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Debate on EU Transparency Register
overlooks citizens' right to know

RELATED > MEPs push for mandatory transparency register proposal by 2016 » Economic chaos sees Greek

voters swing to fringe parties
BY PAM BARTLETT QUINTANILLA

- The debate on the future of the EU's Transparency Register has to date focused on
the dichotomy between mandatory and voluntary lobby registers, and the extent to which lobbyists
should be required to disclose information about their funding, staff, clients and activities. One of
the most contentious issues is whether or not there is a legal basis in the treaties that would allow
the EU to create a mandatory lobby register.

The Council and Parliament legal services
have assured that the only solid legal basis in
EU the Treaties would initiate a cumbersome
decision-making procedure that excludes the
European Parliament and requires unanimity
among all 28 Member States. Although the
Council has been participating as an observer
in the Transparency Register since September
2012, it has yet to sign up to the initiative,
raising questions about political will.
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The final outcome of this debate is hugely important for citizen participation and accountability:
without a mandatory register, there will be no easy way for citizens, civil society, journalists and
policy-makers to accurately find out about the funding, staff, clients and activities of professional
lobbyists and other interest groups including civil society organisations.

At the same time, Access Info Europe believes that to focus solely on the issue of the lobby
register and on whether or not it has a legal basis, deflects attention from another area where
there is a pressing need for transparency: Europe’s citizens still have far too little information
about how decisions are taken in Brussels and on the basis of which criteria. It is precisely this
lack of information which raises concerns about whether EU legislation has been written for the
benefit of the public. As recent polls once again confirm, the public suspects that that this is not
the case and is losing trust in the European Union.

To tackle declining confidence, the European
Union institutions should make it a priority to
broaden the decision making transparency
debate and take responsibility for ensuring that
— with or without a mandatory register of
lobbyists — the primary responsibility for
ensuring adequate transparency falls on the
EU institutions and public officials.
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Consistent with the fundamental right of access
to information, the European Union should
proactively publish all documents that would
make the EU's decision-making process, and
hence the lobbying that surrounds it, fully
transparent to the public.
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Much work on Open Government Standards has been done by transparency organisations such
as Access Info Europe, the Sunlight Foundation, Open Knowledge Foundation and the Alliance for
Lobbying Transparency and Ethics Regulation (ALTER EU), to identify key sets of information that
should be prioritised for proactive publication. These include:
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> EMHRN: EU-Morocco Mobility Partnership:
Details of meetings with third parties - EU officials who meet with third parties privately or as part Border Control at the Expense of Human Lives?
of a public event to discuss EU policy or legislation should publish full information about the

meetings attended, including: |

* participants' list FOCUS Oﬂ
« agenda of meeting EU e|eCt|OﬂS
* sponsors of meeting or event 201 4 >

« background documents circulated at the meeting

« policy papers presented :
euobserver
» minutes of the meeting, including main legislative issues or policies discussed /\

High level EU officials should also make their agendas public so that citizens can know in advance
who they are going to be meeting with.

Lobby documents - EU officials that are receive documents from lobbyists such as policy papers, FO C u S O n

position statements, proposed amendments or voting recommendations, should proactively
publish these documents regardless of whether they are submitted privately, discussed at a
meeting, or submitted as part of an open public consultation.

Legislative footprint - A legislative footprint would give citizens the opportunity not only to follow | -t'

but also to participate in the EU's decision-making process on an equal footing with professional e ec | O n S
lobbyists. It would include detailed information about the various stages involved in a particular

decision-making process, published in advance so that citizens and civil society can identify key 2 O 1 4
decision-making moments before they are finalised. Registers of visitors to EU buildings should

also be made public.

Watchdog organisations such as ALTER EU (of which Access Info is a Steering Committee

member) have also pointed out a number of practical measures that could be taken by the

Parliament and Commission to improve the functioning of the current register by making it de-

facto mandatory. These include refusing to meet with unregistered lobbyists, rejecting invitations

to events hosted by unregistered lobbyists, and refusing to host events within the EU premises if

the organisers or sponsors are unregistered. p

It remains to be seen whether the EU institutions can shift the transparency debate to make it
relevant to the ordinary citizen in advance of the European Parliament elections, and whether it
will take bold steps that will generate public confidence in the political will of the EU institutions to
create an ever closer union with European citizens.

Access Info Europe is a human rights organisation that works to defend and promote the right of
access to information across Europe as a tool for defending civil liberties and human rights, for euobserver
facilitating public participation in decision-making and for holding governments accountable.

Pam Bartlett Quintanilla is Researcher & Campaigner at Access Info Europe, a human rights
organisation dedicated to promoting and protecting the right of access to information in Europe as
a tool for defending civil liberties and human rights, for facilitating public participation in decision
making, and for holding governments accountable. This mandate is established in our statutes.
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EUobserver encourages comments that contribute to an intelligent debate. It reserves the right to
delete comments which it deems abusive or which incite hatred. For questions about any aspect
of community participation, please write to mm@euobserver.com.
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