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Assembly of European Regions

Response to the European Transparency Initiative

Chapter II – Transparency and Interest Representation

1. The Assembly of European Regions (AER) agrees that efforts should be made to bring greater transparency to lobbying at the European level. Transparency, public scrutiny and accountability are standards that the AER’s member regions, as democratically elected bodies, adhere to above all else. High standards of transparency are part of the legitimacy of any public administration.

2. However, the AER believes that greater definition needs to be given to the terms ‘lobbying’ and ‘lobbyist’. Regional authorities, for example, are part of the European governance structure, playing a role in institutional decision-making processes, for instance through the Council of Ministers, in the case of legislative regions. Regional and Local authorities are also responsible for implementing up to 80% of European Union policies and are key partners of the European institutions in a wide range of policy fields. Regions must not therefore be considered as lobbyists, but rather as legitimate actors and partners within the structured policy-making process. Furthermore, regions, as democratically-elected bodies, already have their own public scrutiny and transparency mechanisms in place.

3. The Assembly of European Regions, as the umbrella organisation of the regions, would also not consider itself as a lobbyist, as it is representing the interests of public authorities. The AER would therefore assert that a differentiation should be made between lobbyists, on the one hand, and public territorial entities and their associations on the other.

4. The AER accepts the concept of a register for lobbyists and believes that the incentive of being alerted to public consultations would be an effective one. The register should be managed by the European Commission, and, in line with the principle of transparency, the information in this register should be made available to the public. This should include information about the financial situation of the interest representatives and the interests they represent.

5. However, in line with the abovementioned points, the AER does not believe that public territorial entities and their associations should be required to subscribe to the register for lobbyists. They should receive information about public consultations, and this could be achieved through, for instance, expanding the mechanism of the ‘Structured Dialogue’ to include an alert system for public consultations of relevance to the regions.   

6. The AER is however committed to transparency and is willing to illustrate this commitment in practice. The AER is therefore in favour of publishing information on its membership and structure, in its capacity as an organisation representing democratic territorial entities with a legitimate role in the European decision-making process and not as a lobbyist to the European Union. 

7. The AER believes that a common code of conduct for lobbyists would be an effective tool to improve transparency and accountability. The code should be drafted by the European Commission, with the assistance of an advisory body of interest representatives from a range of different backgrounds, including industry and civil society. The AER would be prepared to assist in such a process, drawing upon the diverse experience of its member regions in drafting similar codes.

8. The AER does not believe that there is a need for the creation of a new external watchdog to monitor compliance with the code of conduct. Setting up such a body would simply create a new layer of bureaucracy and thus would not contribute to transparency and openness. Instead, the monitoring of conduct should be an integral part of the European governance system, with internal checks and balances built into the political process, as is the case for example in regional and national policy-making in the countries of Scandinavia.
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Chapter III – Feedback on Application of the Minimum Standards for Consultation
1. The Assembly of European Regions (AER) welcomes the Commission’s efforts to improve consultation procedures. Regional and local authorities are responsible for implementing up to 80% of European Union policy and therefore have a great deal of expertise that they can bring into the policy process, which can help to ensure that European policies actually work on the ground. The AER welcomes the openness that the European institutions have shown towards regions and is pleased that the Commission is considering the introduction of a structured framework that could improve this even further. 

2. The AER believes that more focus is needed on raising awareness of consultation processes, in order to ensure that all interested parties are informed in a timely manner and are able to contribute to the policy-making process.

3. The AER also welcomes the suggestion to provide more information about who has contributed to the development of a policy or a legal framework. We believe that it is important that all contributions to open public consultations are published on the internet, together with details of organisations submitting these contributions.

4. Moreover, we stress the importance of providing sufficient feedback to interest representatives on how the comments they submit via consultations are taken into account in the final policy proposal. At present this is relatively weak, with little response received on whether contributions have been considered at all. The AER believes that it would be useful to receive an honest evaluation from the Commission services of how they treat submissions, detailing for example, whether all submissions are read, regardless of which language they are submitted in and their length. It would also be useful to know whether there is a systematic way of evaluating the submissions and of deciding which ideas merit inclusion in the policy.

5. Finally, the AER believes that there is a need to better develop other institutional mechanisms for consultation, such as the Structured Dialogue. This is intended as a tool to gain feedback from regional and local authorities on the Commission’s work programme and individual policy initiatives, but at present proves ineffective due to the minimal time given to representatives to present their views, and the lack of actual dialogue. The AER therefore calls upon the European Commission to undertake a comprehensive evaluation of the Structured Dialogue as part of its analysis on consultation mechanisms.
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Chapter IV – Disclosure of Beneficiaries of Community Funds
1. The Assembly of European Regions (AER) welcomes the efforts of the Commission to increase the information available about the recipients of European funds. However, it questions whether the aim of this initiative is to improve transparency (in which case the use of internal mechanisms within each funding programme might be more appropriate), or to demonstrate more clearly to the citizen the concrete benefits that the European Union can bring them, in which case this should not belong within the European Transparency Initiative, but should rather be treated within Plan D or the Commission’s Communications Strategy. 

2. Nevertheless, the AER believes that it is important that the European Union is able to demonstrate what its funds have been used for, and to provide clear information about this to the general public. 

3. The question arises as to whether all recipients of EU funds would be treated equally in terms of disclosure. For example, would information need to be provided about each young person who participates in the Leonardo programme, or about each SME that receives a small grant. It needs to be clarified as to whether the same degree of information would be provided by such beneficiaries as by a multinational company receiving substantial financial support from the European Commission budget. This also raises questions in terms of the administrative burden that would be placed upon the regional, national and European institutions responsible for collating such information. It is important that such an initiative does not lead to a new layer of bureaucracy, but rather can be incorporated as part of the normal administrative process at regional, national and European levels.

The Assembly of European Regions (AER) is the political voice of the regions and the key partner for the European and international institutions on the core issues of regional competence. The AER promotes the diversity of the regions and translates this diversity into a strength. It promotes subsidiarity and democratic regional structures and enables the regions to form the essential link between Europe and its citizens. The AER represents 255 European regions and 13 interregional associations.
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