






their parliamentary work.i Liberal Democrat MEP Baroness Ludford, for instance,

complains about the UK's Europe Minister Douglas Alexander 'dodging' questions

put to him at Question-Time with the Council of Ministers. As she points out, 'I will

just have to tell my constituents that [..] you can't get a straight answer out of New

Labour'. Similarly, conservative spokesman for health John Bowis cites extensively

from the questions he tabled on his homepage. Finally, Labour spokesman for

employment Claude Moraes includes a detailed description of his questions to

Commission and Council in his newsletter, which is sent directly to his UK

constituency.

Nevertheless, we know very little about the motivations of MEPs for tabling

questions in particular policy areas. First, in a very early study, Cohen (1979) looks at

the development of and use of Question Time before the first direct elections in 1979.

He finds that British MEPs tend to make disproportional use of the procedure but

expects direct elections to bring about wide-ranging changes. Second, in a study of the

third parliament (1989-1994), Raunio (1996) finds little evidence of party group or

national specialisation. MEPs appear to use parliamentary questions for much the

same reasons as members of national legislatures. Also, a large number of questions

deal with matters of concern to local constituents as opposed to a pan-European

citizenry. The example of Baroness Ludford above corroborates the suspicion that

questions in the Europesan Parliament often are addressed to a national party-political

audience rather than to all European citizens. However, there is some evidence that

MEPs prefer to table questions about issues within the jurisdiction of the committees

in which they sit (Raunio, 1996). Third, Bowler and Farrell (1995) detect similar

21bo examples citedherereferto the UKwhere the practise of informing constituents viapersonal
homepagee is mostdeveloped. However, many MEPs from other countries alsouse personal websites
tostay in touch wi~ domestic constituents.
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evidence of legislative specialisation III their study of oral questions III three

committees.

This chapter presents empirical evidence to demonstrate which values and

interests are represented and how responsive MEPs are to the stated policy priorities

of their national parties in parliamentary oversight. The next section focuses on the

legislative participation decisions of MEPs at Question-Time. Which MEPs are most

active in scrutinising the Commission? How does this affect political representation at

this stage of the policy process?

II. Representativeness and Legislative Participation at
Question-Time

As Corbett et al (2005) point out, parliamentary questions have become more and

more popular over time. More than 4,200 questions were brought before Commission

and Council at Question-Time in the fifth Parliament. Figure 6.1 shows the number of

questions to the Commission in 13 policy areas over the full five-year term of the

Parliament (1999-2004). Environment was by far the most popular topic, followed by

questions on foreign affairs and industry. Regional affairs, employment and

agriculture still elicited more than 100 questions between 1999 and 2004. Questions

on economics and the monetary union, constitutional affairs and women's rights were

least abundant.
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Question-Time session, they become more and more active in policy formulation and

decision-making over the course of the term. As a result, some representatives

substitute greater involvement in committees for lower activity at Question-Time.

FIGURE 6.2. NUMBER OF QUESTIONS AT QUESTION-TIME IN THE FIFTH EUROPEAN
PARLIAMENT (1999-2004)
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Cum. Avg is thecumulative average ofquestions per Question-Time session

Table 6.2 shows participation at Question-Time in the fifth European Parliament

at the individual level. More than half of all MEPs (323) did not table any questions

over the full five-year period under investigation. A large number of legislators

participated between 1 and 5 times and 21 representatives were responsible for 30 or

more questions each. The record is detained by the Greek communist MEP

Alexandros Alavanos and his Spanish socialist colleague Maria Izquierdo-Rojo, who

tabled48 questions each to the Commission.
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TABLE 6.2. DISTRIBUTION OF QUESTIONS AT QUESTION-TIME ACROSS MEPs
(1999-2004)

Number of Frequency
Questions (Number of

MEPs)
0 323

1-5 188
6-10 45
11-15 24
16-20 18
21-25 7
26-30 4
30+ 21.................. ......................._._.....__......_-------.-------_ ...._..• ........._. .................---...._..........._...- .......... _---_..--.- ... _.

Average Number of 2.6
Questions per MEP

Note: Cell Entries show the number ofcommittee members for each level ofparticipation andfor each type ofreport.
Total Number ofQuestions; 1666; Total Number of.\f£Ps: 630

Participation at Question-Time is highly selective, with some MEPs engaging

extensively whereas half the legislature opts out completely. This distribution

confirms previous research where the sample of questions under study is similarly

skewed (e.g. Raunio, 1997). As predicted by Hall (1996), the representational

consequences of such an uneven distribution could be stark. If MEPs address policy

issues that are of concern exclusively to their constituents, the political opinions of up

to 50% of European citizens are not represented at all compared with a small minority

whose values and interests dominate parliamentary oversight.

So far we have established that, despite ease of access and relatively low

opportunity costs, a large number of MEPs choose not to exercise their right to

participate at Question-Time. This may reflect a belief that parliamentary questions

are of limited usefulness given the low awareness of plenary sessions in the European

Parliament within the general public. However, other legislators make extensive use

of questioning as a representational and oversight tool. Whatever the reasons for

diffcrcnt participation levels, the range of opinions voiced at Question-Time and the

interests expressed in parliamentary oversight of the Commission do not reflect the

composition of the European Parliament as a whole.
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Chapter2 hypothesises that oversight is particularly valuable to MEPs with a high

risk of agency loss from the Commission's behaviour as an executive agency. The

risk of agency loss is highest for MEPs without direct representation in the

Commission via their national parties. In contrast, legislators whose parties have their

'own' commissioner are likely to be closer to the Commission in terms of policy

preferences and they dispose over alternative, less formal, ways to influence the

executive and express discontent with its policies. As a result, Chapter 2 predicts that

'opposition' MEPs without direct partisan ties to individual commissioners are more

likely to use Question-Time as an oversight tool than their peers.

Table 6.3 confirms this prediction. MEPs whose national parties were not

represented in the Commission tabled a total of 1,453 questions compared with only

1,117 by legislators with direct ties to the executive.' In other words, there is a 30

percent difference in participation between MEPs from 'governing' parties and

representatives from 'opposition' parties. Although the terms 'government' and

'opposition' are less applicable in the EP, the distribution in Table 6.3 corresponds to

similar findings on the connection between questioning and legislative-executive

relations in national political systems (Chester and Bowring, 1962; Franklin and

Norton, 1993).

.J Note that these numbers cover all questions to theCommission, irrespective of policy area. Much of
the rest of theanalysis in thischapter is based on the restricted sample forwhich data on issue salience
were available (seeChapter 3 fora description of this dataset).
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TABLE 6.3. NUMBER OF QUESTIONS AND NATIONAL PARTY TIES TO THE
COMMISSION

National Party Ties to the Number of
European Commission Questions

Governing Parties 1,117

Opposition Parties 1,453
..................._..........._..............__. ....................._-_..._-_._-•.._-_._.._._..._. .............. ..... .- -.-....................-...........__.._-.....- .. _.._-

Total 2,570

Note: includes all questions and all MEPs. Governing parties include all ME?s from all parties that sit in the Commission:
Opposition parties include all ME? from all parties that do not sit in the Commission

Finally, Figure 6.3 analyses questioning activity at the national level. Cross-

country research has shown that parliamentary questions playa much more important

role in some countries than in others. For instance, it is no coincidence that academic

studies of questions have focused on the British House of Commons (Franklin and

Norton, 1993) and the Nordic states (Wiberg, 1994). In these systems, parliamentary

questions are regularly covered by the media and they are much more visible to the

general public than in other EU member states.

Figure 6.3 suggests that domestic political culture may also have something to do

with levels of participation at Question-Time in the EP. However, a word of caution is

required: for small member states, average figures are not always meaningful because

they are based on a small number of legislators and questions. For instance, 250/0 of

Greek legislators did not participate at all at Question-Time over the course of the

fifth Parliament. Nevertheless, Greece has one of the highest average participation

rates because seven of its MEPs tabled more than 30 questions to the Commission

each. In comparison, the effect of such extremely active MEPs is much smaller in the

larger member states. Despite this caveat, MEPs from Anglo-Saxon (UK and Ireland)

and Nordic states (Sweden, Denmark, Finland), on the whole. ask more questions than

their colleagues from continental Europe. with the notable exceptions of Greece and

(to a lesser extent) Spain. Irish legislators are by far the most active with an average of
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18 questions per MEP for the full fifth term of the EP. This compares with less than 2

questions per MEP for the 6 founding members of the European Union (France,

Germany, Italy and the Benelux) and Portugal.

Nevertheless, it is unclear from Figure 6.3 which national attributes explain these

differences. The six founding members of the EU include some of the most pro­

European publics in the Union. Since one of the main functions of questioning is the

ability for backbenchers to voice their dissatisfaction with the executive, these

countries may actively choose to refrain from participating at Question-Time.

Arguably, with little to criticise the strongly pro-European Commission for, MEPs

from the founding members may simply opt out of parliamentary oversight

irrespective of their direct partisan ties with the executive. In contrast, the Anglo­

Saxon and Nordic member states are often seen to be much more eurosceptic, with

strong anti-European parties, such as the Danish/Swedish June movement or Britain's

UKIP. In countries where European integration itself is contested, oversight of the

supranational executive may assume greater importance. If participation at Question­

Time reflects a more general concern with parliamentary oversight, Figure 6.3

suggests that there is a stark bias against the pro-European founding member states at

this stage ofthe policy process.
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this preference might lie in the evolution of responsiveness over the course of the

legislative term. Arguably, as European elections draw closer and as MEPs become

more experienced, they will improve their responsiveness.

Figure 6.4 shows the average responsiveness of questions tabled at each Question-

time session in the fifth Parliament. Whereas there are some sessions where MEPs

were less responsive than before, the majority of sessions show a positive change in

responsiveness. Responsiveness grows over time as MEPs become more acquainted

with parliamentary procedures and as they come closer to the next European elections.

However, the average increase in responsiveness declines steadily over time until the

cumulative average reaches a mere 0.96 percent at the end of the legislature just

before the 2004 EP elections. In other words, there was a marginal improvement in

responsiveness over the course of the legislative term. Responsiveness grows at a

declining rate over the course of the term, with no discernible spike before European

elections.

FIGURE 6.4. CHANGE IN AVERAGE RESPONSIVENESS OVER TIME (ALL QUESTION­

TIME SESSIONS IN THE FIFTH EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT)
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However, as Chapter 2 has shown, political representation is not the only

motivation for participating and specialising at Question-Time. Indeed, the theory

predicts a trade-off between responsiveness and oversight in parliamentary questions.

On one hand, responsiveness requires MEPs to table questions in policy areas that

feature prominently in their manifestos. On the other hand, effective oversight

requires that legislators hold the executive responsible in the wide range of policy

areas where they face a risk ofagency loss.

As a result, MEPs with a large incentive to monitor the executive are less

responsive than legislators without such an incentive. The trade-off between

representation and oversight depends on the partisan ties between MEPs and the

Commission. Legislators whose national parties sit in the Commission are likely to

have closer policy preferences and better access to the executive. As a result, Chapter

2 predicts that MEPs from 'governing' parties are more responsive than MEPs from

'opposition' parties.

In order to provide a first test of this prediction, Table 6.4 shows the average

responsiveness of ME~s with direct access to the Commission via their national

parties and legislators without such partisan ties. As the table shows, controlling for

questions on the environment, MEPs who do not sit in the Commission are less

responsive than MEPs whose national parties do have a commissioner. However, the

relationship is reversed for questions on the environment. Here, MEPs whose parties

do not sit in the Commission are more responsive than their peers with direct access to

the European executive. MEPs with access to the Commission table more questions

on the environment than the salience of this policy area would predict.
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TABLE 6.4. AVERAGE RESPONSIVENESS AND PARTISAN TIES TO THE EUROPEAN
COMMISSION

All Policy Areas
(except Environment)

Environment

'Governing' Parties

'Opposition' Parties

Avg. Avg.
Responsiveness Responsive ness

7.30 3.99
(0.25) (0.14)
6.21 8.52

_ ...___.___ _ {9.:28)___ __ __._....(OJ}L._
Differencei;'·Me~;,s 1.09* -4.52*

Note: standard errors In parentheses; • significant at O.Of/eve/;

Thus, there is only mixed support for the hypothesis in Chapter 2 that direct access

to the Commission reduces the incentive to scrutinise the executive and allows

representatives to focus on salient policy areas. The difference between environmental

questions and all other policy areas is striking. Several alternative (though not rival)

explanations can be tested in a more sophisticated multi-variate analysis.

First, it is of course possible that MEPs who do not sit in the Commission are

affiliated with parties that care more about the environment than MEPs with direct

access to the Commission. Most green parties for instance (except for the German

greens who formed part of the German government in 1999 and are therefore

represented in the Commission) do not have access to the Commission and they

presumably serve a constituency that is environmentally aware.

In addition, environmental issues are different from other policy areas at the

European level because it is here where the European Parliament and the Commission

have been most influential in shaping policy outcomes. As a result, all MEPs.

irrespective of their partisan ties to the Commission and the salience of the policy area

at home, may want to be involved in environmental policy.

In order to test these hypotheses. Table 6.5 shows the result of a logistic

regression with random individual effects and a binary dependent. which assumes the
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value 1 for environmental questions and the value 0 otherwise. The regression

explains the likelihood of tabling a question on the environment as a function of the

explanatory variables. The results show that MEPs from the Swedish Socialist party,

who are party colleagues of the environment Commissioner Margot Wallstrom are

more likely to raise environmental issues at Question-Time. For MEPs from other

national parties, Commission access does not have a main effect. However, there is a

negative interaction between partisan ties to the Commission and the salience of

environmental issues. In other words, unlike 'opposition' MEPs, legislators with

partisan ties to the Commission table more questions on the environment than the

salience of the policy area would predict. Finally, there is no relationship between

party group membership and the likelihood of tabling a question on the environment.

This may come as a surprise, especially because the Green party group serves an

environmentally particularly conscious constituency.

In any case, the results in Table 6.5 confirm that environmental questions are

governed by different factors than questions in other policy areas. Further research is

required to investigate the reasons behind environmental questioning. Most of the

multivariate analysis in this Chapter however excludes questions on the environment.

The bi-variate results in Table 6.4 support the prediction in Chapter 2 that 'governing'

MEPs (with partisan ties to the Commission) are more responsive at Question-Time

than 'opposition' legislators on non-environmental issues.
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TABLE 6.5. RANDOM EFFECTS LOGISTIC REGRESSION, DEPENDENT:
ENVIRONMENTAL QUESTION (1 ), OTHER QUESTION (0)

Coef Std. Err.
-0.009 0.021

1.375*** 0.233
-0.020 0.973

0.437 0.395
0.401 0.456
-0.043 0.693
-0.398 0.589
1.108 0.736
-0.430 1.453

-1.693*** 0.365

0.657

0.773

0.154

0.289
0.140
0.050

0.598

-0.302 **

-1.683***

Salience
Commission Access
party sits in Commission
Party holds Commission's Environment
Portfolio'[
Interaction: Party sits in Commission x
Salience
Individual Variables
Member of Environment Committee
Distance from Median MEP
Party Group Dummies
PES
ELDR
GREEN
EUL
UEN
!NO
Constant
Random Effects Coefficients
/lnsig2u -0.067
sigma_u 0.967
rho 0.221
Log likelihood -771.019
Prob >= chibar2 <0.001
N 1,633
Notes: ••• significant at 0.01 level, •• significant at 0.05level, reference categories: UKandEPP;

t 17Ie environment commissioner in theProdiCommission (1999-2004) wasSwedish SocialDemocrat Margot Wallstrom
Coefficients measure the likelihood oftabling a question on theenvironment; unitofanalysis: Questions;

SteChapter 3for details on random effectsmethodology; sigma_u is theestimated standard deviation oftherandom effectfor
'''''/vidual MEPs; rho Isthe tntradass correlation coefficient; Prob >chi2 showstheprobability ofnodifference between the

random effects specification shown hereandan OLSspecification withoul random orfixed effects.

The regression results in Table 6.5 show that Swedish Social Democrats are less

likely than other MEPs to question their party's own commissioner. However, the

table does not tell us anything about the quality of the questions that MEPs address to

their own Commissioner. It is indeed possible that questions to an MEP's own

COmmissioner follow a different logic than those to other commissioners. In order to

investigate this possibility, Table 6.6 investigates the use of planted questions at

Question-Time. As Wiberg (1996) points out, the practice of planting friendly

questions in order to highlight a positive aspect of the government's work is a
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widespread "everyday open secret in all parliaments" (pg. 196). Referring to the

British House of Commons, this observation is confirmed by the Economist

newspaper, which notes that 'the price of putting down a question is, after all, more

like half a pint ofbitter in the members' bar' (Bagehot, 1994 [quoted in Wiberg, 1996,

pg. 196]). Similarly, in the European Parliament, some Commissioners may plant

'suitable' questions among MEPs from their own national party in order to raise

particular issues or call public attention to their work.

Of course, it is difficult to identify which questions are planted by individual

commissioners and which questions are 'legitimate' inquiries about a commissioner's

brief. Table 6.6 shows the difference in responsiveness of questions tabled to

commissioners by members of their own national party and those tabled by members

of otherparties. If there is a significant difference in responsiveness, this suggests that

MEPs have different motivations for questioning their 'own' commissioners than they

do for other members of the executive. The table suggests that this is not the case.

Questions to an MEP's own commissioner are somewhat less responsive than

questions to commissioners from other parties but this difference is not statistically

significant. The lack of a significant difference suggests that we can treat questions to

an MEP's own commissioner similarly to all other questions. There is no discernible

effect of question 'planting' by commissioners among members of their own national

parties to highlight their work.
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TABLE 6.6. AVERAGE RESPONSIVENESS OF 'PLANTED' AND OTHER QUESTIONS

Average
Responsiveness

Question to 6.10
Own Commissioner! (0.79)

Question to 7.37
Different Commissioner" (Q:?6t____...................... .- .... ,.. . -....................... .... .. .................. _..............._......__......_.._---_..._----_.--_.-- ........._.......--_.... -- - ...._-_._--

Difference in Means 1.27
(0.83)

Notes. The table includes only MEPs witlipartisan ties to the Commission,
Questions on the environment are excluded; standard errors in parentheses

1N= 670; 11 N = 65

Finally, Table 6.7 examines to what extent committee assignments affect

behaviour at Question-Time. Previous research has found mixed evidence for

legislative specialisation in the use of questions even though legislators are free to

choose the topics of their inquiry. Judge (1974) for instance finds that MPs in the

British House of Commons focus their interventions on a small subset of policy areas.

Similarly, in the European Parliament, Bowler and Farrell (1995) contend that

agriculture committee members tend to ask questions about agriculture but not about

the environment or regional affairs, whereas members of the environment and

regional committees tend to query most about their respective committee jurisdictions.

Raunio (1997) on the other hand finds somewhat less conclusive evidence for

committee specialisation in his study of written questions in the European Parliament.

In any case, if committee specialisation occurs, MEPs who sit on the most salient

committees should represent their party's political platform better than MEPs who are

members of less salient committees. Alternatively, an explanation for the lack of

specialisation is that MEPs use questions to address policy areas over which their

committees do not have jurisdiction, either because they are dissatisfied with their

assignments or because they are concerned about limiting their legislative

participation to the narrow range of policy areas that are covered by their committees.
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In either case, the quality of an MEP's committee assignments can have a positive or

a negative effect on responsiveness at Question-Time.

Table 6.7 shows that about 30 percent of all non-environmental questions at

Question-Time address a policy area that falls within the author's committee

jurisdiction. The remaining two thirds of questions deal with areas outside the

questioner's committees. While non-committee questions are on average marginally

more salient than questions that deal with the author's own committee work, the

difference is not statistically significant at the 10% level. A more sophisticated multi-

variate analysis is required to evaluate the impact of committee specialisation on

political representation at Question-Time. For the moment, however, there is not

enough evidence to support an interpretation of questions as an alternative for MEPs

who are dissatisfied with their influence over policy formulation (Chapter 5) and

decision-making (Chapter 4).

TABLE 6.7. SALIENCE AND NUMBER OF QUESTIONS INSIDE AND OUTSIDE THE

COMMITTEE JURISDICTION OF THE QUESTIONER

Average Frequency
Salience

Question About Own 6.57 399
Committee (0.34)
Question About Different 6.91 492
Committee _.___(9~_~~1 ...___ ........__..__._..._-.__.._----_....._ ........._...................- ................... ........

Difference 0.34 93
(0.41)

•• Note: Environmental questions excluded; standard errors In parentheses

The bi-variate analysis in Tables 6.4-6.7 has shown that, with the exception of

questions on the environment, MEPs with direct access to the Commission via their

national parties are more responsive than their peers. This remains true when they

table questions that are addressed to their' own' commissioner or that deal with their

Own committee portfolios. Neither the planting of questions by an MEP's 'own'

commissioner nor committee specialisation have a statistically significant effect on



responsiveness. While the bivariate analysis has shown substantial evidence of the

impact of national party ties on legislative behaviour and responsiveness at Question-

Time, the tables cannot provide any insights about their relative (statistical and

substantive) significance against alternative explanations such as question planting

and committee specialisation.

In order to address this problem, Table 6.8 summarizes the results of three

multivariate regressions with random effects for countries and individual MEPs and

with question salience as a dependent variable." The models explain the

responsiveness of questioners as a function of legislative-executive relations, party

group membership, the committee organisation of the EP and a range of individual

level control variables. The regression coefficients indicate the effect of a one-unit

change in each explanatory variable on question salience. Chapter 2 predicts that the

questioning behaviour of MEPs is conditioned by their access to the Commission,

rather than party group coalition dynamics as in the case of committee decision-

making and policy formulation. Committee specialisation and the use of planted

questions may act as intervening variables. The results support these predictions.

4 See Chapter 3 fordetails about random effects methodology. Questions on the environment are
excluded from theanalysis.
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TABLE 6.8. RANDOM EFFECTS REGRESSION; DEPENDENT: QUESTION SALIENCE

Modell Model 2: (1) +
Specialisation

Model 3: (2) +
Party Groups

Coej Std.
Err. Coej Std.

Err. Coej Std.
Err.

6.132*** 1.069 5.681 *** 1.464 6.186*** 1.600

0.216 0.586 0.378 0.511 0.434 0.514

0.010*** 0.004 0.008** 0.004 0.008** 0.004

1.184

0.400

0.093

0.817
1.053
1.478

0.702
0.395
0.131

0.129

-1.345

-0.552

-1.043
-0.961
-0.384

2.842
1.875
5.946

<0.001

-4,115.648

1.168

0.400

0.089

0.668
0.383
0.131

0.110

-1.512

-0.566

2.697
1.876
5.946

<0.001

0.151 *** 0.027 0.149*** 0.027

-2.256*** 0.862 -2.353*** 0.872

-4,119.068

0.709 1.413** 0.613 1.590** 0.734

0.745
0.332
0.128

1.285*

2.912
2.691
5.901

<0.001

-4,135.638

Access to Commission
Party has 'Own'
Commissioner

Question Planting
Question to 'Own'

Commissioner
Committee Specialisation
Question w/in Committee

Jurisdiction

Committee
Influence

Policy Specialisation
Responsiveness of
Previous Question

Number of Policy Areas
Questioned

Party Group Dummies
EPP
PES

ELDR
O~erCon"olVarwbks

Question-Time Session -0.027* 0.014 -0.032** 0.014 -0.031 ** 0.014

Distance from median -0.576 1.376 -0.291 1.200 -0.967 1.705
MEP

Incumbent
Number ofQuestions in
the Same Policy Area

Constant
Random Effects

Country
MEP

Residual
Prob>chi(2)

Log Restricted
Likelihood

N 1,268 1,268 1,268
NOIU: ···.r~dlO.O/ lnel• •• signlfictmldlO.OS _I. ·.rlg1tjftcrmldlO./ lnel

227



First of all, the Commission membership dummy has the expected (positive) sign

and it is statistically significant in all three estimations (at the 0.05 level in models 2

and 3, at the 0.1 level in model 1). MEPs with direct representation in the

Commission via their national party are more responsive than their peers whose

parties do not sit in the Commission. This conclusion does not change whether the

model includes only individual level control variables (model 1) or whether it also

includes committee and other specialisation variables (model 2) and party group

dummies (model 3).5 Substantively, in the fully specified model (3), an MEP whose

national party is represented in the Commission tables questions that are on average

1.59% more salient than MEPs who are not represented in the Commission.

Compared with an overall average responsiveness of 6.8%, the effect of direct

partisan access to the executive is highly significant.

The positive effect of Commission representation supports the hypothesis in

Chapter 2, which explains responsiveness at Question-Time with the author's national

party affiliation. MEPs without partisan ties to the Commission face a higher risk of

agency loss and more difficult access to individual members of the Commission. As a

result, they have a strong incentive to rely on parliamentary questions as a tool to

monitor the executive in a broad range of policy areas as opposed to specialising in

salient areas. The results support Jun's (2003) observation that national party ties to

individual Commissioners influence an MEP's attitude towards the EU executive.

Second, models (2) and (3) quantify the impact of so-called planted questions

from MEPs to their own commissioners. In models (2) and (3) the coefficient on

Question to 'Own'Commissioner is negative as expected. However, controlling for all

other independent variables in models (2) and (3), the variable does not assume

SOa the contrary, including these controls marginally strengthens theresults.
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statistical significance." Thus, in continnation of the bivariate results in Table 6.6,

MEPs who tabled questions to their own commissioners are equally responsive as

other MEPs. In terms of political representation, the use of planted questions does not

significantly affect responsiveness.

Third, models (2) and (3) also incorporate several variables to account for the

possibility of committee specialisation at Question-Time. Table 6.7 suggested that

specialisation in policy areas that fall under the questioner's committee jurisdiction

could be detrimental to responsiveness, though the difference in mean responsiveness

between questions dealing with the author's committee portfolio and all other

questions was not significant. Effective representation requires specialisation in

salient policy areas, irrespective of committee assignments. However, the multivariate

analysis shows that MEPs who table question in areas that fall within their committee

jurisdiction are not less responsive than their peers. The coefficient on question within

committee jurisdiction is negative in both estimations but it does not assume statistical

significance at the 0.1 level. Thus, committee specialisation does not appear to make a

significant difference in terms of responsiveness.

However, a second measure of committee specialisation does show a statistically

significant effect. Indeed, MEPs who sit in the most influential committees (i.e. those

with a large percentage of co-decision legislation) are less responsive at Question­

Time than their colleagues whose committees are less powerful in terms of policy

outcomes. This result is consistent with the interpretation that legislators with a strong

committee portfolio are likely to focus on the policy formulation and decision-making

stages of the legislative process, where they can affect the content of policy before it

, Ofcourse, like in Table 6.S the multi-variate analysis cannot positively identify which questions are
pllnted bycommissioners or the national party leadership andwhich questions reflect a 'real' concern
with the Commission's handling ofa particular policy area. Theshort discussion here assumes that
commissioners are most likely to plantquestions with MEPs from theirown national party.
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is adopted by the European Parliament. In contrast, MEPs with less influential

committee positions are more responsive at Question-Time. Thus, models (2) and (3)

suggest that there is a close interaction between the three different stages of the policy

process. Substantively, each 10% rise in the share of co-decision legislation within an

MEP's committee portfolio lowers responsiveness by more than 2%. The quality of an

MEP's committee assignments considerably affects responsiveness at the

parliamentary oversight stage of the legislative process.

Fourth, models (2) and (3) incorporate two additional variables that measure the

effect of specialisation in particular policy areas outside of committees. Even MEPs

who do not specialise in their committees, could have a particular interest in a small

number of policy areas in which they have special expertise for instance. Just like

committee specialisation, this could affect responsiveness depending on the salience

ofthe policy area where the MEP has expertise. The results in Table 6.8 show that the

number of policy areas questioned does not affect responsiveness. MEPs who only

table questions ,on a small number of policy areas are no less responsive than their

peers.

However, there is a statistically and substantively very strongrelationship between

the responsiveness of consecutive questions by the same MEP. Indeed, in models (2)

and (3), the salience of the previous question is the single best predictor of the

salience of the next question by the same MEP. Thus, there are some MEPs who

consistently table questions in the most salient policy areas, even once the number of

policy areas questioned and committee specialisation are taken into account. Clearly,

as the bivariate analysis has already indicated, there are large differences in the

representational performanceofMEPs at the oversight stage ofthe legislative process.
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In sum, the relationship between specialisation and the representational quality of

questions is complex. Committee specialisation might be a small part of the answer

but it does not fully explain representational performance at Question-Time. Instead,

Table 6.8 suggests that it is the quality of an MEP's committee portfolio that

determines which questions he or she asks. More generally, the quality of committee

assignments determines how legislators engage at different stages of the policy

process. Additionally, however, some MEPs consistently table salient questions while

others do not, even once committee specialisation is taken into account. Further

research on parliamentary questions in the EP should try to model committee effects

on questions more thoroughly by, for instance, examining the relationship between

questions and different leadership positions within committees (such as substitute, full

member, vice chair, and chair).

Finally, as expected, none of the party group dummies have any effect on

responsiveness (model 3). This is in stark contrast to Chapters 4 and 5 where party

groups played a major role in the legislative participation and specialisation decisions

of individual MEPs. The lack of significance of the three party group dummies in

model (3) corroborates the prediction that legislative-executive relations in the

European Parliament are subject to a different dynamic than committee work.

Whereas policy formulation and decision-making in committees are governed by

majority rule, which fosters coalition formation among European party groups,

parliamentary oversight is determined by partisan ties to the executive at the level of

national parties. As noted in Chapter 2, this distinction between majority rule and

legislative-executive relations makes the European Parliament a unique natural

laboratory to investigate incentives for MEPs to participate and specialise at different

stages ofthe policy process.
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Finally, a series of additional control variables included in the regression deserve

mentioning. First, the lack of significance of distance to median MEP emphasises that

it is access to the Commission via the national party, rather than individual policy

preferences, that governs legislative-executive relations in the EP. The negative

coefficient on Question-Time session confirms the counterintuitive effect of European

elections (illustrated in Figure 6.4), with lower responsiveness at the end than at the

beginning of the legislature. In a similar vein, there is no difference in the

responsiveness of incumbents and freshmen at Question-Time. Both of these results

may be less surprising in view of the weak electoral connection that links MEPs to

their constituents in the EP. However, the positive coefficient on number ofquestions

in the same policy area indicates that salient policy areas are the most popular

question-topics for MEPs. In other words, legislators do make a conscious effort to

put the political platforms of their parties into practice but they do not adjust their

behaviour in response to electoral stimuli.

IV. Political Representation in Committees and in
Parliamentary Oversight

The results presented thus far suggest that there is a considerable amount of

variation in the representational performance of MEPs at the parliamentary oversight

stage. Representation at Question-Time is highly unequal and it varies primarily along

national party lines. Except for questions on the environment, MEPs whose national

parties are represented in the executive are more responsive than those who are not.

The effect of committee specialisation on responsiveness is more complex.

Legislators with highly desirable assignments are less responsive than MEPs who sit

on less attractive committees. On the whole, the analysis has shown that access to the

European Commission via the national party's own commissioner is a more powerful

explanation of representational performance at this stage of the policy process than
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alternative explanations such as committee specialisation, individual policy

preferences or planted questions by commissioners among their national party's

MEPs.

Thus, political representation is distributed very differently at the oversight

stage, where access to the Commission is the key determinant of MEP behaviour, and

in policy formulation and decision-making, where behavioural incentives are

governed by prevailing majority thresholds and party group membership. The

representational scores used in this analysis are a composite measure of legislative

participation and specialisation in salient policy areas and they are not directly

observable. As a result, the impact of differences in incentives on representational

outcomes is difficult to evaluate in absolute terms.

Instead, by comparing the distribution of representational performance at

different stages of the policy process (e.g. using Gini coefficients), we can compare

the impact on representation of the behavioural incentives that govern parliamentary

oversight and committee work. As mentioned in Chapter 5 already, a Gini coefficient

of 1 denotes perfect inequality with one committee member reaping all the spoils, a

coefficient of 0 indicates perfect equality among legislators. For committee

assignments and questions, the Gini coefficients are 0.42 and 0.86 respectively, which

indicates that salient questions are twice as unequally distributed among MEPs as

salient committee posts.

Figure 6.5 graphically illustrates the effect of incentives at the committee and

oversight stages on the distribution of representational performance across MEPs.

Each Oini coefficient corresponds to the area between the 45 degree line of perfect

equality and the distribution in question. The figure confirms that questions are

distributed much more unequally than committee posts.
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FIGURE6.S.INEQUALITY OF POLITICAL REPRESENTATION IN PARLIAMENTARY
OVERSIGHT AND IN COMMITTEE ASSIGNMENTS
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As noted in chapters 4 and 5, committee posts are allocated to the party groups

in proportion to their size in the plenary. It is therefore not surprising that

representational performance should be less equal at Question-Time than in

committees. Whereas almost all MEPs are members of at least one committee, the

majority of MEPs do not participate at all at Question-Time. Nevertheless, with

questions not subject to party group gate-keeping and relatively easy to access

compared with other legislative activities, the magnitude of the difference in

inequality is surprising.

The analysis in this chapter has shown that the incentive structure that governs

legislative-executive relations accounts for differences both in participation and

specialisation at Question-Time. Perhaps the most important insight from the

empirical analysis of parliamentary oversight in this chapter is the importance I of
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behavioural incentives for the study of political representation in the European

Parliament (and elsewhere).

v. Discussion and Conclusion

This chapter has quantified the consequences of the selective participation and

specialisation decisions of MEPs for the political representation of European citizens

in parliamentary oversight. Parliamentary questions provide a unique insight into the

opportunities and constraints that structure these decisions. Unlike policy formulation

and decision-making in committees, participation at Question-Time is not governed

by majority rule and subject to only minimal national party and party group control.

First and most significantly, the empirical analysis in this chapter shows that the

representational performance of MEPs can be explained as a function of the incentive

structure that governs parliamentary oversight. In confirmation of Chapters 4 and 5,

behavioural incentives affect whether MEPs participate and where they specialise at

Question-Time. These individual decisions in turn determine how European citizens

are represented in parliamentary oversight in the European Union. Because Question­

Time is subject to a different incentive structure (little party control, no majority

thresholds) than parliamentary committee work, this result constitutes a significant

validation of the theory developed in Chapter 3.

Second, the findings are consistent with the hypotheses developed in Chapter 2.

With the exception of environmental issues, legislative specialisation in particular

policy areas at Question-Time is a function of partisan ties to the Commission.

Representatives whose parties form part of the executive use questions primarily as a

representational tool in the most salient policy areas. However, for MEPs from

'opposition' parties, questions also serve to monitor the Commission and minimise

the risk. of agency drift. As a result, legislators from 'governing' parties are more
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responsive (hypothesis 3b) but less well represented (hypothesis 3a) than their peers

who do not have partisan ties to the executive. Unlike in Chapters 4 and 5 where

majority thresholds and party group affiliation were key, legislative behaviour (and

therefore representation) at Question-Time is determined by each MEP's access to the

executive, the European Commission.

Third, the selectivity of participation at Question-Time has a considerable

impact on representational performance. Whereas half of all MEPs do not participate

at all in questioning, some legislators are very active at this stage of the policy

process. In comparison with committee assignments, representation at the oversight

stage is much more unequal. Like in most national parliaments, the 'opposition' (i.e.

without partisan ties to the Commission) participates more at Question-Time than

'governing' parties (i.e. with partisan ties to the Commission) because it has a greater

incentive to hold the executive accountable for its actions (see e.g. Franklin and

Norton, 1993 on the British House of Commons).

Finally, the results also qualify some recent findings in the context of the

European Parliament that emphasise the role of committee specialisation in

parliamentary questioning (Bowler and Farrell, 1995; Raunio, 1996). Neither the

bivariate nor the multivariate analyses have found a significant difference in the

responsiveness ofquestions that address an MEP's own committee portfolio and other

questions. However, there is strong evidence that the quality of an MEP's committee

portfolio affects representational performance. MEPs who sit in the most influential

committees are less responsive than representatives with less interesting committee

positions.7

., Inthis context, further research could attempt to trace therepresentational performance of the most
and the least inOuentiai MEPs across all three stages of thepolicy process. Anegative relationship
between influence overpolicy outcomes and representational performance is consistent with the stated
preference ofMEPsfor taking part in legislation overpolitical representation (see Chapter 2)
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On one hand, the results reported here may seem disquieting from the perspective

of political representation in parliamentary oversight. Despite relative ease of access

and low opportunity costs for questioners from across the political spectrum, only a

limited range of values and interests on the plenary floor are represented at Question­

Time. Wide discrepancies in representational performance across MEPs suggest that

the interests of some sections of European society are better represented at Question­

Time than others. These findings raise considerable doubts about the ability of the

European Parliament to fulfil its representational role at the stage of parliamentary

oversight.

On the other hand, the findings explain differences in participation and responsive

specialisation in terms of the incentive structure that governs parliamentary oversight

activities. If the incentives for participation and specialisation at Question-Time are

different from those at other stages of the policy process, the representational bias in

one legislative activity can be corrected by a similar bias of equal magnitude

elsewhere. In other words, constituencies that are excluded from policy formulation

and decision-making may in turn be over-represented in parliamentary oversight and

viceversa.

There is considerable evidence that this is indeed the case. As noted above, the

European Parliament is unique in the division between its internal and external

organisation. Whereas national party ties to the Commission govern legislative­

executive relations, coalition dynamics amongst party groups are most important

under majority rule in committee and plenary. As a result of this sharp distinction

between external and internal incentives, political representation at Question-Time is

dominated by different constituencies than other stages of the policy process
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As we have seen in the previous chapters, the internal organisation of the EP is

largely in the hands of trans-national party groups. Party groups decide over the

allocation of most leadership positions in Parliament, including rapporteurships and

committee positions. Majority rule encourages wide voting coalitions across party

groups. As Kreppel (2002) contends, the gradual increase in EP power has

strengthened the party groups due to their role within the committee system. As a

result, the participation and specialisation decisions of MEPs within committees

follow the party group logic identified in Chapters 4 and 5.

At the same time, national parties are the primary actors in the Parliament's

external relations with both the constituents it represents and its executive agency, the

European Commission. As this chapter has shown, in stark contrast to parliamentary

committees, there is no relationship between party group affiliation and

responsiveness at Question-Time. Instead, Hix (1997) and Jun (2005) confirm that the

legislative behaviour of MEPs vis-a-vis the Commission reflects the importance of

national parties relative to party groups and territorial units (e.g. regions, electoral

districts or countries). As a result, participation and specialisation in legislative­

executive relations follow national party lines. 'Governing' parties with direct

national party ties to the executive are most responsive to their voters at this stage of

thepolicy process while 'opposition' parties are represented in a wider range ofpolicy

areas.

With different constituencies represented at different stages of the policy process,

the overall balance of representation in the European Parliament may be preserved

despite the biases identified in Chapters 4-6. Chapter 7 completes the analysis with a

summary of the results of the thesis and an appraisal of the overall representational

performance of the Parliament as an institution across all three stages of the policy
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process. The chapter also discusses the implications of this thesis for future studies of

representation and legislative behaviour in the wider context of the European Union

and in other legislatures. Finally, the chapter concludes with a number of questions

that the thesis has raised and which should be addressed in future research.
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CHAPTER 7 - POLITICAL REPRESENTATION IN

THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT: FINDINGS AND

CONCLUSIONS

This thesis has shown that political representation in the European Parliament is a

function of party-political and institutional incentives at different stages of the policy

process. The legislative participation and specialisation decisions of individual MEPs,

which affect their responsiveness and the representativeness of parliamentary business

in policy formulation, decision-making and oversight, are determined by majority

thresholds, inter and intra-party group politics and access to the European executive,

the Commission.

This chapter recapitulates the main findings of the thesis, compares the results of

the three empirical chapters and discusses how the theoretical model can inform

institutional reform within and outside the European Parliament. The first section

provides a brief summary of the main argument of the thesis. Section 2 compares

patterns of representation across the three stages of the policy process. Section 3 takes

a closer look at the implications of these findings for institutional reform in the

European Parliament and Section 4 goes beyond the present study to discuss possible

avenues for future research.

I. Summary of the Main Findings
Three main findings emanate from the empirical tests of the model developed in

Chapter 2. First, all empirical chapters confirm that political representation in the EP

is a result of the party-political and institutional environment in which it takes place.

Second, the thesis has established that representation in the European Parliament is

unequal across MEPs, member states, party groups and the three different stages of



the policy process. Finally, the study has discovered a tension between the

representativeness of parliamentary deliberation (government of the people) and the

responsiveness of individual MEPs (government for the people). Finally,

Main Finding 1: Representation in the European Parliament is a Function of

Legislative Participation and Specialisation

The first and most significant finding of the thesis is that political

representation in the European Parliament is a result of the institutional and party­

political incentive structure that governs legislative behaviour at each stage of the

policy process in the EP. Representation depends less on the composition of the

plenary itself (as suggested by studies of descriptive representation) than it does on

the legislative participation and specialisation decisions of individual MEPs at

different stages of the legislative process. These decisions, in tum, are shaped by the

institutional environment in which parliamentary business takes place and by the party

political affiliation of legislators. On the institutional side, the study has shown that

proportionality rules in the report allocation procedure, open rule in committee and

plenary, 'and majority thresholds across policy areas define how MEPs engage in

policy formulation and decision-making within their committees. From a party

political perspective, the thesis emphasises the role of party group competition, intra­

party group politics and national party representation in the European Commission.

First, the bidding system instituted to distribute committee reports among

party groups ensures that all groups have the chance to participate fairly in policy

formulation. With reports allocated according to the size of each group's delegation,

there is little room for larger party groups to monopolise access to this stage of the

policy process. As a result of the proportional nature of the report allocation

procedure, the range of values and interests represented at the policy formulation
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stage in the European Parliament reflects the diversity of opinion within the European

public.

However, as we have seen in Chapter 2, there is more than one dimension to

political representation. While proportional report allocation enforces a representative

allocation of committee reports across party groups, the responsiveness of individual

MEPs may still vary. The findings show that open rule in committee and plenary

create differential incentives for MEPs from majority and minority party groups to

sign up for the most desirable (i.e. most salient) reports. There is little policy incentive

for minority groups to bid on the most salient reports because the majority coalition in

committee and plenary can threaten to amend or reject any proposals that deviate from

its preferences at the decision-making stage of the legislative process. Differences in

decision-making power across party groups due to open rule create different

incentives for MEPs to be responsive at the policy formulation stage.

Of course, the effect of institutional incentives (such as proportional report

allocation or open rule in committee and plenary) also depends on how MEPs interact

with one another on the committee and plenary floor. The findings in this thesis

confirm studies that emphasise national parties and party groups as core determinants

of legislative behaviour in the European Parliament. First, Chapters 4 and 5 have

presented clear evidence for party group competition along the left-right spectrum.

While coalition size depends to some extent on applicable majority thresholds, party

groups form minimum winning coalitions to push legislation through committee. In

the fifth Parliament, a simple majority coalition comprises the largest delegation, the

conservative European People's Party (EPP), and the liberals (ELDR) whereas an

absolute majority requires participation of the second largest delegation, the Party of

European Socialists (PES). Both at the policy formulation and decision-making
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stages, the findings have shown the importance of these coalitions in shaping the

legislative participation and specialisation decisions of MEPs.

Second, in addition to inter-party group dynamics, there is also substantial

evidence for intra-group politics whenever the party group leadership disposes over

gate-keeping power. At the policy formulation stage, party groups distribute the

reports they have won among their members, which allows the leadership to reward

loyal MEPs, sanction defectors and ensure the cohesion of its delegation. As a result,

preference outliers within the group write less desirable reports than their party group

colleagues. In addition, MEPs from smaller national delegations, which have

otherwise little influence over the operation of the party group, are trusted with the

most salient reports. Of course, all of these findings depend crucially on the ability of

the party group leadership to allocate resources to its members. As a result, there is no

evidence of intra-group politics at the decision-making stage or in parliamentary

oversight, where party groups have no gate-keeping power. I

However, party groups are not the only entities within the EP that structure the

behaviour of individual MEPs. Indeed, the study has shown the importance of

national parties for the representativeness of parliamentary oversight and the

responsiveness of MEPs at Question-Time. MEPs whose national parties are

represented in the Commission have lower incentives to monitor the executive via

fonnal and public questioning than their peers from 'opposition' parties. As a result,

these MEPs participate less at Question-Time and they are more responsive. The

study is consistent with research highlighting the role of national parties in granting

budgetary discharge to the Commission (Jun, 2005). Unlike policy formulation and

I Ofcourse the groups do have some indirect power overcommittee decision-making viathe
committee usignment procedure andmid-term committee turnover (McElroy 2001). H~wevert these
po~ 11'0 very blunt compared with the influence of the leadership overreport allocatton.
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committee decision-making, party groups are of little importance in parliamentary

oversight.

Finding 1 shows that party-political and institutional incentives affect which

values and interests are represented at different stage of the political process in the

European Parliament and which MEPs are most responsive. The second main finding

relates to the distribution of representational performance across national parties,

party groups and political persuasions.

Main Finding 2: Representational Performance Varies Across MEPs, Party Groups

and National Parties

Despite proportionality rules enshrined in the committee assignment procedure,

participation, specialisation and representational performance within each committee

varies across MEPs, parties and party groups. In addition, the results show that the

gate-keeping power of the party group leadership and intense competition for the most

desirable committee reports mean that representation is more unequal in policy

formulation than in decision-making. Outside the committee structure, participation

and specialisation are also distributed very unequally. Whereas a large number of

MEPs do not participate at all in parliamentary oversight, other legislators centre most

of their legislative work on questioning the executive.

In order to evaluate the overall impact of inequalities in representational

performance, we must investigate whether and to what extent MEPs who do engage at

different stages of the policy process represent different sections of the political

spectrum. If the same section of the population is over-represented throughout the

legislative process, this could have serious consequences for the legitimacy of

parliamentary business in the European Union. If, on the other hand, the values and

interests that are prominent in policy formulation, decision-making and oversight
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differ substantially, this will mitigate inequality in representational performance at

each separate stage of the policy process.

The theory developed and tested in this thesis has shown that different sections of

the public are represented at different stages of the policy process. At the policy

formulation stage, committee reports are distributed proportionally to party group size

using an auction system. As a result, MEPs from all major party groups are

represented in a broad range of policy areas. However, provided there is a high degree

of party group cohesion and discipline, representatives from party groups that hold a

majority in committee and plenary use their power over policy outcomes in the EP to

specialise in the most salient areas. As a result, they are more responsive than their

peers from groups that do not hold a voting majority in committee or plenary.

At the committee decision-making stage, there is no auctioning system to enforce

proportional legislative participation. Instead, majority MEPs are over-represented in

committee meetings because low attendance levels endanger their majority. In fact, a

lack of discipline and cohesion on the part of majority MEPs could substantially alter

incentives at the policy formulation stage. At the same time, minority MEPs at this

stage of the process are more likely to focus on the most salient meetings. In other

words, in the absence of any incentives to participate in a broad range of policy areas,

minority MEPs are more responsive than other legislators in committee decision­

making.

Finally, the parliamentary oversight stage presents a very different set of

institutional and party-political incentives than committee work. Whereas committees

revolve primarily around party groups, parliamentary oversight links national party

delegations in the European Parliament to the European executive, the Commission.

MEPs from national parties that have their 'own' commissioner have direct access to
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the Commission and lower incentives to scrutinise the executive via formal and public

questioning. As a result, 'governing' parties participate less at Question-Time than

their peers. At the same time, they use questions not as a monitoring but as a

representational tool. For these MEPs, questions are a quick and cost-effective way to

bring salient issues onto the legislative agenda. Representatives from 'opposition'

parties without a commissioner are less in tune with the executive in terms of policy

preferences and they do not have as many access points to the Commission as their

colleagues from 'governing' parties. As a result, these MEPs are more likely to use

parliamentary questioning as monitoring tool and to voice their opposition when the

Commission deviates from their preferences.

In sum, the study of these three legislative activities has uncovered substantial

inequality in representational performance across MEPs, national parties, party groups

and countries. Whether such inequality is bad from a democratic point of view

depends in large part on normative perspectives about the role of the European

Parliament in the legislative process of the European Union and in European politics

more generally.

At the same time, the analysis has also demonstrated that different constituencies

are represented at different sta~es of the policy process. The study has shown that

while representational performance is unequal, so is the 'mobility' of MEPs across the

different stages of the legislative process. Just as an income distribution in economics,

the effect of such mobility is to mitigate the negative impact of inequality. Table 7.1

(further on in this Chapter) provides a glimpse of the potential effect of

representational mobility across different stages of the legislative process. A full­

blown analysis of the impact of representational mobility could be an interesting

avenue for future research. How unequal is representational performance given high
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levels of mobility across time and legislative activities? How does this compare to

other legislatures? Is there evidence for a trade-off between the static concept of

equality and the dynamic concept of mobility across different stages of the policy

process? The research design in this thesis provides a good starting point for further

research in this direction.

Finally, the third main finding of the thesis relates to the interaction between the

two dimensions of political representation. As Chapter 2 explains, "government for

thepeople" and "government of the people" place different demands on the legislative

behaviour of MEPs. Representativeness - or "government of the people" - is the result

of broad legislative participation across the political spectrum; responsiveness - or

"government for the people" - is a function of legislative specialisation in particular

policy areas rather than others. Whereas legislative participation affects whose values

and interests are represented at each stage of the policy process, specialisatiori

determines how responsive legislators are.

Main Finding 3: There is a Trade-offBetween Representative Deliberation and

Responsiveness

There are substantial differences in representativeness and responsiveness across

all three stages of the policy process. In policy formulation, the bidding system among
,

party groups entails that all party groups get a (more or less) fair share of reports

according to the size of their delegation. Differences in levels of participation across

groups are primarily due to differences in the number of seats that each groups holds

within the EP. Thus, an analysis of this first dimension of representation (i,e.

"government of the people") suggests that the range of values and interests

represented at the policy formulation stage reflects the composition of the plenary and

the diversity ofopinion within European society.
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However, the same cannot be said of legislative specialisation at this stage of the

policy process. Institutional and party-political incentives govern MEP decisions to

participate in some policy areas rather than others. Majority MEPs are in a favoured

position compared to their peers from the minority groups because they can use the

threat of amendment and rejection in committee and plenary to secure the most

desirable (i.e, salient) reports. As a result, MEPs from the majority groups specialise

in drafting policy in the most salient areas whereas their minority peers must content

themselves with less salient (and probably also less controversial and more technical)

areas. In other words, "government for the people" is biased towards the majority

groups at the policy formulation stage.

Thus, an analysis of both dimensions of political representation including the

participation and specialisation decisions of MEPs leads to a much more qualified

conclusion about representational performance than studies confined to only one

aspect of political representation. Despite proportional report allocation, only a small

sub-section of European society is represented in the most salient policy areas.

Clearly, a good understanding of how representation works in the European

Parliament requires a thorough analysis of both the level of participation and

legislative specialisation at each stage of the policy process.

In committee decision-making, the institutional incentive structure is quite

different. In the absence of proportionality rules, it is the institutional and party­

political incentive structure that determines to what extent legislators participate.

Because open rule gives MEPs from the majority groups substantial leverage over

policy outcomes, they have a large incentive to participate in a broad range of policy

areas. MEPs from minority groups on the other hand do not have the same influence

over outcomes because they do not have the (simple or absolute) majority of votes
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required in committee and plenary to amend or reject the legislation before them. As a

result, these representatives are more reluctant to attend committee meetings in all

policy areas.
2

Unlike at the policy formulation stage, where it is enforced by

institutional rules, the representativeness of committee deliberation is determined to a

large extent by party political competition and the balance of power within the EP. In

other words, at the committee decision-making stage, "government of the people" is

biased in favour of majority groups.

However, while majority MEPs have the upper hand with regards to participation

in a broad rage of policy areas, it is minority MEPs who are most responsive in

committee decision-making. Put differently, "government for the people" is biased in

favour of minority groups at this stage of the policy process. Indeed, with little

incentive to mark their presence across the full range of policy areas in which

committee deliberations are held, MEPs from the minority groups can focus on a

smaller number of meetings where they can be most responsive. The lack of power

overpolicy outcomes under open rule in committee reduces the workload of minority

representatives and allows them to concentrate their efforts on raising the concerns of

those they represent at the decision-making stage. Again, analyses of legislative

participation and specialisation lead to opposite conclusions about the workings of

political representation in the EP.

Finally, in parliamentary oversight, national parties rather than the trans-national

European party groups are the operative unit. Here too, party-political incentives

shape the legislative participation and specialisation of MEPs. Instead of voting

2 Note that thisfinding also shows theconnection between participation in policy fo~ulation (i.e, the
drafting of committee reports) anddecision-making (i.e. their passage through committee ~d plenary).
Itisnot thecase, as some may have speculated, thatMEPs routinely attend only those ~eetiD~ .wh~re
the proposals of theirown party members are discussed. Neither do I!gislato~ focu~ their particI~~n
indecision-making on the proposals of rival groups. A simple analysIs of them~~ve structure wlthm
BP committees as carried out in this study shows thatsuch behaviour would be irrational fiom the
perspective of individual MEPs.
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majorities within the plenary, however, government for and of the people at the

oversight stage of the policy process is tied to legislative-executive relations between

national parties and their representatives in the Commission.

Legislators from national parties without their 'own' commissioner face a higher

risk of agency loss from delegating executive powers to the European Commission

than their colleagues whose national parties are directly represented in the

Commission. As a result, these MEPs are more likely to participate in parliamentary

oversight via inter alia questions at Question-Time. In terms of representativeness,

'opposition' legislators dominate questioning activity in the European Parliament.

However, a closer analysis of the actual policy areas about which MEPs from

different national parties inquire, reveals that there are differences in the legislative

specialisation of representatives from 'opposition' and 'governing' parties as well.

'Opposition' MEPs have an incentive use Question-Time primarily as a monitoring

tool to ensure that Commission does not stray too far from their preferences or to raise

concern about possible abuses of its executive mandate. Effective oversight requires

monitoring of a wide range of policy areas even where in low priority areas where

there is little interest from the national party. 'Governing' MEPs do not have the same

incentive to keep a check on the Commission via formal questioning procedures.

Instead, they can use their questions either to positively highlight the work of 'their'

party's commissioner or to raise issues that feature prominently on the political

priority list of their national party. As a result, 'governing' legislators are more

responsive than their peers without national party ties to the European Commission.

All three empirical chapters have shown a tension between the two dimensions of

political representation: the representativeness of legislative activity at each stage of

the policy process and the responsiveness of individual MEPs. The thesis shows that,
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in order to draw valid conclusions about the workings of political representation in the

European Parliament, it is not sufficient to investigate only the levels ofparticipation

("government of the people") across MEPs (or groups of MEPs). Instead, a

comprehensive assessment of representation also requires a thorough analysis of

responsive legislative specialisation ("government for the people").

This section has summarised the main findings of the thesis. The results

confirm the predictions of the theory developed in Chapter 2. Political representation

in the European Parliament is a result of institutional and party-political incentives in

policy formulation, committee decision-making and parliamentary oversight. There is

substantial inequality in the political representation of European citizens.

Representational performance differs across individual representatives, their parties,

party groups and across member states. Finally, the thesis has uncovered a tension

between representative participation and responsive specialisation at all three stages

of the legislative process. The next section goes beyond the empirical chapters to

compare overall representational performance across the different stages of the policy

process.

II. Comparative Assessment ofRepresentational Performance
As Chapters 1 and 2 have discussed, a large body of literature criticises the

democratic credentials of the European Union and its Parliament. Part of this debate is

based on different normative conceptions of the European Union and the role of the

Buropean Parliament within the institutional set-up of the EU. Instead, this thesis has

addressed the question of how representation in the EU works, and how it can be

improved given public opinion towards European integration and the relative

importance of different policy areas as well as the (historical) institutional set-up of
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the European Union. This section compares the overall representational performance

ofMEPs and across EU member states.

Chapters 4-6 have analysed representational performance separately for each stage

of the policy process. However, the thesis also allows for a comparative assessmentof

the overall performance of different MEPs, member states and party groups across all

stages of the legislative process. Tables 7.1 and 7.2 present an overall ranking of

member states and individual MEPs respectively, according to their overall

representational performance, taking into account both participation and responsive

specialisation

First, table 7.1 ranks member states in terms of the representational performance

of an average MEP from each country in all three stages of the legislative process.

Each score takes into account both differences in levels of participation and

responsiveness.' The scores are standardized to allow for easy comparison across

countries and across the three stages of the policy process. A score of zero represents

the average representational performance across all countries for a particular

legislative activity, a positive score reflects above-average perform~ce and a

negative score means below-average representational performance. In the overall

ranking, Ireland performs best followed by Greece, Sweden, the Netherlands and

Finland. At the bottom end of the table, MEPs from Italy, France, Germany and

Belgium are least in line with the political platforms of their national parties.

With the exception of the Netherlands, the six founding nations of the European

Union (France, Germany, Italy and the Benelux countries) are at the very bottom of

the ranking! This is despite the fact that these countries generally have the most pro­

European publics. Table 7.1 thus raises considerable doubts about the causal link

, The scores represent the sum of tilesalience of eachreport/question/committee meeting for each
~1EP.
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betWeen political representation in the European Parliament and positive public

opinion towards the European Union as a whole. Effective representation does not

seem to lead to positive attitudes towards the European Union or vice versa.

Of course this ranking does not tell us anything about the behaviour of MEPs from

different countries in other European institutions. It could well be, for instance, that

some countries question the effectiveness of the European Parliament as a law-making

body and prefer to concentrate their efforts on the Council of Ministers. This would

make particular sense for MEPs from the smaller countries, which tend to be over-

represented (and therefore have disproportionate influence over policy) in the

Council. Nevertheless, this interpretation does not explain the neat division between

the six founding fathers of the European Union and the newer member states. The

Table raises questions about the impact of enlargement on political representation.

Does the negative relationship between length of membership and representation hold

for the most recent expansion to Eastern Europe? Similarly, the results qualify social

constructivist explanations of legislative behaviour and attitudes, which contend that

length of membership in a particular institution should lead to greater identification

withthat institution."

Second, the Table also shows that there is a substantial correlation between

representational performance at different stages of the legislative process at the level

of individual member states. Indeed, the seven countries at the bottom of the table

perform below average at all stages of the process, whereas Greece and Sweden

(ranked second and third respectively) can boast three positive scores. Only six

countries (Ireland, the Netherlands, Finland, Austria, Spain and the UK) have both

positive (above average) and negative (below average) scores. The consistency of the

4 Several empirical studies within theconstructivist tradition confirm this finding (e.g. FraDklin and
Scarrow, 1999; Kerr;1973)
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scores across member states signifies that MEPs from some countries are clearly less

interested in political representation in the European Parliament across all stages of

the legislative process. It is not the case that some countries prefer to focus their

efforts on only one stage of the legislative process

TABLE 7.1 COMPARATIVE RANKING OF THE REPRESENTATIONAL PERFORMANCE

FOR AN AVERAGE MEP FROM EACH MEMBER STATE

Rank Country Policy Decision- Parliamentary Total
Formulation Making (B) Oversight (C) Score

(A) (A+B+C)
1 Ireland 3.22 -0.78 2.71 5.16
2 Greece 0.94 1.38 1.44 3.77
3 Sweden 0.40 1.79 1.17 3.36
4 Netherlands -0.48 1.52 -0.62 0.43
5 Finland 0.04 0.58 -0.33 0.29
6 Spain 0.14 -0.17 -0.05 -0.08
7 Austria -0.31 0.25 -0.06 -0.11
8 United -0.17 0.10 -0.22 -0.29

Kingdom
9 Denmark -0.25 -0.31 -0.12 -0.69
10 Portugal -0.56 -0.12 -0.63 -1.31
11 Luxembourg -0.57 -0.10 -0.71 -1.38
12 Belgium -0.39 -0.82 -0.48 -1.69
13 Germany -0.63 -0.39 -0.75 -1.76

14 France -0.70 -1.13 -0.64 -2.47

15 ................J!~~y .......... -0.68 -1.82 -0.72 -3.22
................_......._...-......._............_..•............_.... ........ ..............._._.._............------.- ......._-_.-...... ...._._.__..-..._.. -.•..._...... - .-.--'--.'---

Min - -0.70 -1.82 -0.72 5.16

Max - 3.22 1.79 2.71 -3.22

Note: Scores are standardised averages ofrepresentational performance for each member state

The difficulty to interpret the ranking in Table 7.1 could of course have yet an

entirely different explanation. Indeed, the predictions of the theory and the empirical

results in Chapters 4-6 do not suggest that the nationality of MEPs should play a

significant role in their representational performance. Instead, the thesis has shown

that there are considerable institutional and party-political incentives for MEPs to

participate and specialise in different policy areas and at different stages of the

legislative process. If anything, we should expect differences in representational

performance across individual MEPs, national parties and party groups.
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Table 7.2 lists the ten MEPs who performed best in terms of representation at

each stage of the legislative process. Though it does of course not constitute a

rigorous test of the hypotheses developed in Chapter 2, the ranking is nevertheless in

tune with the results of the empirical chapters. First, in policy formulation and

decision-making, the vast majority of the top performers come from the two largest

party groups (EPP and PES). Fully half of the MEPs with the best representational

scores in policy formulation are conservative MEPs from the European People's

Party. As discussed in Chapter 5, open rule in committee and plenary allows members

of the EPP to win the most desirable reports. While proportionality rules guarantee

similar levels of participation across party groups, members of the minority party

groups must content themselves with formulating policy in less salient areas.

Second, representation at the decision-making stage is also dominated by

majority legislators with 6 listings for EPP and ELDR in Table 7.2. Indeed, as pointed

out in Chapter 5, open rule gives a strong incentive to these MEPs to attend their

committee meetings across all policy areas on a regular basis. Three entries in the

Table go to the largest minority group PES, whose legislators have a strong incentive

to focus on the policy areas that are most salient at this stage ofthe legislative process.

The table illustrates the importance of both participation and specialisation for

political representation as it has been defined in this thesis.

Finally, the third column looks very different from the previous two. With

only a combined 4 entries for EPP and PES, parliamentary oversight is dominated by

MEPs from the smaller groups on the left (EUL) and right (UEN) of the political

spectrum. As expected, these MEPs are not represented in the European Commission

and have a strong incentive to participate in parliamentary questioning. Indeed, only

two MEPs in Table 7.2 (Rubig and Izquierdo) are affiliated with national parties that
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are members of the Commission. All other legislators come from 'opposition parties

without direct Commission representation. The ranking suggests that it is the level of

participation at Question Time rather than responsive specialisation which drives

overall representational performance at this stage of the policy process.

TABLE 7.2. Top 10 MEPs WITH BEST REPRESENTATIONAL PERFORMANCE IN
POLICY FORMULATION, DECISION-MAKING AND PARLIAMENTARY OVERSIGHT

POLICY COMMITTEE PARLIAMENTARY
FORMULATION DECISION-MAKING OVERSIGHT

1 POSSELT Bernd KARAS Othmar ROBIG Paul
(EPP -Germany) (EPP-Austria) (EPP - Germany)

2 IZQUIERDO ROJO Maria KAUPPI Piia-Noora SJOSTEDT Jonas
(PES - Spain) (EPP - Finland) (EUL - Sweden)

3 KRATSA- KONRAD Christoph TRAKATELLIS Antonios
TSAGAROPOULOU Rodi (EPP-Germany) (EPP - Greece)

(EPP-Greece)
4 DOYLE Avril VAN LANCKER Anne KORAKAS Efstratios

(EPP - Ireland) (PES - Belgium) (EUL - Greece)

5 DE ROSSA Proinsias KORAKAS Efstratios CROWLEyr Brian

(PES - Ireland) (EUL - Greece) ([lEN - Ireland)

6 HYLAND Liam MARQUES Sergio IZQUIERDO ROJO Maria

(UEN - Ireland) (EPP - Spain) (PES - Spain)

7 ORTUONDO LARREA KATIFORIS Giorgos FITZSIMONS James

Josu (PES - Greece) (UEN - Ireland)

(GREEN-Spain)
8 FITZSIMONS James EVANS Jonathan NEWTON DUNN Bill

(UEN - Ireland) (EPP - United Kingdom) (ELDR - United Kingdom)

9 HATZIDAKIS PEsALA Mikko HATZIDAKIS Konstantinos

Konstantinos (ELDR - Finland) (EPP - Greece)

(EPP - Greece)
ANDREWS Niall10 TRAKATELLIS Antonios TORRES MARQUES

(EPP - Greece) Helena (UEN - Ireland)

(PES - Spain)

In addition to providing a tool for comparison of representational performance

across MEPs, countries and party groups at each stage of the policy process. the thesis

also indicates the likely impact of various institutional reform proposals for

parliamentary democracy in the European Union. The remainder of this section
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discusses several what-if scenarios to assess the impact of institutional reform on

political representation in the European Parliament.

Implications for Institutional Reform in the European Parliament

Amongst the most critical observers of democracy in Europe are the proponents of

a European-level parliamentary democracy, who tend to compare the workings of

democracy and political representation in the European Parliament to the national

context. In relation to democratic criteria developed nationally, the European

Parliament invariably performs less than satisfactorily. As a result, some of the most

federalist (and pro-European) scholars have come to the conclusion that European

democracy still has a long way to go. Often, they see the only solution in a greater

federalisation of the Union, lower member state influence in the organisation of the

European Parliament, the nomination of the European Commission and the legislative

process. In other words, according to European federalists, only a profound

institutional reform combined with large-scale change in public and elite attitudes

towards the European Union can save European parliamentary democracy from its

presentpredicament. On the other hand, scholars with a more sceptical view towards a

federal Europe see less urgency in such wide reaching reforms. Instead, they question

the feasibility of federalising Europe, doubt the importance attributed to political

representation at the European level and argue in favour of the status quo or even

scaling back the growing influence of the European Parliament in the legislative

process in the EU.

This thesis breaks with the impasse that normative differences between federalists

and their opponents have created. Instead, the thesis re-defines political representation

as a multi-dimensional concept that is not tied to a particular normative vision of how

European democracy should work. The thesis has drawn an empirical picture of the
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current state of affairs in terms of political representation in the EP and identified the

conditions under which representation occurs. This approach allows us to assess the

workings of the existing institutional set-up, predict the impact of different reform

proposals and improve the nature of political representation in the European Union

without requiring a massive attitude change on the part of the European public or the

creation of an ideal-type parliamentary democracy at the European level against the

will of most European citizens.

So what is the impact of institutional reform on representation? By analysing

variation in representational performance under a number of different what-if

scenarios, the model in this thesis can predict whose values and interests will be

represented best under several alternative reform proposals. For instance, one reform

could propose to eliminate open rule in committee and plenary. As we have seen,

open rule allows majority MEPs to amend or reject bills in committee and plenary

until they conform to the preferences of the majority on the plenary floor. Open rule

stacks the cards significantly in favour of the majority party groups, which have a

policy incentive to participate in committee decision-making and in policy­

formulation in the most desirable areas. Minority MEPs on the other hand sign up for

less salient reports but they focus their contribution in committee decision-making on

the most salient areas. In sum, open rule has opposite effects on representation at the

formulation and decision-making stages ofthe legislative process.

What would be the effect of a reform from open to closed rule in committee and

plenary~ First and most obviously, such a proposal would considerably increase the

policy incentive for MEPs to sign up for rapporteurships, especially in the most

salient areas. Without open rule, the rapporteurs alone would decide the content of

S Under closed rule, the rapporteur canpresent a take-it-or-leave-it proposal to co~ittee and plen~
without possibility of amendment, which would lend individual rapporteurs substantial agenda-setUnl
power.
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their reports, which would make participation in policy fonnulation one of the most

influential tasks in the EP.

Secondly, increasing the role of the rapporteur would reduce the power of the

committee floor and eliminate the incentive to participate in committee decision­

making, except on the closest votes, where a take-it-or-Ieave it proposal from the

rapporteur could run the risk of being rejected. In other words, closed rule would

transfer a large amount of influence from the decision-making to the policy

formulation stage in committee.

Third, such a shift in the relative importance of the two stages of the legislative

process would further increase the gate-keeping powers of party groups. As reports

become more desirable, MEPs will try to please the party leadership, which has the

power to allocate reports among its members. A change from open to closed rule

would make party groups even more cohesive than they are at present.

Finally, eliminating the committee majority's power to amend reports would

reduce differences in incentives for majority and minority groups at the policy

formulation stage. Under open rule, minority groups write less desirable reports

because they have no policy incentive to bid against the majority groups for the most

salient reports. A switch to closed rule would give all groups equal incentives to bid

on the most desirable reports. To the extent that there is significant overlap in

constituency preferences across party groups, this would increase the likelihood of

'bidding wars' among the group co-ordinators in committee. As a result, the average

price of a report would increase and many of the smaller groups (including the ELDR

which assumes a pivotal role in the present arrangements) would be 'priced out' of

policy formulation in the most salient areas.
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A second potential reform proposal would be to replace the proportional element

at the policy formulation stage with a more majoritarian report allocation procedure.

In terms of Ankersmit's (2002) distinction between the Anglo-Saxon and the

continental European conceptions of political representation (see Chapter 1), this

would constitute a significant move away from the consensual quest for a juste milieu

towards a more adversarial political style.

As Chapter 5 has shown, the proportional allocation procedure at present

guarantees a significant level of involvement in policy formulation to all party groups.

Replacing proportionality with majoritarian allocation would further stack the cards in

favour of the majority coalition in committee and plenary (see also Hix, 2005; 2006).

Coupled with open rule, such an arrangement would grant a disciplined parliamentary

majority a monopoly over policy formulation and decision-making and tum the

European Parliament into a much more politicised body, very similar to some national

assemblies (e.g. the House of Commons). Figure 7.2 illustrates the predicted impact

of such a reform on the representational performance of the three largest party groups

in the fifth European Parliament.
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First of all, such a reform would significantly weaken the link between

executive and national party delegations in the European Parliament in favour of the

trans-national party groups, which are already the primary players in policy

fonnulation and decision-making. Increased investiture powers for the EP would

eliminate one of the most striking 'abnormalities' in the European Parliament: the

difference between legislative-executive relations and party group coalitionformation.

Onthe positive side, this would lend additional coherence to European policy and the

legislative behaviour of MEPs. On the downside, however, it would also remove one

of the main sources of representational 'mobility' across the different stages of the

legislative process. As the findings have shown, there is considerable inequality in the

representational performance of MEPs, national parties, party groups and countries.

This inequality is mitigated by the fact that different legislators have different

representational performance records at different stages of the legislative process.

Unifying legislative-executive relations and coalition formation in the EP would

eliminate one of the sources of this mobility.

Second, the proposal would have a profound impact on political representation

at Question-Time. Politicising the Commission increases incentives for minority

MEPs to monitor the executive and to raise public questions about its actions,

encourages the use of planted questions among majority MEPs and raises the

occurrence of exchanges of a purely party-political nature. This would liven up

Question-Time considerably and bring it a step closer to the British Prime Minister's

Questions (PMQ) after which it was originally modelled. At the same time, a

politically charged Question-Time presents few incentives for minority MEPs to raise

issues of concern to their constituents. In Figure 7.3. the main minority group (PES)
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suffers from a reform that increases the role of party groups in Commission

investiture whereas the majority groups EPP and ELDR benefit. Last but not least, the

reform proposal would constitute a large step towards the creation of a Europe with a

much more federal institutional set-up, for which there is little support at the present

time.

This section has discussed a number of reform proposals in the EP and their likely

effect on the political representation of European citizens. The theory in Chapter 2 can

help inform political decision-makers about the impact of different reform proposals

on legislative incentives at all three stages of the policy process, the

representativeness of legislative business in the EP and the responsiveness of MEPs.

The next (and final) section goes beyond the European Parliament to identify a

number of avenues for future research and possible extensions of the theory

developed here.

III. Beyond the European Parliament: Avenues for Future
Research

The theory developed in this thesis has generated a number of predictions

about the link. between political representation and legislative behaviour in the

European Parliament. As such, it helps us understand the way political representation

in the European Parliament works and how it can be improved by altering the

institutional and party-political incentives in which legislative behaviour takes place

througbout the policy process. This section discusses opportunities for further

research to go beyond the model described here.

First, extensions of the thesis could provide a better und~ding of the linkages

between different stages of the policy process and across time. There are indications

that legislative behaviour may have changed significantly over time as a result of
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gradual accretion of powers in the EP. As Kreppel (2002) notes in her study of the

evolution of institutional reform in the EP, for example:

"when the EP was without direct legislative power and unable to

effectively influence policy outcomes, the party groups had little need

or desire to exert strict control over their membership" (quoted in

Scully, 2005).

As the chapter on policy formulation has shown, party group gate-keeping is a

significant explanatory factor in the legislative participation and specialisation

decisions of MEPs. Growing cohesion should have decreased the incentive for

minority groups to use their bidding points in committee on the most salient reports.

Other things constant, lower competition for salient reports should have decreased the

number of "biddingwars" over time and the average "price" of reports. However, this

evolution might be partially occluded by the simultaneous increase in political

competition along the left-right spectrum at all stages of the legislative process in the

European Parliament. By incorporating a larger time frame, further research could

trace the development of the power of party groups over their members and its effect

onpolitical representation at different stagesofthe legislative process.

Second, future research could compare the definition and operationalisation of

political representation in this thesis with the results of existing studies on the EP.

How does the legislative behaviour of MEPs compare with their understanding of

their own roles within the Parliament? A large numberofstudies have investigated the

attitudes and role perceptions of legislators (e.g. Scully, 2005; Taggart and Bale,

2005). Further research in this direction could establish a link between the, thus far,

separate research programmes on representational role perceptions and legislative

behaviour. Bycombining the results of these studies with the findings presented here,
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we can investigate to what extent the stated opinions of MEPs about different policy

areas reflect their legislative participation and specialisation at different stages of the

policy process. In addition, such comparisons might lead to recommendations for

improving the structure of existing survey instruments such as the EPRG MEP survey.

Finally, the model of political representation developed here can easily be

extended to a large number of different institutional and party-political contexts in

Europe and elsewhere. The availability of party manifesto data across time, electoral

settings and countries facilitates a comparative study ofpolitical representation akin to

the proliferation of roll-call voting studies, which have greatly improved our

knowledge of legislative politics across the world. Such a cross-country or time series

study would help us understand why elected representatives do what they do once

elected, which institutional and party-political incentives inform their behaviour and

howthey interact with their electorate at different stages of the legislative process.

This thesis has demonstrated that political representation is a direct function of

the legislative participation and specialisation decisions of individual representatives.

These decisions, in turn, are determined by the party-political and institutional

incentives at different stages of the policy process. As one of the interviewees in

Scully's study on institutional socialisation in the EP explains, people adapt to what

they see as a rational course ofaction (Scully, 2005).

To some, including some legislators themselves, this conclusion may perhaps

come as a disappointment. To euro-sceptics, the seeming irrationality of MEP

behaviour confirmed the idea that the EUropean Parliament is an ineffective, pro­

European talking shop where vast sums of money are wasted on politicians who, in

some cases, don't even bother showing up for their plenary sessions or committee

meetings. To europhiles, on the other hand, it may come as a surprise that MEPs
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engage and specialise in the EP less out of idealism and enthusiasm for the European

project than for their own political bene~t. Finally, the fmdings also contradict the

conclusions of some academic research that advances different motivations for

legislative behaviour, such as institutional socialisation.

For the vast majority of people, however, the conclusion that political

representation can be modelled as a result of rational legislative behaviour is good

news. Over time, the European Parliament has gradually increased its role as the

European Union's legislative branch. As pointed out in the introduction to this thesis,

this parliamentarization of the EU is in sharp contrast with the relative loss of

influence of national legislatures. In a recent study, Rittberger (2005) goes even

further to see the parliamentarization of the EU as a response to the de­

parliamentarization of that is happening in most industrial societies. In this context, if

parliamentary democracy is to survive, the European Parliament must become an

effective vehicle for democratic representation.

The findings in this thesis confirm that, given the right incentive structure,

democratic representation at the supranational level is perfectly possible. The thesis

demonstrates that the requirements for effective democratic representation are

significantly lower than some may have thought. As Norris (1999, pg. 86) points out,

"the process of recruitment, determining who becomes an MEP, is likely to shape the

decision-making and legitimation functions ofthe European Parliament". The studyof

legislative behaviour in this thesis suggests that there is at least one additional source

of legitimacy in legislative politics: even with a weak electoral connection (as in the

European Parliament), rational legislators remain tied to the institutional and party­

political incentives that govern legislative activities at different stages of the policy

process. Government for and of the people is determined by the incentives that
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structure the participation and specialisation decisions of individual MEPs. The

objective for scientific research must be to identify the conditions for effective

political representation, and help create an institutional and party-political

environment that aligns the incentives of individual legislators and their parties with

theinterests of constituents.
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