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The Danish Experience

By Henrik Tvarnø, Secretary General of the Folketing

Dear Colleagues

Let me begin by offering my warm thanks to our generous host, Mr. Julian Priestley, for the invitation to speak about the Danish Parliamentary experience in dealing with the increasing demands for openness, transparency and parliamentary efficiency.

Firstly, I shall touch upon the issue of transparency in the European Union because efforts to strengthen openness and transparency at national level have to be seen in relation to how the EU institutions deal with these matters. Secondly, I shall tell you about the Danish experience. And finally, I shall say something about parliamentary efficiency in the light of the enlargement of the EU.

The whole question of openness and transparency became very topical in 1992 after the Danish referendum on the Maastricht Treaty, when the Danes voted “No” to the Treaty; although by a very small margin (in round figures 51% “no” votes and 49% “yes” votes). The narrow Danish “no” was followed by equally narrow French “yes”.

Shock waves were sent through the European institutions – and let me add, through the Danish Administration and the Folketing too. Obviously, something had to be done to bring the EU closer to its citizens and to make the EU more understandable to the voters in general. Therefore, we became one of the initiators of the very process implying greater openness and transparency. These matters are extremely important to us because we frequently hold referenda on new EU treaties.

At the summits in Birmingham and in Edinburgh in late 1992, a decision was made to adopt several important new measures concerning openness, transparency and simplification of EU legislation. In the following years, decisions were taken by the Council concerning access to documents, open meetings and publication of the voting results and of the protocols from the meetings in the Council.

Most importantly, openness became part of the EU Treaty with the coming into force of the Treaty of Amsterdam in 1999.

The first paragraph in the Treaty of the European Union now states very clearly, that decision making in the European Union must be undertaken as openly as possible and as close to the citizens as possible. Other paragraphs in the EU Treaty also deal with openness and transparency. However, at the same time some paragraphs emphasise the limits to openness. Please note that the Treaty says as open “as possible”. So there are apparently limits to openness. I shall come back to that in a moment.

But how do we define transparency, openness and access to documents. For that purpose allow me to introduce the so-called “Pyramid of Transparency”. On the top of the pyramid, we have transparency. Transparency means that every citizen should be given the possibility to see and understand what is going on in the European Union and its institutions. Believe me, that is quite a difficult task. 

To fulfil this task, you need openness, simplification of EU legislation and an active and unbiased information policy. 

The next step is to make the openness, simplification and information policy operative at the level of the citizens. 

This means that openness can be divided into public access to documents and insight into lawmaking procedures.

Simplification of legislation can be divided into simplicity in new legislation and simplicity in existing legislation.

To pursue an active information policy you need brochures etc., web-sites on the Internet and efficient EU information centres.

I shall not go into details with this aspect, but you can put figures on all seven categories at the bottom – called “the seven pillars of transparency”. Actually you can measure all your efforts aimed at obtaining transparency.

Maybe a future task for the European Parliament might be to measure the degree of transparency in the EU?   Wouldn’t it be a good idea for the European Parliament to publish an annual report on transparency in the EU. I think that the European Parliament would be the best institution to do this. 

There is no doubt at all that a lot of progress has been made in the last 10 years. But the lack of openness and transparency in the EU – and maybe particularly in the Council - is often criticised. The main rule is still that the meetings in the Council are closed meetings, and that the deliberations are regarded as confidential. At the same time, many documents are still not accessible to the public. Some measure of confidentiality is required but it is hard to strike the right balance.

Furthermore, believe me, the legal texts of the EU are not easy to read and understand. But you can compensate for that by means of a better policy on information and I honestly believe that the key to a better understanding of the EU lies here.

If we take a look at the turnout of the elections to the European Parliament, it is still worryingly low compared to the turnouts at national elections. Something has to be done, also in the field of transparency; and the ball is in the European Parliament’s court.

Maybe after all there is some light at the end of the tunnel. A couple of weeks ago a major Danish newspaper published a prominent front-page article – explaining that the European Parliament wants its own TV-channel. Such an idea is a step in the right direction, IF – and I really mean IF – the transmission from the Parliament is made in an informative way, giving all the political groups an opportunity to join the transmission on an equal level. And I suggest that you make it as vivid as possible! This could be a small step in the direction of creating a common European public opinion and awareness - something that is almost totally absent to day.

Furthermore, the Commission states in its White Paper on European Governance from July 2001, that “no matter how EU policy is prepared and adopted, the way in which this is done must be more open and easier to understand”. Can it be said more clearly! 

The Commission then proposes a whole range of changes, which all – more or less – fit into the seven pillars of transparency already mentioned. But good intentions will not be enough, concrete measures have to be taken.

Of special interest to us today is the statement in the White Paper requesting the European Parliament, and the applicant countries, to become more active in stimulating a public debate on the future of Europe and its policies. It is also stated that Member States should exchange ideas on best practices concerning the role of National Parliaments in the European Union. This is actually what we are trying to do today.

And now I shall turn to the Danish experience in dealing with openness and transparency. 

According to one of the declarations in the Nice Treaty, the role of national Parliaments in the European structure must be examined at the next intergovernmental conference in 2004. In fact this question will already be addressed in three weeks, when the Convention starts its preparations of the IGC.

In this connection, I should like to draw your attention to one of the greatest European playwrights William Shakespeare. In 1601, Shakespeare wrote his famous drama  “Hamlet” about a legendary prince of Denmark. In the play Hamlet exclaims: “There is something rotten in the state of Denmark”. I dare say that this was a rather undiplomatic thing to say about my country.

Hamlet is often described as being a very indecisive person because he could not make up his mind whether to avenge his father’s murder or not. But let us now examine whether there is something “rotten” or indecisive in the way in which Denmark deals with EU matters. Maybe we have improved since 1601.

Basically I believe the national Parliaments should deal with EU policy as much as possible. The more national politicians are occupied with EU policy the closer EU politics come to debates at the national level.

National Parliaments can increase their activities either on their own, in co-operation with their Governments or in co-operation with the EU institutions. Of course, you can combine all three possibilities as we have done.

In our Parliament, it is the European Affairs Committee which  -in co-operation with the specialist committees and the Administration of Parliament – is the driving forces in this process.

The European Affairs Committee of the Folketing now also intends to engage in a debate and dialogue with the Danish population.

The committee has arranged quite a lot of open hearings on Green Papers and White Papers from the Commission, resulting in feedback to the Commission on behalf of the whole Folketing. Last year alone, the Committee held ten public hearings.

Other hearings on major European questions have been held. For instance on enlargement, on the future of Europe and on the Euro.

Furthermore, the Committee Members travel around the country at least twice a year in order to discuss EU policy with the citizens.

Once a year the committee intends to hold a meeting with the social partners and the NGO´s to discuss EU matters.

The Council for EU Information – an independent but state financed body – will receive more funds in the future. The Council supports individuals and private organisations, which carry out EU information activities.

To increase political engagement in EU policy, it has been decided that not only the European Affairs Committee but also the specialist committees of the Folketing will have a much bigger say in EU matters. The more national politicians you engage in EU policy, the more information will be passed on to the citizens via public debates etc.

But our main efforts are concentrated in the field of neutral EU-information to the citizens. In the Folketing we have established an EU-Information Centre which has become very successful and respected. 

We receive more than 8.000 inquiries from the public over the phone or by e-mail a year. And the number of visitors to our web-site has been 300.000 on an annual basis.  Even on Christmas Eve 2001, about 1.000 people visited the web-site. Everybody – including citizens, organisations and politicians – can contact the EU Information Centre and ask questions about the EU and ask for EU documentation.

The EU Information Centre also produces material for educational purposes (videos etc.).

As I mentioned before, the best way to create transparency, both in the EU and at national level, is a well functioning information service.

The Folketing has entered into an agreement with the Government so that the latter will in the future provide better information to the Folketing concerning directives, regulations, Green Papers, White Papers and other EU initiatives. Such information will be forwarded to the Folketing at a rapid pace.

The Government is now obliged to elaborate a so-called basic note on nearly all new proposals for EU directives and regulations within four weeks. In the basic notes the proposals are described briefly in an easily understandable, non-technical way. The positions to the proposals of relevant interest groups are also included in the basic notes.

The quality and punctuality of the Government’s information is under constant scrutiny by the Administration of the Folketing. 

In co-operation with the European Parliament, the Folketing has stationed a representative on the premises of the European Parliament. The purpose of this arrangement is to get information as quickly as possible from the European institutions and particularly from the Parliament. He is – so to speak – the eyes and ears of our European Affairs Committee. Finland, Italy France, the UK and Latvia have followed the Danish example and we much hope that other Parliaments will follow suit. Regular meetings with the Danish Members of the European Parliament are also held.

While I am still speaking about the Danish experience concerning  openness, I shall be quite frank with you. The ordinary meetings of both the European Affairs Committee and the specialist committees are closed to the public, and Members are not allowed to reveal the deliberations of the committees. But in spite of this, the press seems to know everything which is going on!

So again – formally – there are limits to the degree of openness; also at national level.

And now the big question: does it work?

Historically, we have had a high voter turnout at all EU referenda in Denmark, and our referenda have always been preceded by intensive information campaigns and many public debates.This  indicates that the public is truly interested. The latest referendum – the one on the Euro – held in September 2000 – had one of the highest voter turnouts. The result also clearly shows that the Danes are still rather divided on the big EU questions such as amendments to treaties, and particularly further integration.

One might say that we are still just as indecisive as Hamlet was back in 1601 – “To be or not to be (good Europeans) – that is the question.”. 

On the other hand the latest opinion polls from Eurobarometer show some interesting results. On an overall basis, the Danes have moved in a more supportive direction regarding EU issues.  At least, the polls prove that we have a bit more confidence in the EU. But whether it is the result of our own efforts is difficult to say. I believe so!

I hope that we shall see a much higher voter turnout at the EP elections in 2004 as a result of our combined efforts.

Finally, I shall make a brief comment on parliamentary efficiency in the light of the enlargement of the EU.

Parliamentary efficiency seen in the light of the enlargement simply means whether it is possible to involve all the national Parliaments of the Member States in EU policy while still keeping the decision making process in the EU institutions at its current level of effectiveness.

In this context, I should like to tell you what our European Affairs Committee heard six years ago when visiting a European Affairs Committee of another Member State  The foreign colleagues expressed the point of view that national Parliaments should not be too much involved in EU policy,  because this would slow down the integration process in the EU. So the issue definitely merits consideration.

The Danish experience points in the opposite direction. Our Parliament is probably one of the most active national Parliaments when it comes to involvement in EU matters. Every Friday, the relevant Minister shall inform the European Affairs Committee about the items on the agenda for next week's Council meetings.

On issues regarding which an important decision has to be taken, the Minister must present a negotiation proposal, which has to be agreed upon by the Committee by means of a vote. Sometimes the negotiation proposals are  modified during the discussions in the Committee before a mandate is given to the Government. 

The mandate is usually rather wide, so that it is possible for the Minister to participate actively in the negotiations and to engage in the search for compromises. 

The Committee also deals with issues concerning the WTO in the same way as it deals with EU issues.

As a general rule, the Minister will inform the relevant specialist Committee of the Folketing and take part in Committee discussions beforehand. So all in all the Government must appear before the Committee in the Folketing around 100 times a year – on EU-matters alone!

Furthermore, the Government takes part in all public hearings on EU matters arranged by the Parliament. And during the hearings, it has to supply all the relevant information describing the EU initiatives from the Commission. 

In conclusion, the Government has to cooperate intensively with the Parliament, and bring forward all the necessary information.

The Government has to take into account the opinion of the Folketing when dealing with EU matter. This fact has not decreased the efficiency – on the contrary, I would say!

Denmark is – and has always been – in the forefront when it comes to implementing EU directives and is at the same time one of the countries with the fewest number of ases brought against it at European Court of Justice.

Although Denmark usually has minority Governments this does not cause problems when implementing EU directives - simply because Parliament has already examined the directives in question very carefully and the Government has been given a mandate approved by the European Affairs Committee before negotiations take place in the Council.

That is probably also the main reason for the very low number of cases brought against us at the Court; because all important EU regulations have been properly examined and accepted.

So from a Danish point of view there is absolutely no conflict or contradiction between a high level of transparency in EU matters and efficiency in the decision making process. The integration process has not been slowed down for this reason at all!

To make myself absolutely clear: The way in which the national Parliaments in the new Member States choose to organise their national EU-procedures is clearly a matter which they should decide for themselves.  

However, the Danish experience shows that the involvement of national Parliaments in EU policy – even if one goes as far as we do – does not in any way delay or hamper the work of the EU. 

At the same time, such involvement brings the EU and its institutions closer to the citizens, simply because EU policy become part of domestic policy.

Whether the process will strengthen the EU institutions politically is a question which cannot be answered yet. But it will increase the awareness of both the public and politicians and lead to greater transparency.

Our Nordic brothers, the Finns and the Swedes, have adopted similar models of parliamentary involvement. Where the role of national Parliaments is concerned, I do not see any problems concerning efficiency in an enlarged Union  -  that is as long as you stick to the Nordic model. 

To be honest with you, I see more challenges in the efficiency of the EU institutions themselves as a consequence of the enlargement, but that is quite another problem.

Closer co-operation between Governments and national Parliaments, high quality information from the Governments and a constant exchange of information between the two parties, are vital prerequisites.  

Dear Colleagues, please make sure that your Parliaments are well staffed to solve the tasks involved in this process.

On the more operative side, I should like to support the proposal aimed at giving the COSAC the task of gathering information and examples of so-called best “practices” on how the national Parliaments deal with EU matters.

Hopefully, such an exercise will show that there is – after all - nothing rotten in the state of Denmark regarding our way of dealing with EU matters.

Thank you for your attention. 
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