Follow up to the European Parliament resolution on procedures and practices regarding Commissioner hearings, lessons to be taken from the 2014 process, adopted by the Commission on 9 December 2015
1. Rapporteur: Richard CORBETT (S&D/UK)

2. EP reference number: A8-0197/2015 / P8_TA-PROV(2015)0287

3. Date of adoption of the resolution: 8 September 2015

4. Subject: Hearings of Commissioners-designate before the European Parliament

5. Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on Constitutional Affairs (AFCO)

6. Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:

The resolution takes stock of lessons learned during the 2014 hearings process. As far as the proposed changes to the hearings process are governed by Parliament's Rules of Procedures, these are expected to be presented and adopted at a later stage in the form of concrete amendments to the Rules of Procedures.

The changes proposed in the resolution aim generally at making hearings "more flexible and dynamic exchanges" between Committee members and the Commissioners-designate. This includes having more questions with fewer sub-questions in the written phase and fewer questions with the possibility for follow-up questions in the oral phase of the hearings. EU citizens should be included more effectively in the hearing process, for example via social media and networks. For Vice-Presidents with primarily horizontal responsibilities, a different format for the hearing should be found. Evaluations of Commissioners-designate should be made public within 24 hours after the evaluation. Member States should nominate their candidates in a timely manner and with a view to attaining gender equality objectives.

Requests directed to the Commission include the call to revise as soon as possible its internal rules for Declarations of Interest of Commissioners-designate to include the interests of family members living in the same household. To address horizontal issues affecting the composition, structure and working methods of the Commission, it is proposed that its President-elect should meet with Parliament's Conference of Presidents once before the hearing process has started and once after it has ended.

7. Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:

The Commission fully supports the objective of making the hearings a more flexible and dynamic exchange. They should be conducted in an open, fair and consistent manner. This Commission supports the envisaged increase of written questions from 5 to 7 on condition that sub-questions are abandoned. It also welcomes the limitation of questions in the oral phase to 25, with the possibility of immediate follow-up questions.

Generally, the Commission supports Parliament’s objective to ensure that the hearing process is accessible and transparent for EU citizens. However, only the elected Members of Parliament can exercise their scrutiny on Commissioners-designate and on the Commission as a whole. Therefore, the possibility of putting questions to Commissioners-designate during hearings should be reserved for Members of the European Parliament.

For Vice-Presidents-designate, who have a horizontal responsibility spanning the competences of a larger number of EP committees, it is indeed appropriate to foresee that hearings are carried out in an adapted format, such as an open Conference of Presidents. To ensure that Commissioners-designate are evaluated exclusively with regard to their personal competences and knowledge of the envisaged portfolio, the Commission maintains that the results of the evaluation of each Commissioner-designate should be published individually within 24 hours after completion of his/her evaluation. The Commission also supports the invitation to Member States to make timely and gender-balanced nominations for candidate Commissioners.

With regard to Parliament's call (points 4 and 13) to change the scope of the Declarations of Interest (DoI) by Commissioners-designate in particular to cover "family members living in the same household", the Commission considers that this stipulation would cover typically dependent children and not family members who do not live in the same household but whose own interests might create a conflict of interests with the Commissioner-designate's portfolio. The Commission considers that the addition suggested by the European Parliament would prove of limited added value as regards the identification of possible conflicts of interests of Commissioners-designate as regards their envisaged portfolio. It would in addition be excessive as regards the necessary balance between transparency and the protection of personal data.

However, the Commission remains open to examine how best to facilitate Parliament's assessment of potential conflicts of interest of Commissioners-designate in the framework of the hearings of Commissioners designate, for example by drawing the Commissioners designate attention to the need to inform the President of the Commission and the European Parliament about any situation which might entail a possible risk of conflict of interests with their envisaged portfolio.

As regards Parliament's call (point 12) for meetings with the Commission President-elect before and after hearings, the Commission considers that inter-institutional dialogue regarding horizontal issues affecting the composition and structure of the Commission as a whole should be held in full respect of each Institution's competences and prerogatives and thus take full account, in particular, of article 17(6) TEU.
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