studied report that they receive insuffi-
cient communication from the home organization/employer on relevant
home issues and developments. Together, these factors render it likely
that seconded Commission personnel evoke supranational identifications
more strongly than national officials who participate in EU committees.

Re-socialization in the EU is likely to happen mostly among those with
long term careers attached to the EU institutions (although see Franklin
and Scarrow 1999). This is the case more at the bureaucratic level among
Commission civil servants than among the commissioners (Lewis 2000;
Smith 2003: 142). Seconded officials on long term contracts are likely to
become re-socialized into supranational actors more strongly than officials
on short term contracts. Acknowledging this, the Commission argues that
secondment contracts ‘can be so short that they sometimes make it diffi-
cult to incorporate the expert effectively into a department or for them to
adapt to the working environment in the Commission’ (European Com-
mission 1999: 63). Seconded personnel are also de-coupled in time and
space from domestic institutions and decision-processes, providing cir-
cumstances under which additional roles and identities are more easily
evoked (Egeberg 1999: 461). In the EFTA survey the potential conflict
between national and supranational loyalties was acknowledged (EFTA
Secretariat 2000: 4). This conflict was reinforced by the fact that seconded
officials had little contact with their domestic constituencies.

The potential for being affected by institutional dynamics relates to the
duration and intensity of exposure towards certain organizational struc-
tures (Checkel 2001a; Risse and Sikkink 1999). The potential for being
socialized and re-socialized increases with protracted memberships within
organizations (Berger and Luckmann 1966; Checkel 2001b: 26). This
general argument rests on socialization theory that emphasizes a positive
relationship between the intensity of participation within a collective
group and the extent to which members of this group take the world for
granted (Meyer and Rowan 1991), become victims of ‘group think’ (Janis
1982), or develop particular ‘community methods’ (Lewis 2000). Social-
ization is seen as a dynamic process whereby actors come to internalize
the norms, rules and interests of their government institution and task
roles. Socialization processes are uni-directional in the sense that the
‘socializator’ educates, indoctrinates, teaches or diffuses his norms and
ideas to the ‘socializee’. The potential for socialization to occur is assumed
positively related to the duration and the intensity of interaction amongst
the organizational members (Berger and Luckmann 1966: 150; Kerr 1973;
Pendergast 1976).

According to Ernst Haas (1958), participants become ‘locked in’ and
socialized by the sheer intensity of interaction. Similarly, present neo-
functionalist scholarship assumes that the emergence of supranational
allegiances is ‘a function of the duration of the socialisation impact’
(Niemann 1998: 437 – emphasis added). ‘The relative intensity of
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transnational activity . . . broadly determines variations [in supra-national-
ism]’ (Stone Sweet and Sandholtz 1998: 4). According to Deutsch,
‘common identities are the product of intensive transactions and commu-
nications’ (quoted in Rosamond 2000: 46). Accordingly, national civil ser-
vants on secondment in the European Commission are likely to identify
with EU institutions due to ‘daily reinforcement’ and intensive exposure
towards information, stimuli and decision premises at the EU level.

Most Commission officials have long working days. According to the
EFTA Secretariat study (2000: 1–3), ‘all 18 EFTA secondments confirmed
that they were involved in the work of their respective unit in the same
manner as their colleagues from the Member States’. They interacted
often with officials from other nationalities, experienced ‘cultural differ-
ences with regard to working habits’ and applied ‘Euro-speak’ (EFTA
Secretariat 2000). According to Shore (2000) ‘Euro-jargon’ and ‘Commis-
sion-speak’ characterize the working language used by most Commission
officials. Over time, seconded officials are likely to adapt to the same set
of grammar and semantics as permanent Commission officials. ‘Euro-
language’ may represent an identity-mark that establishes buffers towards
the ‘others’ and underscores shared practices among themselves (Bellier
1997: 95). A shared vocabulary contributes to bind actors together and
assist in the construction of a distinct European elite (Christiansen, Jør-
gensen and Wiener 2001: 15).

As a consequence of interacting frequently with fellow colleagues
within the European Commission, seconded civil servants are likely to take
on supranational identifications (H3) (Christiansen 2001). However,
some seconded officials also have prior experiences from international
organizations, trans-governmental committees and boards, and from the
permanent representations in Brussels. Moreover, some seconded officials
are pre-socialized through their educational background (e.g. the College
of Europe in Bruges), or through a multi-national family background. Sug-
gestively, prior international experiences are conducive to supranational-
ism (H4). Hence, seconded personnel may have constructed
supranational loyalties prior to entering the European Commission.
According to Page (1997: 60), seconded officials generally have contacts
with the Commission prior to entering it. Frequently, they ‘indicate a wish
to spend three years in Brussels’ (Page 1997: 60). This indicates that
supranational identities may reflect processes of pre-socialization as much
as processes of re-socialization (cf. the self-selection argument (Kerr 1973:
76–77)). However, studies of EU committees indicate that supranational
allegiances reflect processes of re-socialization more than processes of pre-
socialization (Trondal 2002), even if such conclusions are plagued with
methodological difficulties of causality. Further empirical studies are war-
ranted to ‘verify’ the different pathways to supranationalism among
permanent and temporary EU decision-makers.

Finally, supranational allegiances may reflect the social milieu embed-
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ding seconded personnel while staying in Brussels (H5). The physical
symbols and artefacts dominating the Commission buildings remind the
seconded staff of their current supranational embeddedness. The blue
flag with the golden stars in the reception area, in the corridors of the
Commission buildings and in the meeting rooms constantly remind the
officials of their current ‘European’ affiliation. Seconded personnel live in
exile in Brussels, talk several non-native languages, often applying ‘Euro-
talk’ or ‘Commission-speak’, socialize with other nationalities, and live in
‘EU-ghettos’ in Brussels. Commission bureaucrats and the Belgian popu-
lation of Brussels ‘constitute two parallel social universes’ (Abélès, Bellier
and McDonald 1993: 26). Hence, the social environments surrounding
seconded officials may be conducive to the evocation of supranational
identities. However, many Commission officials also socialize with col-
leagues of the same nationality and take weekends off in their home
country (Stevens and Stevens 2001: 132). Hence, they are reminded of
their national origins on a daily or weekly basis. However, a high level of
cross-border mobility may also be conducive to the construction of supra-
national identities and roles. Hence, a blend of national and supra-
national identities and roles is likely to be evoked by seconded
Commission personnel.

Conclusion

Few studies have empirically penetrated the inner life of the European
Commission. The dynamics that govern this supranational executive have
attracted minor scholarly attention. The current study had a dual goal:
first, to identify the political nature of the European Commission at the
bureaucratic level of DGs and units. We asked, under what conditions are
Commission officials likely to construct or activate supranational roles,
identities and loyalties? Second, determining the political nature of the
European Commission is warranted when studying system integration
across levels of governance. Arguably, studying the political dynamics of
the parallel administration of the Commission is important for under-
standing system integration in Europe.

Going beyond a sui generis view of the Commission, the current study
applies institutional arguments to account for the transformative power of
the European Commission. According to the institutional approaches out-
lined above, organizational members often have multiple institutional
affiliations that generate multiple cues for action and role enactment.
Seconded personnel to the European Commission have two major institu-
tional affiliations: the national central administrative system and the Euro-
pean Commission. The former is considered primary to these officials,
even after being hired on fixed term contracts within the Commission
(H1). Commission DGs are deemed secondary to most seconded person-
nel, however, more among newcomers than among senior secondments.
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Hence, national and sectoral allegiances are likely to exceed supra-
national allegiances amongst the vast majority of seconded personnel.

However, under certain conditions seconded personnel are likely to
evoke supranational allegiances more vigorously. This is the case among
officials employed within national ministries and agencies which are
organized according to a sectoral principle (H2), officials on long term
contracts with the Commission (H3), officials who have prior socialization
experiences from international organizations and universities (H4), who
interact intensively with officials from several other nationalities, who
apply ‘Commission-speak’, and who live in typical ‘EU-ghettos’ in Brussels
(H5).

The hypotheses advocated in this chapter are not exhaustive, only sug-
gestive. Making explicit references to operational dimensions are vital in
order to determine the conditions under which institutions matter gener-
ally, and in order to identify the conditions under which the political
dynamics of the European Commission contribute to system integration
and transformation in particular. Further empirical studies, however, are
needed to test the conditional validity of the hypotheses developed here.
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as well as new states joining the EU, ‘nearly half of senior appointments [in the
Commission] are recruited through parachutage’ (Hooghe 1999: 399 – original
emphasis). The vast majority of those parachuted to the Commission are
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5 The invention of a Directorate
General for development
(1958–1975)

Véronique Dimier

Ideas which are found in some (African) circles on the relationships
between Europe and Africa are often basic. The creation of a Euro-Africa,
in the spirit of the Treaty of Rome, must be backed by political action and
day to day propaganda. It is a long term task, an urgent one. Indeed,
Europe and the Association of overseas territories will only be built
through an act of faith which needs to be backed up by reason.

(Chauler 1958: 2472)

This article will analyse this propaganda as a form of political action
designed from 1958 by the Directorate General responsible for the
‘Association’ (development policy) with African countries: the DG VIII. Its
main objective was to enhance the legitimacy of the European Community
in what was soon to become its first international mission. It was also part
of the larger process of the institutionalization of DG VIII (Dimier 2002,
2003a, b, c). ‘Institutionalization’ refers to the process whereby an organi-
zation – and the officials who operate therein – develops its own identity
or culture (Selznick 1957). The success of that institutionalization much
depended on the capacity of DG VIII to identify itself with a mission, spe-
cific values and principles, but also to convince the actors it had to deal
with of the benefits and necessity of that mission, in sum to make it accept-
able in order to gain some legitimacy. This legitimacy can be referred to
as the process by which an institution becomes respected, ‘desirable,
proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms,
values, beliefs and definitions’ (Suchman 1995: 574). The problem con-
cerning DG VIII is that its mission, as formulated in 1958, became less and
less desirable for the world in which it was acting.

As defined in the Treaty of Rome, the Association included trade agree-
ments and foreign aid to be channelled through a European Develop-
ment Fund supervised by the European Commission, more precisely the
Directorate General VIII. At first, it only concerned countries which had
‘specific’ links with member states, e.g. African territories which were still
colonies in 1958. Soon after decolonization in the 1960s, this ‘Association’



led to several conventions (in particular the Yaoundé and Lomé Conven-
tions) with the newly independent African states. Because this policy had
been imposed by France during the negotiation of the Treaty of Rome,
conceptualized in the typical French colonial word, ‘Association’, and
copied on its colonial policy (Dimier 2001), and at a time when everything
colonial became politically incorrect, it did not have much legitimacy for
other member states (Belgium excepted) and the African territories con-
cerned. Germany and the Netherlands only accepted the financial
‘burden’ because France made it a necessary condition for signing the
Treaty. Located in Rue du Marais in the popular quarter of Brussels, DG
VIII was not considered a serious matter by other members of the Com-
mission which used to disqualify it as the DG responsible for ‘dealing with
Negro kings’. The Negro kings themselves were quite uncomfortable with
an Association which had been decided on by France without their ever
having been consulted and which was considered by many of them as a
new kind of colonialism. Even those who had fought for the creation of a
kind of ‘Euro-Africa’ such as Leopold Senghor, Senegal’s representative to
the French National Assembly, had warned that ‘we may agree in this mar-
riage of convenience to be the servants who carry the veil of the bride, but
we do not want to be the wedding gift’ (Senghor 1953: 124). Last but not
least, some parts of the ‘Association’ policy were considered by other
international actors (the GATT, the United Kingdom and the USA) to be
the extension of the old colonial preference and in conflict with general
trade agreements.

Given this hostile environment, the main task of DG VIII during the
first years of its existence (1958–1970) was to ‘sell’ the Association in
order to gain some legitimacy for its mission both outside and within the
European institutions; in short, to transform what was soon to be con-
sidered as the ‘mere perpetuation of a historical context’ into a ‘grande
oeuvre de solidarité’. This necessity was clearly recognized by the European
Assembly after one of its delegation’s trips to Africa: ‘the delegation has
remarked during its trip that the idea of Association was fought against by
propaganda and actions coming from different sides. The Association will
be able to resist these attacks and opposition only if positive action is
organised by those who have competence to give life to the Treaty’.1

These ‘positive actions’ also came to be referred to as ‘propaganda’, a
word that no one would dare use nowadays.

Using propaganda proved to be a difficult political task, a real magic
trick, especially as the magicians who handled it were former French colo-
nial officials who had played a major role in the institutionalization of the
DG by infusing it with their colonial methods (Dimier 2002, 2003a, b, c).
The ‘potion’ used included several artefacts, especially colonial ones:
besides the usual advertising instruments, it was based on a well-organized
dramatization of power, ritualized touring, official visits and ceremony,
protocols similar to those used by the French Republic or the English
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Monarchy to build their legitimacy and reinforce their political order
(Hobsbawm 1983; Deremez, Ihl and Sabatier 1998; Déloye, Haroche and
Ihl 1996).

Based on archives and interviews,2 this article will focus precisely on this
set of political ceremonies as part of the efforts of the early European
Community to gain legitimacy. Following the main hypothesis of this
book, it shows how important this process was for the new EC political
project in order to gain ground amongst the member states and the
African states, and all of this at a time when that order was still to be built,
when power relations between those states and the diverse institutions
within the EC were not yet established. DG VIII is a very interesting case in
that it seems to constitute a caricature of what may have happened in the
European Commission as a whole. Indeed, because of its contested
mission, its place as an institution within the European Commission was
very weak, its quest for legitimacy all the stronger, and the fervour of its
top civil servants in their ‘propaganda’ all the more obvious. Following the
approach developed in this book, we will focus on senior civil servants as
political actors in their dealings with other political officials in Africa and
in Europe. In particular, their networks and strategies will be examined.
Our first argument will be that this strategy was mainly designed for the
elite, whether European or African. The idea was to reach a larger public,
a kind of indirect method for legitimacy which very quickly reached its
limits. Indeed, it seems that despite its ambition, the propaganda of DG
VIII, as well as that of the Euro-African project it had to sell, remained a
small family business. Our second argument is concerned with the key to
the success of DG VIII in its propaganda with respect to African elites. The
hypothesis defended here is that in order to be efficient, a set of political
ceremonies must correspond to the expectations and political culture of
the public to which it is addressed. Since the EC political order was multi-
national and the mission of DG VIII international, its strategies had to be
adapted to a very diverse political public.

In charting the attempts by DG VIII at coping with diversity, this
chapter deals separately with the strategies used by the two sides of the
family (African and European). It begins with the instruments designed
for those associated territories which were quite reluctant in accepting
what was presented to the world as the new ‘European burden’ in Africa.
We will see how it allowed DG VIII to test methods and tools which were
also to be used in Europe. Indeed, in the second part, we will focus on the
huge efforts deployed by DG VIII to convince other member states and
other parts of the Commission that ‘Africa could help to build Europe’.

Africa as a ‘European burden’

Convincing African leaders of the benefits of the ‘Association’ was the
most urgent task because in 1958–1959 many of their countries were
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clearly verging on independence. Consequently, ‘the Association’ could
no longer proceed without their consent. The personal networks and
colonial experience of the main leaders of DG VIII were to be of great
importance here. They played on references that were known by their
African friends. They transferred back to Europe their method of touring
and negotiating with the African elite. Indeed, the irony of this episode is
that this colonial ‘art’ was used in order to get rid of any remaining preju-
dice against the colonial aspects of EC development policy.

The need for such an action was very quickly recognized. As the French
ambassador in Belgium, M. Bousquet, remarked:

the Commission is determined to refute any accusation of neo-
colonialism . . . We have to fight misunderstandings on this point, and
make an effort on information, especially as regards the overseas
territories associated to the Common Market, in order to clearly
specify the intentions of the Community, which are peaceful and
positive.

(A.M.A.E., Box 721)

This was recognized by other commentators as well:

Here lies the necessity for a vast action of contact and information on
one side, and of consultation of the opinions and interests of the
Africans on the other side. All means have to be used to inform the
Africans, meet their prejudice and obtain their adhesion. Constant
links have to be established between Europe and Africa, through con-
tacts with politicians, the media and the universities. Trips and mis-
sions of officials and technicians, information meetings, conferences
and organisation of a large diffusion of information are means to
reach that objective: inform and convince our interlocutor of the use-
fulness of a dialogue, then of an agreement and cooperation.

(Marché Tropicaux 1958: 2473)

This speech was made during a conference on Euro-Africa (The Gand
International Fair) where two major officials of DG VIII were present.

As early as 1958, several ‘information-seeking’ delegations led either by
the Director General of DG VIII, Helmuth Allardt, or the first commis-
sioner in charge of the Association, Robert Lemaignen, went on tour in
Africa. Following his trip and his disillusions, the latter promised that a
visit by the officials of the Commission would be organized at least every
two months. From that time on, touring in Africa became a ritual for the
Commissioner in charge of Development and Directors General of DG
VIII. Each trip was organized around visits to the ‘most characteristic parts
of Africa’, inspections of projects funded by the Commission, official
meetings and cocktail parties with African ministers.3 Inauguration of
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projects became the highlight of these visits and a way for DG VIII to cele-
brate its work in front of, and with the applause of, the African popu-
lation. This may also be one of the reasons why huge and prestigious
projects were encouraged at that time by members of DG VIII. As one ex-
official put it to me: ‘at least we were visible’. Henri Rochereau (commis-
sioner for development 1963–1969) apparently spent his entire tenure in
the Commission going into the bush, the only way to get ‘practical know-
ledge of the local reality’ (A.C.E., Bac 25/1980/1344 (1)). Heinrich
Hendus, the Director General from 1960, also indulged in several of these
trips, in order ‘to develop personal contacts with the population’ (A.C.E.,
Bac 25/1980/1344 (2)).

In the opposite direction, invitations to Brussels for African heads of
state or their ambassadors also became common. Very early on it was
decided by the Commission that ‘representatives of administrations, trade
unions and Parliaments would be regularly invited to visit the six states of
the EC and to discuss with the European states and institutions about the
consequences of the Euro-African relationships’ (A.M.A.E, Box 721).
Following the guidelines set by the Director General, H. Allardt, these
‘informative’ visits were:

aimed at informing members of the associated countries and at
getting them acquainted with the ideas and the work of European
institutions and organisations. In order to reach that objective, these
members need to have a deeper knowledge of Europe in general and
of the Six in particular as well as of their achievements in every field,
their internal cooperation and their desire for a real and moral co-
operation with the associated countries.

(A.C.E., Bac 25/1980/1332 (1))

However, participants had to be chosen with care:

In order to have concrete results, we need to select Africans who,
once back in their home country, will make the most of the idea of co-
operation between the Associated states and the Six. Besides, the
people chosen should constitute in their countries, a wide range of
specialists in political, economic and social problems created by the
Association.

(A.C.E., Bac 25/1980/1332 (1))

It was thought that ‘with their help, a network of correspondents could be
established in the associated countries. They could be used as contacts, as
a means for mutual information, as centres of distribution of documenta-
tion and information about the evolution of the EC and as centres of
diffusion for the ideas of the Association in general’ (A.C.E., Bac
25/1980/1332 (1)). Not only representatives of the African government,
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but also representatives of the countries at large (from trade unions, the
private sector etc.) had to be selected. In any case, in their home country
they ‘had to have’ some responsibility, authority and enough contacts to
exert influence in the economic, political, social and cultural fields
(A.C.E., Bac 25/1980/1332 (2)). The idea was clearly to use them as
potential relays and intermediaries to reach a larger audience; what is
known as ‘public opinion’.

For the first of these trips in March 1959, it was thought necessary to
invite around 20 important African politicians. They were to be received
by the Commission and, together with some EC ministers, would take part
in a conference on Africa and Europe organized in Brussels before
embarking upon a two week trip around the EC countries where they
would be exposed to ‘the greatest social and economic achievements’ of
the West (the Ruhr, universities, polders, Renault’s plants, large dams, co-
operatives, chambers of commerce, etc.). Given the ‘importance of that
first trip’, tremendous energy was spent by DG VIII and especially by John
Van der Lee, the head of the Direction A (Affaires Générales), to organize
this event. Every single detail, from collecting the flags of the African
states approaching independence, to preparing officials’ cars, telephone
facilities and security was arranged by Van der Lee himself. As the prac-
tical organization of the conference was sub-contracted to some associ-
ations, and ‘as any confusion in the heads of the African visitors had to be
avoided’, it was made clear in every official statement that ‘DG VIII was
the sole initiator’ of this event (A.C.E., Bac 25/1980/1332 (3)). The trip
eventually took place from 2 to 24 March 1959 with 25 African officials,
most of them ministers, (amongst others; Mamadou Dia, Prime Ministre
of Sénégal; Apithy, Prime Ministre of Dahomey) who visited France, Italy,
and Belgium. During this trip they were taken to see, ‘the way African
products were transformed in Nestlé factories’ (A.C.E., Bac 25/1980/1333
(1)) and given the Pope’s blessing in Rome. Apparently the trip had the
intended results: most of the visitors returned home ‘interested,
impressed and reassured as to the future of the Association’ (A.C.E., Bac
25/1980/1333 (2)), as to the ‘desire of co-operation which unifies African
and European peoples. Great hopes can be envisaged. The tasks which
await us are huge but exalting. We will cope with them together, in the
same enthusiasm and the same spirit we will determinedly ensure the
promotion of HUMAN BEINGS’ (A.C.E., Bac 25/1980/1333 (3)). ‘The
memory of this trip will remain in my head for a long time . . . I am con-
vinced that our various discussions have paved the way for the beginning
of a lasting agreement for the sake of our peoples’ (A.C.E., Bac
25/1980/1333 (4)). The only reproach made by the latter was that the
trip ‘was much too short’.

Subsequently, such trips were renewed every year, but became increas-
ingly designed for students or young civil servants, seen by the DG VIII as
their future ‘interlocutors’ and collaborators, and whose opinion about
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the Association was seen as so important. Young African journalists were
especially welcome. Internships for African top civil servants were also
organized by the European Commission with the clear objective of social-
izing them into adopting EC principles, or at least informing them of the
diverse opportunities offered by the Association.

Over and above these specific arrangements, many individual visitors or
official representatives from the African States came to Brussels to meet dif-
ferent members of DG VIII. Given the flow of official visitors, a specific pro-
tocol had to be written down to receive them and rituals were set up which
were copied on those used by the French President. Such contacts were
made easier by the fact that R. Lemaignen, a former businessman in Africa
and the most important representative of DG VIII, was also a former French
colonial administrator who knew many African heads of state or their repre-
sentatives personally, some of them being close friends. The main leader in
the institutionalization of DG VIII, Jacques Ferrandi, was Lemaignen’s chef
de cabinet from 1956–1962, before becoming Director of the European
Development Fund (1963–1975). Ferrandi had formerly been Director
General of the Afrique Occidentale Française’s Economic Service, and as such
had been responsible for implementing the first French development pro-
jects in West Africa. In this capacity, he had worked in close collaboration
with those who became the leaders of the newly independent states and had
‘gained their respect and esteem’ (Marchés Coloniaux 1963: 1234) and we
may add, their friendship. According to Jean Chapperon, another former
French colonial administrator in Africa who later became chef de cabinet of
Henri Rochereau and Jean François Deniau (the French commissioners in
charge of the Association from 1962 to 1973), no African representatives,
from Bokassa to Senghor, would come to Brussels without being personally
invited to dinner by J. Ferrandi. This is confirmed by the programmes of the
visits to be found in the archives of the Commission. This is also evidenced
today by the range of photographs of African heads of state on the wall of
Ferrandi’s villa, all signed ‘to my dear friend J. Ferrandi’, or by the ivory tusk
given him by Bokassa which apparently was as long as the one he had given
Charles de Gaulle, or the ‘Ivoirien knighthood’ granted by the President of
the Ivory Coast.

Within DG VIII, the official responsible for the information services was
Pierre Cros, a seconded civil servant from DG X (Information) and yet
another former colonial administrator in Africa. In the 1950s, he had
been seconded to the French parliament by the French colonial Ministry
and, in this capacity, had become acquainted with many African represen-
tatives in the French National Assembly. Most of the time, commissioners
or Director Generals were guided in their African tours by a former colo-
nial administrator working in DG VIII. As a method drawn from colonial
experience, these personal relationships gave DG VIII a specific identity
(Dimier 2003a, b, c) which was clearly recognized outside, and summar-
ized in the expression: ‘the DG dealing with Negro kings’.
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Later on (Yaoundé I, 1962), the setting up of common consultative
institutions made up of African and European representatives and the
creation of delegates of the European Commission in each African state
made these contacts more institutionalized, but not less personal. The
renewal of each convention (Yaoundé, then Lomé) also became an
opportunity for officials of the member states and the associated states to
meet, celebrate the greatness of the Association, this ‘act of friendship and
co-operation, through specific ceremonies (Le Naëlou 1995). Large con-
ferences such as ‘The Economic Conference of the French Economic and
Financial Zone’ (Marseille 1959) were presided over by R. Lemaignen and
other DG VIII officials. A useful relay was also found in the media. The
European Commission did not have its own journals before the 1970s. But
in the former French Empire its action was popularized and publicized by
a French journal specialized in colonial economics which was reputedly
read by the African elite as well as by French business circles and whose
director was a close friend of J. Ferrandi’s: Marchés Coloniaux du Monde
(renamed after decolonization, Marchés Tropicaux). The review of the
Journal regularly gave full records of the different projects financed by the
European Development Fund and had a specific page on the European
Community and Association called ‘courrier de Bruxelles’ or ‘A la Commu-
nauté Européenne’. Indeed, following a trip to Africa by a delegation from
the European Assembly in 1959, a special issue (18th December 1959) on
the Association policy was published. Featuring an introduction by R.
Lemaignen himself, the issue was clearly meant ‘to contribute to the
mutual information of African and European’. Regular press conferences
by Ferrandi or Lemaignen were reproduced, and their speeches in the
European Assembly and their trips or actions commented upon because it
was recognized that ‘a conference by R. Lemaignen is always an event
which has some echoes in Africa’ (Marchés Tropicaux 1961: 255).

In these conferences and speeches, the Association came to be pre-
sented by H. Rochereau as ‘a unique phenomenon in the world’, a ‘rare
example of success, perhaps even the only one amongst European
common policies’ (Marchés Tropicaux 1969: 175). As J. Ferrandi put it: the
specificity of the Association ‘was its innovative aspect and its challenge to
the past’, ie. the colonial past (Ferrandi 1973: 230). The idea was repeated
over and over again and in the end seems to have been convincing
enough to be repeated by African representatives themselves. The cam-
paign was apparently successful since all African states, with the exception
of French Guyana, agreed in 1961 to renegotiate their association with the
EC. At least, it succeeded in making them aware of the material benefits
they could gain from such a linkage. For the actors involved it was easy to
conclude, as J. Van der Lee did in 1962, that: ‘this highly established rela-
tionship has greatly contributed to mutual understanding between the
associated and the Six’ (A.C.E., Bac 79/182/4). By ‘associated’, however,
it seemed to mean mainly the elite of the African states. Speeches and

90 Véronique Dimier



attempts at information were of course addressed to ‘African public
opinion’ at large. Indeed, to measure the efficiency of its policy in that
matter, to test the knowledge that ‘common’ people in Africa may have
about the Association, DG VIII even commissioned a survey from IFOP
(Institut Français d’Opinion Publique).4 However, despite reassuring
figures, as P. Cros recognized in 1970, this information scarcely reached
the population. The African elites and governments often played the role
of a screen, if not that of a censor (A.C.E., Bac 25/1980/1325). But this
conclusion could also be extended to Europe itself.

Africa as a means of helping to build Europe

Indeed, efforts by the European Commission to make the Association
policy more acceptable to member states and public opinion other than
that of France and Belgium ran up against similar difficulties. The strategy
used was the same as in Africa: personal networks and touring, mostly
designed to please a certain elite. The discourse and the cultural refer-
ences used had to be adapted since the aim was less to show what Europe
could give to Africa, but what Africa could give to Europe.

Ironically, J. Van der Lee, the man who became the main propagandist
for the Association in Europe came from the EC country which was the
main opponent to that policy: the Netherlands. But was this pure chance?
As a top civil servant trained in Amsterdam, Paris (Sorbonne) and Cam-
bridge, Van der Lee participated in the negotiation of the Treaty of Rome
and in 1958 was chosen as chef de cabinet by Sicco Leenderdt Mansholt,
Vice-President of the Commission. In 1959, he was then appointed head
of the Direction A (Affaires Générales) of the DG VIII and was therefore
responsible for dealing with external relations.

From 1959, J. Van der Lee began touring EC countries, and even
beyond, to ‘hostile’ Great Britain, in order to combat any criticism
against the EC’s ‘neo-colonialism’. He would speak in any conference
or seminar where the Association policy could be presented. Other
members of DG VIII were encouraged, whenever they could, to adver-
tise the European Development Fund. The most important officials of
DG VIII, especially J. Ferrandi, R. Lemaignen, H. Rochereau (commis-
sioners for development) and the new Director General from 1961, H.
Hendus, also toured European capitals (German and Dutch in particu-
lar), especially in 1961–1968 when the conventions with the associated
states had to be renewed and the intentions of the more reluctant
member states had to be gauged. Visits to Brussels by groups of stu-
dents, academics, technicians from EC member states, also became
common and were always accompanied by discussions or seminars
organized by DG VIII. The flow of visits was such that eventually it
became difficult to find officials from DG VIII available to give the talks.
Given the rising numbers of invitations, the Director General H. Allardt
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also insisted as soon as 1959 that talks from DG VIII officials ‘should be
coordinated and reflect a unique policy’, and so had to be approved by
him or the commissioner, which in fact came to be the general rule
(A.C.E., Bac 25/1980/1546).

Each of these trips or visits became an opportunity to reaffirm how
much the Association contributed to the ‘external influence’ of the Euro-
pean Community, how much the newly independent African states ‘appre-
ciated’ and were thankful for EC financial help. Sometimes films were
arranged which showed the implementation or results of the projects
financed by the European Development Fund. To solve the German ‘dis-
satisfaction’ and the Dutch ‘hesitations’, every tool was used to demon-
strate that ‘the Association was one of the most favourable means, even
though the least expected one, for reinforcing the European spirit . . .
Africa must help to build Europe’ (A.C.E., Bac 25/1980/1323). The
public addressed through these talks was very diverse but consisted mainly
of chambers of commerce, academics, students, youth organizations,
members of parliaments, business circles, technicians, and top civil ser-
vants of the ministries concerned. In sum, the target was groups (be they
private or public) which might have an interest in Africa and could put
pressure on their home government for a more active development
policy. These efforts seem to have been successful at least for the elite
directly concerned by the Association. Following his trip to The Hague in
June 1961, where he met several Dutch officials concerned with the
renewal of the Association agreement, R. Lemaignen came back satisfied
with ‘the evolution of the position of the Dutch government towards the
Association’ (A.C.E., Bac 25/1980/1376). This may explain why the
renewal of the Association in 1961 and later in 1968 (Yaoundé I and II
Conventions) was accepted by the reluctant member states with much less
criticism. It is also worth remembering that the issue became so important
as to be one of the main elements in the discussion concerning Britain’s
entry into the EC.

However, DG VIII’s plan to reach public opinion at large through these
specific elites quickly reached its limits. This was clearly recognized by
André Auclert, J. Ferrandi’s assistant, himself a former French colonial
administrator:

European public opinion, although informed about the gradual con-
struction of a common market which has an impact on the main
aspects of its daily life, ignores almost completely that, since her birth,
Europe has kept specific relationships with more than thirty develop-
ing countries, amongst which eighteen independent states. In Paris,
Bonn, or Rome you would surprise people in the street, but also pro-
fessors and politicians, if you asked them to enumerate the eighteen
independent states associated to the European Community.

(A.C.E., Bac 25/1980/1324)
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Hence, it was considered that more efforts had to be made through the
media to reach the masses: speeches by officials to specific audiences,
press conferences came to be organized. For example, in Hamburg in
November 1961 the main German newspapers (especially those special-
ized in Africa), as well as TV and radio, arrived to listen to J. Van der Lee
and ‘gave the conference a great deal of publicity’ (A.C.E., Bac
79/182/4). Contacts with radio stations were fostered. Events, like the sig-
nature of financial conventions for development projects by the commis-
sioners and the representatives of the African states, were good
opportunities to mobilize the press. Tours in Africa were also organized
for journalists of different EC countries, with the clear aim of ‘getting
them involved in informing not only the specialized circles but also – and
maybe especially – public opinion’ (A.C.E., Bac 25/1980/1330).

Last but not least, specific tricks were devised by DG VIII officials to
arouse the interest of colleagues within the other Directorate Generals or
other commissioners. The European Commission being a collegial body,
their support was essential for any decision to be taken. The solution was
found in the organization of tours and safaris in the African bush, the only
way to allow them to ‘have a precise view of the day to day reality in the
associated states, and of the complex and varied problems of their social
and economic development’, to ‘show them our action’ (A.C.E., Bac
25/1980/1422 (1)). As the chef de cabinet of J.D. Deniau and H. Rochereau
( J. Chapperon) explained:

In order to have a proposal accepted by the entire Commission, we
needed to have the Commissioner for Agriculture on our side. We
decided to take him on a grand tour in Africa. I came with him and
served as a guide. He came back totally convinced by the greatness of
our task and of course voted with us.

(Interview, 1999)

The same could be said for the then President of the Commission, Jean
Rey: ‘I spent the entire trip explaining to him that there were only two
common policies and only one foreign common policy, the Association. I
succeeded in convincing him’. Given the importance attached to these
trips, preparation for African tours became a full-time occupation for DG
VIII: finding a development project for the commissioner to inaugurate
became an absolute necessity. For example, in one of his letters, J. Chap-
peron asked H. Hendus to see to it that the inaugurations of development
projects in the three African countries visited by J. Rey should be delayed
for the occasion (A.C.E., Bac 25/1980/1389). These inaugurations
became a way to convince the visitor, as much as the African populations,
of the greatness of the European task in Africa. Precise documentation on
the economic, social and political situation of these countries, of the pro-
jects implemented etc. had to be prepared for the commissioner with, if
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possible, positive quotations from African politicians about the Associ-
ation. Receptions for former African stagiaires of the countries visited were
also organized. The results of such actions seem to have been positive. For
example, a note reporting on A. Sassen’s trip in 1968, remarked that ‘the
many interviews and visits to the projects had convinced him’ of the
importance of the European Development Fund for those countries
(A.C.E., Bac 25/1980/1422 (2)). The logical consequence of this tropical
frenzy, what R. Lemaignen called ‘a real working tool’,5 can also be meas-
ured financially: DG VIII came to draw for itself the main part of the
funding reserved for the travel expenses of the officials of the Commis-
sion.

Conclusion

This amount of money shows the utmost importance granted to artefacts,
ceremonies and other modes of dramatization in the strategies used by
DG VIII to enhance its legitimacy. In this sense, it was not so different
from any national institution. Our main argument in this article has been
that the adaptation of this strategy to the public it tried to reach, along
with the personal relationships of the officials of DG VIII with the African
and European elite, account in part for its success with respect to those
elites. In line with the main theme of this book, it shows how important
the political role of the top civil servants of DG VIII was in their dealings
with African and European political officials and in their contribution to
the construction of a new political order whose ambition was also to be
international.

However, two questions remain which cannot be dealt with at length
here. The first concerns the specificity of the strategy used by DG VIII
compared to other parts of the Commission. Research on the institution-
alization of DG Culture (Ludlow 1998; Shore 2000) suggests that the
example of DG VIII is far from being an isolated case. More generally, the
growing irritation of Charles de Gaulle with regard to the protocol used
by Walter Hallstein, President of the Commission, and of its administra-
tion highlights the sensitivities this form of dramatization can provoke (de
Gaulle 1970, T 1: 195). Given that de Gaulle considered protocol to be the
‘expression of order in the French Republic’ (quoted in Deremez, Ihl and
Sabatier 1998: 11), he feared that a European protocol would build up a
superior political order and the emergence within the EC bureaucracy of
new political actors.

The other question concerns the efficiency of the propaganda
launched by DG VIII with respect to ‘public opinion’. As this chapter has
suggested, the effect of this administration’s ‘indirect strategy’ was not
what had been expected. Based on a survey of more than 200 practition-
ers, a report written 30 years later under the supervision of the European
Parliament recognized that despite the intensive information campaign of
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DG VIII, African actors – not to mention the population – knew little
about European development policy (Calame 1999: 18). This policy is still
described as ‘clandestine and known only by the small number of actors
(administrations, NGOs, enterprises, consultants) who know how to draw
the most they can from that money’ (Calame 1999: 38).

We will conclude on this point by underlining the similarity between
this strategy and that used by the French colonial administrators to build
up their legitimacy. Through what was then called Indirect Rule – specific
and personal relationships with the African chiefs who supposedly had the
confidence of, and authority over, the African peoples – French colonial
civil servants in Africa had attempted to get their policy accepted by those
they had colonized (Dimier 1998). In reality, because it remained ‘a small
family business’, the Association, just like Indirect Rule, never succeeded
in developing the legitimacy necessary for its survival.

Notes
1 See Report by the European Assembly, document no. 67, October 1959.
2 This paper is drawn from a research project started in 1999 on the ‘institutional-

ization and bureaucratization of the European Commission: the case of the DG
VIII, 1958–2000’, financed by Oxford University (St Anthony’s College) and the
European Commission (Marie Curie, EURSSIF programme, European Institute,
Florence). It is based on the archives of the DG VIII and of the French Ministry
of Foreign Affairs, as well as 30 interviews with former officials of the DG VIII.

3 A.C.E., Bac 25/1980/1344, letter from H. Hendus to H. Rochereau, 25 June
1967, sending him the programme of his visit to Chad; letter from H. Hendus to
the Director General in charge of the administration, 27 January 1967, asking
him for 2,000 Belgium francs to organize a cocktail party in Fort Lamy for
African politicians and officials. Note on his mission to Chad by H. Hendus, 2
March 1967.

4 A.C.E., Bac 25/1980/1678, note on the information designed for the EAMA
without date and signature. It includes a survey made by IFOP during the year
1964 in several African countries. This survey shows that in Senegal, 33 per cent
of people living in Dakar, 29 per cent in other towns and 14 per cent in the
countryside had some knowledge of the EC. These figures have to be taken with
caution: no indications were given as to the methodology used.

5 A.C.E., Bac 25/1980/36, meeting of the group 8 (DG VIII), 2 October 1958.
A.C.E., Bac, 25/1980/1611, Poste 802 (travel expenses) for the year 1967,
7,260,000 unités de compte (out of a total of 32,250,000). In comparison, DG I, the
other main consumer, accounted for only 4,000,000 unités de compte.
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6 Institutionalizing public health in
the European Commission
The thrills and spills of
politicization

Sébastien Guigner

The food safety scandals of the 1990s have partly brought to light the
‘ignored history’ (Lefèbvre 1999: 16) of EU intervention in health by
putting both a political and a media focus on this subject.1 However, by
concentrating on food safety, a large number of Community activities in
the health field have been overlooked. Right from its beginnings, the
European Community has in fact been involved in health issues. First in
the field of health and safety in the work place, then in the pharmaceuti-
cal area and the area of health professions and, to a lesser extent, in
disease prevention.2 These first actions were linked to the construction of
the common market (Berthod-Wurmser 1994). Towards the end of the
1980s, however, the Community engaged more directly in health matters
by establishing public health programmes. The programmes entitled
Europe against Cancer and Europe against AIDS, respectively set up in 1987
and 1991, were established and applied even before the Maastricht Treaty
introduced any Community competencies in the field of public health
(article 129), or before these were extended by the Amsterdam Treaty
(article 152).

However, by provoking a questioning of the Commission’s role and its
reorganization, the Bovine Spongiform Encephalitis (BSE) crisis emphas-
ized the limits of the institutionalization of public health within the Com-
mission. Indeed, a social space can only be considered to be
institutionalized when: ‘there exists a widely shared system of rules and
procedures to define who actors are, how they make sense of each other’s
action, and what type of actions are possible’ (Stone Sweet, Sandholtz and
Fligstein 2001: 12). The institutionalization of a social space therefore
appears as ‘normal’ as it does ‘legitimate’ to those involved with it (Alink,
Boin and T’Hart 2001). Thus, the institutionalization of public health, as
for that of many sectors, faces problems of political legitimacy referring
both to contestable democratic grounds and to the reluctance of member
states to yield control of this sector to the EU. More precisely, intervention
by the member states gave rise, in this case, to a restrictive and tardily
adopted legal framework. While the Amsterdam Treaty conserved the
article 3–o from the Maastricht Treaty which set the Commission the



general aim of contributing to the realization of a higher level of health
protection, this clause only slightly altered the former article 129 that
became article 152. The latter is the only clause which directly refers to
public health. Although there have been a few improvements, the Amster-
dam Treaty still defines public health in a restrictive manner by enumerat-
ing a list of possible actions. Furthermore, the area of application of EU
measures has been narrowed and the dispositions set up to prevent the
expansion of Community activities are substantial.

Governments pay particular attention to the preservation of their com-
petencies in public health due to the strong legitimizing potential of
health, in particular public health, that corresponds to social and public
imperatives which legitimize state control. Thus, public health is a signific-
ant part of the material and symbolical resources of any government
(Fassin 1996). The vigilance of the states against moving public health
activities to the Community level is also due to the current orthodox defi-
nition of public health which, following the Acheson Committee report
on the future of health in the UK, can be considered to be ‘the science
and art of preventing disease, prolonging life and promoting health
through organized efforts of society’ (Acheson 1988, quoted in WHO
1997: 67). Public health is therefore not only concerned with the control
of transmissible diseases.

Indeed, in the industrialized countries the main health risks are no
longer linked to epidemics but rather to socioeconomic effects of develop-
ment and to behaviour and lifestyle (WHO 1997). In this setting, the ‘new
public health’ emphasizes health promotion rather than disease preven-
tion. Therefore, intersectoriality is one of the characteristics of public
health policies. For example, it is impossible to intervene over tobacco,
alcohol or food consumption without interfering with agricultural pol-
icies. Likewise, the fight against the effects of poverty on health involves
actions at the level of social, employment and economic policies. This
intersectorial aspect nurtures reticence from the member states to hand
over public health competencies to the EU as it could be followed by a
functional spillover effect because public health policies ‘can be assured
only by taking further action, which in turn creates a further condition
and need for more action, and so forth’ (Lindberg 1963: 10).

In order to get around the constraint imposed by the member states
and the challenge of political legitimacy linked to it, the Commission has
turned to its usual emancipation strategies such as bench-marking or soft
law (Guigner 2001). To make up for deficient political legitimacy, the
Commission makes use of other available instruments. Among these, the
instrumentalization of technical legitimacy is often mentioned. The capac-
ity of the Commission to mobilize external or internal expertise (Radaelli
1999b) and to depoliticize issues by deploying a technical register (Mazey
and Richardson 1996) is sufficient to enable it to legitimize most of its
actions. One would therefore expect the EU and the Commission to
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function in a more technocratic way, where decisions are made based
upon their efficiency and scientific arguments, rather than in a political
way, where decisions are primarily based on values and electoral argu-
ments (Radaelli 1999a).

Health is indeed an eminently technical field where decisions that are
not scientifically sound can, perhaps more than anywhere else, have irre-
versible consequences for the general public. Scientific argumentation is
therefore particularly influential in this sector. This could suggest that in
the field of public health the Commission benefits from its capacity to
mobilize expertise. However, this is simply not the case. Indeed, this
chapter shows that in the sector of public health the Commission has, in
spite of its efforts, not yet been able to use the potentially political role of
expertise, that is to say exploiting the legitimizing capacity of expert
advice, in order to make up for its own lack of political legitimacy. In
reality, the institutionalization of the handling of public health by the
Commission is confronted with a lack of both political and technical legiti-
macy, the latter resulting in the existence of competing expertise both
within the Commission and outside of it.

In making this argument, this chapter is divided into three parts. The
first shows that the legitimacy of the Commission to intervene in the field
of public health is challenged within the Commission itself due to the
interdependence of health and other sectors which oppose and impose an
economic logic and a health logic. In the second part we will see that the
use and development of scientific legitimacy in the Commission also
suffers from interdependence, or even dependence, that links it to other
international organizations also active in the field of public health. If the
Commission has tried to surpass these obstacles in different ways, the last
part of the chapter puts the effectiveness of such strategies into perspect-
ive. Rather paradoxically, due to its lack of legitimacy in the field of public
health, the Commission has often in fact been compelled to act from
political rather than technical imperatives.

Internal competition: the Commission’s expertise versus
that of others

Although, following a neo-functionalist logic, the development of eco-
nomic activities in the Community has favoured the emergence of EU
actions on health, this logic also highlights the limits of the institutional-
ization of this type of task. In order to get out of the situation of domina-
tion and exclusion in which they find themselves in relation to the
economy, the health units in the Commission use two parallel methods.
On one hand they economicize health in order to insert it into the EU eco-
nomic matrix. The current aim is to transform the technical register that
links economy and health into a political register, and thereby into an
instrument for legitimation. On the other hand, the administrators in
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charge of health in the Commission try to insert health matters into other
policies through involving themselves in a variety of different committees.

Public health subordinated to the economic nature of the European
Community

If it is undeniably simplistic to systematically put economic development
and health protection up against each other. As the BSE crisis showed
with a vengeance, the EU has long prioritized an economic logic little con-
cerned with health consequences. A multitude of other examples show
how economic activities promoted by the European Community have also
been harmful to the health of European citizens. For example, through
the structural funds, the building of road infrastructure has increased
intra-community traffic and, as a result, the emission of toxic gases,
thereby indirectly degrading the health of European citizens (Guyomard
1995). Certain measures of the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) also
illustrate the contradictions between the economic activity of the Commis-
sion and its obligation to protect public health. Thus, alcohol that is com-
monly considered to be a health threat is seen at the Community level as
an agricultural product and its production is therefore subsidized as such.
Finally, the frequently used example of tobacco can be mentioned to
emphasize the contradictions and priorities of the Commission. Indeed, as
the Court of Auditors have highlighted, like alcohol production, the
growing of tobacco is subsidized by approximately one billion euros
whereas the project Europe against Cancer only receives 0.15 per cent of this
amount (Rougemont 1999: 69).

Member states protecting their sectoral interests are the most deter-
mined opponents of the organs of the Commission that try to make health
considerations prevail over economic considerations. However, these
organs must also regularly face another actor: the Commission itself.
Within this organization, there is thus a considerable imbalance favouring
an economic logic over a health logic. Rather than stemming from institu-
tional division, it is the different dynamics of action at play within the
Commission that gives it its ‘multiorganizational’ nature (Cram 1994).
More generally, public policy analysis has shown that, seen up close, ‘an
agency that appears to be a single organization with a single will turns out
to be several suborganizations with different wills’ (Pressman and Wil-
davsky 1973: 92). Consequently, ‘the DGs have a tendency to want to pre-
serve what they consider to be their own political influence sphere’ (Cini
1996b: 460). Conflicts of competence certainly exist, however, the most
common problem is due to differences in the political and technical
priorities of the DGs. As a result of this, and due to the strong contra-
diction between the economic logic which dominates the Community and
a health logic, the health organs of the Commission are often faced with
resistance to their projects from within the Commission: ‘Virtually all the
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decisions taken by DG SANCO [DG of health and consumer protection]
are contested by DG Enterprise or DG Agriculture’ (Interview, DG
SANCO official, March 2001).

Moreover, the difficulties in leading concerted and co-ordinated
actions in the health field are increased by geographical fragmentation on
one hand, with some units in Brussels and others in Luxembourg, and a
fragmentation of health between the different DGs on the other hand.
Indeed, until recently, health services within the Commission were not
specialized and did not have the necessary size to be heard and carry out a
coherent approach to health in the Community.

The economicization of health: adapting health policies to the EU
matrix

M. Cini has shown that in the 1980s DG XI (‘Environment’) had a weak
position compared to the other DGs. This was due not only to its reduced
financial and human resources, but especially to the fact that its priorities
were distant from the main goals of the Commission on improving eco-
nomic competitiveness. In order to reach its goals, this DG had to fit into
the economic environment surrounding it by proving itself compatible
with the other policies of the Commission. In fact, as A. Héritier explains,
‘by linking an issue with another issue which enjoys wide support, or by re-
labeling it, its prospects of being accepted in the political arena may be
improved’ (2001: 67). The organs in charge of health within the Commis-
sion have found themselves confronted by the same obstacles and power
distribution as those in charge of the environment had done before them.
They have faced them in the same manner, be it in the area of health
systems, health in the work place or, more surprisingly, of public health.

The Commission has no competence to intervene in the organization
of health systems in the different member states. Article 152 of the Ams-
terdam Treaty clearly condemns any Community intervention in the field.
Yet the Commission regularly addresses this subject in relation to a recur-
rent idea: ‘the economic viability of health systems in the Member States is
threatened, the Community can save them by improving their efficiency’
(for example, European Commission 1997: 5). In this case the economiciza-
tion strategy is very close to soft law, it can even be considered a special
type of soft law. In this specific setting, it is not a question of integrating
the economic environment but of setting the scene for future action. The
significance of these declarations is explicit:

In any case we do not have any competence in the health area, so
when we talk about health systems it is just a way to get noticed . . .
We use the financial crisis angle because it is what they are worried
about.

(Interview, DG SANCO official, March 2001)
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The civil servants in charge of health and safety in the work place have a
different way of using economicization. The issue here is no longer to
increase competencies but, more timidly, to use those that already exist
without being confronted with the opposition of an ‘economic DG’.
Although these officials sincerely believe in the economic virtues of health
protection policy in the work place, they still knowingly transform this
argument into a strategic instrument:

We have always favoured the stand that good management of health
and safety in the work place is very cost-effective . . . However it is true
that we insist on this a lot, too much according to some, because it is a
good strategic tool. When we are told ‘beware of the economic reality’
we can say that on the contrary we contribute to the economic devel-
opment of Europe.

(Interview, DG employment and social affairs official, March 2001)

The link between public health and economic achievements is less clear
than for health in the work place or for the health systems. The economi-
cization strategy of health has nevertheless also been applied to public
health as one of the public health representatives of the Commission con-
firms:

To link health and economy in a virtuous circle facilitates the accep-
tance of our policies without changing their aim which gives us space.
Without that, the member states and the rest of the Commission
would spend their time blocking our suggestions.

(Interview, DG SANCO official, March 2001)

In the first Communication of the Commission concerning public health
the following statements were made:

An efficient action can prevent premature deaths within the working
population, as well as infirmary and chronic diseases with the con-
sequences that these result in non-attendance and incapacity to work;
it can improve health and allow the control of healthcare demand. In
short, the productive capacity of the Community can be maximized
and at the same time disease related costs can be reduced. Finally and
most importantly, apart from the economic advantages, health protec-
tion can also improve the quality of life, which would be an invaluable
contribution both at the individual level as well as for society as a
whole.

(European Commission 1993a: 7)

The fact that this strategy has not yet been abandoned is a sign that the
legitimacy of Community intervention in the field of public health is still
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fragile. Indeed, David Byrne, the European Commissioner responsible for
public health, recently gave the following statement:

Despite all the legal difficulty, economic anxiety and institutional con-
cerns, this is a moment to turn what currently looks like a problem,
into a real opportunity. An opportunity to set out a positive political
concept of health as fundamental to the fulfillment of our personal
and economic well being . . . A concept of health as both the driver of
our economic prosperity and as a source of renewal for citizenship
and governance alike.

(Byrne 2001)

If we make use of the distinction made by Hay and Rosamond (2002), it is
possible to state that the economicization strategy consists in transforming
the economic performance of the health policy theme from the speech
form, i.e. conviction, into the rhetoric form, i.e. the strategic use of
speech. The technical and political registers are therefore in reality two
separate but interdependent registers.

This strategy can have two different objectives. It can be used first of all
as a form of soft law in order to attain new competencies. Then, in most
cases, this rhetoric can be used by administrative units which have weak
resources or are marginalized within the Commission due to their object-
ives being remote from the EU’s economic matrix. These units must integ-
rate into their environment in order to become independent of it. The
weakest DGs cannot afford to jeopardize the ostensible coherence of the
Commission because they do not have the means to impose their political
or technical views. In this case the strategy of economicization is no longer
an offensive strategy aiming at increasing competencies, as in the case of
soft law, but rather a defensive strategy used to develop the autonomy of
the units that use it.

The tools of co-ordination: adjusting the EU’s economic matrix to health
policies

In parallel with the economicization strategy and its accompanying auto-
integration logic, the Commission has set up two informal working groups
with more ambitious objectives known as the High Level Committee on
Health (HLCH) and the Interservice Group on Health (IGH). Founded
in 1991, the first groups together high level officials from national min-
istries of health. This group is responsible for advising the Commission on
health matters; it can thereby help the Commission to co-ordinate its pol-
icies by giving suggestions or opinions. For its part, the IGH was funded in
1994 and is constituted of representatives from the different DGs that
have an interest in the points touched upon by the different sub-groups of
this committee. As prescribed by the Treaty, its direct objective is to co-
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ordinate Commission policies in order to avoid overlaps and to integrate
health requirements into other policies. Within this framework the IGH
has already carried out several reports on the integration of health
requirements in other policies and has recently distributed a practical
guide on the evaluation of the impact of different policies on health to all
the DGs (European Commission 2001c).

As their members all agree, the importance of these groups should not
be over-estimated. Neither of these entities have any constraining powers
and the efficacy of the information, co-ordination and integration of
health with other policies can only rely on the goodwill of the members
and their respective DGs. For this reason evaluation of the impact of health
policies is carried out by the sectoral DGs and not by the units responsible
for health matters. Even if this analysis is made public and is carried out
based on the guide provided by the IGH, these DGs still retain a lot of flexi-
bility for their actions due to a shortage of human resources in the health
units of the Commission which prevents them from carrying out detailed
control of these auto-evaluations. In reality the formal procedure of the
Inter Service Consultation (ISC) often remains a much more efficient tool
than the HLCH and the IGH whenever the Commission’s health units wish
to introduce health requirements into other policies.

Nevertheless, the members of these groups still believe that they can
play a mediating role. By providing a meeting place for representatives of
different DGs, these groups lead to the establishment of a network of
people involved in health matters in different DGs. The regular contact
that results from meetings in these groups allow the health representatives
to have faster, more precise and more constant access to information and
decision-making in other DGs. More than the groups themselves, it is
these informal contacts that can favour better co-ordination and better
integration of health matters into other policies. For the time being,
however, it is health that integrates economic considerations rather than
the economy integrating health matters.

External competition: the Commission’s expertise versus
that of others

As has already been emphasized, knowledge is an essential resource in the
health sector, but in this respect the Commission is in a situation of inferi-
ority compared to other international organizations. By being more
legitimate than the Commission at the scientific level, these organizations
also have more legitimacy to act in the health sector, since any health
policy must be based on scientific grounds. The link between science and
politics goes both ways, however, since the Commission’s ability to develop
its scientific legitimacy in public health is restrained by political elements.
The scientific aspect can therefore be interpreted from a technical or a
political point of view.
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This part of the chapter will expand upon this hypothesis by showing
that, after having been in unbalanced competition with the World Health
Organization and the Council of Europe, the Commission has recently
begun to undertake far-reaching collaborations with these organizations.
As in the case of its economic relations, the Commission seems, con-
sciously or unconsciously, to ‘phagocyte’ its opponents: it first uses them
for mutual support before breaking away and even dominating them
wherever possible.

The Commission and the saturated space of international health
organizations

The EU does not develop itself in vitro, it evolves at the heart of a larger
international political system in company with other international organi-
zations which influence it and that it, in turn, influences. In areas where
several international organizations are active, the EU must develop advan-
tages compared with the other organizations in order to become a reflec-
tive and decision-making arena chosen by the member states. Among the
several international organizations active in the health sector (Koivusalo
1998), the World Health Organization (WHO) and the Council of Europe
(CoE) set a problem for the extension of the EU’s role in the public
health arena. The EU, the WHO and the CoE are in fact in implicit
competition on several levels. First of all, competition takes place on a
geographical level. The WHO is subdivided and organizes its action
according to regional offices. Based in Copenhagen, its European office
has a geographical activity area which, like that of the CoE, approximately
corresponds to all the EU member states and the accession countries that
will soon join it. Competition over competence adds to this geographical
competition. In this case, competition from the CoE seems much more
limited than that of the WHO. The CoE is above all an international
organization that deals with ethical questions (Eberhard Harribey 2002).
Its activity in the health area is therefore primarily directed at the ethical
aspect of health policies.3 On the contrary, the WHO covers the entire
health field and it encompasses very similar competencies to those of the
European Commission.4

If these organizations seem to be competitors to the European Com-
mission, this is especially so because their scientific legitimacy is much
more important than that of the Commission. While the Commission’s
intervention in the field of public health is relatively recent, the CoE and
the WHO have been active in this field for a long time. Compared to the
Commission, these two competing organizations have had time to prove
themselves capable of dealing with public health matters. The legitimacy
of the WHO is also derived from the prestige of the United Nations, of
which it is a specialized agency, and which enables it to recruit the best
specialists. Having initially entrusted generalists with health matters, more
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recently the Commission has also acquired very competent specialists.
However, the weight of the bureaucratic structure and the legislative pro-
cedures of the EU often force the Commission’s specialists to act like
administrators and therefore their technical skills are not fully utilized.

Furthermore, the legitimacy of the Commission still suffers from its
approach to health that has long been based on economic logic criteria:

For people in the European Commission the WHO is a Scandinavian
thing, a puritans from the North thing. For the WHO, the Commis-
sion tries to develop a commercial approach.

(Interview, public health lobby president, February 2001)

The Commission officials in charge of health are indeed torn between
becoming integrated into the economy-centred Community environ-
ment and the desire to prioritize a genuine health logic. In short, they
struggle to be accepted, in the same way as the WHO clearly is, as a true
international actor in the field of public health. Meanwhile, as shown
above, the integration of health concerns into other policies still largely
relies upon a declared objective rather than a solid fact. In concrete
terms, this means officials from the health units therefore have to com-
promise with the actions of their colleagues from other services. The dif-
ficulty in convincing the international health field of the Commission’s
credibility is also made more arduous by the fact that it appears to be a
monolithic entity because differences in opinion between the different
DGs are never made public. In any situation where one DG prioritizes
economy over health the entire Commission is associated with this
negative decision. On this question, M. Koivusalo (1998: 68) explains
how a conflict between a recent WHO resolution on the regulation of
basic drugs and the interests of the pharmaceutical industry, an industry
actively supported by certain ‘economic DGs’, has been detrimental
to the credibility of the Commission services concerned with health
matters.

Finally, the technical credibility of the Commission suffers from ‘being
a supranational construct’ (Mossialos and Permanand 2000: 46). Due to
the power of constraint of EU decisions, the Commission is much more
under pressure from the member states that wish to maintain their pre-
rogatives than the WHO or the CoE are. Since the opinions or recommen-
dations of the latter two organizations have no automatic constraining
power, they do not endanger the prerogatives of their member states. The
CoE or the WHO are therefore more rapid than the EU in taking
decisions. Furthermore, these decisions are often more ambitious and
more precise than the suggestions made by the Commission which has to
take the reticence of the member states into account and therefore
promote lowest common denominator and imprecise decisions. As a
result of this:
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if you ask a scientist whether he prefers to work for the European
Commission or the WHO, he will always chose the WHO, it is an
achievement for the most gifted to go and work for the WHO, here
[at the European Commission] we have not yet reached that point.

(Interview, DG SANCO official, February 2001)

As numerous examples testify, when there is a discrepancy between the
European Commission and the WHO or the CoE, non-governmental
organizations or member states invariably support the latter two.

Construction of a technical legitimacy: the creation and infiltration of
legitimate technical forums

The first tactic used by the Commission to face this situation was to ‘go it
alone’ (Mountford 1998: 33) and build its authority by force. This
approach was disastrous in every aspect, leading to overlaps of public pol-
icies between the organizations where the policies of the Commission
turned out to be less pertinent than those of the CoE and especially the
WHO. This strategy came to threaten the very existence of an intervention
from the Commission in the field of health and was abandoned in favour
of active co-operation between the Commission and its two competitors.
This co-operation is carried out through the participation of Commission
representatives as observers to decision-making in these organizations,
through regular exchanges of information, through formal and informal
meetings and, more recently, through staff exchange.

This pacification of the relations between the Commission and what
can now be referred to as partners, can also be seen by the use and fre-
quent re-use of technical research and opinions of the WHO and the CoE
in the preparatory or official work of the Commission. Moreover, the offi-
cial documents of the Commission make increasingly explicit references
to these two organizations and to the co-operation that is now in place.
For example, in the justification and the presentation of a recent proposi-
tion for a Directive, representative of this situation, the following details
are provided:

This proposal for a Directive takes account of the most recent
progress made and agreements attained at international level,
particularly within the World Health Organization and the Council
of Europe . . . These specific provisions take into account inter-
national standards (e.g. Council of Europe, World Health Organi-
zation) . . . The Commission intends to collaborate closely with the
Council of Europe when the adaptations are developed, in order to
ensure coherence with the recommendations it develops in the same
field.

(European Commission 2002c: 15–17)
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The concept of epistemic community developed by P. Haas (1992) can
help to understand this cognitive and institutional reconciliation. Epis-
temic communities are networks of professionals who have a strong capac-
ity for expertise and well-renowned skills in a particular field, which
enables them often to be solicited by decision-makers. The WHO, and to a
lesser extend the CoE, can be seen as epistemic communities. By joining
these communities the Commission can take support from a pre-existing
scientific legitimacy and thereby increase its own legitimacy that is still
limited in the eyes of the non-governmental health organizations and the
member states. In this way, the Commission hopes its propositions will be
less contested and that, in the long run, it will increase its autonomy and
even its competencies.

While taking support from the WHO and the CoE, the Commission has
also been building itself a support network which could help it to become
emancipated from its tutors. In the image of what has been done in
numerous other sectors (Mazey 1995; Jabko 1999), the Commission has
tried to create what one of our interlocutors calls ‘positive lobbying’
(Interview, DG SANCO official, March 2001). By organizing seminars,
forums or meetings, the Commission fits itself into networks of actors, or
creates these networks if they did not exist. In a logic of political
exchange, these groups provide the Commission with expertise that is
autonomous from that of national governments and, where possible, vis-à-
vis that of the WHO and the CoE. In turn, the Commission provides these
groups with access to decision-making and in some cases to funding. The
EU Health Forum, of which the first session took place in November 2001,
symbolizes this phenomenon since this forum serves to inform and to
consult public health stakeholders on the public health activities carried
out by the Commission.

However, it should also be mentioned that certain advantages of the
Commission, in conjunction with the above-mentioned strategies, can
modify the equilibrium of relations between the Commission, the WHO
and the CoE. The first of these advantages is the financial superiority of
the EU compared to the two others who have only limited budgets and
thereby limited actions. Second, the possibility of forcing governments to
change their policies which is so often a disadvantage, can also become an
advantage in certain circumstances especially in the case of a health crisis.
For example, the BSE crisis would have been much more difficult to solve
without the constraining legislative instruments of the EU. Finally, as a
regional integration organization, the EU has the potential to deal with
both new public health issues and the transversal dimension when inte-
grating health into other policies. In contrast, the WHO in particular does
not have the possibility to interfere directly with any policy other than
health. The Commission has therefore been able to stamp out the
rumours that once circulated in its own corridors according to which ‘the
WHO has brains but no money and the Commission has money but no
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brains’. Certain members of the WHO even expect that in the very long
term the Commission could be used as a regional office for the WHO, in
the same way as the Pan American Health Association (PAHO) is for
North and South America.

The politicization of public health: a necessary evil?

In this final part of the chapter it will first be shown that, due to the lack
of legitimacy presented above, the main driving force behind the EU’s
public health activities is not the Commission. Incapable of turning exper-
tise into political resources the Commission is in fact not able to hold a
leadership function that, according to March and Olsen (1984: 739), can
be conceived as: ‘that of an educator, stimulating and accepting changing
worldviews, redefining meanings, stimulating commitment’. The Commis-
sion is, on the contrary, regularly consigned to the position of a follower.
As a result of the spillover effect, and especially its accompanying political
logic, the EU’s public health policy therefore consists only of a random
agglomeration of policies limited to narrow issues instead of a well-
founded global strategy.

A second point concerns change in the organization of the Commis-
sion for dealing with public health. Studying the instability and the
incoherence of the ‘health organigramme’ underlines the chaotic devel-
opment of the Commission’s role in public health and the institutionaliza-
tion process that it has been engaged in.

Political rationality versus technical rationality

Due to the fact that the Commission is not well rooted and accepted in
the health field, it is difficult for it to resist exterior pressures and take a
lead on producing coherent public health policies. The commissioner
responsible for this portfolio, David Byrne, recently implicitly confessed
his fears about this situation:

I made very clear at the time of my appointment that our policy on
health protection must not be guided by the latest newspaper head-
line or the most recent crisis. Instead it must look at the full range of
policies which impact on health.

(Byrne 2000)

As a result of the growing politicization of health matters the interventions
of the Commission in the public health field are frequently determined by
national political preoccupations rather than technical considerations.
This in turn feeds a vicious circle since it is harmful for the Commission’s
credibility, and thereby to the development of its legitimacy, to act in the
sector in question. This legitimacy deficit then favours the permeability of
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the public health community policy to external and contingent solicita-
tions.

There are many examples which show that the public health activities
of the EU are largely governed by different elements based on calculations
or political crisis. In this regard, specialists agree that the revision in the
Amsterdam Treaty of the former article 129 on public health was a polit-
ical reaction to the BSE crisis:

The prognosis for a modification of article 129 of the Treaty that
founded health policy was bad: being too recent it had not delivered
all its possibilities. Its impreciseness and shyness were not enough to
put it back on the case.

(Ernst 1998: 10)

While this new article is unanimously recognized as a significant
opportunity for improving the quality of the public health actions carried
out by the EU, it was not conceived for that purpose but rather to make a
visible response to the BSE crisis. This led Padraig Flynn, the commis-
sioner in charge of public health matters at the time, to declare:

I must confess to a certain degree of disappointment on the text . . .
Yes, the draft Treaty does confer new Community competencies in the
field of public health. However . . . in my view, the new Treaty provi-
sions do not provide the Commission with an adequate legal basis to
address future concerns.

(Flynn 1997: 2)

This very restrictive legal base has indeed prevented the Commission from
developing a global approach to public health issues and constrained the
EU to adopting instead a disease-based approach with no overall strategy
or general coherence (Mossialos and Permanand 2000). Moreover, a
certain amount of the diseases that are dealt with at the Community level
depend on a ‘political insertion’ (Mountford 1998: 15), which has led
certain Commission officials that we have interviewed to talk about political
diseases. In this case, the public health actions undertaken do not have
clear-cut ‘Community added-value’ and are not structural public health
priorities because they have been adopted under political pressure. In the
best case scenario, it is possible to come up with an a posteriori technical
justification for such actions.

The report entitled Priorities for Public Health Action in the EU made by
the French Society of Public Health with Commission funding, confirms
these statements in a striking manner (Commission (SFSP) 1999). Based
on a questionnaire distributed to many members of the public health
community, this study concluded that in the list of top priorities ‘neither
Cancer, accidents or AIDS, all of which are the subject of major European
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programmes, were included’ (Weil and McKee 1998: 258). Furthermore, a
lot of the people interviewed, as well as academic specialists, consider that
the setting up of the programmes Europe against Cancer and Europe against
AIDS was primarily due to the personal commitment of François Mitter-
rand. For some this was due to the state of the former French President’s
own health (Randall 2000), whereas for others it was a consequence of the
French contaminated blood scandal. In no case has decision-making been
based upon rationality or the existence of a genuine ‘Community added-
value’. Many other activities are based on a similar logic. For example,
Mossialos and Permanand (2000) emphasize the counter productive
aspect of the introduction of a programme against Alzheimer’s disease by
the European Parliament. This uses an already low public health budget
without demonstrating the ‘Community added-value’ of such a pro-
gramme. Another example is the extreme caution of the research carried
out following a recommendation from the European Council on the
impact of electromagnetic fields on health. The latest of these ‘political
insertions’ is the programme against bio-terrorism and the task force with
the same name rapidly set up following the terrorist attacks in the United
States on 11 September 2001.

The long road to organizational coherence

It is interesting to study the organizational structure of the Commission
since it reflects what the Commission does and how it does it. Such an
analysis sheds light on the competencies, the priorities and the perform-
ance of the Commission (Nugent 2001; Nugent and Saurugger 2002).
Indeed, historical analysis of the organizational structures within the Com-
mission that deal with health matters confirms the essentially random and
chaotic role the Commission has played in this sector.

To this day, two thirds of all the DGs are involved with health matters
and particularly public health: DG Environment deals with the impact
of the environment on health; DG Information Society deals with tele-
medicine; DG Industry deals with matters concerning pharmaceutical
drugs, etc. (Merkel and Huëbel 1999). This scattering of competencies is
the perfect image of the first steps of Europe in the health field: health
was not a goal in itself but a necessary step to reach the essentially eco-
nomic objectives of different DGs. As health was being inserted into other
policies, none of the parts of the Commission were specifically designed
for this sector, with the exception of the health and safety at work Direc-
torate based in the former DG V. Although for years the latter was the
only Commission service specialized in dealing with health matters, its
influence should not be over-estimated. On one hand the title of this
Directorate: Health and safety at work reflects the priority of its activity con-
centrated on developing safety standards rather than focusing on public
health protection. On the other hand the motivation of this Directorate
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was not very different from economic considerations because it was sup-
posed to fight to reduce ‘social dumping’ by the member states.

Not only did this fragmentation present an obstacle to the development
of a coherent public health policy, it also reduced the capacity of the
organs concerned with health to be heard by the other DGs, and some-
times even by their own DG, because of its lack of symbolic power or its
limited human resources. Consequently, health was condemned to exist
only as a side issue entirely dependent on the necessity for economic
integration. Only an exogenous shock seemed likely to change this situ-
ation.

This impulsion came from the programmes Europe against Cancer and
Europe against AIDS which launched a long, still unfinished, process towards
the development of a cohesive health organigramme. The establishment of
these programmes was carried out by a unit that was specially set up at the
end of the 1980s in the Directorate for health and safety at work due to the
lack of any other health-related services within the Commission. This
process continued with the coming into force of the Maastricht Treaty
which for the first time provided the EU with explicit public health compe-
tencies. This event allowed public health to emancipate itself from health
in the work place and thereby from economic considerations. In concrete
terms, this change lead to an inversion of the proportion of units involved
with health in the working place compared to units involved with public
health. The name of the Directorate logically changed from health and
safety at work to public health and safety in the working place, thereby taking
into account the public health element. The ‘mad cow’ crisis then further
emphasized proportional differences. Since the crisis, health and safety in
the working place have been dealt with by only one unit.

In parallel to this evolution, units of the Commission were restructured
in order to deal with the food safety crisis and the increased visibility of
these issues. Following criticisms of the monopoly of DG agriculture on
food safety, this question was placed under the authority of the DG for
consumer affairs (the former DG XXIV). The name of DG XXIV became
consumer policy and consumer health protection in 1997, thereby emphasizing
the new importance given to health. On 29 October 1999, the Prodi Com-
mission adopted new organizational charts and a distribution of compe-
tencies between the DGs. Public health was then removed from the
competence of DG employment to begin a new life – as a public health
Directorate – in the renovated DG XXIV. Organized around health activ-
ities, the DG XXIV then became the health and consumer protection DG
(DG SANCO).

The BSE crisis and the politicization of public health resulting from it
have thereby led to the reorganization of the Commission and given rise
to a DG almost entirely devoted to the management of health issues. This
has had both a symbolic effect by showing that health was at last com-
pletely part of the European Commission’s preoccupations, as well as a
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remarkable material effect since DG SANCO is now one of the DGs with
the most personnel. However, despite appearances, DG SANCO is far
from being a ‘DG Health’. In fact, two out of three intervention areas of
DG SANCO do not directly depend on the health activity area:

Food safety and consumer protection are not in a first instance aimed
at health in itself, even if they have indirect effects on health, they are
first of all aimed at safety.

(Interview, French ministry of social affairs official, February 2001)

In other respects, a quick look at the organigramme of this DG shows an
important imbalance between the way these different activities are treated
within DG SANCO. Four Directorates out of seven are almost entirely
assigned to food safety and one is still allocated to consumer issues. There-
fore, we can observe that in the same way that public health had ‘phago-
cyted’ the health and safety at work Directorate, food safety has swallowed
up consumer affairs. Concurrently, public health has been stifled by food
safety since it is only represented by one Directorate, namely the public
health Directorate. In addition to this imbalance in manpower, the polit-
ical resources of DG SANCO are focused on food safety issues. This is sym-
bolized by the nickname of D. Byrne, the DG SANCO commissioner, who
is often called ‘the BSE commissioner’. In this regard, a head of unit in
the public health Directorate told us:

When Byrne arrived he was very interested in public health matters
but he was immediately trapped. Dioxin, BSE, foot and mouth
disease, he is only dealing with food safety . . . he is dominated by
events.

(Interview, DG SANCO official, March 2001)

A final element can be mentioned to underline the bricolage (patching-
up)5 logic that is characteristic of the management of public health by the
EU. Although the setting up of the public health Directorate in Luxem-
bourg has often been criticized – especially by the European Parliament
(Mountford 1988) and by the Commission itself (EC 2000e) – the cre-
ation of DG SANCO has not modified this fact.6 This situation is indeed
detrimental to public health officials because it makes them remote from
their political representative, i.e. the commissioner based in DG SANCO’s
headquarters in Brussels, as well as from the EU’s decision-making centre
and from access to informal discussions that constantly take place there.
This situation would be detrimental to any sector, but it is particularly so
for public health and its ‘capability-expectation gap’ (Hill 1994, quoted in
Cram 2001: 774). This is due to the intersectorial dimension of this field
which necessitates constant relations with other DGs.

It can therefore be claimed that the creation of DG SANCO has not
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favoured the handling of public health matters. Rather, as some authors
have feared (Lefèbvre 1999) this reorganization, at least initially, has led
to a slow down in the expansion of this sector. Public health has been
subordinated to food safety issues hereby illustrating ‘the permanent co-
presence in the Community sphere of the immediate topics of the day and
of the long term project that has yet to be carried out’ (Lequesne and
Smith 1997: 175).

In reality, the window of opportunity (Kingdon 1984) that was opened
by the health crisis was opened in two stages. The crisis had to disappear
from the agenda of the media and then the political agenda needed to be
alleviated in order for the Commission to give meaning and coherence to
its new role in public health. On the legal side, important Directives have
been adopted or are in the process of being adopted.7 Moreover, a new
public health programme (Decision no. 1786/2002/EC) was passed for
the period 2003–2008 with the explicit objective of ending the vertical
disease-based approach in favour of a more strategic approach based on
three general and horizontal strands.8

Furthermore, from summer 2003 the Commission will undertake a slow
but significant reorganization in order to improve the coherence of its
public health policies. This reorganization will start by the creation of one
or even two new units in Brussels that will be in charge of horizontal legis-
lation. This refitting may, however, generate some confusion since the
units in charge of the management of the public health programme will
remain in Luxembourg, at least in the beginning. They will be assisted in
this by a new executive agency that should allow Commission civil servants
to abandon a certain number of administrative tasks in order to do more
specialized work. The creation of an independent European centre for
disease prevention and control is also intended for 2005–2006.

However, it should be noted that this agenda could be turned upside-
down if any new unpredictable political events occur. For instance, in a
rather cynical way, one might expect that just as food safety policy benefit-
ted from the BSE crisis, public health at the Community level may benefit,
or at the very least be influenced, from Severe Acute Respiratory Syn-
drome (SARS) if the latter continues to influence the media and political
agenda. The work of the Convention is also to be taken into consideration
since it has come out in favour of a strengthening and an expansion of the
public health competencies of the EU. The coming enlargement of the
EU could also have an impact on the public health policy of the Commun-
ity. Despite the Convention’s opinion, the amount of commissioners will
probably also increase so that each nationality is represented (Nugent
2001: 104). It will therefore also be necessary to increase the number of
portfolios. The creation of a health DG is therefore increasingly men-
tioned in the corridors of the Commission.
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Conclusion

This chapter leads to two conclusions concerning the relationship
between the Commission and politics. The first is that the Commission is
not ‘beyond politics’. The decisions taken by the Commission rarely rely
solely on a technocratic mode. In fact the choices of the EU policies and
of their contents depend on more political elements, as the Commission is
simply not able to oppose technical arguments to political ones. If the
focus here has been on the influence of external political elements on the
policy led by the Commission, it should nevertheless be recognized that
the Commission itself can deliberately include politics in its policies. For
example, in the case of tobacco, the efficiency of the general information
campaigns at an international level has been questioned due to the differ-
ences in perception according to age, gender and regions. The justifica-
tion of the campaign ‘feel free to say no’ launched in 2002 by the
Commission therefore does not depend so much on the expected effec-
tiveness of the campaign, as on the mediatized visibility that the Commis-
sion would benefit from. The Commission is therefore a political actor
which interacts with other political actors.

The second conclusion is both analytical and normative: political and
technocratic ways of functioning should not systematically be opposed.
Their combination is necessary. The integration of fields of public action
where values play an important part, as is the case for public health, is
complicated by the diversity of European cultures. Resulting from the
mediatization of a subject or from political strategies, politicization is
therefore essential to break through the barriers that technocracy alone
would not be able to overcome. The risk is to leave the institutionalization
of fields of action where expertise is essential open to the randomness of
politics. Without going into an ideological discussion about what shape
the political system of the EU should ideally have, the case of public
health constitutes a perfect illustration of the point made by Radaelli
when he specifies:

The new challenge of the EU is . . . how to combine an increased
politicization with the need for more expertise. Politics and know-
ledge, which the conventional literature on technocracy sees as polar
opposites, are indeed needed at the same time for developing public
policy in the EU.

(Radaelli 1999a: 9)

Notes
1 This chapter is mainly based on observations made during an internship in the

public health Directorate of the European Commission (October 2002 to Febru-
ary 2003) and on two rounds of interviews (winter 2001 and winter 2003) with
approximately thirty observers and actors involved in the Europeanization of
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health. I would like to thank all the people I have interviewed as well as those
who made me so welcome in the public health Directorate.

2 For an overview of the Commission’s activities in the field of health see Randall
(2001). For an historical presentation see Cassan (1989).

3 In terms of health protection the CoE has four main objectives:

• bringing together human rights, social cohesion and health agendas;
• harmonising the health policies of Members States with regard to safety

and quality;
• developing prevention and health education;
• promoting fair access to health care, patients’ rights, citizen participation

and the protection of vulnerable groups.
(Council of Europe 2002)

4 Article 2 of the WHO constitution declares: ‘In order to achieve its objective,
the functions of the Organization shall be:

c) to assist Governments, upon request, in strengthening health services;
f) to establish and maintain such administrative and technical services as may

be required, including epidemiological and statistical services;
i) to promote, in co-operation with other specialized agencies where neces-

sary, the improvement of nutrition, housing, sanitation, recreation, eco-
nomic or working conditions and other aspects of environmental hygiene;

n) to promote and conduct research in the field of health;
o) to promote improved standards of teaching and training in the health,

medical and related professions;
u) to develop, establish and promote international standards with respect to

food, biological, pharmaceutical and similar products . . .

5 The bricolage concept is close to the garbage can concept developed by J.G.
March and J. P. Olsen (1986) since bricolage can be defined as ‘the activities that
aim at resolving specific problems . . . arising in relation to a fixed calendar . . .
by means of know-how, tools, available technologies, that are more or less
appropriate, even uncertain’ (Garraud 2000: 224).

6 The geographical position of the public health Directorate is the result of polit-
ical negotiations that led to a decision on the 8 April 1965 of the heads of state
requiring that health protection be based in Luxembourg (Decision
67/446/CEE, 67/30/Euratom, Official Journal no. B 152 of 13/07/1967: 18–20).

7 For example, the Directive 2001/37/EC on the fight against smoking and the
Directive 2002/98/EC on standards of quality and safety of human blood.

8 These three strands are:

1 to improve information and knowledge for the development of public
health;

2 to enhance the capability of responding rapidly and in a co-ordinated
fashion to health threats;

3 to promote health and prevent disease through addressing health
determinants across all policies and activities.
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Part II

The media, the
Commission and its
legitimacy





7 Was it really just poor
communication?
A socio-political reading of the
Santer Commission’s resignation

Didier Georgakakis

This chapter analyses the political processes which led to the European
Commission’s resignation in March 1999. The chronological development
of the crisis is well known: the scandal originated from a number of
embezzlements revealed in the Belgian press in August 1998. Following
the disclosure of these crimes, the scandal gradually took shape in the
press and in the European Parliament. The Parliament took a vote of no-
confidence, which was finally rejected in mid-January, but at the same
time a committee of independent experts was appointed to shed new light
on the subject. Made public in mid-March, the Committee’s report called
into question Edith Cresson’s personal credibility and accused the college
of commissioners of mismanagement. That night, the Santer Commission
resigned.

One interpretation of the resignation was that the Commission was
unable to deal with the crisis especially because of its ‘poor communica-
tion’ skills. On the one hand, I will show that this interpretation is wrong.
At the root of the crisis lay not a communication problem, but a legitima-
tion problem. Moreover, this legitimation problem is linked to a more
general transformation of the European political game wherein the usual
alliances of the Commission disintegrated. However, on the other hand,
one could say that the poor communication thesis is interesting in a very
particular way: the Commission’s communication was wrong-footed by the
politicization of the European institutions which occurred during the
crisis. In other words, this crisis provokes reflection about the link between
legitimation and the construction of an order of political practices. For this
reason, and after a few words about the analytical framework used to struc-
ture these thoughts, this chapter focuses upon the dynamics of the multi-
sectoral mobilizations which led to the Commission’s resignation.

The sociology of political crises as an analytical framework

The resignation of the Commission is often treated in anecdotal fashion
by social science. However, some more precise studies have tackled the
origins of the resignation (Stevens and Stevens 2001; Meyer 1999).



Despite their respective qualities, these publications suffer from a number
of problems when looked at from the angle of the sociology of political
crises.

The first comment to make on the existing literature concerns its
objectives. Most interpretations have in common the search for causes or
the ‘factors’ which led to the resignation. Although this approach appears
scientific, it leads one to seek reasons for the resignation ‘after the event’,
to the detriment of what was actually played out at the time of the resigna-
tion. In this sense, this approach suffers from the typical defects of what
history and political sociology call a ‘retrospective illusion’. The central
hypothesis of these publications is the idea that the resignation of the
Santer Commission is the product of an a priori deficit of legitimacy. On a
general level, this proposal is not false: it is well known that Jacques Santer
was designated by default and invested by only a narrow majority in the
European Parliament. However, this interpretation neglects the fact that
the Commission was in rather good shape a short time before the resigna-
tion. On the one hand, the results of the intergovernmental conference
were judged disappointing, which tended to strengthen the Commission
in the definition of its leadership role. On the other hand, the Commis-
sion had just been successful with two important issues: enlargement and
the euro. For this reason, the legitimacy deficit of the Commission should
not be taken for granted but seen as an integral part of a progressively
unfolding crisis.

The second comment on this research is that it focuses on the
‘problem’ of the Commission as an inefficient organization. For Stevens
and Stevens, for instance (2001), the crisis is thus the product of the inca-
pacity of the Commission to conform to its own procedural rules. As
proof, the authors frequently quote the report of the Independent
Experts Committee which stresses the defects of political direction or of
management within the Commission. However, in reality it was more the
publication of this report and its strategic interpretations which had key
effects rather than the problems it underlined. More generally, while
focusing on analysing the ‘non-management of the Commission’, to quote
the title of Stevens and Stevens’ article, the authors are led to neglect the
conditions which made this problem of non-management into a political
issue. This is also the case for communication when it is studied outside
the context of the political crisis. These arguments can be sustained from
the point of view of a specialist of administration (Stevens and Stevens’
work is probably one of the best informed on the administrative realities
of the European Commission). But at the same time, it leads the authors
to neglect the political construction of problems (Edelman 1988) and to
simply repeat the clarion call for ‘good management’ so often heard
within the Commission.

Christoph Meyer’s article (1999) presents a different, and to a certain
extent more political, point of view on the affairs and the development of
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the crisis. It develops the hypothesis that the crisis stemmed from an insuffi-
ciency of public communication and of skills within the Commission. Frag-
mented political authority, a technocratic vision and a lack of know-how in
terms of political communication opened an opportunity for the member
states to profit from public dissatisfaction with the European Commission.
According to Meyer, this absence of policy and, correlatively, the longstand-
ing absence of political communication in the Commission, are at the root
of the crisis. This approach has the merit of bringing us back to fundamen-
tal problems, in particular the historical depoliticization of the Commission
and its consequences in terms of political communication, but it neverthe-
less has two defects. According to this interpretation, the organization of
public communication and its malfunctioning are, once again, seen as the
source of the crisis. This reading is not incorrect, but it neglects the rela-
tional context into which public communication fits. If communication is
not ‘good’, this is not only owing to its content or organization. It is also
because those who are its usual recipients or relays are not, or are no
longer, willing to be satisfied. Meyer’s reading of the crisis also presupposes
a definition of what ‘good’ political communication practices are in the
European context, and moreover, in a European context of politicization.
However, most evidence indicates that this context is new, which partly
explains the difficulty actors had in finding the right tone and message. The
crises that the EU had previously experienced were due more to blockages
by member states (think of the image of the empty chair, for example) than
to political dynamics such as the ones which led to the resignation.

If I share some of the conclusions of the above-mentioned research, I
advocate a different central hypothesis: the resignation is the result of a
process of politicization which knocked off balance the actors who nor-
mally dominated the European political game. Consequently, this led to a
situation which was not easily readable and controllable. In other words, I
do not seek to evaluate in a normative way what charisma, political know-
how, or administration problems in the Commission are. Rather I set out
to highlight the multisectoral dynamics which allowed the crisis to emerge
and its consequences on the political judgements made during the heat of
the interactions that followed.

This approach is inspired by the sociology of political crises initiated by
Michel Dobry (1986). Constraints of space forbid a summary of the prin-
cipal contributions of this research tradition. However, some of its main
points can be sketched out. First, it invites one to be wary of causalist inter-
pretations and to observe instead what actually occurs during a crisis and
how it occurs. Nothing about the resignation of the Santer Commission
was inevitable, indeed it would have been highly improbable to forecast its
demise only a few months before its renewal. If this resignation came
about, it was therefore because the protagonists’ calculations changed
abruptly and the resources of the college of commissioners had already
been deeply devalued.

Was it really just poor communication? 121



Second, this posture invites one to observe changes in the political
alliances which characterize routine situations. This means analysing the
effects of political ‘hits’ on the structure of the political game, and particu-
larly the relationships between the various sectoral components which had
previously contributed to its stability. In this case, the relations between
the Commission and the press, the sub-committee and Parliament, the
college and the administration of the Commission were all strongly trans-
formed. Indeed, this occurred to such an extent that one can talk about a
process of desectorization of the European political space. Where, usually,
the European political game seems to be fragmented, the revelation of the
affairs became a focal point which contributed, for a short time and in a
very new way, to the development of a permanent European political
space, endowed with issues with a single temporality that were shared by
the majority of those involved.

It is in this context that the Commission came to be called ‘corrupt’ or
‘racked by bad management’ and that resignation could represent a way
out. This observation invites us – and this is the third contribution of the
sociology of crises – to be attentive to what interactionnist sociology calls
‘the definition of the situation’ and ‘labelling effects’ (Becker 1985). If
the Commission was labelled corrupt this was the culmination of a
number of political mobilizations, played out in several sectors, which
came to define the crisis for a large number of protagonists. It is these
mobilizations that I will present first before observing their effects upon
the Commission’s political communication ‘problems’.

Internal ‘policies’ and the management of the affairs

For something to exist and to turn into a scandal, a fact must be qualified
or labelled as extra-ordinary and then this definition must become shared
in order to create a mobilization (Dobry 1986; Garrigou 1992b). The
question of why these affairs were made public reveals a number of frus-
trations within the administration of the Commission. These frustrations
do not relate to the redistribution of material resources, but more directly
to a coincidence between the power of individual commissioners and the
pressures which the reform of the organization of the Commission were
seen as imposing upon its civil servants. Under the effect of these changes,
solidarity between the college of commissioners and the European civil
servants was ruptured, thus creating the climate in which the ‘affair’ came
about and was then defined as a ‘scandal’ (Lascoumes 1997).

The origins of the affair are of a political nature. Before the scandal,
cases of fraud were secrets heavily guarded by the Commission’s internal
arrangements. This secret and technical arrangement was underpinned by
the existence of a group of specialists from UCLAF (unit for co-operation
on fraud prevention), made up of about 150 agents, most of whom are in
some way attached to the national administrations (customs agents, magis-
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trates). UCLAF was designed above all as an audit office for the use of
European subsidies in and by the member states. Looked at it in this way,
it is no accident that we know so little about the affairs which preceded
those of 1998–1999. To be more specific, these affairs never became
‘affairs’ of any great concern. On the one hand, UCLAF monopolized the
investigation into fraud, and on the other hand the circulation of informa-
tion was directly linked to the college of commissioners. Given the way
these entities were structured, the economy of the relations involved was
also influenced by the civil servants’ duty to preserve secrecy. Moreover,
over and above their legal obligations, European civil servants usually had
a particularly strong attachment to the Commission.

However, under the Santer Commission modifications were applied
which became a determining feature in the creation of the very special
‘climate’ in which the scandal took place. For many, Jacques Santer’s
arrival signified a re-balancing of the Commission towards Nordic and
managerial matters. This idea was held by two Scandinavian commission-
ers in particular who acted as Santer’s ‘guardian angels’. The first of these
was Erkki Liikanen, a Finnish socialist commissioner and ex-Minister for
the economy who had prepared the Finnish accession, who was placed in
charge of the Commission’s budget and personnel. From this position he
became the source of many projects for the reform of the internal organi-
zation of the European Commission. Given the post of commissioner
responsible for curbing fraud, Anita Gradin, a Swedish socialist, took on
the task of dealing with the ‘southern’ practices of the Delors Commis-
sions and bringing things back into line, in particular by accentuating the
pressure applied by UCLAF.

From their nomination onwards, the intention to ‘change the regime’
through a number of internal reforms became obvious. The presence of
these two commissioners was considerable throughout successive endeav-
ours to reform the Commission’s structures. Liikanen also became the
driving force behind many reform projects, including the reform of staff
regulations, sub-contracting to external companies or even the possibility
of giving ‘under-performing’ civil servants the sack. These reform pro-
jects were also dramatized using a deliberately ‘modernist’ attitude
(‘high-tech’ events to preview the reform, use of consultants, etc.) and
interpreted within the Commission as a challenge to its internal social
dialogue and to the very status of European civil servants. Indeed – and
this is where the climate comes into play – these reform projects pro-
voked an unprecedented level of mobilization. A day of action in April
1998 represented a breakthrough in the division that had been develop-
ing between the college and the administration of the Commission. For
the first time ever, the Director Generals, a very senior level of authority
close to the college, expressed opposition to the Commission. As readers’
letters published in the Commission’s internal review show, the day
of action was followed by several ‘internal debates’ which pitted the
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Northern ‘modernists’ against the ‘traditionalist’ representatives from
‘Southern’ Europe.

However, this was not the only change brought in by the new Commis-
sion because it sought to tie internal reform to a moralization of the prac-
tices of European civil servants. For example, the reform of the statute was
connected to the issue of fraud. This policy of moralization was pushed in
particular by Gradin. Having discovered the debate about transparency of
the European Union initiated by Finland and Sweden during the Amster-
dam intergovernmental conference, this policy came to involve a number
of highly symbolic measures, such as the project to suppress privileges like
the right to tax-free alcohol and tobacco, which were often evoked during
the strike against the project to reform the statute. Above all, this policy
took concrete form through the reinforcement of UCLAF and its mission
to initiate more internal enquiries into allegations of fraud. In doing so,
this policy stigmatized the ‘Delors approach to public management’ and a
combination of ‘Southern’ practices, whilst applauding more Nordic ones.

The strengthening of anti-fraud policy therefore allowed a whole series
of ‘problems’ to be transformed into ‘affairs’ (Lascoumes 1997). By inter-
vening in the conflicts associated with the internal reform of the Commis-
sion, the denunciation of fraud by UCLAF and the college contributed to
a growing feeling of dispossession amongst European civil servants. At the
same time, internal struggles over administrative reform opened up a
space for a number of previously unthinkable counterattacks (Geor-
gakakis 2002b).

The effects of this moralization and dispossession are particularly
apparent at the beginning of the affair involving the French commis-
sioner, Edith Cresson. The rupture with previous practice and sidelining
of EU officials led them to turn against the Commission and leak informa-
tion to the press and the Parliament. In his book on this affair, the jour-
nalist Jean Nicolas shows well how civil servants collaborated with
journalists. Along with information from other leaks, a case was put
together and activated by the press. If it was almost impossible to identify
the authors of these leaks, they were nevertheless largely attributable to
the new internal divisions between the college and Commission civil ser-
vants. This split was accompanied by a modification of the thin line
between what can be voiced and what should remain unspoken. This mod-
ification was observed in my interviews with European civil servants where
freedom of speech suddenly became much greater; a ‘freeing of tongues’
which contrasted sharply to what happened during interviews after the
resignation. The extent of the modification was also visible in the vicious
nature of the leaflets distributed by staff unions on the internal reform
and their veiled threats to inform the press (Georgakakis 2002b).
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The press’s anti-institutional attitude

Of course, analysis of these internal ruptures is not sufficient to under-
stand the process of crisis. If the affairs were leaked, this was also because
they found an external audience. As Olivier Baisnée’s contribution to this
book underlines, the changing relation between the Commission and the
press is a major reflection of this change, as can be shown by examining
the convergence between several journalistic strategies.

The disclosure of the Cresson scandal by the Lanterne, followed by addi-
tional articles published by a group of journalists and then by the entire
press was characterized less by a desire to bring a European ‘public space’
into existence, than by the encounter between journalistic strategies
driven by very different motives. For years journalists had been little more
than a relay of information for the European Commission. The federalist
vocation common to civil servants and journalists tended to merge the
press corps into a larger movement of European activists. The increase in
the number of journalists and the arrival of new journalists seeking to be
more ‘professional’ (Baisnée 2002; Bastin 2002), along with the growth of
the Commission’s missions and authority, were contributing factors to
changes in the political order. The channelling of information and its
technical dimension began to be increasingly criticized. However, explicit
tensions were yet to exist between the Commission and journalists. At the
beginning of the Cresson affair, institutional connivance made the Com-
mission’s management ‘problems’ impossible to attack. In addition, jour-
nalists shared the views of the dominant actors within the Commission.
Indeed, the Commission’s practice of resorting to ‘submarines’ (tempo-
rary Commission personnel paid from the budget for Community pro-
grammes instead of from a frozen personnel budget), was part of the
inside knowledge which bonded the different actors together.

This is also what linked the development of the Cresson affair to the
slow and progressive process of journalistic autonomy and encouraged the
encounter between civil servant and journalistic strategies. Three types of
strategy allowed the affair to be leaked and, simultaneously, accelerated
the journalists’ move towards autonomy: the first was initiated by a mar-
ginal journalist, specialized in ‘Belgian’ affairs, the second stemmed from
a desire for more autonomous journalism and the third strategy is that of
German newspapers concerned about their national economy.

The Lanterne and the journalist who brought the affair out into the
open differ sharply from the definition of journalistic purity which has
dominated commentary about the victory of the European public space.
This right-wing Christian Democrat paper is well known for its criticism of
affairs in Belgium and, more generally, for its approach to ‘democracy’.
Jean Nicolas, the journalist who brought the affair out into the open, is
the author of many publications on ‘scandalous’ subjects: The paedophiles
are amongst us on the Dutroux affair of 1997, The protectors about the
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procurers in 1998. Even if in his book on the Cresson affair, L’Europe des
fraudes, published immediately after the resignation, he strongly denies his
membership of the extreme right, a large number of journalists have little
doubt over his true motives.

In this context, it could be seen as surprising that this ‘disclosure’ was
then taken up by a newspaper like Liberation. In fact, the affairs were taken
up in a context where they represented an opportunity for a new defini-
tion of European journalism to be made; a journalism more independent
of the college now seen as the ‘European executive’. This opportunity
emerges when the mobilization of civil servants against the college takes
place. Above all, for Liberation, publicizing the affair had the advantages of
a no-risk coup: by inciting the college to maintain its opposition to the
civil servants, at least initially, the terms of exchange between Liberation
and the latter were not upset by this press exposure. Paradoxically, it was
the principles of a number of European civil servants that led to the affair
being exposed. These principles included a commitment to good manage-
ment, the future of European integration and criticism of the ‘charismatic
deficit’ of President Santer.

From the point of view of national journalism, the affairs offered
increased recognition for journalists specialized in European matters. For
a long time, such journalists had undergone a real struggle to get any
recognition from their editors. European themes were seen as obscure
and of no interest to the reader. On this occasion journalists also had the
opportunity to look behind the scenes and learn more about European
politics. Indeed, it was through a weekly column about ‘backstage Brus-
sels’ that Jean Quatremer managed to bolster his position within
Liberation. In a way, the revelation of the affairs simply followed on ‘logi-
cally’ from here, by conforming with more general models of journalistic
excellence. Since the 1930s, and above all, since Watergate, this model was
that of journalistic investigation.

This crossover between the strategies of journalists based in Brussels
and national media market strategies took on very different forms in
countries such as France, Germany and the United Kingdom. The dif-
ference between French and German journalists specialized on Europe, is
that the German journalists have generally not had to work as hard at
making a position for themselves as the French have had to. There are
many more German journalists in Brussels and European politics had fea-
tured amongst the standard parts of newspapers long before the Cresson
affair. However, this recognition is linked to the particular position of the
German state in the EU. The German ‘position’ in the negotiations for
the Agenda 2000, their demand for a re-balanced budget and criticism of
the Commission’s ‘squandering of resources’ were the object of a widely-
held consensus amongst political parties and other actors. It must not be
forgotten that this ‘pressure’ from the Germans had a major impact on
the Commission. Consequently, it is not surprising that a journalist from
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the ARD and others from the Frankfurter Allgemeine were at the heart of the
disclosures. An article that appeared in Wirtschaft Woche in November 1998
is a good example of the criticism levelled at the Commission. It criticized
the high salaries of the European civil servants and underlined how the
strikes against Liikanen and his performance criteria had been scoffed at
by these same actors. A number of minor facts were also presented as sym-
bolic of the Commission’s poor management, such as the fact that
economy class tickets were often reimbursed at the price of business class
tickets, the doctoring of expenses slips, etc. A far larger number of
examples of such practices were given in the British press.

MEP mobilization

If at the beginning these positions seemed far from reconcilable, very
quickly the affair developed further within the European Parliament.
Indeed, some commentators consider that the exposure of the scandal
stemmed essentially from the Parliament’s quest for more autonomy and
power. In reality, at the start of the affair the European Parliament was
relatively in line with the college due to its longstanding consensual rela-
tionship based largely upon the weakness of the Parliament. When
inspected more closely, it becomes clear that the acceleration of the
affairs in Parliament was more closely linked to a collective process of
emancipation than to internal competition. Even with its increasing
power, the parliamentary game did not really change, but the quasi-
monopoly of the two large political groups, the ESP (European Socialist
Party) and the EPP (European People’s Party) was still a source of a
number of frustrations.

When the affairs started to come out into the open at the beginning of
September 1998, Edith Muller, an MEP for the Green Party, quickly
backed up by the leader of her party, was very virulent and became the
first person to describe the ‘affairs’ as ‘scandals’. Speaking as a member of
the budgetary control commission (COBUCO), she made herself
renowned for her strong position against the opacity of the Commission’s
management. Indeed, when the journalist from the Lanterne came into
possession of incriminating evidence files from a disgruntled consultant
(Claude Perry), he went to Muller. Consequently, it was around the
COBUCO that the affair developed in Parliament. Still, at this point,
the COBUCO took a position that kept most of the ‘frustrations’ within
the Parliament. The COBUCO was not the most prestigious parliamentary
committee because it usually followed a budgetary orthodoxy that was
largely set by the Commission. Operating in a technical register rather
than the political one of the larger committees, such as Foreign Affairs
Institutional Reform, the COBUCO had neither the budget nor the pres-
tige of the Legal committee. The most prominent MEPs did not feature in
the COBUCO and, consequently, many minority groups, such as the
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Liberals and the Greens, were over-represented. Indeed, this Committee
was chaired by a German MEP at a time when there was a lot of pressure
on the Commission’s budgetary affairs coming from the Germans. More-
over, the commissioners under attack (Cresson, and also Marin) were
socialists. In short, all these points were important for generating the
political climate within which the affairs subsequently developed.

The process of politicization

The scandal took its final form through the sum of these interactions
rather than as a result of face-to-face confrontations. In so doing, actors
had to use their political know-how in order to participate in a dynamic
where the affairs had now become a ‘focal point’ (Schelling 1960). In its
issues of 4 and 5 January, Agence Europe wrote in an editorial: ‘the visible
development of the events hides the manoeuvres, the intentions (which
had not always been confessed) and sometimes even the manipulations
and the intrigues’. This formula shows that the situation favoured an
increasingly large number of political motives. It should be added that it is
more the relatively new status of some actors in the European political
game than their number, that influenced the disappointment, the sur-
prise or the jubilation of their fellow protagonists. Nourished by the
attempt to escape from crisis planned by the commissioners and the
increasingly similar mobilizations of MEPs and journalists, these motives
first took on the form of a left–right opposition, then one of an ordinary
internal group struggle and, finally, one of an executive/legislative
struggle. Indeed, this final act offered the different protagonists an
opportunity to put their respective institutions back into the game of
European politics.

Being very similar, the converging positions taken by the journalists
and the Greens were highly influential. Erving Goffman has accurately
described what happens when this structure of interaction is broken
down: the mad smile, the tears, the violence (Goffman 1969). This
rupture with the usual structure of EU politics can be seen behind Emma
Bonino’s public tears and her threats to register a complaint against the
Financial Times (Liberation, 14th October). But it can also be seen in Edith
Cresson’s violent counterattacks.

Here it is necessary to make an inventory of all the strategies which
played a role in the crisis. The journalist Jean Nicolas gives us a certain
number of them, amongst which are misinformation, propaganda, secret
pressures and manipulations, which all fitted in well with the increase in
political motives and their inscription in the ‘classical’ frameworks of
national politics (Nicolas 1999). On top of all that, at a later stage came
the exposure of the plot. The plot can be seen from this point of view as
something other than the product of paranoid scheming. By talking of
‘the disclosures’ rather than ‘the affairs’, many protagonists came to talk
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of a ‘government system crisis’. It also corresponded to a political strategy
which was still in its infancy in Europe: Liikanen applied this approach
when the results of the investigations were leaked, while Jacques Santer
spoke of a ‘witch hunt’. Above all, at this point this strategy seemed
particularly well adjusted to the complexity of the matter. Due to the pre-
carious alliances and the many uncertainties which weighed upon the
internal relations of the European Institutions, this strategy in fact pre-
sented the critics of the Commission as destroyers who made the situation
incomprehensible. This was the case for the journalists who did not com-
pletely master the journalistic positions and the strategies of countries
other than their own. This is also the case for the relations between the
different national representatives at a moment when relations were tense
between Germany and France over the negotiations for Agenda 2000.

This politicization of know-how also marked the Commission’s counter-
attacks against the press and its relations with the Parliament. Looked at
from this point of view, Santer’s reaction could well be seen as a ‘tactical
error’. At the time of the vote to discharge the budget in December,
Santer did not want to interpret the vote as anything other than defiance
and it was he who initiated the first ‘ascent to extremes’ by the intermedi-
ary of a letter to the President of the Parliament. In response came an
institutional innovation which has since been reinterpreted as a ‘heated’
moment in the competition between the two institutions. The Parliament
refused to agree to the discharging of the budget by 270 votes to 230, with
a few abstentions.

This situation changed its emphasis from November onwards as the
Parliament took on a new tactic consisting of developing a power of
decision-making over institutional matters. Here the vote of no-confi-
dence should be put into context. Initially the vote was not exactly an act
of democratic control, but more a transaction which took place between
President Santer, MEPs and the socialists in order to make the overall
institutional order legitimate once again.

However, this attempt at conciliation came too late. Worse, by unveiling
an alliance between the college and the Parliament’s majority group, it
exacerbated latent oppositions. This change in the nature of the game can
be observed around the second motion of censure which marked a
genuine rupture with the tradition of EP – college relations. Through the
intervention of Hervé Fabre-Aubrespy, a French right-wing ‘villierist’ MEP,
the second motion deposed by the socialists was transformed into a con-
frontation between truth and falseness. In addition, this framing of the
crisis was the result of a paradoxical alliance between monarchists, liberals
and greens which gained momentum by superimposing national and
European political logics. In France, the meeting of the national parlia-
ment for the revision of the constitution necessary for the ratification of
the Amsterdam Treaty took place four days after the vote on this motion
of censure. Similarly, the German position on agriculture influenced the
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posture of German journalists and needs to be interpreted in the light of
preparation for the forthcoming European elections. This also happened
at a time when Germany assumed the EU presidency and during import-
ant negotiations around Agenda 2000. In short, for the German delegates,
the motion of censure was an opportunity to kill two birds with one stone:
attack the Commission and France via Edith Cresson at a time when this
member state was its principal opponent in the European Council.

This transformation of the game can also be seen in the results of the
vote of this second motion and in its interpretations. As within the Com-
mission, these show a very strong opposition between the countries of the
North and those of the South. If all German MEPs voted for, all Spanish,
Portuguese and Italian MEPs voted against. To this one should add intra-
party divisions and the politicization of speeches and standpoints.
Throughout the debates, ‘electoral’ arguments are constantly evoked.
Verbal exchanges took the form of a political test where possible alliances
for the future were experimented with. To give an example, a number of
delegates who voted against the second motion of censure denounced
‘the party-political and national interest’ approach of the ‘yes’ voters, and
advocated instead a more ‘European’ approach.

This transformation of the game can finally be observed from the angle
of the distance that journalists increasingly took as regards the Commis-
sion. This distance was seen as a democratic control function that they
now intended to embody. More precisely, the Association of the Inter-
national Press issued an opinion criticizing the way the Commission oper-
ated. Jean Quatremer’s article in Liberation on 31 January 1999 is a perfect
example of the way in which journalists had become more vigilant. It
reports a blunder by the Commission when it made public an internal
note regretting ‘the taking over of the press room by investigatory journal-
ists’. This event echoed on and became another affair within the scandal,
and this at a time when the effects of the ‘committee of wise men’ began
to prompt discussion.

Independently of this particular issue, journalists also made use of
interpretations of the crisis that were increasingly close to ones that had
historically been used in national cases. This was the case when they
adopted the ‘heroic’ form of the open letter (e.g. the article ‘Long live
eurocensure’ in Liberation of 11 January 1999). As an illustration of the
mechanisms of frustration and of the politicization of the categories used
to interpret the affairs, journalists came to depict Santer as the opposite of
Delors. To this one must add speculation over Santer’s succession.
Romano Prodi’s name was actually put forward as early as November 1998,
i.e. five months before the resignation and more than eight months
before the normal replacement of the Commission. Similarly, eminent
political ‘candidates’ were discussed in the press, such as Oscar
Lafontaine.

With hindsight, one can see better how these new ways of playing the
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game took form. It is no coincidence if, by February 1999, all the actors,
including advocates of a compromise solution such as Pauline Greene and
Jacques Santer, came to see resignation as the only way out. In a very polit-
ical way, they were all pushed to follow a movement which increasingly
invoked ‘European public opinion’. From this point of view, the resigna-
tion came to be seen less like a constraint and more like a resource redy-
namizing the college’s communication strategy and thereby getting itself
back in the driving seat.

The college’s communication: wrong-footed then sidelined

In this fast moving context, the Commission’s communication strategy was
largely out of sync with events. Nobody in the Commission had envisaged
what was going to occur. Actors were therefore overwhelmed by the events
and the college’s routinized approach to communication was caught on
the wrong foot.

This occurred first because this approach to communication was based
on a project of long term legitimation. This register was founded on the
Commission’s capacity to embody the Community interest, and in particu-
lar on its capacity to promote European integration via technical achieve-
ments. To borrow a hypothesis developed elsewhere (Georgakakis 2000),
one of the specific characteristics of the European communication is its
capacity to distribute ‘assets of salvation, like other hierocratic groups’, as
Max Weber would have said (1947). This is typical of what Santer did at
the beginning of the crisis. The context of the crisis was the launching of
the euro, which was considered by everybody, at that time, as a major
mission, an imperative for the future and a success. It was in this register
that Santer and the college played in the beginning. All his speeches
vaunted this success and devalued the crisis. Thereafter, other major
issues of European integration (e.g. enlargement, Agenda 2000) served as
a basic argument in the communication of the president of the Commis-
sion.

But the problem here is that this communication occured in a context
of the politicization of issues and of European political practices. This
context had no patience for ‘technical’ victories or the capacity to success-
fully and discreetly conclude major negotiations. Instead it called for the
fundamentally political resource of ‘charisma’. This observation should
not lead one to evaluate whether Santer had charisma or not but simply to
see how the reference to charisma added value to the context of the crisis.
This was very new within European institutions and few actors have been
comfortable with it. Moreover, in a context of strong oppositions, few
observers are willing to recognize this charisma. In short, this was the first
time the Commission had been wrong-footed into making ‘poor commu-
nication’.

The second wrong footing action is linked to another, newer, process
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through which the Commission has sought to legitimate itself. As we have
seen above, when Santer arrived as the head of the Commission he tried
to introduce a moralization policy. Under the ideological heading of
‘good governance’, this policy was intended to achieve two things: distin-
guish the new Commission from the Delors period and position the Com-
mission ‘above’ the ‘interest-dominated’ member states. However, what
the Commission intended to be its strength actually ended up being its
weakness. Given the college’s collegial rules, paradoxical communication
(Watzlawick 1977) was the end result. Either the college had to protect its
members and drop its moralization policy, or denounce rogue commis-
sioners and thus commit ‘political suicide’.

These paradoxes of the Santer Commission certainly had an effect in
terms of blurring its image for journalists and for the general public. But
this blurring was also due to increasingly fraught relations with journalists
mentioned earlier. Indeed, to complete the footballing metaphor, having
been wrong-footed, the Commission ended up putting itself on the side-
lines. Unlike many national cases, the journalistic field at European level
is not a closed one and therefore any attempts at censorship are likely to
be ineffectual. Nevertheless, in reaction to the initial articles on the affair,
Edith Cresson tried to use a tactic habitually employed in French politics.
Although the affairs had initially been revealed by the Belgium press, a
group of journalists joined forces to carry on the attack, including French
journalists from Liberation, Le Monde and Le Nouvel Observateur. Cresson
immediately filed a lawsuit against Liberation and simultaneously gave an
exclusive interview to Le Monde in an attempt to symbolically pay-off the
latter. This tactic was designed to encourage Le Monde to distance itself
from the affairs. It also led journalists from the left-leaning Le Nouvel Obser-
vateur to withdraw from the emerging group of European investigatory
journalists.

In the French national situation, this tactic would probably have led
Liberation to withdraw its attack because the newspaper would have been
isolated. As prestige of the press in France is connected to its institutional
dimension, falling out with politicians is seen as a form of downgrading.
But here Liberation took support from a foreign press over which the com-
missioner had no influence. Exactly the same situation occurred for the
Belgian journalist Jean Nicolas, who found support in the German and
English press. The failure of the Commission’s communication is there-
fore due to the fact that the game got away from the national journalistic
field without engendering a structured European journalistic field within
which censorship and/or self-censorship may have found its place.

Later this situation developed because the Commission’s clumsiness
had the effect of uniting the journalists. This unification occurred during
a multitude of direct confrontations between Commission spokespersons
and journalists. But it was also caused by the tactics adopted to try and
manage relations between journalists and the rest of the administration as
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a means of curbing leaks. Once again, the Commission tried and failed to
establish competitive relations between journalists as a means of regaining
a position of power.

Unfortunately for the Commission, the game moved too quickly. For a
while common ground did seem to be reached but the logic of journalistic
autonomization soon led to renewed distance with political authority. The
place and the role of the association of the accredited journalists in the
conflict provides a good example of this trend. For instance, the Inter-
national Press Association declared: ‘Europe is now so important that we
need stricter control over the Commission by the parliament and press’. A
second example is that the rumour spread about Jean Nicolas and his neo-
Nazi connections was interpreted by journalists as ‘disinformation’ and
‘propaganda’. In short, all the communication transmitted by the college,
or indeed by other parts of the Commission, ended up sidelining itself.

Conclusion

The story of the Santer resignation highlights the Commission’s prior
approach of non-communication. Previously all political problems were
simply denied, which is a major explanation of the way the affairs were
seen as a surprise and gave rise to such political mismanagement. Some-
thing changed during the crisis but in very unexpected ways that made the
game largely uncontrollable, thereby beginning a trend that has been a
major problem for the Prodi Commission.

More generally, the episode of the resignation is a good example of the
way new ways of doing politics in a European space are invented. From
this point of view, the crisis should not just be seen as a moment where the
Commission lost its legitimacy. This clearly was the case for several com-
missioners, and more generally for all the Commission’s staff in their rela-
tions with the outside world. Above all, however, as the Parliament’s role,
the emergence of new categories and perceptions or the idea that the
Commission is ‘the government of Europe’ show, the crisis provides a
window on how a European political space is being constructed. From this
point of view, if it is certain that the Commission lost a great deal during
the crisis itself, it is far from clear that this institution has not won itself
other opportunities for the longer term. From the point of view of
research on the Commission, this episode in its history underlines a
particularly important challenge for the future: going beyond the analysis
of who has won or lost, and deducing their causes, and observing instead
precisely what happens during crises, such as the alliances and practices
that are invented and tried out. Over and above the singular nature of the
events under study, these are the sort of indicators which will allow
research to really focus upon what structures Europe as an emerging
space of politics.
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8 The politics of the Commission
as an information source

Olivier Baisnée

In order to study the political logics which govern the European Commis-
sion it is useful, for once, not to look within the institution itself but along-
side or, to use the spatial metaphor of the press room, in front of it. Based
upon a study of the EU press corps, this chapter deals with problems of
crucial importance regarding legitimacy and the way the Commission
deals with its own political ambiguity. If the European Commission is to be
analysed as a political institution, it is beneficial to examine the way it
communicates and attempts to gain both a visible and social existence.1

While the themes of the democratic deficit and of the emergence of a
European public sphere (for a critical approach, see Smith 1999) have
become the topic of much scientific investigation, few studies have been
dedicated to the Commission’s communication practices (Consoli 1997;
Meyer 1999), and this despite the fact that the ability of an institution to
shape its legitimate social image is one of the key components of political
power. In contrast, the attention paid to this question at the national level
reminds us to what extent this relationship with the media is an essential
political issue for most governments (Davis 2000, 2002; Franklin 1999;
Legavre 1993). From the point of view of a sociology of journalism which
studies relationships between journalists and their sources, I attempt to
analyse the communication strategies of an institution which has to deal
with one of the biggest press corps in the world (800 correspondents).
The priority for the Commission, as for any political institution, is to try to
persuade the media to share its interpretation of the current affairs of the
EU. In this respect, the sociology of journalism is divided between a struc-
turalist approach and a more competitive/dynamic conception of the
interactions between sources and journalists.

The first intellectual tradition (Hall et al. 1978; Gitlin 1980) has
depicted journalists as broadly dominated by the will of their socially
powerful sources. Because of their social authority, or due to their social
proximity to journalists or media owners, these sources are seen as able to
ensure the diffusion and the reproduction of the ‘hegemonic’ ideology.
Interpretations of the (socially, economically or politically) powerful thus
only allow contestation within limits they themselves have fixed.2 Interpre-



tations deviating from their own would therefore be considered as oddi-
ties, deserving no attention or forced to respect the terms of debate
imposed by the ‘primary definers’ whose initial framing of public issues
cannot be challenged. From this hypothesis of the existence of ‘primary
definers’, Hall et al. have stressed the dependence of journalists on the
framing carried out by their official sources:

The important point about the structured relationship between the
media and the primary institutional definers is that it permits the
institutional definers to establish the initial definition or primary
interpretation of the topic in question. This interpretation then ‘com-
mands the field’ in all subsequent treatment and sets the terms of ref-
erence within which all further coverage or debate takes place.
Arguments against a primary interpretation are forced to insert them-
selves into its definition of ‘what is at issue’ – they must begin from
this framework of interpretation as their starting point. This initial
interpretative framework . . . is extremely difficult to alter fundament-
ally, once established . . . the primary definitions sets the limit for all
subsequent discussion by framing what the problem is . . . Contribu-
tions which stray from this framework are exposed to the charge that
they are ‘not addressing the problem’.

(Hall et al. 1978) 3

In this respect, a socially powerful institution is necessarily a dominant
information source which is able to impose its own framing of events.

The idea of the ability of some sources to impose their interpretation of
‘what is at stake’ needs to be retained. However, other studies have
tempered the conclusions of this structuralist intellectual tradition
(Schlesinger 1992). For example, they have developed the idea that when
the internal coherence of a source is undermined, their ability to impose a
framing of the situation is challenged (Hallin 1989). Moreover, the
competition that may take place between various official sources is also
one of the factors needing to be taken into account because alternative
definitions of public issues might be supported by institutions that are
equally legitimate (Miller 1993). The main conclusion of these new theo-
retical approaches is therefore that it is quite impossible to decide a priori
which institution will be able to impose its framing of the situation upon
others. The relationship of an institution to journalists therefore has to be
studied in a pragmatic and historical way. Indeed, the components which
make up a ‘good source’ (Gans 1979) have to be analysed as well as the
way this relationship has been historically constructed. Although the status
of ‘privileged source’ is by no means flimsy, it can be lost or challenged
under certain circumstances.

Historically speaking, and as far as EU news is concerned, the Euro-
pean Commission has long been the dominant source. Communicating in
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an environment that is characterized by an enormous amount of informa-
tion, the diversity of competing sources and the need for journalists to
select from the information they are given, the Commission emerged as
the institution best able to make its own interpretation of issues shared by
journalists. With respect to the general theories mentioned above, this rel-
ative dominance of the Commission over the EU’s information is more
the consequence of a relationship that has been constructed with journal-
ists than of its political or social power. Indeed, at least outside the context
of ‘Brussels’, the Commission is not such a politically and socially powerful
institution that it would automatically become the primary source of jour-
nalists. Indeed, in general terms, the Commission is characterized more
by its weak political legitimacy and social ‘invisibility’. As this chapter
shows, the particular characteristics of the Commission’s relationship to
the press corps serve to explain why it has long been favoured by journal-
ists.

This chapter also studies the relationship between journalists and their
sources in a dynamic fashion. As the political crisis that led to the resigna-
tion of Jacques Santer’s team was going on, the internal coherence of the
institution disappeared and informers provided investigative journalists
with information. In a situation where the usual relationship between the
Commission and journalists was no longer valid, competition between EU
sources became very tough and sources usually marginalized by journalists
(such as the European Parliament) were re-evaluated. Indeed, the latter
managed to have their analysis of ‘what was at stake’ shared by the media.
Finally, the chapter looks at the changes that took place in the Commis-
sion’s communication strategy when Romano Prodi’s team came into
office. The overall failure of this strategy not only reveals the logic of the
relationship between the Commission and the EU press corps, but also the
difficulties encountered by an institution which has to face a ‘public’ with
very diverse needs.

The characteristics of EU ‘sources’

EU sources are characterized by three trends: their abundance and diver-
sity, competition for access to journalists they are involved with and the
hierarchy of sources established by journalists.

The diversity and amount of information

‘It’s a house made of glass’, explains a journalist while pointing out the
Breydel building through his office window. When asked about his rela-
tionship to the Commission as a source he indeed underlines how easy,
especially when compared to his previous foreign correspondent’s job, it
is to contact senior Commission civil servants and even commissioners.
‘Transparency’, the buzzword of the Commission’s communication policy
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(Smith 2002), has accelerated the release of documents and increased the
possibility for journalists to obtain explanations, answers, etc.

As we shall see, the amount of information it provides to journalists is
one of the reasons for the Commission’s domination as a source of
information. Moreover, this is not merely the result of the commitment of
just one institution since the profusion of sources is a characteristic of the
EU. On a single subject, journalists can ask up to three institutional
sources which have an interest in releasing information, thereby increas-
ing the journalist’s capacity to grasp the issues and problems at hand.
Moreover, to these institutional sources one must add the thousands of
lobbyists who inundate journalists’ fax machines with their own news. The
best example of this source of diversity is the Council where competing
governmental sources have equal value and legitimacy; a situation which
simply does not exist at the national level. As these two British journalists
explain, there is always a source keen to release the information they are
looking for, either because they aren’t involved in the controversy and
have no reason to keep it secret (which is often the case for small coun-
tries), or because they are involved in a controversy and want to embarrass
their ‘opponents’:

we complain and moan here, but actually, it’s easier, and the sources
of information are easier as well, probably because there are so many
of them. So if I really want to find out what is happening, I can try
here, but it probably won’t come back to me, but then I can go to the
UK representative, and the guy who covers chemicals there and say:
‘well, what do you know about this?’ He might not know anything, but
he might, and then I’ll go to France, I’ll go to Germany . . . in the UK
you wouldn’t have a clue. In the UK, you would have to go to the
press office.

(British journalist, national daily newspaper)

In Britain, and a lot has been written about it, the government has . . .
tries to control the message a great deal. And it can do that if it’s disci-
plined. Whereas here that isn’t really possible because you have so
many different other sources of information . . . If, for example on
beef . . . If the British government says . . . you can crosscheck what
they are saying by talking to the French delegation, to the Commis-
sion, to the German delegation if they’ve gone to the meeting . . . And
that actually has a positive effect for a journalist on the way officials
and press officers behave here . . . They can put their spin or their
perspective on events but fundamentally they’ve got to provide more
information than they would provide in London and be . . . make sure
that it is factually accurate. It’s more difficult to lie here as a press
officer. It’s a very difficult job to hold.

(British journalist, national daily newspaper)
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This abundance of available sources on the same subject and the fact that
they have various interests in releasing information, makes the journalist’s
job easier in the same way as it makes it more difficult for spokespersons.
Besides this diversity, sources are also involved in a form of competition
which increases the capacity of journalists to crosscheck their information.

Competition between sources

This competition between sources can even be observed physically every
day. Spokespersons from the Permanent Representations attend the daily
briefing of the Commission. Standing discreetly at the back of the press-
room, their task begins when the briefing ends by meeting ‘their’
national journalists in the bar of the press centre and providing the offi-
cial position of their government about what the Commission has just
said.

On the other hand, as the following example illustrates, Commission
spokespersons can also encroach upon the member state’s territory
(the building of the Council) in order to promote the stance of their own
institution.
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14th December 1999.
In the bar of the Council press centre: 16h10, during an interview with a
British journalist the British spokesman arrived, the interview stopped.
The spokesman of the British Permanent Representation gathers
together the British journalists who immediately form a circle around
him. He quotes from a small notebook (reading with accents) com-
ments made by Ministers Glavany and Brown. Journalists ask him for
details and to repeat some points. Journalists discuss the implications
together. The spokesman of the health and consumer protection com-
missioner then arrives: ‘can I listen to you?’. The British spokesman
then indicates that: ‘I did not dwell on commissioner Byrne. I’m afraid I
insisted on all the nasty things Mr Brown said about Mr Glavany’.
Under pressure from a journalist, the Commission’s spokesman gives
an ‘off, off, off the record’ reaction, ‘well, I’m listening to you’. Every
journalist then gets closer. The Commission’s spokesperson receives a
phone call (everyone was waiting for the decision of the Commission
meeting in Strasbourg about the ‘avis raisonné ’). At the end of the call
she tells a press agency journalist, ‘I’m afraid you have to go’. The jour-
nalist asks ‘is it five days?’ When told ‘yes’, the journalist then runs to a
phone. Indeed, the Commission had just decided to use a summary
procedure which obliged France to answer for its decision not to lift a
ban on British beef within five days.



This French journalist also confirms that information released by the
Commission is a means of verifying what a minister has said whereas in the
same situation at the national level, he wouldn’t have had a means of
checking what a minister has told him. In short, the availability in a single
place of various sources enables journalists to know when a politician is
not telling the truth.

For example, . . . Pierret (French Minister of Industry) . . . It was about
EDF, on the opening-up of the market. He said ‘no, no, no I informed
them, there was no problem’. We’ve been to others, I’ve been to com-
missioner De Palacio who told me ‘Oh yes he has been given a
shaking-up, etc.’ so I wrote: ‘It didn’t go well’. Well, I found out too
late to be able to say to Pierret ‘wait a minute, the others say the con-
trary’. In France the contrary is true: political cant is everywhere.
There must really be someone who wants to trip someone up to have
an account of what goes on in the intimacy of the Council of Ministers
or something like that. Here it’s quite transparent.

(French journalist, national economic daily)

Journalists’ hierarchy of sources

Dealing with such an abundance of information and informers, journalists
have to be selective in handling their sources. While for most European
citizens the EU institutional system remains rather indistinct, journalists
have to favour some sources over others, both for practical reasons but
also because they are able to evaluate the respective political weight of
each one. As the following example shows, sources not considered basic
or interesting tend to be ignored by journalists.
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On the 10 November 1999, quite unusually, numerous journalists gath-
ered in the pressroom of the Paul-Henri Spaak building of the Euro-
pean Parliament (EP). To understand this unusual crowd, one has to
take into account the importance of what was happening in the EP on
this particular day. A French commissioner, Michel Barnier, and the
president of the Commission, Romano Prodi, had come to explain to
MEPs what the Commission’s propositions were regarding the Helsinki
intergovernmental conference. This was a big issue since it concerned
the way the EU will adapt its functioning to the enlargement process.
During the first few minutes of the meeting, only around 20 journalists
came into the vast pressroom of the EP to watch the debates broad-
cast on a giant screen. However, as soon as the commissioner and his
president (whose presence was not foreseen) were announced, the



One can see from this episode the hierarchy that exists in journalists’
minds between the Commission and the Parliament. While the former is
attentively listened to and even provokes an unusual crowd in the Parlia-
ment’s building, journalists appear uninterested in the thoughts of MEPs
about issues involving the enlargement process. In the cosy atmosphere of
‘the European quarter’ of Brussels, institutions struggle for the attention
of journalists. Often obliged to cover the whole of EU current affairs (and
sometimes those of NATO and Belgium), journalists have been obliged to
prioritize and therefore to favour certain sources above others.

Along with the observation of journalistic practices and analysis of their
output undertaken as part of my research, this example illustrates quite
clearly that the Commission is the dominant source for EU correspondents.
Through a historically constructed preferential relationship with accredited
journalists, the Commission has not only managed to receive considerable
coverage, but also to influence interpretations of EU current affairs.

Becoming the dominant source

Given the intense competition between information sources that takes
place in the European quarter, the ability of the Commission to shape
both the agenda and the interpretation of events of EU correspondents
has to be explained. As we shall see, its ability to produce abundant and
technically detailed information on a daily basis, as well as the dominant
way correspondents cover the news of the EU, are the principal founda-
tions of this decisive ‘power to frame’.
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room suddenly filled up and MEPs’ assistants were pushed out to free
up space for journalists (‘we have to do some cleaning’ said one of the
Parliament’s civil servants). Representatives from the prestigious titles
of national presses then settled down to listen to the Commission’s
propositions about a crucial issue.

As the (short) press conference ended the president of the parliament-
ary commission for institutional matters, Mr Napolitano, began his
speech only to endure a mass exodus from the pressroom. Indeed,
most journalists who came for the Commissioner’s press conference
left the room just as the Italian MEP was about to speak. This attitude
is very revealing of the weak interest amongst journalists for the EP’s
position even when major issues are at stake. It provoked a humorous
reaction from Mr Napolitano who seems to have understood that the
institution he belongs to does not arouse much enthusiasm among EU
correspondents. Speaking in French, he greeted ‘all the heroes that
have decided to stay’.



The midday briefing as an institution: producing an information routine

While the social image of journalism depicts media professionals digging
for information, most news actually arrives in newspapers through highly
routine channels. This is why Léon Sigal (1973) used the metaphor of the
pipeline in order to underline the role of sources in the news production
process:

like a pipeline carrying water from a reservoir to a city, it has some
effect on what arrives at the end of the line. Not all droplets that enter
the pipeline end up in the same destination; some are routed else-
where, others evaporate en route. Yet the effects of the pipeline are
minor compared to the source of the water – the reservoir. Similarly,
newsmen, by adhering to routine channels of newsgathering, leave
much of the task of selection of news to their sources.

(Sigal 1973: 130)

Moreover, as most news comes from institutional and habitual sources,
this enables journalists to have equal access from which no one benefits
above others:

Uncertainty loves company: the similarity of their stories provides
some reassurance that newsmen understand what is going on in their
world. For men who do not and cannot know what the ‘real’ news is,
the routines of newsgathering produce ‘certified news’ – information
that seems valid insofar as it is common knowledge among newsmen
and their sources.

(Sigal 1973: 130)

By providing journalists with a daily encounter, the Commission has been
able to ‘feed’ correspondents with ‘official’ news through a routine
channel. The main interaction between journalists and the Commission
takes place every midday, during the ‘rendez-vous de midi’. Every day, at a
few minutes before midday, between 200 and 300 journalists flock to the
European Commission’s presidency building. Most of them arrive at the
Breydel on foot from nearby offices. However, the formal press confer-
ence takes place only after the correspondents have finished queuing to
get their documents. Then they enter the pressroom: a semicircle with
barely 200 places. Indeed, these are cramped conditions in which to
accommodate a press corps that has grown continuously since the early
days of the European Community. The most striking point about this
briefing is that sometimes a third of the press corp spend an hour of each
day (a scarce resource) in the Breydel. During the hour-long conference,
the official line of the Commission is made public. Spokespersons for the
various commissioners come into the pressroom to make announcements
of decisions already taken or to be taken, to expose the Commission’s
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positions about events or processes that are taking place and to answer
journalists’ questions. During the whole interaction, spokespersons are
also available for journalists in order to answer more precise questions
‘bilaterally’. Indeed, particularly when the midday briefing attracted less
journalists, it was a valuable occasion to obtain ‘off the record’ comments
from the Commission.

This ‘rendez-vous de midi’ remains the symbol of the control of the
Commission over EU news. Whether they criticize its repetitive nature or
recognize its usefulness, correspondents put up with the fact that this is
the moment which organizes their whole working day. As such it acts as a
kind of guide, enabling them to frame EU current affairs. By organizing
the only daily encounter, the Commission is able to put its spin on EU
news. The Commission defines the agenda and guides and influences
further interpretations. Through background documents (speeches, data,
etc.) and the words of its spokespersons, it channels the EU’s informa-
tional flood.

Transparency: cluttering up timetables and offices

By filling up both the timetables and the very offices of journalists, the
Commission’s policy of ‘transparency’ constitutes another practice which
tends to limit their ability to set agendas which differ from that of the
primary source.

Apart from the ritual ‘rendez-vous de midi’, the Commission multiplies
interactions where journalists are invited: technical briefings,4 commis-
sioner press conferences, receptions with foreign heads of state, etc.
Obliged to cover these current affairs mostly on their own, journalists are
literally inundated with possible encounters and information. Moreover,
the huge press documentation released is, in itself, a problem journalists
have to deal with. Piles of paper in offices are stocked for further reading
or storage; the various press releases, speeches, files, data, etc., all redu-
cing the time available for studying subjects ‘in depth’. As journalists indi-
cate, this amount of information prevents them from having their own
work schedule. They have to ‘go with the flow’ as one of them put it,
pointing to piles of papers around her office:

You just have to look. And everyday you have that amount of docu-
ments [she points] and these are technical documents, you have to
get into it. Our job, sometimes I liken it to the kind of analytical dis-
section I would have done at university . . . And that’s very difficult.

Qu: ‘You were talking of the amount of press releases, and how you
manage it?’

It’s horrible, it’s horrible (laughs) It’s awful, I sit on it. I try to do
some filing. You must not be scrupulous or conscientious, anyway you
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can’t do it so you have to . . . it’s empirical. Some people may have sec-
retaries but most of the time it’s like that [she points at her Italian col-
league’s office] It’s not me, it’s my Italian colleague, it defies
description. I think he will never use it.

(French journalist, local daily newspaper)

On its own, the amount of available information is not sufficient to
explain why the Commission can be regarded as the dominant source of
EU news. First of all, journalistic interest for this information has to be
explained. The crowd in the pressroom and the attention paid to docu-
ments (the queue to get press releases is a testimony of this phenomenon)
cannot be explained mechanically from the fact that these papers are
available. It is the historically constructed relationship between this institu-
tion and this group of journalists which better explains this interest.

A press corps which has supported the EU political project

Indeed, if journalists have an objective interest in a regular source which
offers a landmark in the flow of information, its status of privileged source
has to be explained. These two elements (dominant and privileged
source) are linked to the kind of journalist the pressroom has long accom-
modated. Because of their biography and background, Brussels’ corre-
spondents have seen themselves as experts for many years, and just as
often as advocates for the EU. Indeed, until the 1990s, the Brussels press
corps was dominated by journalists with a particular profile.

For a time, accredited journalists were very few and far between. Well
known by their peers, they were even more respected by European civil
servants. Their longevity in Brussels is quite remarkable since some of
them have been EU correspondents for more than 30 years. Year after
year, they have come to know young civil servants intimately, some of
whom have in time become Director Generals or even commissioners.

While this social proximity with senior civil servants has consequences
on their daily work (it becomes rather difficult to criticize someone who
addresses you by your first name), the reasons they decided to come to
Brussels in the first place were twofold: to be close to Commission
employees and others with a similar intellectual interest. Covering the EU
in the 1960s or 1970s was indeed a sort of vocation. These young people,
for whom it was often their first post as a correspondent, came to Brussels
as true believers in the European project rather than as journalists. Indeed,
before their arrival in the Belgian capital, some of them had belonged to
learned societies or associations supporting the European ideal.

The other side of this ‘institutional journalism’ is its preference for an
expert-linked definition of their job, one that is close to that of ‘specialist
journalism’. ‘Quite assimilated to the institution’ (Haegel 1992), these
journalists come to look and act like civil servants. They are above all
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experts of European matters, ‘fascinated by their subjects’ and cover the
way the institutions work in a very technical way. In particular, such jour-
nalists produce coverage more concerned with ‘policies’ than ‘politics’
and, consequently, are not very keen to dig up scandals and exclusives.
The social and intellectual properties of these journalists have strength-
ened the domination of the Commission over EU current affairs. Seen as
the only real European institution and the place where the European
ideal is best represented, the Commission has therefore been given privi-
leged treatment by these journalists. In comparison, the Council and the
Parliament were considered to be institutions where struggles between
national interests took place and tarnished the European ideal. For 30
years, the European Commission could expect to deal with a press corps
which shared its preoccupations and, broadly speaking, supported the
political project for which it was the symbol. By helping newcomers to the
press corps and giving them precious advice, the first EU journalists were
not only the ‘grand elders’ of the press corps, they also represented a pro-
fessional model to be followed. As will be discussed below, growth in the
number of the press corps and the arrival of journalists from more
‘eurosceptic’ countries, has changed the ‘cosy club’ atmosphere of the
press room. It is now a place where numerous journalists have various
interests and desires and not the place for ‘pleasant chattering’ that it
used to be.

A crisis situation and the loss of internal cohesion

From an analytical point of view, the 1998–1999 political crisis that ended
with the Santer Commission’s resignation provides a privileged moment
from which to study trends and phenomena which, except in exceptional
circumstances such as these, tend to happen more silently. While it does
not represent a definitive turning point in the life of either the press corps
or the Commission, these events reveal tensions both within the profes-
sional group and the institution.

Changes within the press corp

If someone ever wanted proof of the Commission’s belief in the loyalty of
‘its’ journalists, an internal memo written by Edith Cresson’s spokesman
which accidentally ended up in a journalist’s hands would be a very crude
example. As one of the solutions presented as a means of countering the
‘attacks against the European idea and institutions’, this memo
explained:

It is not true to say that all journalists have deeply changed. There is
admittedly a ‘takeover’ of the press room by investigative journalists.
But it is false to say that we don’t have friends anymore. On the con-
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trary: many journalists admit their confusion over what is going on;
many disapprove – sometimes openly – of the excesses of their col-
leagues. I’ve seen journalists shouting openly at one of their col-
leagues. Instead of developing a general distrust of the press, this is
why we must use our potential allies to restore a balance between
background and investigative journalists.

(my translation)

This opposition between ‘background’ and ‘investigative’ journalists is
very revealing of the confusion of a spokesman’s service which now has to
face a new ‘breed’ of journalism, to quote the term used in an Inter-
national Press Association (professional association of EU correspon-
dents) newsletter:

Until the early nineties investigative journalism was an unknown
species in Brussels. Most of the press corps, myself included, saw our-
selves as fighting on the same side as the Commission to build up our
common Europe . . . Only a couple of years ago some journalists,
given time and money by their editors, started to dig deeper and to
look behind the daily press conferences, declarations and so-called
‘background’ briefings. Far away from mainstream reporting another
truth saw the light of day.

(Nathe 1998)

As the Maastricht Treaty was adopted and the EU’s scope of activities
enlarged, new correspondents arrived in Brussels to cover its current
affairs that now appeared increasingly important to the politics of the
member states. Unlike their elders, these journalists did not come to Brus-
sels because of their own European activism or personal interest but to
pursue a journalistic career they had begun in their own country. These
journalists are younger than the institutional journalists but are in fact
‘older’ in terms of their journalistic career. They thus arrived with very dif-
ferent expectations. While ‘institutional’ journalists valued the local sym-
bolic rewards within the Brussels microcosm (within which they are
prominent personalities), these newcomers defended the ‘professional
values’ that prevail in national journalistic fields. Put another way, these
journalists have imported into the EU level the legitimacy principles of
the national journalistic field, especially those of investigative journalism.
This personal taste for in-depth reporting made them pay attention to
things their elders ignored as part of an implicit refusal to undermine
institutions and instead favour a journalistic style based on expertise and
technical knowledge. When the internal crisis began to spread within the
Commission, investigative journalists began to gain unprecedented access
to informers within this administration, access which in turn provided
major assistance for the production of their respective articles.
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Leaks: the loss of cohesion within the college

Between August 1998 and the 16 March 1999, the Commission experi-
enced the biggest political crisis of its history; a crisis which ended with
the college’s resignation. Meanwhile, many leaks undermined the commu-
nication of the institution and its apparent unity. Indeed, the very few
investigative journalists who systematically pursued this story were only
able to do so because of the informers who provided them with informa-
tion.

As Didier Georgakakis (Chapter 7 in this volume and 2000) has shown,
the administrative reforms and the ‘managerial watershed’ imposed upon
European civil servants moved many of them to dissociate themselves
from the college of commissioners. In this way the symbolic frontier
between what can be said and what cannot was removed. A member of a
commissioner’s entourage related the following scene to me, a scene
which is highly revealing of the incriminatory atmosphere that had come
to exist within the institution:
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He recounts a meeting between a member of Cresson’s entourage and
four French journalists. The senior civil servant asks one of them what
he is going to write about Cresson over the following days. The journal-
ist answers that he’s fed up with this story and will publish an article the
next day and then give up. The civil servant replies ‘well, what luck, you
give up searching because Berthelot’s son has a contract with the
DG12, etc . . .’ One of the journalists then leaves the room slamming
the door. The storyteller then catches her up in the hall, she seems
rather irritated and tells him ‘this guy wants to knock Cresson down’.
Effectively the day after, the journalist the civil servant was talking to
published a new article about all the subjects he was told about, thus
reigniting the controversy.

Journalists themselves are quite open about how such information was
released:

There were civil servants who were talking that’s clear . . . so yes, leaks
come from Director Generals and then officials within the Commis-
sion itself and within the spokesman service, there were . . . spokes-
men or some of their assistants who had loose tongues. And so that’s
it . . . there were settlings of scores also. You have to know for example
that Cresson was poorly thought of by her colleagues and . . . actually
nobody thought well of her . . . enmities creating enmities well there
has been a settling of scores and the time bomb could not be stopped



in time and that’s it. At some time they wanted to stop it and try to
offer an image of unanimity, of ‘un pour tous, tous pour un’. But it was
just a front. The rot had already set in, the fruit was rotten and that’s
it. It was over.

(French journalist, national radio)

In the atmosphere of internal crisis, spokesmen in charge of ensuring the
cohesion of the official line began to spread rumours and thereby keep
investigations alive. As this young journalist explains, it was both because
they wanted to protect ‘their’ commissioner (or put another in an
awkward position) and because the warmth of the relationship between
spokespersons and journalists is favourable to confidences.

Well, at some point we forgot . . . we forgot the boundary between the
institution and the journalist . . . At some point the Commission and
its spokesmen lost control, forgot that they were talking to journalists
and when . . . When everything is all right, there’s no problem at all.
When everything is all right they say ‘it’s off’, it’s off. But when things
are going badly, when there are revelations, the boundaries . . . if such
boundaries are abolished then . . .

(French journalist, national radio)

Moreover, the fragmented nature of the Commission played an important
role. Its boundaries are very loose since it hires a lot of contract workers
and often works with and through private companies. This fragmentation
– while being one of the core problems evoked during the crisis – is also
the decisive factor for the early leaks. Indeed, the first elements revealed
by Jean Nicolas (a journalist from Luxembourg who did not belong to the
EU press corps) were given to him by an entrepreneur who failed to
obtain a contract with Mrs Cresson’s services. When she refused to employ
this company (Perry-Lux), Claude Perry then gave Jean Nicolas (with
whom he also had a commercial relationship) information about Jean
Berthelot, a friend of Edith Cresson, whom he in fact paid wages to as a
means of obtaining contracts with Mrs Cresson’s services (Nicolas 1999).

In short, the weak homogeneity of the Commission is not conducive to
controlling information. As soon as a conflict appears between the Com-
mission and one of the actors it hires, the latter may decide to release
information. Yet, as we have seen, it is the arrival in Brussels of journalists
with new profiles (compared to those of their elders) that enables inform-
ers to find journalists who will listen to them attentively. The loss of
internal cohesion coincided with a change in the sociology of EU journal-
ists which, together, resulted in the political crisis that ended with the res-
ignation. Not surprisingly, Prodi’s new team subsequently tried to define
both a new communication strategy and a new relationship with the
changing press corps.
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Changes in communication strategies

As ‘press campaigns’ have been blamed (rightly or wrongly) for the resig-
nation of the Santer Commission, the stability and ritual-like nature of the
Commission’s communication have been undermined. Belief in the
power of press and the conviction that it provoked the departure of his
predecessor, encouraged Romano Prodi to change the relationship
between journalists and the institution he runs. In the name of the rather
vague but politically significant notion of ‘transparency’, the new
President set up a reform of the communication strategy of his institution.
Thus, in a speech to the European Parliament on 14 September 1999,
Romano Prodi explained:

The Commission intends to become much more open. It is time for
some glasnost here! I want to bring Europe out from behind closed
doors and into the light of public scrutiny. I want people to be able to
look over my shoulder and check that the Commission is dealing with
the issues that most concern them . . . And the new Commission will
be putting much more efforts into communicating properly with the
citizens of Europe, giving them open access to information.

This general announcement about a revised communication strategy
entered the press room through diverse changes: the overall organization
of the ‘midday briefing’ and the basis of this interaction were revised. By
changing what was said and how it was said, the new team in charge of the
media provoked the anger of part of the press corps who considered these
changes were undermining their ability to do their job properly.

‘An event a day’: reforming the midday briefing

More attention will be paid to the way the ‘midday briefing’ has been
transformed than to the overhaul of the spokesman service (now called
the ‘press and communication service’). This reform has been the subject
of a major controversy between the new service and some journalists
which is revealing of journalists’ expectations and of their relationship
with the institution. French journalists have been the most vociforous
opponents, while their British counterparts, more used to the lobby
system ( Jones 1995; Tunstall 1970; Esser et al. 2000; Kavanagh 2000), have
largely remained silent.

First, the ‘stage’ in the pressroom was significantly modified. Instead of
the usual table where the spokespersons sat, lecterns were installed: one
for the spokesman for Mr. Prodi, the other for spokespersons who are
asked to answer precise questions or to communicate on a particular
point. This modification of the set-up might seem anecdotal but it was
interpreted by journalists as the sign of the ‘Anglo-Saxon turn’ of the
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service. As one journalist puts it ‘they think they’re in Washington’. More-
over, as the Commission asked Alastair Campbell (Tony Blair’s then spin-
doctor) and the local BBC journalists for advice, the reform has been
interpreted as Anglophile. When reforming its communication strategy,
the new spokesperson service also tried to ‘rationalize’ and ‘professional-
ize’ its relationship with journalists. Based on mutual trust and social and
intellectual proximity with journalists, previous practice was seen as obso-
lete by Ricardo Levi (head of the press and communication service). The
new communication team decided instead to try to control and contain
the communication of the European Commission. This reform concerned
particularly the ‘midday briefing’ whose content and status have been
revised.

Clinton invented that during his 1992 campaign. In order to avoid
having to answer questions coming from anywhere, about anything,
you have to feed the journalists. You have to give them a big story
each day to avoid them thinking of something else. That’s the theory.
And that’s a bit like what the new Commission tried to do here. So,
broadly speaking, Levi who is the chief spokesmen was arriving saying
‘well, President Prodi wrote today to Clinton to tell him that there’s a
problem with the WTO’. That kind of stuff . . . What the new group of
communicators did not understand when it imposed this policy of ‘an
event a day’ is that it does not work. There isn’t a single event that
interests 15 nationalities on the same day. There are things going on
and what they select as the event of the day is not often what interests
most people.

(French journalist, press agency)

As this policy was directed to a pressroom made up of media coming from
15 member states, but also of journalists from all over the world, it soon
came to be seen as a failure. Given the various interests and expectations
involved, it did indeed turn out to be impossible to put forward a subject
that would be relevant for the whole pressroom, a situation which is very
different from the national one. Because of the relative homogeneity of the
hierarchy of information, when addressing a national press it is possible to
select a particular event. While it is possible to predict the wishes of a
national press it becomes much harder when there are 15 national presses
with as many specific priorities and agendas. For example, whilst the EU is
one of the main political issues in Great Britain (Wilkes and Wring 1998;
Morgan 1995; Anderson and Weymouth 1999) it is not any longer in
France. This leads to distinct ways of covering the same institutions because
expectations from national desks differ. While most of EU current affairs
are translated in terms of British internal political debate (with a particular
focus on themes that can be explained in terms of ‘victory’ or ‘defeat’ for
the national government), the French press never covers EU matters in its
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national pages. In the same way, countries where agriculture is only a mar-
ginal economic sector do not have the same expectations as those where
this profession has greater political significance.

Undermining the ‘off the record’ basis for information exchange

However, another change has more definitively damaged the relationship
between the pressroom and the spokesperson’s service. Under the banner
of ‘transparency’, the new Commission decided to broadcast the midday
briefing both on Europe by Satellite (a TV channel that disseminates ‘institu-
tional’ pictures of the EU) and on the Internet. By doing so, the new
spokesperson service deeply changed the nature of the daily encounter.
While it used to be ‘friendly’, ‘informal’ and based on the ‘off the record’
principle (which enables journalists, without quoting precisely any source,
to go beyond the official line), it became a meeting point where only ‘offi-
cial’ information was available ‘on the record’ (Legavre 1992). Indeed,
because the midday briefing was broadcast through a media (Internet)
available to anybody (even if the audience might not be strong) it became
impossible to release ‘off the record’, background information.

This decision quickly became a major issue. The International Press
Association (API), which represents a third of the press corps, soon
reacted and set up a meeting with members of the spokesperson’s service
on 22 October 1999. This meeting was a failure since the head spokesman
refused to change his decision. In its internal letter (La lettre de l’API, no.
6) the API underlines the fact that:

The opinion of the majority [of the delegation] is that the current
attitude of the Commission is likely to increase tensions with the Brus-
sels press corps. It has been explained to Mr Levi that, unlike what he
thinks, the upholding of the current line in the way the midday brief-
ing is presented will be considered as a way to limit, rather than
improve, the information flow. This is because the briefing can only
be a useful information tool if, at any time, the use of ‘off’ informa-
tion is possible. The fact that, as far as possible, information might be
‘on’ can’t change anything on this point.

As negotiations reached deadlock, the IPA then convened the first extra-
ordinary general meeting of its history in order to obtain a mandate from
its members to reopen discussions with the spokesman.
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The first extraordinary meeting of the IPA (25 November 1999).

In the International Press Centre, pressroom number 1.
50 seats. About 60 journalists were present.

During the debate, two issues are raised: the first one concerns the
broadcasting of the briefing on EbS and Internet (which turns the brief-
ing into an ‘official’ meeting where all statements will be ‘on the record’)
and a more general one that concerns the failure of the new press rela-
tions’ strategy introduced by the new team headed by Ricardo Levi. In
fact, these two phenomena were closely linked, as the officializing of
the ‘rendez-vous de midi’ is an indication of the way the Commission
considers the press corps as a public.

Jean Burner (president of the IPA and head of the AFP office in
Brussels) speaks first: he points out the fact that EbS is only the visible
part of the problem, ‘the press office tries, in every which way, to give
us ready-made information . . . the ‘on the record’ cannot be used as
such’. He suggests that 30 minutes of the briefing should be reserved
for official announcements. A journalist then says that ‘that’s too long,
they have nothing to say’.

Jean Burner then carries on, giving examples of every disfunction. A
list, which he admitted, wasn’t closed: ‘the discontent has to do with all
the mistakes within this press and communication service’. According
to a British journalist since the arrival of EbS ‘the outcome of the brief-
ing has been reduced in the same proportion to which it has been
made more public’.

A journalist from a German broadcasting service then indicates that
he doesn’t attend all briefings and instead uses the Internet broadcast-
ing. He proposes to use the same system as with the German govern-
ment where questions are divided into three categories: free
information, restricted information and ‘off’ that can’t be used. It is a
technical regulation since the head of the press conference can switch
the sound off when necessary. He points out that it has been working
for ten years and that, concerning the Internet; a confidential code may
be used. ‘For those who can’t attend the press conference, the Internet
is wonderful’.

A French journalist underlined the difference with the German situ-
ation where journalists invite politicians to talk. ‘If you invite people you
can switch off . . . Here we go to their place’. An American journalist
later points out that in the White House there is a double briefing
system: one is ‘on the record’, the other is ‘off’. Two French journalists
insist that the API’s delegation refuse ‘reverse angle shots’ where jour-
nalists appear on television, they also want an ‘on air’ light to be
installed.



Since this crisis, and after a short break, the briefing’s broadcast resumed
but now the sound transmission can be switched off when ‘off the record’
statements are made. Moreover, within the pressroom an ‘on air’ light has
been installed for journalists to know in which kind of interaction they are
being placed at any one time.

From an analytical point of view, the commitment of Prodi’s spokes-
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A German journalist evokes the more general issue of a service that
mistakes communication (which does not interest journalists) with a
press relations department’s role: ‘we must demand a press relations
office which knows how journalists work’. As a French journalist sums it
up ‘they behave as a communication service and not as a press rela-
tions one’.

The abilities of the members of the new service are then challenged:
‘the problem is in their mind . . . they learned three weeks ago what ‘off’
means’. An Irish correspondent follows up, ‘they do not understand
how journalists work’. He recalls a briefing where ‘there was absolutely
nothing’ and added that the problem was that ‘they don’t yet know how
far they can go’.

Indeed, on 17 November 1999, Ricardo Levi spoke for an hour (after
he indicated that what he would say would be ‘unofficial, without EbS’)
to explain that on the beef issue, commissioners took a collegial
decision! After this dull exposé, two journalists joked, ‘it’s rubbish, one
hour of waffle to tell us the Commission took a collegial decision’ and
his colleague then followed up mocking Levi for saying ‘. . . that the
Commission is formed of 20 commissioners’.

An American journalist said ‘they tackle their job as civil servants do’
and gives the example of a spokesman who ‘still thinks he works as a
EU negotiator’. He then wonders whether they should ‘sit down with
them and explain how the media work’. A German journalist then pro-
poses an argument ‘we will still get our information, we’ll get it from the
lowest secretary, but we will get it’.

Indeed, the main problem is the informational benefit that the atten-
dance of the briefing represents. One of them says that within the
present pressroom: ‘I only get confirmed what I already know’ and a
Swiss journalist adds ‘they think we’re stupid, they think we don’t
know’.

Burner retains the proposition inspired by Germany saying, ‘other-
wise we go on strike’. He also summarized the major points of the talk:
amateurishness, incompetence and finally, less information. In short,
he sums up the conclusions of the meeting as ‘a rejection of the
method and of the content’.



person’s team to broadcast the midday briefing represents a kind of offi-
cial recognition that the pressroom plays the role of the European public.
Turning what used to be a ‘pleasant chat’ into a much more official
meeting is significant of its importance for the new President of the Com-
mission. Furthermore, while commissioners almost never have any occa-
sion to make speeches in front of a genuinely European audience, this
pressroom and its inhabitants can ask questions relevant to their national
situation in front of journalists from other member states, thus inciting
them to take into account other national points of view.5 In this sense, the
pressroom can be described as the first and perhaps the only public for
the European Union: a public socialized into the functioning of this polit-
ical system, that knows its actors, that has direct contact with them and
that, at least compared to the average European citizen, is well informed
about it.

To journalists, however, the commitment to turn the daily briefing into
a much more official meeting is seen as a significant mistake. As one jour-
nalist told an official after a very disappointing press conference: ‘when
you want to organize electoral meetings you should do it elsewhere’. The
introduction of broadcasting, lecterns and the ‘on the record’ basis clearly
show that Prodi’s team wanted to use the briefing as an occasion to deliver
political messages. This attitude is very revealing since it shows that they
were convinced that the pressroom was made up of a public and not of a
community of journalists present in order to obtain information. The
reaction of the journalists, who do not consider themselves as members of
the public but as professional reporters in need of information, highlights
the ambiguous nature of this group. Because they are socialized into the
EU political system and possess the analytical framework necessary to
understand and analyse politics in Brussels, they function as a public.
However, as long as they are journalists they consider that it is not
their job to listen to political speeches which do not provide them with
information.

Conclusion

This chapter has attempted to provide an account of the way the Euro-
pean Commission deals with journalists. Because it has dealt with a spe-
cific point of view, the picture presented is incomplete. To understand the
production of EU news as a whole, one also needs to take into account the
other main source for EU correspondents (the Council of Ministers), but
also how editors in national capitals deal (in highly different manners)
with the articles their correspondents send them from Brussels. Neverthe-
less, while incomplete, the present analysis provides some explanations of
how, in a highly competitive environment, the Commission has become
the main source for EU correspondents. This ability to shape news con-
cerning the EU is a major political tool for the Commission. Yet, given its
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very weak political legitimacy this power is shown to be highly fragile
whenever a crisis arises. In 1998–1999, the Commission’s news routine
that had essentially provided correspondents with technical information
no longer fitted with their needs. In addition, the habitual discourse on
‘collegial’ decision-making was seen as anachronistic in the face of the
intense conflicts raging within the very institution itself.

Moreover, the problems encountered during the 1998–1999 political
crisis and when the communication strategy of the Commission was
revised have called into question, at least temporarily, the Commission’s
status as a dominant source of EU information. As the Commission was
undermined by its internal crisis, the European Parliament suddenly
became one of the journalists’ privileged sources. Both echoing and
amplifying information coming from the Commission, the EP’s press
service began to provide investigative journalists with ‘scoops’. As some
journalists admit, this crisis led them to re-evaluate the parliamentarian
source.

More generally, the arrival of journalists with new practices who stand
more aloof from the Commission has probably contributed to ‘making a
whole generation take compulsory retirement’ as one journalist jokingly
put it. While it has been undermined, the Commission has not lost its
ascendancy over EU news. Journalists continue to be interested in the
‘midday briefing’ for practical reasons, especially those who are bewil-
dered newcomers in need of a ‘lifeline’. Yet, the Commission is no longer
regarded as a ‘natural’ and neutral source. In short, the Commission has
become a source like any other; one that cannot dominate EU news as it
used to do.

Notes
1 This chapter presents some of the initial results of PhD research on the logics of

information production in Brussels. It is based on 63 interviews with correspon-
dents and spokesmen and observations carried out during several stays in Brus-
sels. (See also Baisnée 2000, 2002).

2 For Todd Gitlin (1980: 258) it is through socialization that ideological domina-
tion is organized:

By socialization, by the bonds of experience and relationships – in other
words, by direct corporate and class interest – the owners and managers of
the major media are committed to the maintenance of the going system in
its main outlines.

3 A similar hypothesis was also developed by Todd Gitlin (1980: 257) who
explains:

the economic system routinely generates, encourages, and tolerates ideo-
logies which challenge and alter its own rationale . . . But contradictions of
this sort operate within a hegemonic framework which bounds and narrows
the range of actual and potential contending world views. Hegemony is an
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historical process in which one picture of the world is systematically pre-
ferred over others.

4 Directorate Generals or senior civil servants then provide journalists with ‘off
the record’ information. These briefings are highly specialized and enable jour-
nalists to develop an in-depth knowledge of subjects.

5 For example, when a German journalist asked one day if the Commission might
suppress regional funding to some Länder which don’t respect an environ-
mental directive, French journalists, who were not aware of this problem, imme-
diately reacted by asking whether some French regions might encounter the
same problem.
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9 Advertising Europe
The production of public
information by the Commission

François Foret

Every political authority has to deliver a legitimizing discourse in order to
give meaning to the order its creates. This discourse may take various
forms, of which the publications edited by the Commission for the general
public in the 11 official European languages is one particularly meaning-
ful example. These documents present the European Union to its citizens
through the diversity of its sectoral policies and as an original institutional
system or as a major historical process started by the ‘Schuman declara-
tion’ of 9 May 1950. Through text and images, these booklets describe a
political panorama assigning a place to every actor and emphasizing the
‘necessity’ of European integration. The Commission poses as both
spokesperson for Europe and as the translator of the ‘hidden truth’
(Lagroye 1985: 408) who justifies the failures which mark daily practice.

From the point of view of research, the challenge is to discover whether
the institution totally assumes the political dimension of European
integration, or has been led to develop a more technocratic rhetoric
because of its position and its functions within the EU.

On the one hand, the Commission’s editorial policy undoubtedly has a
political dimension if one compares this against the three criteria set out
in the introduction to this book. First, the publications produced are a
form of public intervention. The booklets are defined as ‘collective writing
whose edition implies a budget and is destined mainly for external use’
(European Commission 1993b: 4). Second, this policy is a reflection of
competition for power because, when producing European discourse,
actors both engage in relationships of co-operation or opposition and
must simultaneously dramatize this through communication exercises.
Finally, this editorial policy involves dealing with sets of meanings founded
upon values (Diez 1999). On the other hand, the political dimension of
the Commission’s publications raises some difficulties. As a spokesperson,
this institution has severe limits. It manifests a propensity to search for
consensus in order to protect itself against any attack. Reference to exper-
tise is often the dominant means of closing any potential debate before it
is allowed to begin.

In the first part of this chapter, I will show that when producing its



publications, the Commission takes on the role of a locutor which has a
vocation to speak in the name of Europe but remains hesitant in playing
this role and does not easily manage to share it with other European insti-
tutions. The chapter’s second part concentrates on how the form and the
content of the discourse engendered illustrate the ambiguous position of
the Commission, an organization which constantly oscillates between the
behaviour of an accountable political actor and that of a neutral bureau-
cratic agent.1

The Commission as a locutor

The Commission is led by its functions to formulate a discourse for the
general public. However, an analysis of the editorial process underlines
the extent to which the institution suffers from a lack of skills and
resources. More generally, the status of spokesperson for Europe is
assumed with caution and, therefore, is shared only with difficulty.

An omnipresent but not all-powerful locutor

The Commission asserts itself as the spokesperson for Europe because of
its four main functions (Cini 1996a: 14 ff.). First, it is the inspirer of the
integration process, the ideas-machine, the force for new proposals which
has to open up prospects for the future. As a consequence, it is enabled to
elaborate general representations of the Union as part of the process of
building long term strategy. Second, the Commission is in charge of the
management and the enforcement of European policies, thus making itself the
linchpin of the decision-making system and the first interlocutor of all
social actors. Its civil servants are the daily interpreters of Europe. Third,
the institution is the guardian of the treaties and of the legal order, playing the
role of passive consciousness by controlling the implementation of Euro-
pean law and of active consciousness by promoting integration. In this
way, the Commission is identified with the EU, any attack against itself
calls into question the integration process as a whole. Finally, the Commis-
sion is the builder of consensus who has to reconcile positions of supra-
national, national, local, private and public actors in order to propose a
‘common interest’ from which its agents are able to create a technically
viable modus vivendi.

Through these functions, the Commission has become the major
historical agent of European communication. As the commissioner
Rochereau said at the meeting of the Council on 23 September 1963, the
founding treaties do not mention a common information policy but such
an activity nevertheless fits with their fundamental objectives (quoted in
Pourvoyeur 1981: 194) and it falls upon the institution which guarantees
the Community’s continuity and orthodoxy to perform this task. For this
reason, over the years, the Commission has expanded its interventions in
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the public sphere (annual reports, speeches, articles, publications etc.)
both in order to reach EU citizens, but also to make its partners more
aware of its choices, to set the European agenda and to generate coali-
tions around its propositions (Cini 1996a: Chapter 5). In short, informa-
tion is used both as a strategic weapon and as a pure resource for
legitimation.

But the Commission has handicaps: its dual institutional nature, its
complex way of working and its remoteness from the traditional expres-
sive forms linked to universal suffrage. Its leading figures, the commission-
ers, have difficulties in catching the attention of the general public.
Despite their very political mission and a supposedly collective decision-
making process, their speeches remain individual, particularist and tech-
nocratic. They are too deeply associated with the member state they come
from to claim to represent the EU and, in the eyes of the journalists, suffer
from comparisons with national ministers (Joana and Smith 2002). For
example, in October 1998, the Commission’s President, Jacques Santer,
was recognized by 31 per cent of Europeans, whereas 85 per cent claimed
to recognize Tony Blair and 82 per cent Jacques Chirac or Helmut Kohl
(Méchet and Pache 2000: 171–172).

Under these conditions, formulating a discourse for the ordinary
citizen is a challenge. Indeed, the way the editorial process is carried out
emphasizes the problems faced by an institution whose culture of the
pioneer and whose history do not predispose its agents to give a publicly
understandable account of its own actions.

A locutor hesitant about its role

During the period of our study, and therefore before the reform launched
by the Prodi team at the end of 1999, the Commission’s editorial policy was
designed and implemented by the ‘publications unit’ (Direction D: ‘com-
munication’), located within DG X: ‘information, communication, culture
and audiovisual’. The mission of this unit was centred upon generality, both
in terms of its audience and the subjects which were to be dealt with. The
goal was to supply citizens with free information sources about the Euro-
pean Union, its institutions and its policies. As one civil servant underlined:

The main objective, almost the unique one, of my unit is to provide
information suitable for the general public. To spread the big polit-
ical messages of the European Union to the citizens. There are other
sectoral DGs which produce specialized information, for specific
fields. Our mission is . . . everybody.

(Interview, April 1999)

The documents elaborated by the ‘publications unit’ were divided into
two categories. The Ordinary Publication Programme (OPP) dealt with all
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subjects for which a regular demand existed or which was considered to
have long term strategic importance (booklets about the European institu-
tions, maps, statistics). The budget (about three million euros) was
managed by DG X. In contrast, the Priority Publication Programme (PPP)
dealt with the main issues on the annual agenda of the Commission. The
funds (about four million euros) were managed directly by the Secretary
General of the Commission. In short, the publications linked to current
events of the institution benefited from more money and were controlled
at a more ‘political’ level than those aimed at satisfying public curiosity.

This predominance of the ‘logic of supply’ over the ‘logic of demand’
was deepened by the fact that the means available for anticipating the
expectations of citizens about information remained scarce and imper-
fect. Eurobarometer surveys were not spontaneously cited by our inter-
viewees as guides with which to choose subjects for publications. Instead,
civil servants within the ‘publications unit’ more often mention the ques-
tions they receive from visitors to the Commission, press reviews, letters
from readers and especially reports from the Representations of the Com-
mission located in the member states or the delegations situated in the
rest of the world. However, these different ways of taking public reception
into account are not sufficient to have made evaluation of impact a deci-
sive parameter. Rather the determinant element is the exposure and posi-
tional strategy of the Commission. Adapting to public demand is seen as
the task of the Representations in the member states since these have the
power to distribute a publication or not, to decide the number of copies
and the distribution channels and to target specific social groups. In prac-
tice, however, the weakness of circulation-levels in comparison to the
potential readership and the uncertainty of distribution by networks
which are not directly controlled by the European Union, simply do not
encourage any adjustments. The lack of any reliable indicator for the
impact of these publications reinforces the image of a European message
being addressed to citizens as if in a bottle launched into the sea.

If ab initio definitions of objectives of publications have never been paid
great attention by Commission officials, the actual content has always
been polished through a long editorial process. At least until the 1999
reform, first the ‘publications unit’ made a thematic proposal before
sending it for approval and possible correcting to the decision-making
authority (Secretariat General for the PPP or DG X for OPP). At this
stage, reflection over the structure of the document began through inter-
action with all the competent services involved in the issue area concerned
(sectoral DGs, commissioners’ cabinets). The author is then selected with
regard to the skills required by the subject and the availability of potential
candidates. Representations and delegations were consulted to foresee
demand and decide the print run. Once written, the text is first submitted
to the criticism of the ‘publications unit’ which may suggest formal correc-
tions, and to experts from other services for more factual verification.
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Only then can the process of technical production and translation to all
the official languages of the EU begin. The Official Publications Office of
the European Communities (OPOEC) in Luxembourg undertakes con-
tracts with private companies to print the publications. Finally, distribu-
tion to Representations and delegations is organized in such a manner
that a unity of time, space and content is respected. Any booklet has to be
available in the same form and at the same moment everywhere in the
European Union.

In short, an ‘executive troika’ composed of the ‘publications unit’, the
Secretariat General and the OPOEC, engages in a semi-formal, semi-
informal2 process of editorial production made up of numerous interac-
tions between the different actors who contribute to modulating a final
result which respects the overall logic of the institution, but without
imposing a very constraining framework.

Indeed, the ‘publications unit’ has only very general control of this
work. Producing booklets is one of the main tasks of the members of this
unit, but their specialization is linked more to a particular object (publica-
tions) than to specific functions. Their daily practices (studying projects,
preparing and implementing contracts, a posteriori audits) do not differ
radically from the traditional bureaucratic routine of civil servants from
other units. The price of this banalization is a transferring of the uncer-
tain role of European symbolic producer to external authors.

Recourse to external authors is a necessity because of the small size of
the ‘publications unit’. It also results from a choice to hire professional
writers, whose work is judged to be more accessible to a general public.
Accredited journalists to the Commission are often solicited, whilst acade-
mics are more rarely called upon. As regards the authors of booklets from
the ‘Europe on the move’ collection studied in detail in my research, they
usually remain anonymous. This non-signature may appear logical,
because the writer does not control the ‘final cut’ of their text. Moreover,
authors are not asked to assume responsibility for their work since their
names are not made public and they are not made available to answer
questions. Indeed, many appear to be afraid of being misjudged by their
professional colleagues because of their work for the Commission. To
understand this attitude and climate of caution, it should be noted that
this role was severely criticized, and even likened to corruption in a con-
troversial article (De Sélys 1996),3 which made considerable waves in the
mid 1990s.

Only the authors of booklets from the ‘European documentation’ col-
lection, aimed in a more sophisticated manner at an interested public,
sign their texts. Being accountable for their discourse, they are far more
autonomous as regards the Commission, even to the point of being placed
in a situation which they themselves often define as ‘anomic’. Without a
clear status enabling them to speak in the name of Europe, they use the
role of pedagogue as a substitute in order to give meaning to their work.
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On their publications, they mention their academic titles and their teach-
ing activities (e.g. at the College of Bruges, at Sciences Po Paris), which
they believe to confer a ‘presumption of objectivity’ upon their texts. In
reality, however, many of them are European civil servants. The writing of
public communication documents for institutions is ill-perceived in the
scientific world, preventing a lot of academics from playing this role. In
any case, becoming a spokesperson for Europe has a cost in one’s profes-
sional group of origin. This explains the Commission’s difficulty in
finding mediators who are both skilled, available and legitimate, without
their involvement with the European institutions separating them from
their initial environment, thereby weakening their capacity to spread their
respective messages.

Indeed, this is a constant theme: speaking in the name of Europe
remains a weakly legitimate and codified function. However, the Commis-
sion, which itself often plays this role in an ambiguous and doubting way,
is not the only actor to blame. Instead, its action must be placed in the
context of the European Union as a whole and of the Commission’s inter-
actions with other institutions.

A non-exclusive locutor

The internal and external co-ordination of communication policy is a
chronic problem which has been constantly underlined without ever
being solved. Even the very authoritative practices of Jacques Delors in
managing the Commission’s image never overcame the weakness of the
centre’s control over the other parts of the institution (Grant 1994: 142
ff.). DG X has always enjoyed little esteem from the top of the hierarchy
(Ross 1995: 163) and, before disappearing in 1999, it had insufficient stra-
tegic power to impose its preferred options upon other services. Its attrac-
tiveness was mediocre; it was seen as a negative step in a career, as the
number of posts left vacant in its organigramme illustrated (Smith 1998:
53–69). More significantly still, the organizational change of communica-
tion structures in 1999 follows a quasi-permanent series of reforms, which
reveals the inability of the institution to establish satisfying practice in this
field (Kaïpoulos 1992: 48). This change took place as part of a general
revision of the Commission’s institutional frame conducted ‘to promote
good governance principles’: autonomy, accountability, obligation to
report, efficiency and transparency (Livre Blanc sur la réforme de la Com-
mission, COM 200, 1 March 2000, 8). Given its mission, DG X was more
concerned by these transformations than with other services. According to
Vice-President Neil Kinnock, the objective was ‘to allow the Commission
to speak with one single voice and to coordinate its communication
actions in a more professional way’ (Press release, 29 September 1999).

In the new organigramme a new DG for ‘education and culture’ was
created to take charge of the activities of the former DG XXIII
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(‘education’) and of DG X. At the same time, the Representations in the
member states, the audiovisual production unit and the Internet service
were linked to a new press and communication service which replaced the
former spokesman service (see Chapter 8 in this book). The ambition was
to concentrate resources in order to create a ‘critical mass’ of specialists
that was directly under the authority of the President and able to react
quickly and skillfully to defend the Commission’s positions in the media.
The more structural and long term communication tasks, such as publica-
tions for the general public, remain managed by DG education and
culture. As an actor said of the reform, ‘it was necessary to split the urgent,
hot information from the less political, slower, cold one’ (Interview, Sep-
tember 2000). In the first case, the Commission has to be ready to assume
potentially conflictual positions; in the second case, it has to collaborate
with other European institutions and member states to explain Europe to
the citizens. The separation had become increasingly inevitable because of
the confusion and contradictions resulting from a mixing of the two activ-
ities. ‘It was more and more difficult in a single service to denounce the
policy of a national government in the morning and to negotiate an
information agreement with it in the afternoon’ (Interview, September
2000). This reform is still too recent to be evaluated in a definitive
fashion, but the subject is very controversial. The change is perceived as
too timid (Le Monde, 21 September 1999) or illogical because it dissociates
different manners of addressing citizens. Moreover, according to our
interviewees, the reform was seen as marginalizing the handful of commu-
nication specialists from the former DG X in a new organization where
education experts are more numerous, in a position to impose their prior-
ities and are overtly sceptical about persuasive actions other than teaching
networks.4 The professional cultures of the pre-existing services remain
very strong. All actors agree only to criticize a badly prepared and led
reform which they consider will contribute neither to rehabilitating the
role of communication within the Commission nor to improving its effi-
ciency.

The main problem, however, is the lack of co-operation between the
internal services of the Commission and other institutions. The political
imperative to make Europe speak with one voice, or at least to attain a
certain harmony between the different messages expressed, is often
thwarted by the conflicting interests of the actors involved.

From this perspective, the example of the EU’s publishing policy is
striking. As early as 1952, a desire to adopt shared information tools led to
the creation of an Official Journal which has become the unique organ of
reference. Only in 1969 was an Official Publications Office of the Euro-
pean Communities (OPOEC) common to all European institutions estab-
lished in order to rationalize the production and the distribution of EC
publications.5 The creation of this structure clarified the issue of informa-
tion supply by homogenizing classification systems and catalogues.
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However, this did not lead to an overall publications budget, because each
product was billed to its commissioning institution. Moreover, no actor
was able to oversee the coherence and the pertinence of the overall edito-
rial strategy (Hopkins 1985). At the end of the 1980s, the Andenna report
continued to emphasize that, apart from DG X, four other DGs continued
to produce booklets about nuclear energy and two others about agricul-
tural policy (European Parliament 1988: 15–18).

The situation is not so different today as can be seen by the fact that
insufficient co-ordination over communication is recognized by the Com-
mission (European Commission 1994: 9 ff.) as much as by Parliament
(Parlement européen, ‘Résolution sur la politique d’information . . .’,
1998, AE; AF). Its development is presented as an absolute priority, and
constant reference is made to the success of the European Citizen
Information Programme associating the Commission, the Parliament and
the member states. Nevertheless, the project of a unique inter-institutional
communication office defended in 1993 by the De Clercq report (De
Clercq 1993: 43), still remains utopic.

In summary, all these difficulties in producing a general discourse
about Europe for the ordinary citizen reveal the limits of the Commission
as a spokesperson for the EU. But it is also necessary to take into account
the constraints resulting from the institutional system and the socio-
political configuration of the European Union. In both the form and the
content of its discourse, the way the Commission oscillates between the
posture of the responsible political actor and the neutral bureaucratic
agent confirms that its position is not well defined and must constantly be
renegotiated.

The Commission and information blame

The Commission does not assert itself totally as the keystone of the
Community political system described in EU publications. Neither does it
unconditionally take responsibility for its discourse on the more polemical
dimensions of European integration. Instead, the Commission avoids any
excessively militant or ideological position and only accepts a mode of
argumentation presented as rational, evident and pragmatic, thereby
offering little possibly destabilizing interaction with its readers.

‘Signing’ discourse

In the booklets, the Commission speaks in the name of the European
Union as a whole. Each publication is the property of the Community and
not of one institution. ‘Copyright belongs to the Community, not to each
individual institution’ (European Commission 1993b: 44).

As we have shown above, the Commission usually ascribes authorship to
itself by not mentioning the identity of a publication’s writer. However, for
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potentially more controversial documents it is common to give the name
of the actual person who wrote the text. For instance, the leaflet ‘Seven
days which made Europe’ is signed by its writer who is then deemed
accountable for the militant tone and for the choices of some symbolic
dates. What is more, a ‘precautionary clause’ may be added to attribute all
the ideological dimensions of the text to the subjectivity of the author.6

Thus, the Commission offers a plea in favour of integration without really
accepting its paternity.

As the intellectual editor, the institution nevertheless keeps the copy-
right (European Commission 1993b: 25). The formula on the publication
determines the degree of freedom with which the document can be used.
This copyright formula reveals what is the priority: either the concern of
imputing ownership to the Commission, which involves quoting its name
as mandatory, even at the risk of putting off some potential users;7 or the
objective of developing the transmission of the European message, even if
some mediators take excessive advantage of it or if the readers do not
know who is addressing them. An overwhelming majority of publications
are in fact submitted to a restriction that is twofold: the outlawing of eco-
nomic use and the obligation to cite the source. A very clear change over
time has been discernible because, since 1997, the documents no longer
have any clause against possible commercial exploitation. But the impera-
tive to identify the origin of the document remains, which strongly sug-
gests that the promotion of the institution is considered more important
than the transmission of the message.

Imputing responsibilities

In the imputation discourse that the publications constitute, the vision of
the present contains no mistake. The Commission does sometimes give
itself over to self-criticism, but always moderately and only about the past
so it can legitimate its current acts. Confession of a failure is difficult to
conceptualize because it would be the result of an inability to reach a pre-
defined objective. But the integration process is presented as proceeding
in big steps rather than through precise realizations, with a flexible calen-
dar and constantly renegotiated methods. This leads the Commission to
speak less of victories or defeats and more of dynamics or crisis, the results
varying over time according to political conditions and the power relation-
ships between numerous actors. In this way, a genuine discourse on
accountability is prevented from emerging by the very workings of the
European institutional system.

The consequences of the EU’s polycentrism are nevertheless deepened
by the reluctance of the Commission to show unconditional solidarity with
its partners. In the publications, the institution looks to share the legiti-
macy of the European Council whose well-known members are assured of
prestige and media success. But it also looks to share that of the
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Parliament for whom universal suffrage provides a democratic aura. But
this mechanism of mutual gratification between the European institutions
can quickly turn into an affirmation of each entity against the others.
Thus, the Commission often denounces the slowness or the excesses of
intergovernmentalist bodies. The Council of Ministers is rarely mentioned
in the booklets. The European Council is evoked only slightly more often,
but every reference to its functions is balanced by developments about the
Commission’s role. On the contrary, the Parliament is often quoted and
opposed to the Council of Ministers. To solve the problems of the Euro-
pean Union, the solution is unambiguously said to be a reinforcement of
the former against the latter. In this multi-level game, it is by no means
certain that such tactical logics and the expression of inter-institutional
discord helps to reconcile the secular reader with an already complex and
mysterious Europe.

Defending a position founded upon values

The European discourse transmitted in the Commission’s booklets fea-
tures a reticence to defend positions which could be considered too
extreme. The ideological factor is reduced by using a flat rhetoric which
presents European integration as a simple list of obvious choices inspired
by common sense or rational interests. The objective is to present as little
ammunition as possible with which to criticize the Commission, at the risk
of weakening the political content of the message.

All the institutional mediators of Europe see themselves as working in
the service of the European belief and, therefore, give themselves the
mission of promoting it. Nevertheless, this does not mean that they are
ready to openly assume options which could be called ‘ideological’. For
agents within the Commission, their discourse has the power of truth and
can be criticized only in the case of occasional excesses. Exceptionally, the
writer of a booklet (L’Unification européenne. Création et développement de
l’Union européenne’, 1995) admitted that a British reader was right to have
reproached him for his bias. The reader was indignant because federalist
theories of integration were developed on more than one page, while
intergovernmentalist theses were just mentioned in a few lines (Interview,
May 1999). However, the mea culpa of this author departs from the official
editorial rule of the publications which above all looks to strike a balance
between different visions of Europe in the name of pragmatism and
realism.

Any ideological arbitration which could be controversial is avoided.
The choices expressed in the booklets are reduced to some supposedly
consensual principles, whose means of enunciation tends to use unques-
tionable moral absolutes rather than arguable political factors. Free trade
is one example among many others of how these fundamental principles
are seen as transcending all opposition. The Commission almost
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invariably sides with liberalism without reserve (e.g. ‘L’Union européenne
et le commerce mondial’, 1995). In the same way, this institution argues
strongly against ‘obsolete’ Keynesian economic theories: ‘The reduction
of deficits is the only solution to create strong economic growth, the sine
qua non condition for creating jobs and fighting unemployment in
Europe’ (e.g. ‘Quand aurons-nous des euros dans la poche?’, 1997: 10).
The position is radically different, however, when a publication deals with
more polemical subjects which still divide the major party political famil-
ies. Community actors are then shown to be very careful in trying to find a
moderate option. The presentation of ‘social Europe’ is an archetypal
example:

There are two schools of thought. The defenders of a neo-liberal
economy want to strongly limit social and other restrictions to
competition, in the hopes of reaching by this way a high level of pros-
perity . . . At the opposite end of the spectrum, those who believe in a
welfare state model consider that social taxes are necessary costs for
preserving social peace . . . The European Community has to develop
a policy which is a compromise between these two poles.

(‘Pour une Europe sociale’, 1996: 2)

The concern to adopt a low profile strategy explains that there are few
theoretical developments. This laconism has the twofold advantage of
offering little matter to criticize and seeming to reason from common
sense, rather like a popular adage. Ideological prejudice in a position
which is enunciated as ‘obvious’ looks improbable and thus can remain
hidden. Indeed, this rhetorical style evokes the sparse and definitive for-
mulas of Jean Monnet’s Memories which, in the middle of detailed
accounts of historical events, emerge like simple rules of behaviour which
flowered in the heat of action.

This propensity towards the naturalization of the Community discourse
is linked to a tendency to rationalize all the EU’s problems in terms of
interest. The way to deal with the problem of the external relations of the
European Union is particulary significant here. What is preponderant is
the economy (e.g. ‘L’Union européenne et l’Asie’, 1995: 1). The pledge
of faith in free trade is not only the result of abstract reflection. ‘If the
European Union encourages international trade, this is not just through
simple altruism’ (e.g. ‘L’Union européenne et le commerce mondial’,
1995: 6), it is to reinforce its own growth in the long term. Even big uni-
versal causes, such as the protection of the environment, are presented
under the light of the advantage the EU can take from them (e.g. ‘Le
marché unique européen’, 1996: 40).

European discourse mobilizes the interest of the EU as a major argu-
ment, but also the interest of the reader as an individual. It appeals to
their reason in order to solicit their approval. This strategy corresponds to
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a recommendation made in the De Clercq report, which suggested
making individual argument an interest for legitimating integration.
‘Ideas lead the world; but, in order that the ideal becomes the will of the
people, the people must first perceive the concrete benefits that they will
get from the ideal’ (De Clercq 1993: 7).

The objective of this rhetoric is to protect the Commission against any
accusation of proselytism. European publications are submitted to
reproaches as soon as they do not deal with ‘moral’ subjects (human
rights for example) but also with politically conflictual themes. In 1998,
some criticisms were levelled at the Commission for ‘Me, racist!?’, a comic
strip for teenagers which ridiculed racist stereotypes. But the protests
remained moderate, even if the Representation in London decided not to
distribute the document in Great Britain because of a supposed maladjust-
ment of the discriminations as regards the local situation. On the other
hand, attacks against the Commission were stronger over ‘The Raspberry
Ice Cream War’ (1998), another comic strip promoting the common
market and the single currency. In addition, members of the European
Parliament asked several questions about the relevance of praising the
euro in countries which had refused to take part in it.8

Quickly accused of propaganda when dealing with excessively polemi-
cal subjects, the Commission is prone to develop a technocratic and con-
sensual rhetoric rather than a political one. This dominance of the
technocratic register is also perceptible in the very unilateral dimension of
the European discourse. The culture of compromises reached in small
circles of actors that has been so central to ‘the Community Method’ does
not facilitate wider dialogue where citizens might provide a potentially
destabilizing input.

Structuring the relationship with the citizenry

In the Commission’s publications, interactivity is limited. In three cases,
10 per cent of my sample, possibilities to come into contact with the Euro-
pean institutions are offered, but the reader is addressed each time as a
taxpayer or a consumer. Interactivity is thus placed in a strictly utilitarian
perspective and therefore remains limited.

In the same way, the use of interrogative or personal forms often sketch
out the opening of a debate which thereafter is rapidly closed. The inter-
rogative mode used in titles or headlines to simulate a dialogue with the
reader appears in one third of the documents studied. However, the
formula ‘questions and answers’ actually block exchanges by immediately
proposing definitive answers to the questions asked. Personalized turns of
phrase (for example, ‘What can Europe do for me?’, ‘We Europeans’ or
‘Do you know your rights?’) are restricted to 10 per cent of the sample.
What is more, the model proposed to the reader is the consumer search-
ing for his or her private profit rather than the citizen involved in a quest
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for general interest. As exceptions which highlight the ‘rule’, these timid
attempts to promote an interactive reading of the publications emphasize
how the usual tone is impersonal, neutral and cold. The discourse of the
European institutions takes place in a very closed register where any risk
of deviance is strictly controlled.

Conclusion

In summing up this short reflection about a particular but revealing
example of the Commission’s relationship to politics, the communication
weaknesses of the Commission are clearly a structural factor. The reason
for failure in this domain is above all the lack of a real communication
sphere and of a common register shared by the citizens and the power at
the European level. Nevertheless, the way the institution accepts – or fails
to accept – responsibility for the political dimension of its activity in
adjusting to its environment is also an element to be taken into account.
The institution is unable to play the role of Europe’s spokesperson in a
direct fashion because of both its position in the political and bureau-
cratic game and its internal characteristics. In the editorial process, the
specific logic of the European system prevails over the objective of produc-
ing an effective legitimation discourse.

The Commission has the mission of developing a general discourse
about Europe for the general public, but neither its resources nor its polit-
ical profile are up to this task. The division of labour is largely uncodified
and remains heterogeneous and non-stabilized because of a lack of a clear
political line and a well-defined framework. There is no real anticipation
of public reception, ‘supply’ is more structuring than ‘demand’ and the
complex editorial process involving numerous actors contains no entity
capable of giving a strong lead and making choices in order to attain
overall coherence. Finally, the Commission’s organigramme shows that
the very act of communicating is weakly valued and institutionalized.

The same can be said for the content of its discourse. As a locutor, the
Commission does not embody an accountable political actor. Its rhetoric
is defined as neutral and without ideology, without positions founded
upon values. The objective is to avoid potentially conflictual postures,
which also leads to limiting any possible interaction with citizens. Ulti-
mately, in terms of legitimation, the Commission accumulates three
handicaps within the European political order: it is structurally con-
strained, strategically self-circumscribed and politically subordinated.

Notes
1 This article tackles part of the symbolic policy of the European Union which is

treated more comprehensively in my doctoral thesis (Foret 2001).
2 This mix between the formal and the informal is a constant in the general func-

tioning of the Commission. The rigidity of procedures designed to ensure the
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coherence of a multicultural institution is permanently counterbalanced by non-
codified ways of speeding up work through personal relationships or the sponta-
neous organization of task forces (Bellier 1994).

3 The attack was considered harsh enough to justify an answer from Paul
Collowald, an emblematic historical figure of European information policy
(Collowald 1996).

4 Interview by the author, 21 September 2000.
5 Decision 69/13/Euratom, CECA, CEE, JO L 13 du 18/01/1969, 19, modificated

by the decision 80/443/CEE, Euratom, CECA du 07/02/1980, JOCE L 107 du
25/04/1980, 44.

6 ‘The author is responsible for the content of the publication not the European
Commission’ (‘Dix leçons sur l’Europe’, 1998: 1). Increasingly, an author’s sig-
nature has become a way of ‘deresponsibilizing’ the institution. This can be seen
in many publications published since 2000. For example, the re-edition of the
booklet ‘A new idea for Europe. The Schuman declaration – 1950–2000’ con-
tains an unequivocal formula: ‘Signed by its author, this text does not commit
the European Commission’ (2000: 1).

7 A civil servant from the ‘publications unit’ evoked the case of a journalist who
wanted to use the document but was embarassed to have to quote its institu-
tional origin.

8 Written question E-4078/98, Bulletin 03/C-99 (26 January 1999); Written ques-
tions E-0075/99 and P-0076/99, Bulletin 04/C-99 (19 February 1999).
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10 Publicizing the euro
A case of interest maximization and
internal fragmentation of the
Commission

Jeannette Mak

Introduction

A combination of the following three statements sum up the rationale
behind this chapter’s research question. On 28 February 2002, the last day
that national currencies were legal tender in the ‘euro zone’, Commission
president Prodi stated that:

The euro changeover has been an enormous success for Europe, for
the European citizens, for our new money. All thanks to the enthusi-
asm of the European people who have shown themselves capable and
ready to rally with resolve and determination behind ideas that make
good sense for them, for their daily lives and for the future.

(EC 2002b)

Furthermore, an evaluation of the introduction of the euro notes and
coins by the Commission stated in April of the same year that ‘The success
of the changeover to the euro illustrates the ability of the institutions to
bring to fruition a complex project and sends out an optimistic message
for the continuation of the construction of Europe’ (EC 2002a: 5). Finally,
a Flash Eurobarometer shows that in May 2002, 60 per cent of respon-
dents in the euro zone agreed with the statement that by using the euro,
instead of one’s national currency, one feels a bit more European than
before. 79 per cent of the people regarded the changeover to the single
currency as a major event in the history of Europe (Flash EB: 121/3).
These statements suggest that the introduction of the single currency is
capable of strengthening support for the EU and the European institu-
tions, as well as reinforcing a European identity. Consequently, a question
emerges as to whether the Commission has consciously and instrumentally
used the introduction of the euro, and in particular its communication
activities on the issue, to strengthen the direct legitimacy of the EU as a
whole, as well as to improve its own status and position.

It could be argued that the Commission had the following incentives to
play a major role in information and communication activities on the



single currency. First, public support for the euro was of the utmost
importance since the success or failure of EMU would be decisive for the
future of both the EU as a whole and the Commission. Second, the Com-
mission could have used this unique political momentum, which necessit-
ated communication with every single citizen on a major European topic,
to ensure that the information disseminated reflected its point of view as
much as possible. Moreover, a currency is a symbol of identity which could
be activated to contribute to the building of the public image of the EU
and thereby bring the populations of the EU and its institutions closer
together. Third, since most competences concerning EMU had shifted
away from the Commission, it could use the information and communica-
tion activities on the euro as a way of remaining involved in the politically
important field of economic and monetary affairs. Finally, there had been
attempts to limit the abilities of the Commission to make and implement
an information and communication policy. The Commission would be
expected to aim for at least the status quo of its competences and, if pos-
sible, try to expand them. Given the salience of the policy area, the Com-
mission could have actively strived for considerable involvement in the
dissemination of information on the euro.

Examining whether the Commission has instrumentally used commu-
nication on the euro requires analysis of whether the institution can be
regarded as a ‘purposeful opportunist’1 in this policy area. The term
refers to the strategy of an organization which has a notion of its overall
objectives and aims, but which is quite flexible about the means by which
these are achieved (Cram 1997; Nugent 1997; Pollack 1998). It implies
rational action and interest-maximization on the part of the Commission,
dealt with as an actor in its own right. Although elsewhere in this book
the Commission has been presented as internally fragmented, as having
multiple identities and that its preferences need to be regarded as the
result of internal politics (Page and Wouters 1994; Peterson 1995, 1999;
Christiansen 1996, 1997; Drake 2000; Nugent 1997), it can also be argued
that a certain common interest does exist within its ranks. Although the
federalist rhetoric of the early years seems to have lessened, the existence
of a pro-European ethos can still be observed (Shore 1995; Middlemas
1995; Cini 1996a; Pollack 1998). Moreover, it has been argued that the
Commission is increasingly united by a common attempt to expand the
competences of the EU (Page 1997). The aim of this chapter is to dis-
cover how these diverging and converging interests of the Commission
interact. Its point of departure is therefore that the Commission is
expected to deal with information and communication on the euro in a
technical way if it aims for policy acceptance only, and in a political way if
it equally aims for enhancing its own legitimacy, as well as for the EU as a
whole. The technical approach would mean stressing practical and eco-
nomic aspects of EMU and a strictly functional use of networks. The
political approach would mean communicating on the economic, polit-
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ical and identity-related aspects of EMU and a more strategic use of net-
works.

This chapter uses interviews with Commission officials and numerous
internal policy documents, in order to ascertain the relative importance of
the interests of the Commission and reach conclusions on the nature of
information and the networks involved in the issue. It first briefly explores
what interests, limits and opportunities are involved for the Commission
as a whole with regards to information and communication activities
regarding the euro. Then the involvement of four DGs in the changeover
to the single currency is examined and their respective behaviour on this
issue analysed and compared.

The Commission: interest maximization

Lack of clarity in theories on the role and importance of the Commission
can be partly attributed to recent developments, both external and
internal to the institution, that have worked in opposing directions. On
the one hand, the room for manoeuvre of the Commission has been
limited in the last couple of years. The concept of subsidiarity has
restricted the Commission’s formal competences and both the Council
and the European Council seem to have gained greater importance.
Moreover, an increase in bilateralism in policy preparation can be
observed, as well as an enhanced use of the open methods of co-
ordination. This tendency can be explained by the fact that the focus of
European policies and politics has shifted from the relatively politically
neutral and technical regulations concerning the completion of the single
market to more political issues. On the other hand, this interpretation of
formal limitations has been undermined by convincing evidence that the
relationship between the Commission and national governments has
become increasingly ‘fused’ as a result of the progressing interdepen-
dence between national and European levels of governance (Peterson
1995; Marks, Hooghe and Blank 1996; Wessels 1996, 1997). As a result, it
has been argued that the Commission may have lost direct and formal
competences vis-à-vis the national governments but that it has won indi-
rect and informal influence in highly salient policy areas. A second exter-
nal, but more informal, influence that has arguably limited the freedom
of action of the Commission is the increasing negative public opinion on
the nature and activities of this institution. More than any of the other EU
institutions, it has been the Commission that has become the focus of
public discontent about what is wrong with the EU (Hall 2000).

Moreover, it can be argued that the Commission’s ability to act force-
fully has been limited by internal factors. Bureaucratic competition and
fragmented public policy-making has increasingly led to the importance
of coalitions along sectoral lines, rather than along institutional or
national ones (Radaelli 1999a; Peterson 1999). Consequently, three main
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sources of conflict may be observed within the Commission: rivalry
between DGs for influence and control within policy areas, competition
on the distribution of scarce resources such as staff, money and status and,
ultimately, ideological disputes over policy approaches and solutions
(Stevens and Stevens 2001: 196–205). Intra-institutional cleavages are
believed to be more likely in policy debates which concern trans-sectoral
subjects, such as EMU, and when there is an absence of strong leadership
within the Commission.

Notwithstanding the external formal restrictions and the internal
fragmentation, it can be argued that the Commission has developed a
common understanding of optimizing participation and influence as a
way to maximize its interests. Both for external and internal relations,
Commission officials seem to rely to a large extent on ‘informal’
methods in order to avoid formal limitations (Héritier 1999; Stevens and
Stevens 2001). In this context, the role of the Commission is assumed to
have shifted from initiator of policy to co-ordinator of national policies,
and is believed to make active use of methods that are aimed at partici-
pation and mutual learning, such as bench-marking, ‘best practices’ and
peer pressure. The Commission is regarded as being able to steer the
final policy outcome in its preferred direction, by initiating and involv-
ing itself in co-operation between member states. With regard to sectoral
interests, widespread use is made of consultation and the formation of
networks is actively stimulated. Finally, the general public is approached
by using a strategy of ‘dialogue’ and studies have shown that more par-
ticipatory strategies in the making and implementation of policies are
not just part of a new EU administrative discourse but are actually put
into practice (Cini 2000; Rood 2000; Hall 2000). To what extent can this
scenario be found in the case of the changeover to the single European
currency?

The Commission and EMU

The Commission as a whole seemed particularly concerned about the
wider implications of negative public opinion on EMU. It realized the
impact this might have on its own credibility and regarded a successful
introduction of the euro to be of the utmost importance. Within the Com-
mission it was argued that the euro could not fail ‘because the con-
sequences of such a failure are simply too great’ (Barkin and Cox 1998).
An early Commission document states that the euro:

will ensure that the single market lasts and that European integration
will continue. Economic and political challenges are closely inter-
related: future progress in European integration will depend largely
on the achievements of monetary union.

(EC 1996: 9)
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Furthermore, the Commission regarded dissemination of information on
the single currency as crucial for attaining public acceptance:

the transition to the single currency cannot succeed without the
support of clearly defined communications strategies . . . Their core
objectives will be to win popular support for the single currency.

(EC 1995: 73)

Initially, EMU functioned as a ‘big idea’ that was driving both European
integration and the Commission. Yet, it gradually became the domain of
the European Central Bank and national finance ministers (Featherstone
1999 Hall 2000). As a result, competences shifted away from the Commis-
sion. While the formal limitation of responsibilities has not affected the
various DGs in the same way, retaining the status quo and possibly the
expansion of the Commission’s influence in this field was regarded as a
common interest. On 3 October 2000, just after the Danish ‘no’ on the
introduction of the euro, Commission president Prodi gave a relatively
bold speech before the EP. He warned for the dangers of an intergovern-
mental approach and pleaded for a larger role for the Commission in
EMU on the basis of formal grounds:

In fact you only have to read the Treaty to understand that, while the
European Central Bank is the pivot of monetary policy, the body
responsible for the overall assessment of the European Union’s eco-
nomic policy can only be the Commission.

(EC 2000b)

Have formal and informal instruments been combined in order that the
Commission would remain involved in this policy area? The start of the
Commission’s official policy concerning information and communication
on the euro is landmarked by the publication of a Green Paper on the
practical arrangements for the introduction of the single currency. Pub-
lished on 31 May 1995, its aim was threefold: to reduce uncertainties, to
raise awareness of the key actors of the work to be done, and ‘winning at
each stage of the process, public acceptance and support without which
the operation cannot succeed’ (EC 1995: 5). In the years afterwards, the
changeover to the euro would, together with preparations for enlarge-
ment of the EU, dominate the agenda and activities of all parts of the
Commission.

The Commission and communication

In the past, the Commission as a whole has never regarded public
information as very important. Commissioners saw it only as a partial and
not very desirable portfolio. This has led to a lack of political leadership,
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which in turn led to a lack of strategy and co-ordination of the Commis-
sion’s information and communication activities. Numerous reorganiza-
tions, aimed at resolving these problems, have only made this incoherence
greater. Moreover, the former DG X (audio-visual, information, communi-
cation and cultural policy) has had a low status within the Commission for
many years because of its limited vertical, executive and legislative func-
tions (see Chapter 9). Finally, it lost even more credibility as a result of
decentralization of its information activities.

Increasingly eurosceptic public opinion after the problematic ratifica-
tion of the Maastricht Treaty was initially answered by a new information
and communication policy intended to bring ‘Europe closer to the cit-
izens’.2 This impetus was given by both the member states, who felt they
had to react to the negative public atmosphere surrounding European
integration at the time and the Commission, where DG X was used as a
scapegoat for failures to raise public enthusiasm. However, as a result of
the lack of political will from the college, absence of co-ordination and
leadership from the commissioner and the fact that individual DGs and
their commissioners wanted to hold on to their autonomous information
activities, this new approach was not successfully implemented.3 The 1999
reform of the Commission abolished DG X and distributed its various
units throughout several DGs. While the new Prodi Commission pro-
claimed ‘communication’ to be a top priority, and announced ‘a new
communications strategy designed to ensure a continuous and interactive
exchange with Europe’s citizens’ (EC 2000a: 14), little progress has since
been made. It took this Commission more than two years to come up with
an information document4 that would, according to the accompanying
press release, ‘not propose at this moment a strategy for information
policy’ but instead ‘launch a debate’ on the issue (EC 2001b). In sum, it
was thus nothing more than a ‘dialogue on dialogue’. Therefore, it can be
concluded that at the level of the services involved, importance has been
clearly granted to information, communication and dialogue. However, at
the political level of the college, it seems to be regarded as an unclear
policy field in which no short term political gain can be achieved. As a
result, the lack of a strategy and co-ordination in the field has only given
further impetus to individual DG information policies.

Communciation by the DGs: bureaucratic politics in action

This section explores how the interests and internal and external limita-
tions of the Commission’s role in EMU have influenced the activities of
the various DGs. The services that are discussed are those that were
responsible for general information activities on the euro to the general
public in former DG X, the DG for economic and financial affairs
(ECFIN; former DG II), the DG for enterprise (ENTR; former DG XXIII
for small and medium enterprises and tourism) and finally the DG for
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health and consumer protection (SANCO; former DG XXIV). Emphasis
will be placed upon the activities of the former DG X. More precisely, the
interests, limitations and possibilities of this administration will be used as
a point of comparison with those of the other services relevant to this
research.

Directorate General for audio-visual, information, communication and
cultural policy

In 1996, three ‘Priority Information Actions’ were launched of which ‘The
euro, a currency for Europe’ was to run until the end of 2001. From early
1997 onwards, a separate unit, which would be responsible for the co-
ordination of all these actions, was created within DG X. As one of the ser-
vices involved in ‘horizontal’ activities, those units in DG X that were
responsible for general information to the wider public were expected to
have an interest more in line with the so-called European interest than the
more sector-oriented services. Consequently, it could be argued that DG X
would have liked to execute information and communication activities on
such a salient and visible subject as the euro in order to step up its compe-
tences, influence and status. Moreover, dissemination of information on
the introduction of the euro would be a unique opportunity to
communicate with every single citizen in the EU; not only on EMU but on
the larger perspective of European integration. However, the fact that it
became involved in large-scale information activities on the single Euro-
pean currency does not seem to have been such a conscious and calcu-
lated effort. Rather than initiated from within the Commission, the
information activities on the EMU and the euro seem to have been
enforced by the European Parliament, the German government and the
Bundesbank. The latter two actors urged the Commission to undertake a
large-scale publicity campaign out of concern for public opinion on the
euro in Germany, whereas the EP is believed to have pressed the Priority
Information Actions out of concern for lack of public support for Euro-
pean integration in general (Kirchner 1996).

Nevertheless, within DG X an awareness developed that the reasons
behind EMU should be explained, partly in order to reduce misgivings
about the Commission in general:

One should continue explaining the reasons for EMU since many
people don’t understand the rationale behind it and they make the
mistake of thinking that it is a Commission initiative which is only
meant to centralize. However, there are very good reasons for EMU.

(Interview, DG X official, July 1999)

Most officials in this DG agreed that the Commission should point out the
‘political’ reasoning behind the euro. After all, ‘the euro was a political
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project from the first moment onwards’ (Interview, DG X official, July
1999). Nevertheless, it has been pointed out that the Commission and
governments alike have presented the euro mainly in terms of economic
benefits (Verdun and Christiansen 2000). To what extent can this appar-
ent contradiction be explained?

In reality, the Commission’s ability to act efficiently was limited by both
internal and external factors. Internally, responsibilities on the Priority
Information Actions have been dispersed. Most of the officials interviewed
in former DG X were quite frustrated about the internal limits of the
Commission on their work:

There is no Information Strategy . . . We have tried everything to
improve the information strategy but one really needs the political
will at the level of the college and the President’s cabinet. One needs
a ‘pilote dans l’avion’; a competent college.

(Interview, DG X official, July 1999)

In DG X we just muddle through (on fait du bricolage).
(Interview, DG X official, July 1999)

Externally, restraints arose from the fact that autonomous information
and communication activities of DG X on the euro were received with
unequal enthusiasm in the member states. Moreover, in general, activities
became more decentralized over the years under pressure from the wide-
spread conviction in both the EP and the Council that dissemination of
information should be executed at a level that was as close as possible to
citizens (Schlesinger and Kevin 2000). As a result, the activities of DG X
shifted from development of actual information material, to co-ordination
and administration of activities executed by national governments and
interested organizations. It can be speculated to what extent the lack of
sectoral coalition partners has determined the limits and opportunities of
DG X. It has put the Directorate in a rather weak position both within the
Commission and vis-à-vis national governments. As a result, it seems
understandable that the chosen option was increased co-operation with
national information and communication services.

Given these restrictions, DG X seems to have been relatively successful
in pursuing its interests by expanding its involvement and influence both
inside and outside the Commission. It became the co-ordinator for a wide
range of activities within the Commission that are not strictly speaking
communication activities, but rather fall under the wider umbrella of
achieving public support for EMU. This tendency of DG X to get involved
in the actual policy of the changeover to the euro, rather than limiting
itself to dissemination of information on the matter, was not always
well appreciated in the sectoral DGs (Interview, DG ECFIN officials, June
1999). The role of DG X as internal co-ordinator was strengthened by
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its function as interlocutor between the Commission and the national
governments concerning information and communication activities on
the euro. From 1997 onwards, DG X had set up partnerships with all
member states, except for Britain and Denmark. By giving financial
support, which was meant to stimulate action, they also safeguarded influ-
ence upon the national activities. The member states had to present com-
munication plans, which then needed to be agreed by the Commission.
Moreover, all national directors of information on the euro, national civil
servants from the ministries of finance, gathered twice a year in Brussels
and committed themselves to report extensively to the Commission on
their activities.

According to Commission officials, these conventions had, amongst
others, successfully made ‘the general public aware that action taken
nationally has a European dimension’. Furthermore, it was regarded as a
very efficient tool for maintaining an overview of what was going on in the
member states. Moreover, these meetings were believed to be very import-
ant since member states motivated each other to take action. As one inter-
viewee put it, ‘it is the dynamic of the group that counts’. Most senior
officials attributed this to peer pressure rather than to stimulation from the
Commission. However, others refuted this consensual picture and attri-
buted the group dynamic to a more ‘pushy’ attitude from the Commission
(Interviews, DG X officials, June 1999). Nevertheless, the meetings of dir-
ectors of information on the euro were officially believed to have con-
tributed to co-ordination, bench-marking and exchange of best practice
(EC 1999a). Finally, the activities on EMU allowed DG X to step up con-
tacts with its pre-existing information relays and the creation of new ones.

Notwithstanding these developments, DG X has ultimately not been suc-
cessful in pursuing its institutional interests. In contradiction to this DG’s
preferred type of information, the content of information on the euro
became more technical over the years, the political aspect lost out and the
emphasis on ‘dialogue’ diminished. However, more seriously for DG X is
that it was abolished during the latest reform of the Commission. The ser-
vices responsible for general information and communication on the euro
were transferred to DG ECFIN, after having been stalled for a while in the
new DG for education and culture. Both formal and informal networks thus
seem to have been lost as a result of the latest reforms of the Commission,
whereby contacts with information relays and the execution of actual com-
munication activities came to be defined as ‘negative priorities’ (EC 2000c).

Directorate General for economic and financial affairs

DG ECFIN has a very long tradition of involvement in monetary
integration. It has been argued that the DG had only ‘one deep aim; the
construction of an integrated EU economy’ (Middlemas 1995: 247). As
one official put it: ‘the whole DG felt that the creation of the euro on
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1 January 1999 was a big day for them’ (Interview, DG ECFIN official, July
1999). Since EMU has been regarded as an important aim for the Com-
mission as a whole, and economic and financial affairs as a crucial policy
area, the DG has been very influential within the Commission and bene-
fited from good status and high profile commissioners.

Traditionally, the way for DG ECFIN to advance policies has been to
persuade national governments and national banks. Since they used to
deal strictly with central bankers and national ministries of finance, a very
dense network of about 100 people at the highest level had been formed.
According to a senior official, this made co-operation very smooth (Inter-
view, DG ECFIN official, June 1999). As a result, DG ECFIN seemed to be
rather confident to be able to compensate for the loss of formal compe-
tences by continuing informal contacts. It has been argued that the Com-
mission can still make a significant contribution to the single currency by
means of ‘soft practices’, which means offering input of high quality
information and initiative to the Eurogroup, in particular in the field of a
single fiscal policy, and by stimulating the process of structural economic
reform in the EU (Hall 2000).

The DG did not seem to grant much importance to negative public
opinion on EMU and dissemination of information to the general public.
DG ECFIN mainly got involved in the overall communication activities on
EMU because former commissioner de Silguy was worried about the lack
of initiatives emanating both from DG X and national governments. The
DG started with information initiatives around mid 1997 and the main
aim was to make authorities aware that EMU would actually take place and
that they had to prepare themselves for the introduction of the euro.
Although the idea was equally present in DG ECFIN that economic and
monetary union was a political project from the first moment onwards,
the dominant approach within this DG was pragmatic. Since the decisions
had already been taken and the Treaty had been ratified by the member
states in a democratic way, emphasis had to be laid on the practical
implications of EMU, rather than the political ones. ‘Dialogue’ was defi-
nitely not regarded as a priority:

The Commission has every right to explain the arguments and the
political reasons behind EMU. However, if it works against you, why
would you do it?

(Interview, DG ECFIN official, June 1999)

If you use political arguments, you create possibilities for opponents
to attack you on this basis, which might be counter-productive.

(Interview, DG ECFIN official, July 1999)

Since the latest reforms of the Commission, DG ECFIN has been respons-
ible for the dissemination of information on the euro to the general
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public. Co-operation with the national directors of information in their
meetings in Brussels seems to be well in line with the standard practices of
the DG. It became the major focus of their activities and in the last year
before the actual introduction of the euro, they planned a total of five
meetings. The ultimate example of the use of peer pressure was the
‘score-board’ that DG ECFIN introduced to make clear to all how well the
Commission thought the various member states were doing in their
respective preparation for the changeover to the single European cur-
rency.

Directorate General for enterprise

Ever since its creation, the former DG XXIII has had a clear sectoral
focus; maximizing the interest of small and medium enterprises (SMEs)
and the tourist sector (Middlemas 1995). With regards to the introduction
of the euro, its main aim was to limit the costs of the changeover to the
euro for this sector and optimize any possible profits. DG XXIII, which
was, on 1 January 2000, merged into DG enterprise with parts of former
DG III for industry and innovation, traditionally stressed co-operation with
interest groups by means of consultation, round tables, exchanges of ideas
etc. It has very close relations with its sectoral organizations, with whom
they meet on a weekly basis (Interview, DG ENTR official, June 1999). The
same approach has been followed for the introduction of the euro. An
expert working group was set up on small businesses and the euro, consist-
ing of representatives of SMEs, the craft sector, the commercial sector and
the tourist sector. Furthermore, the DG seemed to a major extent to rely
on co-operation with the lobby group ‘the Association for the Monetary
Union of Europe’. Finally, widespread use was made of the European
Information Centres for SMEs. The latter are relatively independent but
there are several structures in place to safeguard co-ordination and coher-
ence in their actions. Moreover, these centres have been used by DG
ENTR to find out what is happening at the grass-roots level in the member
states, since it did not seem to have much contact with the national gov-
ernments regarding information on the euro. The information dissemi-
nated by DG ENTR was by definition more technical and included costs as
well as benefits, since it was especially obvious for SMEs that concrete
preparations needed to be made for the introduction of the euro.

Directorate General for health and consumer protection

Given its wider constituency, the former DG XXIV (now part of DG
SANCO) had an outlook that was more in line with the general European
interest and, in particular in the case of EMU, more in line with the pref-
erences of DG X. As a result, officials responsible for consumer affairs
were convinced that offering practical information should be combined
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with explaining the political rationale behind EMU. Confronting people
with the euro without explaining its origins and objectives was feared as a
potential source of serious repercussions on both European and national
politics:

Just giving technical information misses the point completely since
EMU is a political project.

(Interview, DG SANCO official, July 1999)

DG SANCO had several institutionalized co-operation structures with
interest groups. In 1995 it set up a Consumer Committee consisting of
representatives of consumer organizations from the member states and
representatives of the European consumer associations. In 1996, the Com-
mission set up a euro working group through this Consumer Committee.
In general, the DG has consulted widely on the approach to take in
information activities. This is in line with the basic attitude of the Direc-
torate on the principle of subsidiarity. DG SANCO analyses and indicates
where the problems are, gives opinions and advice, prepares reports and
carries out pilot projects. It suggests what information material should be
like, rather than developing it itself. Finally, the Directorate has put a lot
of effort into making regional and local authorities aware of the problems
of the euro for vulnerable groups. While DG SANCO was, in general,
rather content with the general information and communication activities
of DG X to the general public, in its opinion of March 1999, the Con-
sumer Committee stated that it regarded the fact that most of the money
for the euro campaign went to commercial and financial institutions as
‘scandalous’ (Comité des Consommateurs 1999).

Conclusions

The brief overview above has shown that no clear united understanding
existed within the Commission with regard to information and communi-
cation activities on the euro. While all DGs more or less agreed on the
general importance of public acceptance of the euro, interests that were
more closely linked to their mission as a DG seemed to have prevailed. In
this respect, the following two examples of internal conflict are worth
mentioning since they clearly illustrate the clash of interests within the
Commission on the issue.

The first refers to the final determination of what information projects
would be sponsored under a call for proposals. Officials from DG X were
rather reluctant to grant subsidies to organizations that were regarded as
protégés of sectoral DGs. Within the inter-service selection committee, the
question was posed as to whether subsidies should be given to organi-
zations which already seemed dependent on the Commission for most of
their funding because this raised issues of legitimacy and independence.
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Unsurprisingly, the issue-specific DGs seemed less concerned about this
than DG X. Moreover, this DG regarded it as a lost opportunity to stimu-
late new organizations to participate in EU policy-making.

The second example concerns disagreement between DG ECFIN and
DG SANCO. The latter had paid a lot of attention to the ‘human dimen-
sion’ of the introduction of the euro and, in particular, had defended the
interests of vulnerable groups in society. In criticizing the Commission’s
overall information campaign, a senior official argued that while the intro-
duction of the euro could have been a political opportunity to enhance
social integration, instead it had turned into a project of social exclusion
(Interview, DG SANCO official, July 1999). Within DG ECFIN at the same
time, an official expressed the opinion that the special attention to vulner-
able groups was exaggerated. He regarded the special care for this section
of society merely as a tool for image building with which to show that the
euro is not only the story of bankers but also of ordinary people (Inter-
view, DG ECFIN official, July 1999). Furthermore, regarding the anticip-
ated decrease in bank charges after the introduction of the euro, the
official from DG SANCO remarked that it was important to get the
message across to the general public that ‘before banks were robbing you
off, and now they are no longer’ (Interview, DG SANCO official, July
1999). Needless to say, the official from DG ECFIN did not quite agree
with his colleague.

Apart from internal fragmentation at the level of the services, there has
been a clear lack of coherence in the college. Whereas DG X was respons-
ible for the budget of the Priority Information Actions and installed a
separate unit for these activities, a task force euro was set up under the
political leadership of former commissioner for economic and monetary
affairs, Yves de Silguy. The latter got heavily and personally involved in the
dissemination of information on EMU because, in his opinion, DG X did
not handle the project very professionally. Therefore, he delegated the
political supervision of the project to his cabinet (Interview, ECFIN offi-
cial, June 1999). This hardly encountered any opposition from commis-
sioner Oreja, officially responsible for information and communication
policy, as he was more interested in institutional reform, the other part of
his portfolio (Interview, DG X official, July 1999). Consequently, the cabi-
nets of commissioner de Silguy and his successor Solbes have over the
years been particularly influential in this policy area. However, both have
increasingly relied upon bench-marking and best practices and regarded
their own role in this perspective to be that of a ‘catalyst’ (Interview,
member of Pedro Solbes’s cabinet, October 2000). Finally, the former
commissioner for consumer affairs, Emma Bonino, has been involved. She
has taken a clear political stand on the issue. According to her:

For the consumer, the single currency will be the physical and con-
crete embodiment of their belonging to the European Union. This
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currency, which is a way of expressing what he (sic.) has earned from
his work, must be a sign of confidence in the future and a symbol of
his pride . . . Europeans joined forces in the Middle Ages to build
cathedrals, and this gave them a very strong feeling of coming
together to build something new. The euro will, in a way, be the first
cathedral of modern Europe.

(EC 1996: 11)

In sum, the above examination of the Commission’s communication activ-
ities on the euro leads to the following conclusions as regards the argu-
ment made in the introduction to this chapter. First, public support for
the euro was not regarded as equally salient in all DGs. A clear discrep-
ancy was found in the importance granted to public opinion by sectoral
DGs and public-oriented services, mainly in DG X. Rather than reaching
out directly to the general public in their information and communica-
tion activities, most Commission services turned to traditional Community
methods which involve co-operation with both national governments and
interest groups. Second, instead of executing large scale communication
activities, aimed at disseminating political information with an identity-
related dimension, the Commission has mainly undertaken technical
information activities on the single currency. The activities of the different
DGs have thus only made limited use of political messages and the stra-
tegic building of networks for reaching out to the general public. At least
for a short period, DG X successfully managed to get involved in the field
of EMU by means of its communication efforts, thereby acting like a polit-
ical entrepreneur. Yet this has not ultimately resulted in success for the
DG given that it was abolished altogether during the latest reforms of the
Commission. Why has the Commission as a whole failed to mobilize and
unite itself at a moment and in a policy area which many actors saw as
crucial for its very survival?

The ultimate failure to come up with a coherent and purposeful
information strategy seems to be due to a combination of internal and
external limitations. The former include bureaucratic competition and a
lack of political will and leadership, whereas the latter consist particularly
of a lack of support from the national governments. Nevertheless, this
does not seem sufficient explanation for the absence of strategic action.
There have been numerous examples in the past where separate DGs have
been very successful in pursuing their goals despite such limitations.
However, the weak position of DG X may be explained by the absence of
national and sectoral allies for an administration limited to making refer-
ence to the general public. Moreover, the DG has not managed to reach
out to this public because of the rather elitist approach to communication
which has dominated within the Commission. This has been enforced by
the fact that EMU has always been characterized as a highly technocratic
field of decision-making and governance.
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The theoretical implications of these findings are that the Commission
cannot be regarded as a purposeful opportunist. Even though a superfi-
cial common understanding of the importance of information and com-
munication seems to exist, interests and involvement diverge amongst
DGs and a deliberate strategy has been lacking in this policy area. More-
over, the separate DGs discussed here have, in varying ways and to differ-
ent extents, managed to use their resources in a creative way in order to
optimize their influence vis-à-vis external actors such as national govern-
ments and sectoral interest groups. Consequently, it could be concluded
that maximization of competences is more an interest the separate DGs
have in common than a ‘common’ interest. Therefore, the idea of the
Commission as a unitary actor does indeed need to be dismissed. The dif-
ferent services have shown creativity in their interest-maximizing and have
moved beyond formal limits. Yet, it may be doubted to what extent these
reactions have been rational and calculated rather than ad hoc behaviour.
Therefore the Commission might best be defined as a pragmatic, rather
than a purposeful, opportunist.

On the basis of these conclusions, three speculations on the future role
and functioning of the Commission can be made. First, by maximizing
their influence the DGs all contribute to wider fragmentation of the
Commission. External limitations have been circumvented by strength-
ened ties with issue-specific networks and national experts which,
however, only serves to amplify the diversity of interests within the Com-
mission since it leads to coalitions along sectoral, rather than institutional,
lines. This tendency is likely to continue. Second, the Commission’s
expansionist tendency may further undermine its credibility. It has been
rightly argued that the ever larger number of tasks given to the Commis-
sion and higher expectations from the public makes it increasingly diffi-
cult for this body to fulfil its functions (Cram 1999). This is enhanced by
the Commission’s tendency to resist any limitation upon its competencies.
Finally, it can be doubted whether formal administrative reforms will
manage to improve the internal functioning and public perception of the
institution. Better co-ordination structures might not be sufficient to
diminish a number of highly structural sectoral disagreements within the
Commission. Moreover, discouragement of informal contacts might work
to the detriment of effective and acceptable policy-making. Although it
may work against directly reaching out to the public, the co-operation
between the Commission and national governments by means of the open
method of co-ordination seems to lead to incorporation of the European
interest in the national interest. As this tendency is expected to continue,
it might be wiser for the Commission to opt wholeheartedly for a more
supportive role, thereby relying upon indirect or technical legitimacy, as
opposed to a muddled political role which would give it a more direct
form of legitimacy.
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Notes
1 This term is generally attributed to Klein and O’Higgins (1985) The Future of

Welfare.
2 European Commission (1994) Information, Communication, Openness, SEC (93)

916/9, Communication from Mr J. de Deus Pinheiro to the Commission,
adopted on 30 June 1993. The three keywords were information, which meant
giving the facts and explaining, communication, which meant listening and dia-
logue, and transparency, which meant priority to total openness in pursuing the
first two objectives. The keyword within the new approach became ‘dialogue’,
thus seeing communication as interaction, rather than as just the dissemination
of information.

3 These observations by Gramberger (1997), Guggenbühl (1998) and Meyer
(1999) have been confirmed by interviews with senior EC officials carried out by
the author in Brussels in June and July 1999.

4 On 27 June 2001, the Commission approved ‘a new framework for co-operation
on activities concerning the Information and Communication Policy of the
European Union’ (EC 2001a).
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11 Where is he now?
The Delors legacy

Helen Drake

Introduction

In this chapter I explore the influence that a Commission President, in
and out of office, can exert over visions and utopian dreams (or night-
mares) of the EU’s future. I do this by means of an empirical analysis of
the Delors decade (1985–1995) and of Jacques Delors’ trajectory upon
leaving the Commission in January 1995. I relate this analysis specifically
to the EU and nation state level debates of 2001–2004 concerning the
future of Europe.

Two specific conceptual questions underpin my chapter. One, what are
the platforms that the Commission, especially the presidency, provides for
the production and dissemination of ideas? In this respect I explore the
possibility that the Commission presidency can have a long term ‘Euro-
peanizing’ effect that outlives the shelf-life of the presidential mandate
per se. I take ‘Europeanizing’ here in a general sense (after Yorndorf
1965) to refer to the influence that European-level leaders such as Delors
can, and do, have back home, as well as in Brussels, as Europeanist ambas-
sadors and opinion-formers for domestic change. In this context I pay spe-
cific attention to Delors’ functions since 1996 as founder, President and
general animateur of the Paris-based ‘think tank’, Notre Europe, as a way of
exploring the avenues that Delors has taken in his ‘retirement’ to exercise
influence on the future of the European Union.

Second, what can we say about ideas and their transmission in the spe-
cific case of European integration, with regard to the terminology and lan-
guage of ‘visionary thinking’ about Europe’s future? Here I refer to
Parsons’ work (2000, 2002) regarding the vagaries, in the EU’s history, of
the triumph of certain ideas over others; and I draw on Olsen’s (2000)
vocabulary for the analysis of visionary discourse. By addressing these two
questions I seek to demonstrate that Delors has converted his capital as ex-
Commission President into a lingering intellectual influence on the shape
of Europe’s union, by means of a combination of institutional and discur-
sive resources. In these ways I aim to offer some insight into one of the
overarching themes of this volume, namely how the Commission, through



its President, can influence the politics – defined here as choices – under-
lying European integration.

I start by briefly examining the Commission presidency as a vehicle for
exercising a Europeanizing influence. Next, I focus on the different ways
in which Delors has sought to influence the debate on the future of
Europe; finally, I focus specifically on the role of language in the success-
ful (or otherwise) transmission of ideas in the EU context, and demon-
strate Delors’ singularity in this respect. Delors himself has constantly
striven to keep his legacy alive, notably via Notre Europe, and this chapter
offers an evaluation of his efforts.

The Commission presidency as a vehicle for visionary
influence

Declaration 23 on the future of the EU, appended to the Nice Treaty
(2001), reflects the intention of the heads of state and government that
there should be a ‘deeper and wider debate about the future development
of the European Union’ with a view to ‘constitutional’ reform. Rising to
the challenge of rethinking yet again the Monnet method of integration
for the enlarged EU of the future placed a clear demand – for the supply
of ideas, consensus and support – on all parts of the EU’s political system.
In so far as the situation in which the EU found itself in the period
2001–2004 appeared to invite certain of its member states to think the
unthinkable, including the contemplation of an overtly federal arrange-
ment for the future EU, comparisons can be drawn with other founding
moments of the EU and its predecessors (1950, 1951, 1957, 1985, 1992)
when the process of integrating Europe appeared to accelerate suddenly
towards its unknown destination, and when new organizing and ordering
concepts saw the light of day. This demand for a strategy, vision and
vocabulary of reform was, of course, more challenging for some member
states than others. France, for example, in the opening years of the twenty-
first century, was faced with the specific challenge of re-intellectualizing its
commitment to European integration as a political process, strategic goal
and element of national identity.

On each of these founding, or re-founding, occasions in the EU’s
history, moreover, it could not be taken for granted that the changes
would be successfully ratified across the spectrum of the member states,
and the process relied to an important degree on the presence and influ-
ence of pro-European, and Europeanizing, forces and voices in the
debate. In this context, a primary political logic, or rationale of the Com-
mission, and specifically of its presidency (with or without the rest of the
college) is and always has been to ‘Europeanize’ par excellence; that is, to
facilitate and co-ordinate intergovernmental, common political leadership
in the pursuit of political union.

The potential of a Commission President to bring to life an incipient
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‘supranational power elite’ (Yondorf 1965: 888) within and without the
Commission lies very much at the heart of the original conception. It is
the founding logic, at least from a neo-functionalist-type perspective of the
High Authority and the Commission; it is a question of organizing matters
so as to ‘provide the impulse from without’,1 by leading national represen-
tatives to supranational institutions and solutions. Commission presidents,
it can be argued, are first and foremost Europeanist ambassadors in their
home country, and in other, broader constitutiencies within national and
transnational society. They seek, through their influence, to co-ordinate
and encourage the Europeanism of national decision-makers; we could go
so far as to claim that their secondary role is the provision of a European-
wide form of political leadership whilst in post.

This is a process which, however defined, is at one significant level a
question of the transfer and adaptation of new ideas into the dominant
culture; ideas which are frequently seen to challenge established political
culture, practice and interests. Parsons (2000, 2002) has demonstrated,
for example, how in the case of France, the ideas on European integration
held by dominant politicians at the historical origins of the European
communities won over sets of interests at odds with the premise of such
ideas. Indeed, the history of France’s leadership of the EU has often been
the surprising triumph of certain ideas over viable alternatives (Parsons
2002).

Over the course of European integration since the postwar days, the
role of certain individuals such as Jean Monnet have been critical, in the
battle of ideas, to the Europeanization of national politics, and it is no
coincidence that the first leaders of the central Community institutions
(Monnet, Hallstein) were appointed by virtue of their influence back at
home, over their counterparts in neighbouring member states and, in
Monnet’s case, with the United States; and because of their willingness to
apply unique and imaginative solutions to new problems. It has, more-
over, been argued (Yorndorf 1965: 901) that one of the most significant
achievements of the Jean Monnet Action Committee (1955–1975), the
vehicle for Monnet’s influence after leaving the European institutions, was
to have co-ordinated, through its networks of influence, the ratification in
France and Germany of the Treaty of Rome. Parsons (2000) is doubtful of
the Committee’s influence on French political circles per se, and Winand
(2001) confirms that the Committee was successful in campaigning for
ratification, but only indirectly so, in the French case, since the Commit-
tee was unable to make an impression on the French government, or on
de Gaulle’s vocal opposition to Monnet’s European visions.

Jacques Delors: the pragmatic visionary

The Delors decade (1985–1995) and beyond is instructive in respect of
these forms of influence. I have argued elsewhere (Drake 2000) that the
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dominant political images of Delors as ‘Mr Europe’, the ‘Tsar of Europe’
and so on were largely accidental, in that they were as much the product
of a combination of historical circumstance and contingency, including a
void of leadership at the heart of the EU system, as they were of a deliber-
ate strategy on Delors’ part to lead from the front or to build a glorious
political career. Moreover, Delors’ impact on the presidency relates to a
logic contained in the treaties all along; namely that under the right cir-
cumstances the Commission can operate as a strategic actor. The combi-
nation of an intergovernmental consensus, founding text, and ‘active’
(Dinan 1994: 202) Commission President has indeed been central to the
turning points in the EU’s history (Drake 2000: 85), whereby an ‘active’
Commission President’s influence extends into the various domestic sce-
narios to facilitate the emergence of an intergovernmental consensus.

The political qualities and imagery associated with a strong President
such as Delors, moreover, are as much a function of the demand that is
prevalent in contemporary politics for personalized power and its imagery,
as of the supply, from Delors, of behaviours and logics that could be
described as political in the narrow sense in which an elected national
statesperson is political. The Delors phenomenon – the apparent politic-
ization of the Commission presidency – is none other than the combina-
tion of a ‘strong’ personality with political acumen, political capital and
credibility (Endo 1999) with a vacuum of institutionalized power at the
centre of the Union.

The input of a Commission President to the Europeanization of their
environment, seen from this perspective, extends along temporal and
spatial dimensions beyond the immediate lifespan of a given college or
presidential mandate, to encompass the impact these can exercise on con-
stituencies beyond the Commission and beyond the EU political system
itself. The interlocking of the Commission with its environment is part
and parcel of the process of spillover and of the rationale of the Commis-
sion’s existence. This is an approach to the Commission presidency which
invites us to acknowledge what we might see as a grey area of the political
logic of the Commission presidency; namely, the potential for past,
present or future Commission presidents to infiltrate and shape the poli-
tics of European integration at a multiplicity of levels of action, from
supranational to national, Europeanist to partisan. This interlocking of
spheres of influence can also clearly be seen to apply to European-level
leaders other than the Commission President; but it is these ‘statesmen of
interdependence’ (Duchêne 1994; Dinan 1994) who carry the most poten-
tial influence. Jean Monnet’s influence on the construction of ‘Europe’,
through the transformation of the circumstances in which he found
himself in the postwar period, before, during and after his time as Presid-
ent of the High Authority is the best-documented in this respect
(Duchêne 1994; Morgan 1992).
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Du Bon Usage de Delors : the various uses of ‘the Delors
factor’2

Europeanizing the Commission presidency

Hard as it may be to establish firm causal links between Delors’ presidency
and its effects, we can note that Delors’ decade in Brussels contributed to
altering the imagery of the Commission presidency, and thereby informed
new thinking on the range of logics underlying and potentially driving the
role. More specifically, Delors’ spell in the presidency chair found its way
into fresh thinking about the legitimacy of the Commission presidency
within the Community’s structures of power and authority. This reflection
found its way indirectly, first, into subsequent reforms of the presidency
within the college and the wider Commission; and, second, into the con-
version of the ‘Delors factor’ into lasting capital, following his departure
from the Commission in January 1996.

On the first point, let us note how the Commission President saw gains
in their potential personal authority under the terms of both the Amster-
dam (Nugent 2001: 68) and Nice treaties. Both sets of reforms worked
towards enhancing the President’s authority over colleagues in the Com-
mission, to the extent of requesting them to resign if necessary (the
‘Prodi’ clause); being more readily called to account by the EP for the
action of ‘their’ college; and having the power to ‘reshuffle portfolios
during the term of office, appoint vice-presidents and ask a commissioner
to resign, albeit obtaining the collective approval of the Commission’
(Article 217. Yataganas 2001: 42). These increases in the Commission
President’s personal powers, and the decision that the President would
henceforth be appointed by a majority vote of the European Council
were, moreover, largely a source of agreement between member states at
Nice (Vignes 2001: 82).

From this perspective, Delors’ high profile style of Commission presi-
dency (on average over the ten years his was a high profile presidency,
despite periods of enforced low visibility, such as in the 1991–1992 Maas-
tricht aftermath) had a measurable effect on the post in that it turned the
key on a logic of the European integration process, namely the provisions
in the original treaties for the emergence of a leader figure at the heart of
the Union. Equally, it can be argued that the experience of the Commis-
sion presidency since Delors’ departure – the Santer resignation; Prodi’s
uncertain influence – suggests that altering the ‘constitutional’ balance of
power in the Commission President’s favour does nothing in itself to
enhance the legitimacy of the incumbent. This is true: legitimacy is at one
very important level a characteristic which resides in the personal qualities
or skills of the incumbent of a post, and where only the coincidence of
these skills with a favourable environment can bring about the charisma of
recognizable leadership.



From the broad perspective of the EU’s historical development,
nonetheless, one of the effects of placing in the Commission presidency
the character of Jacques Delors, in 1985, was to demonstrate the influence
that the President can wield over ‘their’ institution to the extent of infus-
ing it with its original intention of acting as a ‘bureaucracy with a mission’
(Cram 1999), by imparting a sense of the general interest: Europeaniza-
tion at work. This influence has since been channelled by subsequent
treaty reforms into the drive for greater efficiency and responsibility
within the Commission. However, this influence also remains a latent
resource for would-be ‘strong’ Commission Presidents to provide a form
of leadership of the integration process.

The Commission President at large: ‘Europeanizing’ the ambient power
elite

Alongside Delors’ contribution to altering perceptions of the Commission
presidency in the Community’s system of political power relations, the
Delors phenomenon also invites analysis of the issue of the contours of
the role: where and when does a Commission President stop being Presid-
ent and start being something else, say, a national champion of the Euro-
pean cause? The Delors case suggests a number of points worthy of
further attention, all relating to the potential for a Commission President
to form and influence an ‘incipient power elite’ (Yondorf 1965) at the
European level.

In pointing to the good causes to which the Delors name and
experience could be put, Duhamel (1997) had in mind a specifically
national purpose: encouraging Delors to act as the spokesperson for a pos-
sibly nascent, but elusive social-democratic left in French Prime Minister
Lionel Jospin’s government (1997–2002). From the opposite perspective,
some French journalists wrote in 1995 at the time of Delors’s departure
from Brussels that this meant the end of Europe à la française (see for
example L’Expansion, 5–18 May, 1994: 4–8). Both sets of remarks demon-
strate an instinctive sense that the borders, temporal and spatial, of the
post of Commission President are inherently porous, and offer opportun-
ities for the ‘strong’ – authoritative, credible – President to carry their
influence well beyond the post itself.

In Delors’ case, he became well-known for just such an expansion of
the scope of the role of Commission President. This held for his ten-year
presidency itself and for the period since leaving the presidency in 1995.
In fact, it has even been argued (Dyson and Featherstone 1999) that
Delors wielded his greatest Europeanizing influence – on France’s
commitment to EMU – before being appointed to the Commission presi-
dency, by using his authority as finance Minister to sensitize French
President François Mitterrand, in 1982–1983, to the imperative for France
to remain a full member of the EMS and the EEC. Similarly, the first
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presidents of the Community institution – Jean Monnet and Walter Hall-
stein – were appointed in no small part thanks to their prior experience
and the influential credit that this was expected to, and did, yield in the
supranational institutions.

We can identify a number of ways in which Delors’ incumbency and
past as Commission President enhanced his opportunities and scope to
wield a Europeanizing influence in and outside Brussels. These findings
are intended to supplement the evidence pointing to Delors’ intense net-
working activities whilst at the Commission, and his creation or reinvigora-
tion of key constituencies and publics, such as the European Council;
targeted heads of state and government, the social partners, or the
Church (see Nugent 2001: 75–76; Ross 1995; Grant 1994; Endo 1999).

‘L’homme qui dit non’3

Delors’ decision to decline the opportunity to stand – and very probably
win – as the French Socialist Party candidate for the Presidency of the
French Republic in the elections of 1995 was intimately dissected, in
France and elsewhere. Personal reasons were generally considered to have
featured as a priority in his decision, followed by considerations of a more
political, tactical order; namely the suspicions that lingered within parts of
the Socialist Party regarding the extent of his socialist credentials, which
might have undermined his authority over the party even if he won the
election on their behalf; not to mention the effects a Delors presidency
might have had on his daughter Martine Aubry’s political career. Delors
himself probably doubted his ability to implement reform, Grémion
(2001: 56) claiming that ‘In 1994, Delors declined to become a candidate
in the presidential elections on the grounds that French society was not
ripe for change’.

What was not in doubt was the link between Delors’ European status –
as Commission President – and his credibility – to the French public first
and foremost – as future French head of state. Opinion polls at the time
consistently rated candidate Delors higher than his opponents; and this
despite the fact that Delors’ experience of electoral politics and elected
office was virtually nil. What counted in his favour were his European cre-
dentials, which was interpreted by his sponsors in the Socialist Party (who,
it has to be acknowledged, were desperately short of suitable alternative
candidates) as a guarantee for the post-Mitterrand Left that France could
pursue its leadership in the European integration process.

Alongside his presidential non-candidacy, moreover, Jacques Delors
had never neglected a particular strand of political activity in France
during his ten-year absence from the French capital: during his Commis-
sion presidency he continued to ‘animate’ political and other groups on
the French political scene with the intention of ensuring a succession of
Euro-aware and Euro-friendly converts. Such activity was inevitably seen in
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some quarters as Delors’ form of preparing for a future French presiden-
tial campaign; it may well have been so. More importantly, Delors’ pres-
ence in Brussels had already greatly assisted the legitimacy and
acceptability of François Mitterrand’s drive to change Europe and change
France with it. Voluntarily removing himself from domestic political
power, Delors reverted to his more familiar methods of exerting influence
over the European agenda and, indirectly, French politics.

Delors after Brussels: back to the future

Delors’ activity since leaving the Commission has revolved around the
establishment of a research and study institute in Paris, Notre Europe.4

Beginning its activities in 1996, Notre Europe aims ‘to study, research and
educate about [sic] Europe, its history, and future prospects’ and to ‘con-
tribute to the creation of a European public space’. What does it mean by
‘Europe’? The group’s statutes stipulate that it acts in ‘the spirit of a
tighter union in Europe comprising a common defence and a common
currency, respecting community assets [sic] and resting on common pol-
icies that support full employment, competitiveness and solidarity’.5

It works towards these goals in three principal ways. First, and probably
the most significant of these is the ‘European Steering Committee’ (Comité
d’orientation européenne – CEO), established over time by Delors to guide
Notre Europe’s activities and, importantly, to debate specific EU policy and
institutional issues, and on occasion publish recommendations. The Com-
mittee, a collection of co-opted, influential ‘personalities’ from the
member states, sees itself in a role not dissimilar to that of Jean Monnet’s
Action Committee for the United States of Europe: institutionalizing exist-
ing networks of influence for specific purposes. It has been suggested (see
Le Monde, 20 May 1998: 4) that certain of its proposals (such as the
appointment of Romano Prodi as Jacques Santer’s successor, or the idea
that the European parties nominate a candidate) have indeed been influ-
ential on heads of state and government. It may also be the case that
mobilizing and sustaining this exercise in intimate, collective, focused
réflexion is frustrated by logistical difficulties, which are likely to be exacer-
bated in an enlarged Europe; Delors himself has remarked that the Action
Committee format per se is probably no longer valid for our times (in his
preface to Winand 2001). Notre Europe is also steered by its own board of
directors, which also appears to issue its own recommendations, for
example to the European Convention on the Future of Europe.

Second, Notre Europe maintains a programme of seminars, conferences
and publications, generally in collaboration with outside organizations
and individuals. In this function, the organization resembles closely that
of the Jean Monnet Action Committee, which routinely called upon
outside expertise (individuals and organizations) to supplement its own
resources, and thinking (Winand 2001: 5).6 These activities are intended
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to feed, support and disseminate the Steering Committee’s workings; to
promote European integration in the EU, including in France, (in the rel-
ative absence, in France, of think tanks or academic associations devoted
to the study or promotion of the EU, apart from the European Move-
ment); and to sustain the organization’s third level of activity: to act as a
platform from which Delors has given scores, if not hundreds, of speeches
in his own right, to a broad spectrum of audiences in many EU member
states.

Delors himself is very much the focal point and inspiration of Notre
Europe; the organization exists because of Delors, and is Delors’ primary
vehicle for personal influence. In this respect alone, Notre Europe can be
compared to the Jean Monnet Action Committee, of which it has been
said both that it functioned primarily as Monnet’s carte-de-visite by which
he maintained and extended his networks of influence (Winand 2001: 3);
and that without Monnet there would have been no such ‘elite action
group’ at that time. As with Jean Monnet, it was to maintain the impact of
Delors’ capital as ex-European leader that Delors was encouraged – by
Helmut Kohl, amongst others – to set up Notre Europe in the first place.

Notre Europe, a non-profit making association, receives direct EU funding
(akin to the College of Europe, Bruges, or the European University Insti-
tute, Florence), although it operates under French law, and its permanent
staff are not EU civil servants (except where these are on secondment to
the group). Its location in Paris is, it would appear, a function of Delors’
domicile rather than of some privileged connection with the French polit-
ical scene, or ambition for influence in this direction. Nonetheless, Notre
Europe holds itself available to French journalists, and Delors’ personal
support of the Jospin presidential campaign in 1995, for example, is a fact,
as are his connections with the former French socialist government’s pro-
jects for domestic reform. (François Hollande, the current leader of the
French Socialist Party, is a Delorsist, and former chair of the Delors-
inspired Témoins political club (Le Monde, 14 April 1995: 6). Delors has
thus maintained a public profile in France, although a declining one,
apparently through his own choice, and much as Monnet’s star waned in
France during the years when his eponymous Committee was active
(1955–1975).

Through its various functions, Notre Europe has thus acted as a vehicle
for Delors’ ideas; the organization has, however, stopped short of seeing
itself as a narrowly-defined lobby along the lines of the European Move-
ment for example (and the Jean Monnet Committtee made the same
distinction). The breadth of its work and contacts seems to bear out this
perception. Other opportunities since 1995 for Delors to offer advice and
guidance to European policy-makers may well have eluded him, such
as the absence of any call on him to act in a semi-official capacity in the
1996–1997, or indeed 2001–2004 Convention-IGC process. Nevertheless,
it is not far-fetched to presume that by the institutionalization and
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routinization of his legacies through Notre Europe, Delors’ influence has
extended well beyond his decade as Commission President. Delors’ role at
Notre Europe has been described enthusiastically (Sauron 2000) as that of
the patient ‘gardener’ of Europe, sowing the seeds of ideas which, initially
utopian, will in time structure reality! This analogy takes us into a
consideration of at least two of the many questions posed by the above
description of one former Commission President’s attempts to maintain a
voice in the debates guiding the EU’s future development; namely, how,
and how much, (Parsons 2002) do ideas matter as causal variables in
politics?

‘How then do we get there from here?’ (Olsen 2000)

In what follows we look more closely at the conditions that ideas and their
expression appear to need to fulfil in order to maximize their political
influence, as a way of gauging the significance of Delors’ contributions to
envisioning the future of Europe. Defining ideas as ‘subjective claims
about descriptions of the world, causal relationships, or the normative
legitimacy of certain actions’ (Parsons 2002: 48), Parsons argues that
much of the constructivist and institutionalist literature of politics fails to
show how much (or how) ideas cause outcomes. Aiming to show how
much ideas matter, and under what conditions, his own analysis of French
ideas about European integration in the 1950s methodically demonstrates
how ideas that cross-cut ‘prevailing lines of organization’ (Parsons 2002:
50) – partisan, ideological – were wielded successfully by individuals in a
position to ‘assemble coalitional support behind them’ (Parsons 2002:
53), against viable alternatives. Thus in France the ‘community’ idea of
Europe won out, in these early days, over the ‘confederal’ and ‘traditional’
views, and effectively laid down the path that subsequent French leaders
(de Gaulle included) were constrained to follow.

Parsons’ work is raised here to indicate ways of measuring how an indi-
vidual – here, Delors – might expect to wield influence through ideas; the
variables, in essence, being the juncture of the individual’s authority,
political circumstances, and available support. As Commission President,
Delors’ decade provides much evidence, much analysed, of where and
how his ideas were or were not influential in informing EU policy and
policy-making. The main variable in the case of his ideas as President was
his autonomy and skill in cajoling majorities around his proposals. A com-
parison of the Commission White Papers of 1985 and 1993 provides some
examples of how this autonomy varied, and under what circumstances
(Drake 2000).

Upon leaving the Commission presidency, Delors’ influence became
dependent on his ideas being attractive to those in power, and on the
longevity of his political capital as ex-Commission President. Structurally
speaking, the creation of Notre Europe and its expanding activities provides
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one channel for such influence; but realistically speaking, as with other
think tanks, its reach is limited to, essentially, like-minded, elite networks;
preaching to the converted would be an uncharitable way of expressing
the role. Nevertheless, certain ideas – or at least expressions – readily attri-
buted to Delors, are being, and have been, converted into policy positions
by French leaders, amongst others, in particular his patented formula for
a ‘European Federation of Nation States’.

A European Federation of Nation States, or the repackaging of
federalism

In creating and disseminating a new terminological, if not cognitive, field
for discussing EU institutional reform, Delors intended to facilitate con-
sensus between supporters and opponents of a ‘federal’ Europe, in part by
warding off notions of ‘federalism’ as inevitably German-style federalism
(Cohen-Tanugi 2001). By the start of the twenty-first century, this new
expression had indeed become established as official French policy,
espoused, if not convincingly defined, by both Lionel Jospin and Jacques
Chirac in the 2002 presidential election campaign. In the French context
at least, this new vocabulary of federalism appeared to offer a solution to
the problem of moving France and Germany closer together towards a
shared vision of the future of Europe. In this respect, and, after Parsons,
in enquiring how some ideas come to matter in the political process, we
can make a useful distinction between the language of pragmatic vision
and utopian ideals.

In Olsen’s words:

Ordinary language makes a distinction between the utopian dreamer
and the visionary political leader. The utopian offers an ideal system of
governance and community. Yet, he [sic] presents no clear ideas about
how and under what conditions the polity can be moved towards the
ideal. Or, if he does, the ideas, together with the prescribed institu-
tional arrangement, are generally viewed as impractical or impossible
fantasies. The visionary leader has a better understanding of the rela-
tionship between human action, institutions and the flow of history.
The prescribed political order can be imagined to work in practice,
and there is enough understanding and control of institutional dynam-
ics to move the polity in a consistent and desired direction.

(Olsen 2000: 1)

Of the lessons that Olsen draws from his analysis of the debate following
German foreign Minister Joshka Fischer’s May 2000 speech on Europe’s
future, four seem most relevant to our enquiry. First is the need, in order
to avoid the ‘utopian trap’, for the development of a shared vocabulary
around proposed change and reform:
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implementation of a reform vision depends[ing] as much on leader-
ship through reconceptualisation as through reorganization. Success
will be facilitated by the development of a shared vocabulary and con-
cepts, or at least a repertoire of such vocabulary and concepts, so that
actors can translate between different interpretations of key concepts.

(Olsen 2000: 10)

In the case of Delors’ ‘Federation of European Nation States’, this lesson
appears to suggest Delors as an agent of vision rather than utopia. The
notion has been explained at length by Delors himself (Delors 2002a) in
the simplest of terms, and has, we have seen, served as a terminological if
not intellectual reference point. At the level of reconceptualization and
vocabulary, Delors appears then to have had deliberate and ongoing rele-
vance, linking us here to the body of analysis on Europe which gives
weight to the significance of ‘speaking Europe’ (Diez 1999) and winning
battles over ‘polity ideas’ (Jachtenfuchs et al. 1998) in the process of build-
ing a supranational framework for common European policy. As Commis-
sion President, moreover, Delors had fathered similarly catchy slogans
which managed to mobilize national leaders (‘1992’ for the completion of
the single market being perhaps the best known of these).

Olsen points secondly to the significance, in the struggle over compet-
ing ideas, of ‘shared interpretations of experience’, or narratives of the
past (2000 11). This point chimes with the various discussions in the liter-
ature of European integration over the role of myth in building Europe’s
future (Hansen and Williams 1999; Obradovic 1996). Delors certainly,
through his openness whilst in Brussels and since, has contributed to the
phenomenon of the telling and retelling of the history of his presidency,
as a way of seeking a common ground of beliefs – possibly a mythology? –
on which to build the future (Drake 2000 preface). His memoirs, pub-
lished in January 2004 (Delors 2004), this narrative.

Third, the role of clarity is, in Olsen’s view, an important aspect of the
conversion of utopia to vision (and thereby to the possibility of action).
Delors would appear to pass the clarity test with flying colours. His ‘parler
clair’ or plain-speaking (Drake 2000: 117) whilst Commission President
took him into conflict with member state leaders on more than one occa-
sion, and notably during the Maastricht negotiations. Moreover, in his
role as Notre Europe President in the service of his ‘European Federation of
Nation States’ he is clear about the need for clarity; in his view the issue
boils down to deciding ‘qui fait quoi, et pourquoi?’ (who does what, and
why?), so clarifying lines of responsibility. Whilst in strictly academic terms
the formula of a ‘European Federation of Nation States’ raises more ques-
tions than it answers, in the political world its ‘plasticity’ has been a vote-
winner, and has at least provided a basis for discussion. Throughout his
career, moreover, and not only at the Commission, Delors was generally
regarded as a clear speaker with a genuine regard for the didactic aspects
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of his task – making himself understood, in other words, at all costs. In the
2002 presidential elections, the mainstream candidates (primarily, Jacques
Chirac and Lionel Jospin) were widely deemed to have failed in speaking
clearly – or, really, speaking at all – about Europe and its significance for
France; and in this vacuum the resonance of the far Right’s scaremonger-
ing on Europe was all the greater.

There is of course an argument that Europe has proceeded precisely
thanks to the opposite of clarity, namely ambiguity, including what
Andréani (1999: 5) has called ‘European nominalism’: the ‘loading [of]
the European project with the symbolic attributes of state sovereignty
without transferring to it the corresponding powers’, this being his criti-
cism of the Maastricht Treaty. Régis Debray (2001) has suggested, more-
over, that ‘the less we talk about Europe, the better it does’ – and he may
well have a point. Similarly, the ambiguities and multiple meanings of
much of the terminology of European integration (subsidiarity, federal-
ism, European ‘citizenship’ etc) has to an important degree allowed for
forward movement behind a veil of mutually assured and wilful misunder-
standing. Clarity, in other words, may not be the best policy for Europe’s
next move. However, it was the leitmotiv of the work of the Convention –
at the rhetorical level at least – and for this reason alone, the EU reform
process can be expected to proceed with overt attention paid to the prin-
ciple.

Olsen’s fourth and final lesson is that reform needs, essentially, to start
from where we are now – in the messy reality of things (taking full account
of the ‘dynamics of living institutions’). This also seems to work as an
operating principle of Delors’ preferred options for reform, based as they
are, we assume, on an intimate, first-hand knowledge of how the institu-
tions and not only the Commission, work in practice and in relation to
one another.

It remains to be seen whether or not ideas such as Delors’ ‘Federation
of Nation States’ will, operating as a guiding vision, allow for the develop-
ment of ‘better insight into the institutional preconditions for creating
legitimacy and deserved support’ (Olsen 2000: 14) in the Europe of the
mid to long term. It is certainly one that has currency in several quarters,
and which, importantly, appears to function, for successive French govern-
ments, as a strategic objective by default (possibly in lieu of their own).

Conclusions

In the all-important and all-consuming battle for ideas in the shaping of
tomorrow’s Europe we have suggested that the Commission presidency
might bequeath its own intellectual legacy to the EU’s future. The contri-
bution works at several levels: principally via a Europeanizing influence
on domestic elites; and through the moulding of the practices, expecta-
tions and images of a European leadership role, by which successors are
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constrained, for better or for worse. In this respect, a perspective on the
Commission presidency which conceptualizes the significance of the post
in terms of the entire political lifespan of its incumbents, and the shelf-
life of their impact, seems fruitful. We can conclude in these terms that
in so far as Jacques Delors can be considered a European leader, a ‘states-
man of interdependence’, it is precisely due to the fact that his influence
extends in time and space beyond ‘his’ decade in Brussels when he
encouraged the Commission to ‘assert itself’ (Nugent 2001: 204).
Grémion (2001: 56) argues in this respect that Delors successfully used
his presidency to mobilize EU social and political actors towards new
goals: Grémion cites as factors Delors’ ‘technical rigour’; his ‘unswerving
commitment, and inexhaustible energy’; his support from Helmut Kohl;
his understanding of Germany, which ‘stood in marked contrast to the
superficial ideological vision of his party comrades’; and his quickly
finding favour with the US administration (‘No French public figure
since Monnet integrated so successfully into German and American net-
works’). Grémion, however, sees Delors’ attempt to transfer his success to
France as much less successful:

Delors, in Europe a rocket, disintegrated on re-entering the dense
layers of the political atmosphere in France. Such a trajectory pro-
vided ample confirmation that one could more readily be a personal-
ist and a social-democrat at the European level than in France itself.

(Grémion 2001: 56)

We do not disagree, since we have argued only in favour of the ongoing
salience and influence of Delors’ ideas in the domestic and EU-wide
debates, in part due to their instrinsic value, measured on Olsen’s scale.
By his own hand, Delors forfeited the opportunity of political power when
he withdrew from French politics in December 1994. It may also prove to
be the case that his ideas – couched as ready-made slogans – end up dis-
torted out of all recognition by those in a position to do so.

Despite the confines of the present argument, studying the life-cycle of
a Commission President appears to offer insight into the wider world of
the Commission presidency’s political logics. To an extent, the Commis-
sion came full historical circle with Delors, who was as influential in the
respects highlighted above as his predecessor Walter Hallstein and before
him, Jean Monnet at the High Authority. Together they presented a
particular face of European integration: the borderless and possibly time-
less – critics might say ‘nationless’ – quality of Europeanism, as exercised
from Brussels. These examples lend meaning to the spirit of the original
treaty provisions for the independent but multi-networked European com-
missioner and Commission President, designed to sustain the two-way
traffic of ideas and influence between different, but sister, galaxies: Brus-
sels and the home capital.
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Notes
1 Yondorf was citing from Monnet’s farewell address to the ECSC Common

Assembly, and using this expression to describe the primary purpose of the Jean
Monnet Action Committee (Yondorf 1965: 889).

2 The expression is from Duhamel (1997).
3 From Milési (1995): the man who said/says ‘no’.
4 I thank Professor Renaud Dehousse, consultant to Notre Europe in its relations

with universities, for according me an interview on 7 May, 2003 (Paris).
5 From Notre Europe’s mission statement. Notre Europe, 41, bd. des Capucines,

75002 Paris; http://www.notre-europe.asso.fr/. The profile of Delors in Euro-
pean Voice 10–16 July 1997: 12 reviews the significance of Notre Europe as a
‘vehicle’ for Delors’ interest in Europe.

6 Winand’s account of the Jean Monnet Action Committee suggests that it had
considerably more tentacles than does Notre Europe, including a nominally separ-
ate Research Centre, Documentation Centre, and University Studies Institute
(2001: 6). It also appeared to make similar efforts to reach beyond an elite audi-
ence, through the use of the press (in the case of the Action Committee, in the
US as well as Europe).
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Conclusion
Politics in the European Union

Andy Smith

In the introduction to this volume, I underlined that amongst the Euro-
pean Union’s institutions, the Commission is probably the one that has
given rise to the most study and publications. I then proceeded to stress,
however, that the vast majority of this work has tended to skirt around,
rather than deal directly with, the Commission’s relationship to politics.
In tackling this question directly, the contributions to this book have shed
new, original and illuminating light upon power and powering in the EU.
In the lines that follow, I simply want to highlight a number of research
conclusions developed in previous chapters which suggest not only that
one needs to look again at the Commission as an institution, but also at
the way one conducts research upon the interlocking, fragmented and
competitive arenas which make up the EU as a whole.

In his book Technocracy in the European Union (1999a), Claudio Radaelli
usefully distinguishes between three criteria frequently used in order to
define politics and distinguish it from technocracy: competition, public-
ness and the role of value judgements. Radaelli underlines that, contrary
to popular misconceptions, the EU has not evolved ‘beyond politics’ and
neither is politics in the EU simply the stuff of clashes between heads of
government. Rather, the EU’s present form has emerged from a multi-
tude of interactions and decisions where politicians, civil servants and
interest group leaders have acted both ‘politically’ and ‘technocratically’.

As the three points made in this conclusion underline, the interpreta-
tions of empirical evidence presented in this volume confirm this
general hypothesis. However, on the basis of more sociological research
designs, they also often seek to go beyond the straitjacket of reasoning by
ideal-type. The authors do so by considering, either implicitly or explicitly,
that ‘politics’ and ‘technocracy’ are ‘social constructions’ which actors use
in order to legitimize themselves or stigmatize their opponents. Politics
and technocracy are therefore studied as integral parts of the incessant
struggles between different protagonists seeking to increase their respec-
tive influence within the EU’s decision-making arenas. From this perspect-
ive, rather than becoming some esoteric alternative theory, this basic
premise of social constructivism therefore fuels rigorous studies of the



institutionalization, i.e. the construction and consolidation, of the EU.
The analytical pay off for this ‘sociologically constructivist’ approach is
that legitimation can be studied as a consubstantial process of institution-
alization, and not just something actors do when attacked over the EU’s
democratic deficit. In short, rather than muse about the consequences for
the legitimacy of the EU of an unelected Commission, the research pre-
sented in this volume shows how actors within and without this organi-
zation are constantly seeking ways of presenting themselves, their
priorities and their ways of working as ‘normal’ and ‘natural’.

Politics as competition

In Western nation states, political competition is usually associated with
elections and political parties. Although both clearly have roles in the EU,
these are played out indirectly by being mediated through institutions.
Indeed, if one considers that struggles for power in the EU are essentially
of an intra- and inter-institutional nature, representatives of the Commis-
sion certainly take part in at least three dimensions of this political
competition.

The first of these dimensions concerns competition within the Commis-
sion. Many other studies enumerated in the introduction to this book
develop the hypothesis that the DGs of the Commission are particularly
prone to a form of internal fragmentation often labelled ‘bureaucratic
politics’. Numerous chapters in this book confirm this general hypothesis,
in particular Jeanette Mak’s analysis of publicity for the euro and Cécile
Robert’s study of aid to Eastern Europe. However, they also show that
many such ‘turf wars’ also contain an ideological component that is fre-
quently marked by the suppression of references to politics in favour of
the supposedly more neutral registers of law and economics. By examin-
ing the behaviour of commissioners and their cabinets, Joana and Smith
not only show that the lexicon of politics is more acceptable at this level
but that, paradoxically, victories in the college are often also won using
arguments of an essentially legal or economic type. In both cases, the
research underlines the need to look more closely not only at Commission
fragmentation, but also at the mechanisms which, despite fragmentation,
produce compromises or consensus.

The second type of institutional competition pits personnel from the
Commission against agents of national governments and European
Parliamentarians (MEPs). The most obvious arenas for struggles with
national actors are situated within the different permutations of the
Council of Ministers. However, as Joana and Smith also highlight, rela-
tions between national governments and the Commission often begin to
intensify as soon as a draft legislative proposal reaches the college of com-
missioners. The cabinets of the latter are therefore crucial bodies within,
and between which, attempts are made to politicize or technicize issues
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before they reach the negotiating tables of the Council. Other chapters
show that the Commission in general, and its hierarchy in particular, are
increasingly involved in dealings with representatives of the European Par-
liament. Didier Georgakakis, for example, shows how MEPs worked with
officials in the Commission in order to bring about the downfall of the
Santer Commission. Despite the increasing power of the Parliament,
however, Olivier Baisnée’s study of the Brussels press corps shows that the
Commission still possesses the upper hand when it comes to getting media
attention for its achievements and objectives.

Finally, Sebastien Guigner’s chapter on the introduction of public
health onto the EU’s agenda highlights how Commission personnel often
find themselves in competition with other international organizations (in
this case the World Health Organization and the Council of Europe). Yet
again, a line of questioning about the use of ‘politics’ and ‘technical
detail’ provide a means of unpacking such competition and revealing that
the shape of EU intervention is determined more by a struggle for legiti-
macy than it is by quests for efficiency and effectiveness.

In summary, ‘politicization’ and ‘technicization’ are strategies used by
actors within and without the Commission in highly competitive contexts.
As François Foret’s chapter on Commission information policy under-
lines, this is not just competition to decide; it is also competition to repre-
sent and this in two senses of the word: representing the EU as its
spokesperson but also influencing how the EU is presented (i.e. as a social
representation of reality).

Politics as publicness

The second part of this book has tackled such struggles to represent
through analyses of the way the Commission engages in public communi-
cation. Each of the authors concerned have attempted to go beyond over-
general and abstract claims made about the absence of an EU ‘public
sphere’. In so doing they have generated three recurrent ideas about this
second dimension of the Commission’s relationship to politics.

The first of these ideas concerns how Commission personnel are
simultaneously interested in achieving maximum publicity for the EU and
their organization, whilst depoliticizing the content of the information
they transmit. François Foret tackles this question by examining the
processes of censorship and self-censorship which surround the produc-
tion of brochures for the general public. Olivier Baisnée encounters
similar phenomena in his longitudinal study of the relationship between
the Commission’s press services and Brussels-based journalists. In both
cases, representatives of the Commission constantly seek to paper over
conflict, often going so far as to consider journalistic accounts of clashes
between commissioners as a form of ‘betrayal’. More generally, as Cécile
Robert underlines, this aversion to conflict can be interpreted as the
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incapacity of Commission officials to accept political defeats. Having spent
months, if not years, piecing together delicate compromises, losing in
Council or the Parliament is frequently seen as a disavowal of the Commis-
sion itself.

The second recurrent trait that emerges from these studies of the com-
munication of the Commission is its profound awkwardness. More pre-
cisely, whereas national governments tend to have relatively clear visions
of what their respective publics expect in terms of public appearances and
protocol, the Commission frequently engages in a hybrid form of commu-
nication which ends up sounding foreign in every member state. As previ-
ous studies have shown (Abélès 1996; Schlesinger and Deirdre 2000), a
major cause of this problem is the fragmentation of European society and
culture. However, as Véronique Dimier shows in her analysis of the inven-
tion of DG VIII and Jeannette Mak underlines in the case of the euro, ten-
sions within the Commission are also responsible for muddying its own
message.

These messages are also muddied by a third and final recurrent feature
of the Commission and its relationship to public communication: the diffi-
culty of striking a balance between remaining independent of national
governments and dealing with them on a daily basis. In general terms, as
Jarle Trondal’s analysis of the European socialization of seconded officials
testifies, each representative of the Commission largely has to work this
problem out for him or herself. In terms of communication, this issue
becomes particularly acute in the case of commissioners and their cabi-
nets. As Joana and Smith underline elsewhere (2002: part III), the unsta-
ble role prescriptions of these actors mean that they very often consider it
necessary to invent their own method of communicating about the EU.
The problem is therefore not one of not enough communication, but of
commissioners being interpreted by the media as representing themselves
rather than the Commission as a whole.

Despite the importance attached to communication at national and
local levels of government, studies of this activity within EU institutions
are still in their infancy. This question got off to a bad start because it was
tackled first by philosophy-inspired academics quite content to present
their vision of communication in the EU in the form of an ‘aerial photo-
graph’ taken from the safety of their armchairs (Smith 1998). By conduct-
ing sociologically-grounded fieldwork into the way communication is
actually carried out in the Commission, the chapters in the second part of
this book offer a much more convincing and stimulating way forward.

Politics as value judgements

Claudio Radaelli’s third and final criteria for distinguishing between poli-
tics and technocracy concerns the basis upon which arguments for EU leg-
islation and decisions are founded. According to these ideal-types, when
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such arguments are essentially about values – whether something is
judged ‘good’ or ‘bad’ – they are political; in contrast, they are techno-
cratic when based upon expertise. The contributions to this volume
clearly present cases of both forms of argumentation. In most instances,
however, the most striking trait is the way ‘political’ and ‘technocratic’ dis-
course fuels intra- and inter-institutional struggles for power.

From this perspective, Cécile Robert’s chapter provides an illuminating
insight into the role of values in EU politics. In implementing the pro-
gramme of development aid to the pre-accession countries (PHARE), the
Commission has had considerable leeway to interpret general aims and
objectives set by the Council. One of the areas over which, at least poten-
tially, Commission officials could have developed considerable autonomy
concerns the way the Eastern European countries have developed their
respective social policies. Based upon value-laden argumentation, part of
the Commission (DG RELEX) sought to make a high standard of social
rights, particularly employment rights, part of the conditions for acces-
sion. However, concerned that this would lead to conflict in the Council,
another part of the Commission (DG EMPLOI) used EU law-based argu-
ments to stigmatize the DG RELEX approach as impracticable. Contrary
to many other clashes of this type, this particular conflict apparently never
gave rise to formal debate in the college of commissioners, thereby virtu-
ally ensuring the victory of the technocratic priority.

Value-based arguments are also highly visible whenever Commission
representatives involve themselves in debates about the future institu-
tional arrangements of the EU. As Helen Drake’s chapter underlines,
Jacques Delors developed a discourse on European integration and built
himself a position within the Commission from which to engage in such
forms of ‘institutional engineering’. In the long run, however, it is prob-
ably Delors’ inside knowledge of the Commission and its workings that
have given the greatest credence to his views. In other words, even when
acting as a ‘visionary’, Delors’ legitimacy has stemmed in large part from
his expertise and that of his closest advisers.

Ultimately, as Sébastien Guigner’s chapter on the Commission and
public health underlines, the Commission is not ‘beyond politics’, but
intensely embroiled in it. Analyses carried out by experts can always be
found and used as reasons for EU inaction. For example, in many areas of
public intervention, such as the structural funds in Northern Europe, it
would not be difficult for an independent expert to show that EU inter-
vention has little added value compared to national and local policies, and
can even make these less ‘efficient’ (Smith 1995). Nonetheless, such argu-
ments are often defeated by actors using other sources of expertise
and/or arguments about the intrinsic, even if impalpable, worth of EU
intervention.

These conclusions are both original and vitally important from the
point of view of research on the EU. As has been stressed throughout this
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book, its ‘sociological’ dimension stems as much from the research
designs and methods adopted to generate data, as it does from more
abstract meta-theoretical debates. As many of the bibliographical refer-
ences testify, strongly influenced by a long tradition of theory-driven polit-
ical sociology, these chapters also show the benefit of connecting
reflection about the EU to previous and present analyses of the construc-
tion and evolution of the nation state. Of course, the EU ‘is different’, just
as any state differs from any other. Nevertheless, by examining compara-
ble processes using universally applicable research questions and
methods, new light can be shed upon the causes and consequences of the
Commission’s, and more generally the EU’s, past and current relationship
to politics.

This point is also important to underline because some readers may be
frustrated that this data is rarely used here in order speculate on the
future of the Commission and the EU. Instead, our objective has been to
demonstrate some recurrent traits of the linkage between the Commission
and politics as they have been and are now. Nevertheless, we consider that
this book can and should also be read as a modest contribution to the
generation of a more empirically informed debate on the future of the
government and politics of Europe.
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