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European Commission’s expert groups:  
Damocles’ sword over democracy

Yiorgos Vassalos

The economic crisis – in full development since 2008 – has triggered a series of Treaty1 
and other legislative reforms that radically increase the competences of EU institutions 
at the expense of national parliaments. 

1. Technocracy as a general trend 

This transfer of power is not accompanied by the establishment of democratic account-
ability mechanisms at the European level. With the legislation on EU economic gover-
nance2 and the Fiscal Compact3, the European Commission acquires the right to propose 
changes in national budgets, wage policies and more, and sanction – under certain condi-
tions –- governments that do not follow these recommendations. According to the plan 
for a Banking Union, the European Central Bank (ECB) is to acquire supervisory tasks 
over the biggest European banks and also decide on who is going to be bailed out or not. 
Neither the Commission nor the ECB is democratically elected, and the control exerted 
to them by the European Parliament ranges from purely consultative, in the case of the 
Commission, to inexistent, in the case of the ECB. 
But shortcomings in democratic accountability do not seem to be an urgent problem for 
EU leaders.4 What counts for them is that these institutions have “sufficient expertise” in 
order to fulfill the attributed tasks. Thus, deeply political issues such as the allocation of 
budgets, wage policies or bailing out and regulating banks pass from the democratic to 
the technocratic sphere. These issues will no more be subject to public debate and in the 
end be decided upon freely and independently by sovereign parliaments, elected by the 
people. They will be dealt with in the framework of pre-determined thresholds and indi-
cators (like the 0.5% structural deficit limit of the Fiscal Compact or the 9% three year 

1 Treaty on Stability, Coordination and Governance in the Economic and Monetary Union (TSCG) of 2.3.2012, 
coming into force 1.1.2013, http://european-council.europa.eu/media/639235/st00tscg26_en12.pdf (25.2.2013).

2 The so-called “Six-Pack” consists of the Regulations (EU) 1173/2011, (EU) 1174/2011, (EU) 1175/2011, (EU) 
1176/2011, (EU) 1177/2011, Directive (EU) 2011/85 and the Proposals COM(2001)821 and COM(2011)819.

3 For further information on the Fiscal Compact see: Corporate Europe Observatory, Inspired by big business: the EU 
Austerity Treaty (8.3. 2012) http://corporateeurope.org/news/treaty-inspired-big-business (15.2.2013). 

4 European Council, Report by Herman van Rompuy: Towards a genuine economic and monetary Union (5.12.2012) 
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/ec/134069.pdf. (20.2.2012).
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limit in unit labour costs increase, prescribed in the economic governance legislative 
package). There is not much to be discussed: public services spending should be limited, 
corporate taxes should remain low, banks should be saved by working people’s taxes and 
real wages should be reduced to support the competitiveness of European corporations 
in global markets. For the EU’s political leadership there is no alternative to this vision 
and the only question for them is how to find people with sufficient expertise to put these 
policies into practice. 

2. The role of external expertise in the EU law-making process 

Unfortunately, the replacement of an informed democratic debate by “expertise” is not 
new to the EU, nor is it a result of the crisis. It has been entrenched into the EU’s decision-
making system since its creation and it is only intensified now, being extended to more 
policy areas. Expertise has always played a crucial role in the drafting of the legislative 
proposals of the European Commission, the institution with the monopoly of legislative 
initiative in the EU structure. 
More than half of the legislation in force in the 27 EU member states is estimated to be 
decided in Brussels, through regulations or directives transposed into national law.5 But 
the Commission has a very small in-house body of experts (not more than 3,500 staff)6 
and is in general a much smaller administration, taking into account the number of citi-
zens to which legislation will apply, than, for instance national ministries. Less than 
13,000 people in the Commission are involved with law and policy making.7 
This situation obliges the Commission to rely on external expert advice. The creation of 
expert groups by the various divisions (Directorate-Generals) of the Commission is the 
most important way of getting such advice: there are currently 828 groups with 26,141 
members.8

Other ways of obtaining expertise include the organisation of conferences, workshops 
and open consultations. The limits between consultation with various interests in society 
and obtaining expertise are blurred. This is – among others – due to the model of “stake-
holder democracy” to which the Commission adheres. In contrast with democracies 
where the notion of the “general interest” is strong, like France, or others where social 
dialogue plays a fundamental role, like Austria, the Commission – and the EU in general 

5 Vassalos, Expert groups – letting corporate interests set the agenda? http://www.alter-eu.org/sites/default/files/ 
bbb-chap-06.pdf (20.2.2013).

6 The combined number of the staff in DG Research (RTD), Eurostat (ESTAT) and the Joint Research Centre (JRC) 
can be found on the Commission´s Website (Situation of 1.1.2013) http://ec.europa.eu/civil_service/docs/europa_
sp2_bs_dist_staff_en.pdf (10.2.2013).

7 Staff figures by grade (only AD civil servants are involved with law and policy making) are available on http://
ec.europa.eu/civil_service/docs/europa_sp2_bs_nat_x_grade_en.pdf (Situation of 1.1.2013, 10.2.2013).

8 European Commission, Expert Groups Register http://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regexpert/index.cfm?do=search.
result expert/index.cfm?do=search.result/reg (12.3.2013).
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– tends to lean more towards the Anglo-Saxon concept that the common interest is no-
thing more than the sum of special interests. 
For the European Commission a (special) interest worth listening to needs to have a very 
material stake on the issue to be decided upon, preferably money to gain or lose. “Input” 
coming from such an interest is more often regarded as “valuable”, than a view expressed 
in the name of society as a whole, however well documented it might be and however big 
membership the organisations expressing it might have (eg. unions or environmental 
NGOs). The concept of “stakeholders” used by the Commission is indicative of this ap-
proach; what matters is the stake: stakeholders are expected to derive their technical 
knowledge from their practical involvement in the activity to be regulated. Designed to 
serve the above concept, expert groups have a double mission: gather expert knowledge 
and in the same time consult with different special interests (stakeholders).9

3. Which interests do the experts represent? 

Two thirds of the members of expert groups come from national ministries (17,120 
members).10 They do have a lot of technical knowledge but also a national interest to 
defend. Again, the sum of national interests is expected to give the common European 
one. But not all member states are equally represented in the Commission’s expert groups. 
Bigger administrations, but also countries with more active corporate sectors devote 
more resources in expert groups. The rest one third consists of the wider civil society, or 
all non-state actors put together. 
Research conducted by the Alliance on Lobbying Transparency and Ethics Regulation 
(ALTER-EU),11 focusing each time on specific categories or samples,12 has shown that the 
representatives of large corporations and their lobby groups in expert groups are clearly 
more numerous (often close to double) than all other non-governmental interests to-
gether: from small and medium enterprises (SMEs) to trade unions, consumers, aca-
demia, independent NGOs etc. 

9 The Commission defines expert groups as “essentially a forum for discussions, providing high-level input from a wide 
range of sources and stakeholders in the form of opinions, recommendations and reports.” See also http://ec.europa.
eu/transparency/regexpert/index.cfm?do=faq.faq&aide=2 (20.2.2013).

10 European Commission, Expert Groups Register.
11 http://www.alter-eu.org/about (20.2.2013).
12 ALTER-EU, Secrecy and corporate dominance: a study on the composition and transparency of European 

Commission expert group http://www.alter-eu.org/fr/documents/2008/03/secrecy-and-corporate-domi nance (25.3.2008); 
ALTER-EU, A captive Commission: the role of the financial industry in shaping EU regulation http://www.alter-eu.
org/documents/2009/11/captive-commission-financial-industry-shaping-eu-regulation (5.11.2009); ALTER-EU, Who’s 
driving the agenda at DG Enterprise and Industry? The dominance of corporate lobbyists in DG Enterprise’s expert 
groups, http://www.alter-eu.org/sites/default/files/documents/DGENTR-driving.pdf (14.7.2012); Corporate Europe 
Observatory, DG Internal Market’s expert groups: More needed to break financial industry’s stronghold (1.12.2011) 
http://corporateeurope.org/publications/dg-internal-market-expert-groups-more-needed-break-financial-industry-
stronghold (20.2.2013).
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The most recent study focused on the 83 expert groups that advised the Directorate Gen-
eral on Enterprise and Industry (DG Enterprise) by April 2012. It found that in 32 of the 
49 expert groups with non-government participation, corporate interests made up the 
majority among non-government members. All in all, DG Enterprise had 482 expert 
group members representing corporate interests and just 255 representing all other inter-
ests; including academia, small and medium sized enterprises, unions, non-governmental 
organisations etc. So there were twice as many members representing corporate interests 
as all other interest groups in society.13  

4. Problems of methodology

As a result of civil society and parliamentary pressure, the search-ability of the Commis-
sion’s public expert groups register14 and the reliability of the data in it improved a lot in 
2012.The current register could enable a much easier general calculation of the represen-
tation percentage of different interests in all Commission’s expert groups. Of course, it is 
hard to agree on a single way to categorise the various interests. ALTER-EU’s study has 
put all large companies, their trade associations, organisations whose membership is 
composed mainly by large companies and lobby consultancies under the category “cor-
porate interests”. It has also made a separate category for organisations composed both 
by public and private entities plus think tanks and NGOs whose main funding comes 
from large corporations – called “hybrid organisations” – and it does not count them 
when comparing corporate interests vs. all other interests15 (in the case of DG Enterprise, 
after counting everybody, corporate interests still amounted for 57% of the non-govern-
mental seats)16. On the other hand, the Commission doesn’t yet provide a uniform cate-
gorisation of different types of interests across the DGs, and uses the terms ‘association’, 
‘NGO’, ‘corporate’ or ‘industry’ in a confusing way. Therefore, the only way to conduct 
research is to carefully examine the nature of each organization that is represented. 
The Commission used to extensively “hire” people from corporations as experts in “per-
sonal capacity”. After a public outcry on this respect, it has now declared to have stopped 
this misleading practice. Nevertheless, procedures to identify individual experts’ conflicts 
of interests remain rather poor and their declarations of financial interests are still unpub-
lished, contrary to the European Parliament’s demands. 

13 Public Service Europe, European Commission still puts big business before citizens (17.7.2012) http://www.
publicserviceeurope.com/article/2229/european-commission-still-puts-big-business-before-citizens (20.2.2013). 

14 European Commission, Expert Groups Register. 
15 See explanation of the methodology of interests’ categorization in Alter EU, Who’s driving the Agenda at DG 

Enterprise and Industry? 4.
16 Op. cit. 6.
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5. Excessive corporate influence partially admitted  

In the case of DG Enterprise, the Commission has recognised that there are “nineteen 
groups [out of the 32 highlighted by the study] where there appears to be Industry over-
representation” and promised to take steps to “rebalance” them.17 Earlier, Michel Barni-
er, the Commissioner on Internal Market, had accepted that concerns by NGOs and 
Members of the European Parliament regarding the expert groups of the respective  
Directorate General (DG) have been justified: “up to now, the stakeholders considered to 
be ‘strong’, such as the representatives of financial services, had easier access to make 
their points through these groups”.18

6. DG Internal Market: the fallen corporate stronghold? 

Financial firms have dominated the whole process of liberalising financial services in an 
EU scale since 1999 (the Financial Services Action Plan), through DG Internal Market 
expert groups. The basic design of the single European financial market was conceived 
in the “High Level Strategy Review Group”. All of its sixteen members were insurers, 
bankers, investment fund managers, security dealers or pension fund managers. The 
implementation of this agenda took place under the monitoring of expert groups com-
posed from 80 to 100% by representatives of the financial industry. The flagship directive 
on the Market in Financial Instruments (MiFID 2004)19 and its implementing regulations 
(2006)20 were drafted on the basis of reports produced by groups like the Securities Ex-
pert Group (25 in 26 came from the industry) and the Asset Management Group (all 21 
members from industry). 21 

Even the revision of the EU financial supervision corresponding to the financial crisis was 
based on the proposals of a big-bank-dominated advisory group (the De Larosière 
group).22 This, though the outgoing Commissioner Charlie McCreevy had said that part 

17 European Commission, State of play concerning the conditions set by the European Parliament to lift the reserve in 
the 2012 budget with regard to groups of experts (EUR 2 million) (6.9.2012) http://www.alter-eu.org/sites/default/
files/documents/State%20of%20play%20_%206%20SEPTEMBER%202012%20_%20CLEAN.pdf (5.2.2013); 
Corporate Europe Observatory, DG Enterprise must kick corporate lobbyists out of expert groups (12.10.2012) 
http://corporateeurope.org/fr/node/1077 (20.2.2013).

18 European Commission, Speech 11/813 Michel Barnier: La participation de la société civile, condition d’une 
régulation financière intelligente «jusqu’à maintenant, les parties prenantes que l’on qualifie de “fortes”, comme les 
représentants de l’industrie des services financiers, avaient plus de facilités à faire valoir leurs points de vue à travers 
ces groupes.»  (28.11.2011) http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-11-813_fr.htm (20.2.2013).

19 Directive 2004/39/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 21 April 2004 on markets in financial 
instruments, OJ L 2004/145, 1. 

20 Regulation 1287/2006/EC, OJ L 2006/241, 1 and Directive 2006/73/EC, OJ L 2006/241, 26, both implementing 
Directive 2004/39/EC on markets in financial instruments.

21 ALTER-EU, A captive Commission: the role of the financial industry in shaping EU regulation (5.11.2009) http://
www.alter-eu.org/documents/2009/11/captive-commission-financial-industry-shaping-eu-regulation (21.2.2013).

22 Corporate Europe Observatory, Would you bank on them? (24.2.2009) http://archive.corporateeurope.org/docs/
would-you-bank-on-them.pdf (21.2.2013).
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of the reasons of the financial crisis was the fact that the Commission’s almost sole advi-
sors were financial companies.23 Barnier, the present Commissioner, has promised to 
change this situation. Nevertheless, major legislative initiatives like the European Market 
Infrastructure Regulation (EMIR)24 – intended to regulate OTC Derivatives (Over the 
counter – or OTC – trading is a method of trading that does not take place on an organ-
ised venue such as a regulated market or an MTF) – were shaped in groups like the Expert 
Group on Market Infrastructures (EGMI), with 31 out of 38 members coming from in-
dustry.25 Technical standards of crucial importance are still developed by supervisory 
authorities26 under the influence of unbalanced advisory bodies.27 This is the case in 
other financial markets, too.28

After the main legislative initiatives of the Commission were tabled, Barnier dissolved 
most DG Internal Market’s expert groups. There are only five remaining today,29 two of 
which are still dominated by the financial industry: the Insolvency Law Group of Experts 
(ILEG) with 9 members from the industry and two others and the Payment Systems Mar-
ket Expert Group (PSMEG) with 27 industry and 12 other interests. The regulatory 
framework put in place after the crisis, including the revision of the MiFID directive, 
which is still under negotiations between the Parliament and the Council, fails to address 
speculation and the excessive growth of the derivatives’ bubble which amounts in tens of 
times the global GDP.30 EU financial regulation still is not free from industry capture. 

7. DG Enterprise: the impossible reform? 

DG Enterprise is one of the most powerful departments within the Commission. Its of-
ficial mandate is “to strengthen Europe’s industrial base and promote the transition to a 
low carbon economy; to promote innovation as a means to generate new sources of 

23 McCreevy, The Credit Crisis – looking ahead (9.2.2009) http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-09-41en.
htm?locale=en (9.2.2013). McCreevy now works in the Derivatives-sector.

24 Regulation 648/2012/EU of 4 Juli 2012 on OTC derivatives, central counterparties and trade repositories, OJ L 
2012/201, 1.  

25 Expert Group on Market Infrastructures, Final Report, http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/financial-markets/docs/
clearing/egmi/101011_report_en.pdf (10.10.2011).

26 ESMA Consultation Paper: Draft Technical Standards for the Regulation on OTC Derivatives, CCPs and  
Trade Repositories (25.6.2012) http://www.esma.europa.eu/consultation/Consultation-Draft-Technical-Standards-
Regula tion-OTC-Derivatives-CCPs-and-Trade-Repo-0. (21.2.2013).

27 E.g. the ESMA Commodity Derivatives Task Force http://www.esma.europa.eu/page/Commodity-Derivatives-Task-
Force and the Securities and Markets Stakeholder Group http://www.esma.europa.eu/SMSG (21.2.2013).

28 ALTER-EU, Corporate influence on EU-legislation http://www.alter-eu.org/sites/default/files/alter-eu_workshop 
_11-05-2011.pdf (21.2.2013). 

29 Information about the DG Internal Market and Services expert groups and stakeholders is available on http://
ec.europa.eu/dgs/internal_market/expert-groups/index_en.htm (14.2.2013).

30 Global Research, Global Derivatives Market at $1,200 Trillion Dollars (20.5.2012) http://www.globalresearch.ca/
financial-implosion-global-derivatives-market-at-1-200-trillion-dollars-20-times-the-world-economy/30944 
(21.2.2013).
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growth and meet societal needs”.31 It drafts and influences policies in key areas like re-
search, international trade, consumers and environment. In the past, it has watered down 
legislative initiatives on climate protection (CO2 from cars32, low-carbon alternatives)33, 
the regulation of chemical substances in products (REACH)34 and more, by pushing 
forward concepts and agendas formulated within expert groups led by corporations.35

Currently, the ‘FP7 security advisory group’ is under the effective control of the arma-
ments’ industry (EADS, Finmeccanica, Sagem, QinetiQ, Siemens, etc.). Thus, this industry 
has a major influence in defining the Commission’s research priorities and even in shaping 
the calls for proposals. The same companies also apply for the relevant funding. Since 
2008, hundreds of millions of Euros from the FP7 have been granted to corporations of 
the defense and security sector. This creates a situation of conflict of interest for the com-
panies that are both advisors of the Commission and beneficiaries of the program.
The expert group on critical raw materials pushes for aggressive trade policies to get ac-
cess to raw materials in third countries. It is dominated by corporations with big stakes 
on this issue, like Volkswagen, Umicore, Nokia, Knauf and their lobby groups (Eu-
romines, Eurométaux, Industrial Minerals Association). On part of the member states, 
only France, Germany, Czech Republic, Austria and Portugal participate. The Commis-
sion has endorsed the policies proposed by this group and first and foremost the concept 
that “the formulation of a raw materials strategy is a joint task for industry and the 
state”.36 This jointly developed strategy regards any measure protecting labour and the 
environment as a “distortion on international raw materials markets” and requests “ad-
herence with market forces”. The Commission pledges to initiate dispute settlement 
procedures within the WTO when a country sets export restrictions for whatever reason. 
This strategy does not put pressure for ‘relaxing’ the conditions for mining in third coun-
tries only: the Commission has also clarified that Natura areas in the EU should not be 
“automatically” excluded from exploitation.37 

31 European Commission, DG Enterprise and Industry: Who we are and what we do http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/
mobile/about-us/index_en.htm (21.2.2013).

32 Corporate Europe Observatory, Briefing paper: Car industry flexes its muscles, Commission bows down (17.3.2007 
http://archive.corporateeurope.org/carlobby.html (9.2.2013); Greenpeace, Report 2008: Driving Climate Change 
(May 2008) http://www.greenpeace.org/italy/Global/italy/report/2008/5/auto-emissioni.pdf (21.2.2013).

33 By promoting “solutions” like Carbon Capture and Storage, nuclear power and more; see Vassalos, Expert groups 
– letting corporate interests set the agenda?

34 Greenpeace, Toxic Lobby: how the chemical industry is trying to kill REACH (May 2006) http://www.indymedia.
be/files/toxic%20lobby.pdf (14.2.2013); Greenpeace, New EU chemical law alive, but not kicking (13.12.2006) 
http://www.greenpeace.org/international/en/news/features/eu-reach-chemical-law-vote131206/ (14.2.2013). 

35 See also Friends of the Earth, Whose Views Count? Business influence and the European Commission’s High Level 
Groups (1.12.2008) http://www.foeeurope.org/corporates/pdf/whose_views_count.pdf (21.2.2013).

36 Eurométaux, Eurométaux’s Proposals for the Raw Materials Initiative, Annex A-4 p. 53 (13.7.2013) http://www.
resourcefever.org/news/items/eurometauxs-proposals-for-the-raw-materials-initiative-jointly-prepared-with-oeko-
institut-ev-now-online.html (14.2.2013).

37 European Commission, Critical raw materials for the EU. Report of the Ad-hoc Working Group on defining critical 
raw materials (30.7. 2010) http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/policies/raw-materials/files/docs/report-b_en.pdf (21.2. 
2013).
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Some say that DG Enterprise’s preference for taking advice from business interests is 
normal, since it is the department of the Commission that by definition deals with busi-
ness. The mission, however, of DG Enterprise as part of a public body is not to serve the 
interests of industry but to ensure that business activity is taking place in a way that 
contributes to meeting society-wide challenges and problems. To fulfill its mission, DG 
Enterprise should be in contact with all kinds of interests in society.38

However, with such a one-sided advisory structure, it is hard to see how societal needs 
can really be taken into account. DG Enterprise cannot know what it takes to “meet 
societal needs” when it has just 11 advisors from trade unions, 7 from professional or-
ganisations (doctors, architects etc.) and 66 from consumer, environmental and other 
NGOs compared to 482 from big business. DG Enterprise claims to have the well-being 
of SMEs as a priority. Yet just 44 SME representatives sit on its expert groups – that is ten 
times fewer representatives than big business (482). The knowledge basis of DG Enter-
prise’s policies has now been captured by big corporations and is too biased to serve the 
general interest. Since it is a pivotal department within the Commission, this regulatory 
capture affects the institution as a whole.
DG Enterprise has promised to change the composition of nineteen of its groups, which 
was so unfair that it could not be justified under any circumstances. Yet, its own officials 
seem to miss what is the core of the problem; in the same press conference where this 
promise was made, a representative said: “We are DG Enterprise and Industry, we talk 
to business, this is who we are (…) it is important that the voices of companies and en-
terprises, not only SMEs, are heard in this process. It is with their profits, with their 
growth, with their increase in productivity, with their products that we will be able to get 
out of this economic crisis we are in.’’ This is despite the fact that large corporations 
provide only a small percentage of the overall employment in Europe (with SMEs and the 
public sector providing the vast majority of jobs), and despite the fact that the profitabil-
ity of big corporations seems to be unconnected and recently more and more often op-
posed to improving living standards of citizens. Yet, DG Enterprise seems to be sticking 
to the dogma that what is good for big business is good for all.39 
 

8. Expert groups play an indispensable role  

In order to defend itself from critics the Commission always underlines that recommen-
dations and reports from expert groups are not binding and that “the Commission and 
its departments (…) remain fully independent regarding the way they take into account 
the expertise and views gathered”.40 But when the expertise, on which a policy or legisla-

38 Public Service Europe, European Commission still puts big business before citizens.
39 Corporate Europe Observatory, DG Enterprise must kick corporate lobbyists out of expert groups.
40 European Commission, Expert Groups explained http://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regexpert/index.cfm?do=faq.

faq&aide=2 (26.3.2013).
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tive choice is based, is biased, the possibilities of getting a bad policy result increase – 
namely a policy that serves the interests of those capturing the advice rather than the 
general interest. 
Except for the examples given above regarding financial markets, climate, security re-
search and raw materials, biased advice results in bad policies in other areas, too, such as 
agriculture. DG Agriculture has identified thirty groups that need “rebalancing”, but it 
refuses to change their composition until the Common Agriculture Policy (CAP) reform 
is finished.41 That might prove to be too late since the agro-business interests expressed 
through COPA-COGECA (an organization that claims to represent “European farm-
ers”), the food industry (FoodDrinkEurope) and the retail trading sector (CELCAA) will 
have the opportunity to steer the reform, leaving the interests of consumers, employees 
and small-scale sustainable farmers out of the picture. The EU regulation of the different 
agricultural products’ markets has been so far mainly influenced by those interests.  
Historical decisions for the orientation of the EU project have been based on expert 
groups’ reports. The Lisbon Agenda (2000) was based on the conclusions of the Com-
petitiveness Advisory Group (CAG), established in the nineties with many members of 
the European Round Table of industrialists (ERT).42 A big deal of designing the architec-
ture of the single currency happened within the “Expert group on the introduction of the 
Euro as the Single Currency” with many corporate representatives but only one from the 
non-corporate civil society (a consumers’ association).43 Right now, the Stoiber Group 
on Administrative Burdens44 plays an important role promoting the agenda of “as little 
legislation as possible”, connected with ERT’s demand for an “immediate moratorium 
on all business-related regulation including the implementation of existing regulations 
(…) that has no proven immediate positive effect on economic growth”.45

The decision making process in the EU cannot operate without expert groups. The Com-
mission simply does not have the knowledge required - not only to draft its legislative 
proposals and policy initiatives, but also in order to fulfill its implementing tasks. It has 
to get external input on a regular basis and in an organised manner, so it needs expert and 
consultative committees. The important question is who is represented in them. It is self-

41 European Commission, State of play concerning the conditions set by the European Parliament to lift the reserve in 
the 2012 budget with regard to groups of experts (EUR 2 million), see Fn 17.

42 Corporate Europe Observer, New Competitiveness Advisory Group (October 1997) http://archive.corporateeurope.
org/observer0/small.html (21.2.2013).

43 Balanyá/Doherty/Hoedeman/Ma’anit/Wesselius, Europe Inc.; Regional & Global Restructuring and the Rise of 
Corporate Power (2000).  

44 Fleming, Tobacco lobby focus switches from Dalli to Stoiber (26.10.2012) http://www.euractiv.com/future-eu/
tobacco-lobby-focus-switches-sto-news-515682; de Clerck, Stoiber group lobbies for tobacco industry (17.1.2013) 
http://www.europeanvoice.com/article/imported/stoiber-group-lobbies-for-tobacco-industry/76183.aspx 
(14.2.2013). For more information on the group see http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/secretariat_general/admin_burden/
ind_stakeholders/ind_stakeholders_en.htm (14.2.2013).

45 European Round Table of Industrialists, Creating growth in Europe (16.1.2012) http://www.ert.eu/sites/default/
files/2012%20January%20-%20ERT%20Statement%20on%20Creating%20Growth%20in%20Europe.pdf  
(14.2.2013).
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evident that member states are represented; they are the ones that define in the Council 
what the legislative priorities of the Commission should be and the ones called upon to 
implement regulations once they are adopted. But the composition of the non-govern-
mental advisers show clearly which interests in society count more for the Commission: 
the ones of transnational companies.   

9. Expert groups under scrutiny

In recent years, the Commission has come under increasing pressure over expert groups. 
The European Ombudsman is to deliver soon his verdict on a complaint tabled by  
ALTER-EU in 2010 regarding whether business domination of several expert groups 
breaches Article 9 of the EU Treaty providing that citizens “shall receive equal attention 
from its institutions” and the Commission’s own codes of conduct.46

Throughout 2012, the European Parliament blocked a part of the expert groups’ budget, 
demanding the Commission to revise the rules governing expert groups in order to im-
pose a more balanced composition and more transparency in their work. An informal 
dialogue has started between Commissioner Sefcovic and Members of the European 
Parliament that is expected to show some results by mid-2013. There is also an increased 
academic interest on the issue.47 

10. Conclusion

The European Union and the Commission in particular have come under growing diffi-
culty in justifying their privileged relations with corporate interests as legitimate. They 
might undertake some changes in the near future, reducing the number of expert groups 
and improving the ratio between corporate and non-corporate interests. These would 
have no value if they are offset by intensifying off-the-record exchanges with big business. 
The most important question – however – is whether the Commission is able and willing 
to change mentality: stop acting as the agent of what some new social movements called 
the “1%” (the shareholders of transnational corporations) and undergo reforms in the 
direction of becoming a democratic body with the public interest in its heart. 
Of course, this cannot happen as long as its leadership does not get elected and its bu-
reaucracy operates within very poor accountability features in comparison with national 
administrations; there are, for example, no generally applicable administrative rules gov-
erning the Commission’s action. 

46 ALTER-EU’s complaint as well as the Commission’s response are available on the ALTER-EU website http://www.
alter-eu.org/documents/2010/11/ombudsmans-inquiry-on-expert-groups (25.2.2013).

47 See Robert, Les groupes d’experts dans le gouvernement de l’Union européenne (2011). 
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This is, also, particularly difficult within the framework of the ongoing economic crisis, 
when a strategic choice is imposed:
%� Either, step up unpopular measures and further reduce dialogue and interaction with 

the demands and interests of the big majority of citizens; 
%� or, get rid of the Neoliberal ideology that has been the driver of the Commission’s 

action in the last two or three decades. This ideology appears to have been inadequate 
to meet the challenges of the current era and the citizens’ aspirations for a decent life. 
Remaining under its spell hampers the capacity to act in the public interest.  

The signs are not very encouraging. In their December 2012 manifesto the four EU 
Presidents admitted they are taking away the “the heart of Member States’ parliamen-
tary democracies” which is the “decisions on national budgets”. These decisions are 
brought under a “pooling of competences at the European level”. They pretend to guar-
antee democratic accountability by a vague reference to “a commensurate involvement 
[cc. no co-decision or effective control] of the European Parliament”.48 Even worse, ECB 
officials seem to think that the existence of a single market that protects “the freedom to 
play a part in the market” with “the protection of property rights and the enforcement 
of contracts” are enough safeguards in order to have a democratic political union.49 If 
this is the general line of thinking of the EU leadership, it is hard to hope that the promised 
reform of Commission’s expert groups will bring about true consultation with workers 
and employees, consumers, professionals and SMEs and the rest of socio-economic cat-
egories that make up the majority of citizens. The Commission gives the impression that 
it is rather looking for alternative ways to keep up its privileged relationship with corpo-
rate interests (labeled as “market participants” and “shareholders”), than looking to 
express the majority of citizens. 
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