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1. Introduction 

Since the beginning of the European integration process, national parliaments have had a 
remarkable change in fortunes. For many years, European integration appeared mainly as a 
threat to national parliaments, given that they were seen to be losing legislative authority to 
the European level. However, over time the ‘poor losers’ of integration have learned ‘to fight 
back’ and obtained greater participation rights in domestic European policy. Since the coming 
into force of the Lisbon Treaty national parliaments even have an explicit role within the 
EU’s legislative process, in particular as the new guardians of the subsidiarity principle. 

The academic literature on national parliaments in the EU has mirrored these changes quite 
closely. During the early years of integration, few publications dealt with its impact on 
national parliaments, but the 1990s saw them emerge as one of the most salient issues in the 
debates on the democratic quality of EU governance (among many: Laursen and Pappas 
1995; Norton 1996a). While the early studies still painted a rather dire picture of the decline 
of parliamentary power that seemed to confirm that national parliaments had been ‘left behind 
in the rush’ (Norton 1996b: 192). Since then, however, national parliaments have learned ‘to 
fight back’ (Raunio and Hix 2000) and implemented stronger scrutiny rights. Later studies 
(e.g. Auel and Benz 2005; Barrett 2008; O´Brennan and Raunio 2007) therefore questioned 
the overall de-parliamentarisation thesis, and argued that instead of absolute ‘losers’, 
parliaments may be ‘latecomers’ to the integration process (Maurer and Wessels 2001). Yet 
despite a growing body of literature on the subject, the debate as to whether national 
parliaments can and do actually play an effective role in European policy-making continues. 
On the one hand, their expanded participation rights have provided national parliaments with 
greater institutional opportunities to control their governments in EU affairs. In addition, they 
can try to exert at least some, albeit mainly collective, influence at the EU level. On the other 
hand, the literature has consistently pointed out the challenges national parliaments face in 
actually making use of their participation rights, such as the highly technical character and 
complexity of EU issues, the lack of transparency of EU negotiations, or the lack of electoral 
and party strategic incentives to get involved.  

The main reason for the persistent disagreement on the role of national parliaments can to a 
large part be traced to the lack of comparative empirical data on parliamentary behaviour in 
EU affairs. So far, most studies have emphasised formal parliamentary rights, thus measuring 
institutional opportunities rather than behaviour in practice, with the result that we have an 
incomplete account of the performance of national parliaments in EU politics. As a number of 
studies have suggested that national parliaments often make little use of their institutional 
rights; in other words, institutional capabilities do not necessarily equal parliamentary 
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behaviour. The aim of this paper is therefore twofold. First, it provides an updated 
measurement of the institutional strength of national parliaments in EU affairs. Second, and 
more importantly, it provides, for the first time, comprehensive and comparative empirical 
data on the way in which national parliaments become involved in EU affairs in practice. In 
the context of the OPAL project1, we have developed a unique empirical database consisting 
of detailed quantitative data on parliamentary activities in EU affairs across all 40 national 
chambers in the EU and covering the period form 2010 to 2012. This data allows us not only 
to measure the overall level of parliamentary activity in EU affairs, but also to identify 
different models of parliamentary involvement.  

The paper will proceed as follows: the following section provides a short overview and a 
critical discussion of existing scores and rankings of national parliaments in EU affairs. The 
third section presents the dimensions, indicators, measurement and data sources for our own 
scores of institutional strength and of level of activity. The results are presented in the fourth 
section. Section five concludes.  

2. Classifying and Ranking National Parliaments in EU Affairs – Losers, Victims, 
Latecomers or Assertive Players? 

As argued in the introduction, national parliaments have gradually expanded both their 
participation rights and their involvement in EU affairs over the last decades. At the same 
time, existing studies also showed that beyond a number of broad similarities (establishment 
of European Affairs Committees and scrutiny rights), the institutional reforms have been far 
from uniform across the EU Member States. Observing this institutional variation, scholars 
increasingly turned a) to classifying and ranking national parliaments according to their 
involvement in the EU and b) to finding explanations for the variation (Bergman 1997, 2000; 
Karlas 2011, 2012; Raunio 2005, 2008; Saalfeld 2005; Winzen 2012, 2013). Given the 
existence of excellent reviews of the literature on the role of national parliaments in the EU 
more generally (Goetz and Meyer-Sahling 2008; Raunio 2009; Winzen 2010), the following 
will focus on the discussion of these contributions. 

The many roads to rankings 

Scholars have used a broad spectrum of terms to describe ‘parliamentary strength in EU 
affairs’. These range from oversight, control, and accountability to influence, impact or even 
more broadly, role. However, upon closer inspection, the similarities become apparent. 
Despite the different terms, most studies use some, more or less well defined, concept of 
‘control’2, based, explicitly or implicitly, on agency theory. Whether or not EU integration is 

                                                 
1  The Observatory of National Parliaments after Lisbon (OPAL, opal-europe.org) is a consortium bringing 

together research teams based at Sciences Po (Paris)/IHS Vienna, the University of Cologne, Cambridge 
University and Maastricht University funded within the Open Research Area in Europe for the Social 
Sciences by the Research Councils of Germany, France, the UK and the Netherlands (ANR-DFG-ESRC-
NWO).  

2  Both Bergman (2000) and Raunio (2005) use the term of accountability of the EU decision-making 
process to evaluate the strength of national parliaments in EU affairs. However, both do not actually 
measure accountability as ‘justification for one’s action’ but rather as the ‘influence that [parliaments] 
have on cabinet ministers’ (Bergman 2000: 418-9) and as ‘control of the executive in EU matters’ (Raunio 
2005: 320), respectively. Maurer and Wessels focus ‘effective and efficient parliamentary control’ 
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defined as the ‘next step’ (Bergman 2000) or a ‘fundamentally altered form’ (Auel 2010) of 
delegation, and independent of whether actors are explicitly defined as rational, the idea is 
that national parliaments (or the governing parties) delegate authority in EU affairs to their 
agent, the government, and then have to employ various means of control to prevent agency 
loss. This commonality also leads to a fairly similar definition of the basic dimensions for the 
measurement of parliamentary control, namely access to information to overcome information 
asymmetries and prevent hidden action; second, institutional capacities to process this 
information and, third, instruments to ‘enforce parliamentary preferences’ (Winzen 2012: 
659) in case of asymmetry of interests and to hold the agent accountable for agency losses. In 
less agency theory coloured words, control usually includes the dimensions of (1) the access 
to information both on EU policy proposals and developments (i.e. EU documents) as well as 
on the government’s negotiation position; (2) the parliamentary infrastructure for dealing with 
EU issues and (3) the binding character of parliamentary positions (resolutions or mandates).  

Beyond the general dimensions of parliamentary control in EU affairs (see also below), 
however, there is less similarity, especially with regard to the specific indicators used to 
measure parliamentary strength in EU affairs. Some of these differences are due to the 
evolution of the competences of national parliament in EU affairs and their institutional 
adaptation to the European integration. In addition, authors emphasise different institutional 
provisions within the dimensions. Some, for example include a measure of timing (i.e. how 
quickly the government has to make documents and further information available, Maurer and 
Wessels 2001; Raunio 2005) in the dimension access to information, others distinguish 
between types of documents (pillars, Bergman 1997; legislative vs. legislative and planning 
documents Winzen 2012) or include specific additional government documents, so called 
Explanatory Memoranda in the measurement (Winzen 2012, 2013). Within the dimension of 
processing of information, some only include the extent to which standing committees are 
involved in EU scrutiny (Raunio 2005), while others use a variety of indicators including the 
type of EAC (sub-committee or proper standing committee, Winzen 2012), the existence of a 
scrutiny reserve (Winzen 2012, Karlas 2012) or of a filtering mechanism for documents 
(Maurer and Wessels 2001), the involvement of the plenary (Bergman 1997) or the 
involvement of MEPs in EACs (Bergmann 1997). Regarding the enforcement of 
parliamentary preferences, all rankings include a measure of the binding character of voting 
instructions, but some also include scrutiny reserves (Winzen 2013) or the object of scrutiny 
(EU documents vs. government negotiation position, Karlas 2012). Karlas (2012) and 
Bergman (1997) also take the scrutiny role of the Upper Chamber into account.  

Finally, rankings differ in how different indicators and dimensions are aggregated. Some 
authors (e.g. Bergman 1997, Raunio) provide no explicit information on how indicators were 
aggregated, which suggest that they were taken into account with equal weight. Others 
emphasise specific indicators or dimensions of control. Winzen (2012), for example considers 
access to explanatory memoranda as more important than mere access to documents since the 
former provide synthesised information and thus help parliaments deal with information 

                                                                                                                                                         
(Maurer& Wessels 2001, 72). The same notion of control understood as ‘a set of political rules that enable 
the parliament to demand information about government’s conduct in EU decision-making and to block or 
amend the government’s actions in this field” is used by Bergman et al. (2003: 110) and Karlas (2012: 
1097). Winzen finally defines ‘parliamentary control as the ability of parliament to make government act 
according to its preferences’ (2012: 659). 
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overload caused by the latter. Karlas, in contrast assigns more weigh to enforcement 
indicators (influence and binding character).  

Another Ranking…?  

Given the number of rankings already existing in the literature, one may ask why another 
is needed. A first reason is, as mentioned above, that rankings or scores measuring 
institutional provisions do tend to have a limited shelf life. Many of the rankings discussed 
above were developed in the late 1990s/early 2000s. This not only limited the rankings to the 
EU-15, but national Parliaments and their scrutiny systems have also undergone a number of 
changes since then, partly in response to changes at the EU level. The Treaty of Lisbon, in 
particular, had a notable impact, both directly by providing parliaments with direct access to 
EU documents as well as an involvement in the EU legislative process through the Early 
Warning System, and indirectly by motivating many national parliaments to overhaul their 
scrutiny procedures. As a result, not only do the values assigned to specific indicators need to 
be revised, but the very indicators used to measure parliamentary strength in EU affairs also 
have to be adapted.  

Second, while the rankings have recently been expanded to include the new member states 
(Spreizer and Pigeonnier 2012, Winzen 2012, Karlas 2012, for the earliest ranking of the EU-
25 see Hamerly 2007), they all focus on second chambers only. One exception is Bergman 
(1997) who measured the strength of EACs in both chambers in bicameral systems provided 
they have separate and not one joint EAC. However, it remains unclear whether and how 
upper chambers are integrated in the ranking he uses based on this data three years later 
(Bergman 2000) i.e. whether the ranking focuses on the strength of parliament as a whole or 
that of the lower chamber only. Karlas (2012: 1100-1) also includes the role of upper 
chambers, but only as fifth dimension added to four other dimensions that focus on lower 
chambers only. Although Karlas does not discuss the decision to include upper chambers in 
any detail, it seems as if upper chambers are not regarded as scrutiny institutions in their own 
right, but rather as something of an additional support structure for the lower chambers. 
However, some upper chambers have developed rather sophisticated scrutiny systems (most 
famously the UK House of Lords or the German Bundesrat, who did so even earlier than the 
Bundestag), can clearly have a scrutiny impact independent of their lower chambers siblings 
and are also regarded as actors in their own right at the EU level, for example with regard to 
the Early Warning System where the two national ‘votes’ are split between the two chambers 
in bicameral systems.  

Finally, one of the greatest shortcomings of most existing ranking is that they focus almost 
exclusively on institutional provisions and formal rules, although some exceptions exist. 
Karlas (2012: 1101), for example, includes a behavioural element by covering ‘regularities in 
the behaviour of parliaments that are not established by formal documents. Accordingly, he 
measures whether Standing committees are ‘regularly’ or only ‘occasionally’ involved in EU 
affairs, and whether ‘mandates are regularly’ or ‘not regularly adopted’ without, however, 
giving a clear indication how the categories of ‘regular’ and ‘not regular/occasionally’ are 
defined and what data the assessment is based on.  

Spreizer and Pigeonnier (2012) include the number of EAC meetings to consider the 
behavioural element. The frequency is then multiplied with the indicator for strength of 
control to form the dependent variable. However, while the number of meetings is certainly 
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easily quantifiable and does not rely on estimates of behavioural patterns by the author, it only 
measures a very narrow aspect of parliamentary activity. Without any information on the 
length of committee meetings, the sheer number is less informative. In addition, it does not 
take into account the activities in other parliamentary bodies, such as the standing committees 
or the plenary, and it fails to take into account the outcome of such meetings, i.e. whether 
parliament actually formed a position and formally transmitted it to the government in form of 
a mandate or a resolution.  

Indeed, as argued by Winzen (2012), parliamentary rules and institutions are crucial, 
because they provide formal constraints and opportunities for parliamentary activity. 
However, they do tell only part of the story, because institutional opportunities remain latent 
until they are actually used. Is a parliament with a mandating system really powerful if 
mandates are never issued? A famous and much cited example is the Austrian Nationalrat, the 
parliament with the strongest mandating rights in EU affairs. Article 23 of the Austrian 
constitution provides the Nationalrat with the right to issue a resolution, which legally binds 
the Austrian members of government in EU-level negotiations and votes. Yet a number of 
authors have pointed out that the practice of actually issuing mandates declined rapidly after 
quite a promising start in the first year of accession (18 mandates) to merely 17 mandates over 
the next six years (instead of many, Pollak and Slominski 2003: 707). In turn, parliaments can 
find ways to overcome institutional constraints. For example, the impact of a parliamentary 
resolution may be strengthened if is debated in the plenary and thus in public. Thus, to gain a 
full picture of parliamentary strength, we need to take actual parliamentary behaviour in to 
account. 

A number of authors have therefore pointed out that this focus on formal institutional 
provisions in the literature may be flawed, because it is, at least implicitly, based on the 
assumption that national parliaments are actually willing and able to use these rights or, in 
other words, that formal capabilities equal actual parliamentary behaviour (Auel 2007; Auel 
and Benz 2005). One rationalist argument why parliaments may refrain from using their 
formal rights is that national parliaments participate in EU policy-making as ‘external veto 
players’ (Benz 2004). If they publicly bind or control their government representatives in the 
Council, governing parliamentary party groups not only run the risk of undermining the trust 
between the government and its backbenchers, but also the risk of harming the bargaining 
power of the government in the Council negotiations. Rationalist explanations also emphasise 
the fact that parliaments are in fact rather busy institutions. Parties and MPs have only limited 
time resources and thus have to consider the costs and benefits of spending time and energy 
on the scrutiny of EU affairs. Costs associated with scrutiny are fairly straightforward: they 
relate to the resources that need to be invested in oversight activities such as time, costs of 
information gathering and opportunity costs of not investing resources in other activities. MPs 
wil thus only get involved in EU affairs if they can expect a pay-off in terms of electoral 
benefits or policy influence (Saalfeld 2005; Winzen 2013).  

Rozenberg (2012), in contrast, argues that such a rationalist approach is ill suited to 
explain parliamentary behaviour as it cannot account for what has to be ‘irrational’ behaviour 
in a strategic sense: In many parliaments, MPs spend several hours per week scrutinizing EU 
documents, presenting parliamentary reports and drafting resolutions despite knowing that 
their activities will gain little attention from voters (or frontbenchers for that matter) and have 
a very limited impact on policy. Rozenberg therefore argues that emotional incentives and 
role perceptions also have an impact on the extent and direction of their involvement in EU 
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affairs (Rozenberg 2012). MPs are thus not just vote or policy seekers. Whether and in what 
ways they get involved in EU affairs also depends how ‘their favourite parliamentary role 
adapts itself to this new position because emotional gratifications proper to this role can be 
developed through the involvement in EU affairs’ (Ibid.: 13).  

What these different explanations have in common is the basic argument that institutional 
provisions may well play an important role in facilitating or constraining parliamentary 
activity in EU affairs, but that they cannot be equated with parliamentary involvement. In 
addition, they provide good arguments to assume that not only the level of activity in EU 
affairs varies within national parliaments, but that we can also find variation with regard to 
the kind of activity national parliaments engage in. Our study therefore provides, for the first 
time, detailed comparative empirical data on parliamentary activities, which allows us to 
complement the indicators on the institutional strength with indicators on actual behaviour in 
EU affairs. 

3.  Introducing the OPAL Scores for institutional Strength and Level of Activity 

The OPAL Score of institutional Strength 

Indicators 

With regard to measuring the institutional strength of national parliaments in EU affairs, 
we follow the existing work by also distinguishing between the three sets of indicators, 
namely ‘access to information’, ‘processing of information’ (which we term ‘scrutiny 
infrastructure’) and ‘enforcement’ (which we term ‘oversight’ to cover the broader array of 
instruments).  

Access to information 

There is a large agreement in the literature that effective scrutiny first depends to a large 
degree on the amount of information parliaments receive. Since the coming into force of the 
Lisbon Treaty, national parliaments receive all public documents directly from the European 
institutions, including the Commission’s green and white papers and communications. Since 
this condition applies to all national parliaments, we have omitted this indicator form our set. 
Instead, we use data from the 2012 COSAC report on additional documents that parliaments 
receive, namely limité, confidential or secret documents as well as COREPER and working 
group papers or internal briefings (COSAC 2012). In addition, we agree with Winzen (2012) 
that access to explanatory memoranda is crucial as they provide additional information on the 
legal and political significance of EU proposals and presenting the governmental position on 
them. Finally, comprehensive information also includes systematic information on upcoming 
European Council and Council of the EU meetings (for ex post information on these meetings 
see below).  

A second significant factor is the timing of parliamentary scrutiny (Maurer and Wessels 
2001; Raunio 2005). Committees, which receive documents early in the European policy 
process, will have more time to sift through the information, select important documents and 
scrutinise them in greater detail and thus play a more proactive role. As mentioned above, 
however, since the Lisbon Treaty national parliaments no longer have to rely on their 
governments to receive public EU documents; they receive them directly from the EU 
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institutions. In addition, the Early Warning System provides national parliaments with a 
minimum period of eight weeks to scrutinise documents. More important is the question how 
soon national parliaments receive additional information from their governments, such as 
non-public EU documents or Explanatory Memoranda. However, as Winzen (2012) has 
shown, vaguely formulated rules such as ‘as soon as possible’ in some cases make it difficult 
to quantify this indicator for comparison, which we therefore also omit from our set.  

Scrutiny Infrastructure  

Effective parliamentary scrutiny depends not only on the amount and type of information 
provided by the government, but also on parliamentary capacities to actually deal with and 
process this information. As most parliaments complain rather about suffering from an 
information overflow than from too little information in EU affairs (Auel and Benz 2005, 
Raunio 2008), a first factor concerns the ability to sift through the received documents. Here, 
the presence of some kind of filter for the selection of important documents, be it a ‘filter 
committee’, a specialised administrative unit, or even a specific parliamentary filter procedure 
are of importance. Secondly, the capacity to deal with European issues will depend on the 
number of EACs and their ‘jurisdictions’. While some Parliaments have set up only one EAC 
(at times jointly with the second chamber) others have created more committees or set up sub-
committees that have different tasks or deal with different European policy areas. Finally 
differences exist with regard to the involvement of the specialised standing committees. 
Involving the standing committees (or setting up specialised sub-committees) has the 
advantage that a larger number of MPs are involved in EU affairs and, more importantly, that 
scrutiny of EU policy is informed by their specialised policy expertise. In some parliaments, 
the scrutiny of EU policies has therefore been formally delegated to the standing committees 
according to their policy areas. In many parliaments, however, the EAC remains the main 
forum for dealing with European issues, and standing committees have at best an advisory 
role.  

‘Oversight’  

The final set of indicators measures the strength of oversight and influence instruments, i.e. 
to what extent the parliament can shape and control the government’s negotiations. In the 
literature, this indicator is usually considered the most important. As Raunio (2005) points 
out, it is not entirely unproblematic, however. After all, governments depend on the support of 
their legislatures to stay in office and can therefore be expected not to negotiate positions that 
are entirely out of sync with the preferences of their supporting parliamentary party group(s). 
However, strong rights of influence, and especially mandating rights help ensure that 
parliament is systematically involved in the scrutiny of EU issues and the formulation of the 
national negotiation position.  

With regard to measurement, a distinction could be made between scrutiny systems where 
parliament can bind the government legally to its position and those where parliaments can 
only issue a non-binding opinion. However, legally binding mandates exist only in Austria 
and Denmark, and even in the latter case, the mandating rule is strongly institutionalised but 
not strictly ‘legal’ since it is not found in parliamentary statutes or rules of procedure, but is 
based on an agreement between parliament and the government. In addition, this distinction 
does not allow us to differentiate between the power of all other parliaments, lumping 
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together parliaments with a strong politically binding mandate, such as Finland, with rather 
weak legislatures such as Spain or Belgium. Some rankings try to avoid this problem by 
distinguishing between the mere exchange of information (no binding character at all), the 
government ‘normally’ following the majority recommendation (which could be translated as 
‘politically binding’) and formally binding mandates (Bergman 1997: 378, Raunio 2005, 
2008). However, whether the government ‘normally’ follows the parliamentary position is not 
only difficult to measure, it is also not strictly a formal rule. Winzen, in contrast, distinguishes 
three formal degrees of ‘bindingness’: ‘resolutions have no formal effect on government; or 
governments may deviate but only with justification; or resolutions are binding or quasi-
binding as in Denmark’ (Winzen 2012: 661). However, this distinction overlooks that even in 
systems with the strongest mandate, Austria and Denmark, the government can deviate from 
the parliamentary position, albeit only under clearly specified conditions. Hamerly bases her 
measurement of scrutiny strength on the distinction between three broad approaches to 
oversight: (1) informal channels of influence, (2) document-based scrutiny, and (3) mandating 
systems, with the latter divided into the two subcategories off systematic and non-systematic 
mandating systems. However, while this distinction takes the process character of scrutiny 
into account, rather than the outcome, it also mixes the measurement of formal provision and 
actual behaviour. We therefore follow Karlas’ definition of ‘binding character’ that focuses 
on what happens if the government cannot (or does not want to) follow the parliamentary 
position: whether the government has to consult with parliament even during the negotiation 
process in Brussels, whether deviations from parliamentary positions have to be explained 
and justified ex post, or whether deviations have no consequences at all (Karlas 2012).  

A second indicator concerns the scrutiny approach. Here, we also follow Karlas (2012) as 
well as Hamerly (2007) by introducing the aspect of scrutiny as a process and distinguish 
between document-based and mandating systems (see also COSAC 2007). Although in both 
cases the addressee of the scrutiny procedure is, in the end, the government, the two systems 
differ with regard to whether parliament scrutinises and drafts a statement on EU documents 
or on the government position for the negotiations in the Council or both. The main rationale 
for including this indicator is that scrutiny remains somewhat incomplete if parliaments focus 
only on one element. Where parliaments neglect to scrutinise the EU documents, they depend 
on the information given by the government and may find it more difficult to form an 
independent position. Where, in contrast, the scrutiny process is based solely on the analysis 
of EU documents, parliaments lack the necessary information on their government’s position 
to have an impact.  

A third indicator takes account of the existence of a scrutiny reserve. While the exact 
provisions vary between the member states and according to their parliaments’ overall 
scrutiny system, parliamentary reserves generally mean that government representatives 
cannot officially agree to a proposal in the Council (or COREPER) while the parliamentary 
scrutiny process is ongoing (Auel et al. 2012). Parliamentary scrutiny reserves are thus an 
instrument to ensure that parliaments can complete the scrutiny process and thus at least have 
the opportunity to influence the government’s negotiation position before agreements are 
made at the European level.   

So far, the indicators mainly measure opportunities for ex ante control and scrutiny. 
However, parliamentary oversight is also crucial ex post, i.e. after meetings of the European 
Council or the Council of the EU. This does not only apply to instances where the 
government was not able or willing to follow parliamentary recommendations or mandates 
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(see above), but also with regard of the general outcome of Council meetings. A final 
indicator therefore measures whether parliaments systematically receive information on the 
outcome of European Council and Council of the EU meetings and agreements, thus 
providing parliaments with the general opportunity of ex post control.   

Measurement and Aggregation 

Our score for institutional strength consists of three dimensions and 11 indicators. In most 
cases, the indicators are given a value between 0 and 1 (see table 1 for a detailed overview 
over the indicators and values). Where this was not feasible, indicators were normalised on a 
scale of 0 to 1 in a second step.  

Table 1:  Score Institutional Strength - Dimensions, Indicators and Measurement  

Indicator Measurement 

Access to Information  

Access to documents 1 for each category of documents: Limité, restricted, 
confidential/secret/top secret, COREPER docs, Council Working Group 
docs, Briefings, Min = 0, Max = 6 

Explanatory Memorandum No = 0, Yes = 1 

Ex ante reports on European 
Council/Council of EU 

 

0 = neither, 0.5 = either European Council or Council, 1 = both 

Scrutiny Infrastructure   

Type of EAC 0.5 = joint committee with other chamber, 1 = full standing committee 

Consideration sub-committees: +0.5 if 1 sub-committee, +1 if more than 
one sub-committee 

Min = 0.5, Max = 2 

Involvement of Standing 
committees 

0 = no systematic involvement, 0.5 = advisory responsibility, 1 = full 
responsibility 

(Standing committee multiplier: 1 = no involvement, 2 = advisory 
responsibility, 3 = full responsibility)  

Filter 0 = no ‘filter’, 0.5 = formal selection procedure, 1 = filter body 
(committee, sub-committee, administrative unit) 

Min = 0, Max = 1 

MPs involved in scrutiny Percentage members EAC/whole House, weighted with the Standing 
Committee multiplier  

Oversight   

Binding character (consequences of 
deviation from parl. position) 

0 = No consequences, 0.5 = Gov’t has to explain and justify deviation, 1 = 
Mandate has to be renegotiated 

Scrutiny reserve No = 0, Yes = 1 

Scope (EU documents or gov’t 
position) 

0 = None, 0.5= either EU documents or gov’t position, 1 = Both  

Ex post reports on European 
Council/Council of EU 

0 = neither, 0.5 = either European Council or Council, 1 = both  
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With regard to aggregation, we need to address two fundamental questions. The first is 
whether all indicators within a dimension should have equal weight. Here, we agree with 
Winzen (2012: 662) that with regard to information, access to government memoranda is 
highly valuable for national parliaments. However, we only give it greater weight compared 
to ‘access to documents’ indirectly: a chamber has to have access to all types of non-public 
document to achieve the same value for this indicator as for the ‘Explanatory Memorandum’ 
indicator. In contrast, we side with Karlas (2012) and much of the literature with regard to the 
importance of the binding character of parliamentary statements (resolutions or mandates). 
We therefore give it twice the weight compared to the other indicators within the ‘oversight’ 
dimension. All other indicators are aggregated with equal weight within their dimension.  

Regarding the second question of how to aggregate the three dimensions, authors of 
existing rankings and scores seem to agree on aggregating them with equal weight as well. 
There are good reasons to consider the dimensions of similar importance. Without proper 
access to information, parliamentary infrastructure or oversight may be of very limited use; 
but without an efficient scrutiny infrastructure, parliaments may not be able to process large 
amounts of information and exercise their oversight effectively. This also means, however, 
the dimensions are only partly substitutable. As Winzen argues, a ‘parliament with strong 
committees and information may get along without a formally binding mandate’ but can still 
face a government unwilling to follow its opinion (Winzen 2012: 661). In turn, a parliament 
with strong mandating rights may find itself in a weaker position without an adequate scrutiny 
infrastructure. 

Thus, indicators were first aggregated with equal weight within each of the dimensions, the 
one exception being the indicator for ‘binding character of statements’ (double weight). In a 
second step, the values for the three dimensions were again standardised to a value between 0 
and 1 and aggregated to an overall score with a minimum of 0 and a maximum of 3. 

The OPAL Activity Score 

Indicators 

Our study provides, for the first time, detailed comparative empirical data on parliamentary 
activities, which allows us to complement the indicators on institutional strength with 
indicators on actual behaviour in EU affairs. Our data includes the number of parliamentary 
resolutions and/or mandates (depending on the scrutiny system), the number and relative 
share of plenary debates on EU issues, the number and average duration of EAC meetings, the 
number of hearings with the Prime Minister as well as opinions issued in the context of the 
Early Warning System and the Political Dialogue between 2010 and 2012. For all the 
activities, we focused on genuine EU issues, a distinction that was relevant for the 
mandates/resolutions and, especially, for the debates. This excluded all activities, where the 
EU or an EU issue was referred to but not the main topic. Where, for example, a resolution on 
an international topic, such as, say, one of the climate change conferences simple made a 
mention of the role of the EU, this activity was not coded. The same is true for debates on 
domestic issues or legislation, where speakers made references to the EU or EU policies. 
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Finally, we also excluded all debates on the domestic transposition of EU directives.3 In 
contrast, we did include debates on general government addresses if a substantial part dealt 
with EU issues, as well as debates on the Chambers own involvement in EU affairs.    

While it is already difficult to compare parliamentary rules and institutions without losing 
some detail, comparing parliamentary activities is even harder. The reason is that despite all 
general similarities, parliaments tend to go about their business in many different ways. Not 
only do parliamentary resolutions or mandates take very different forms (e.g. written vs. oral 
mandates), parliaments also tend to organize parliamentary debates rather differently (types 
include general debates, debates following interpellations, topical hours, adjournment debates, 
EU ‘days’ and ’hours’ to name just a few). We therefore defined resolutions/mandates as well 
as debates in a broad manner to cover all different types while ensuring that the data remained 
comparable. Inevitably, this meant that we were unable to capture the variety of parliamentary 
activities in all its richness since we had to sacrifice detail for comparability.  

Accordingly, debates were defined as ‘a discussion in the plenary focused on a specific EU 
topic and involving more than one parliamentary speaker (excluding members of government) 
irrespective of whether the discussion is followed by a vote’4 with additional information 
provided on, e.g., how to treat several EU items on the agenda for the same session or day.  

Similarly resolutions/mandates were defined as ‘formal parliamentary statements (whether 
written or oral, whether binding or not, whether adopted by the plenary or a Committee and 
regardless of the specific name) that serve to transmit the formal parliamentary position on an 
EU document or on a government negotiation position to the government to be taken into 
account during the negotiations’. Thus, we excluded parliamentary decisions simply to take 
note of documents or to clear them without any scrutiny or recommendation. We also 
excluded information reports or communications without formal ‘resolution’ character, since 
these do not exist in all Chambers. We were not able, however, to distinguish between 
resolutions/mandates that supported that government’s position or the EU document and those 
where parliaments adopted a deviating or even dissenting position. This is not only due to the 
large number of documents, but mainly to the fact that it would have been impossible to 
design a classification that captures the degree of criticism numerically in an accurate way.  

Identifying parliamentary opinions sent within the EWS or political Dialogue, in contrast, 
proved a relatively straightforward exercise, since the European Commission provides data on 
all parliamentary opinions it receives on its website5. However, since we did not always find 
the data to be absolutely accurate, the data was double checked by comparing it to data 

                                                 
3  The main reason for the exclusion of transposition debates is that we want to measure the level of scrutiny 

activity of national parliaments. In addition, parliaments differ greatly with regard to their involvement in 
the transposition of EU directives depending on the level of transposition by executive decree and b) 
directives require a very different level of domestic adaptation, again depending also on the existing 
domestic legislation. While some can be transposed with a single bill, others, such as the Services 
Directive require – often small - amendments to a whole range of domestic legal provisions.  

4  In some parliaments, most notably the German Bundesrat and Bundestag, we also came across debates 
that involved only one speaker rather than several and/or where speeches were only recorded, but not 
actually given in person. Although a debate with just one speaker or a purely recorded debate is 
technically a debate, it does not fulfil other tasks of debates such as the communication of EU issues to the 
public in the same way as ‘normal’ debates do. These debtes were therefore let out of the activity score.  

5  http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/secretariat_general/relations/relations_other/npo/index_en.htm 



 12

provided on the websites of their parliamentary Chambers as well as the data provided in 
IPEX6. Finally we considered mandates/resolutions and opinions (EWS/political dialogue) as 
two distinct types of parliamentary activity, even if some parliaments send their resolutions 
also as opinions to the Commission. Where the latter was the case, the two activities were 
coded separately.  

Measurement and Aggregation 

The five different indicators for the Activity Score are presented in Table 2. For the first 
indicator, we used the average number of resolutions/mandates over the three years 20120 to 
2012. For the debates, in contrast, we used a combined indicator: the first part consists of the 
average number of parliamentary debates. However, debates vary rather dramatically in 
length across parliaments. In addition, the overall parliamentary time spent on debates in the 
chamber is rather different between the chambers. Thus, an absolute number of, say, 20 EU 
debates of around 45 minutes each represents a different level of EU debate activity in a 
Chamber that debates only around 300 hours per year compared to one that spends over 1000 
hours on plenary debates. We therefore added a second indicator that measures the relative 
share of the EU debates out of the overall time spent debating in the plenary. This was 
calculated by multiplying the absolute number with the average duration of debates in hours 
and then calculating the percentage out of the overall hours spent on debates in the plenary. 
For the opinions we again used average numbers. However, given that reasoned opinions are 
not only more important in terms of potential impact, but also require that parliaments focus 
on a very specific argumentation, we counted them with double weight.    

Table 2:  Indicators and Measurement of the Activity Score 

Indicator Measurement 

Mandates/resolutions Average number of mandates/resolutions over three years 

Committee meetings 
Average number of EAC meetings X Standing Committee 
Multiplier X average duration of meetings  

Hearings with PM Average number of hearings  

Debates  
Two indicators combined: average number of debates + 
percentage of average plenary time spent on EU issues /2  

Opinions  
Absolute number of reasoned opinions (EWS) X 2 plus absolute 
number of Political Dialogue opinions 

 

As with the score for institutional strength above, the values for each indicator were first 
normalised ion a scale from 0 to 1, then aggregated to an overall score and again normalised 
on a scale from 0 to 1. The final score is the sum of both separate scores.  

                                                 
6 The InterParliamentary EU information eXchange IPEX is a web-based platform for information 

exchange between the national Parliaments and the European Parliament. Its database contains draft 
legislative proposals, consultation and information documents coming from the European Commission as 
well as related parliamentary documents. The parliamentary documents are uploaded individually by each 
national Parliament.  
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Data 

For the Institutional Strength Score, we rely on various data sources: Expert country 
reports on all 27 member states prepared in late 2012 for the OPAL publication ‘The Palgrave 
Handbook of National Parliaments’ (Hefftler et al. 2014) describe both parliamentary 
infrastructure and formal scrutiny provisions in EU affairs for all 40 chambers (plus Croatia) 
in detail. Where necessary, these were complemented by consulting relevant parliamentary 
Standing Orders and Constitutional provisions. The 17th biannual COSAC report (COSAC 
2012) provides detailed data on access to documents and Explanatory Memoranda based on 
information provided by the chambers themselves. For information on parliamentary ex ante 
and ex post scrutiny rights regarding European Council meetings we relied on the very recent 
investigation by Wessels et al. (2012).  

For the activity score, we rely on two sources of data. First, we collected original data on 
debates, resolutions and opinions7 (both EWS and Political Dialogue) in the context of the 
OPAL research project.8  Data was collected from the parliamentary websites and 
crosschecked through IPEX. In addition, coders requested and confirmed data from 
parliamentary information offices directly. The data set is organised by member state, 
chamber and parliamentary activity. For each activity, we coded the type and date of the 
activity, the topic the activity was on as well as the topic classification according to EUR-lex9, 
and the natural number of the EU document where applicable. The full data set on debates, 
mandates/resolutions and opinions contains roughly 7200 activities.  

Second, data on the number and average duration of EAC meetings, on the average length 
of EU plenary debates and the overall time spent on all plenary debates, as well as on hearings 
with the prime minister/head of government were collected by sending out a questionnaire to 
the EAC of all 40 Chambers. After a third reminder, the return rate was 100% although some 
specific data was missing in a few cases. Missing data was added through our own 
calculations.  

Before presenting the results, the discussion of a few shortcomings and caveats are in 
order. Our data does not, of course, give a complete overview over parliamentary activities in 

                                                 
7  To capture activities related to actors outside of the domestic parliamenrtary arena and executive-

legislation relations, we also included data on hearings with experts,and meetings or events with EU actors 
and/or actors from other member states (government representatives, MPs). This data provided a rich 
picture, but is unfortunately not stricly comparable due to problems of data accessibility and realiability in 
some parliaments. We therefore excluded it from the activity score.   

8  On the basis of a detailed codebook and 2 training workshops, coding took place from May 2012 to 
February 2013 for most Chambers, and to April 2013 in two Chambers. Our 25 coders, who we would like 
to thank for their hard work, are mostly native speakers. Each coded activity was documented with a PDF 
file saved under the case number, which allowed us to monitor the coding continuously during the process 
and to check the data again ex post (checks were performed by each author individually to provide for 
even greater control).  

9  http://eur-lex.europa.eu/RECH_repertoire.do. To this classification we added the values of 21 for 
government addresses and debates that also touched upon EU issues, 22 for debates spanning several 
different topics as well as 23 for debates that focused on parliaments’ own scrutiny rights regarding EU 
affairs. The latter includes, for example, debates on amendments to standing orders etc.  
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EU affairs. First, it covers only the use of formal parliamentary instruments, and second, not 
even all of those. For example, it does not capture the use of other parliamentary control 
instruments, such as parliamentary questions, or measure the time spent on EU affairs in 
standing committees. These limitations are mainly due to a lack of data access. Many 
parliaments neither have quantitative data on the number and share of parliamentary questions 
on EU affairs nor adequate search engines on their websites that would have allowed us to 
collect this information for all Chambers. Given the number of oral questions asked over the 
course of three years (more than a thousand in some chambers), a manual count was also 
impossible. This is also the case for the scrutiny reserve. Unfortunately, neither national 
parliaments nor the Council Secretariat systematically collect any data on how often a 
scrutiny reserved is placed on an EU document within parliament or how often government 
representatives enter a reserve in the Council or COREPER accordingly (Auel et al. 2012). 
Similarly, given that standing committees not only deal with both domestic and EU issues, 
but also meet in camera in some parliaments with no access to minutes, comparative data on 
the share of committee time spent on EU issues is impossible to collect across 40 Chambers. 
We do, however, capture the outcome of standing committee work where they have the right 
to issue resolutions or opinions. In addition, we use a standing committee multiplier as a 
proxy for their involvement when calculating the time spent in the EU committee.  

Second, focusing on the use of formal parliamentary instruments and activities also means 
that we miss a large portion of parliamentary activity. As has been argued extensively 
elsewhere, MPs often resort to more informal strategies to get involved in EU affairs (Auel 
and Benz 2005). Again, this is part of the trade-off between large N comparisons and small N 
case studies. On the one hand, investigating informal strategies relies on qualitative data 
sources such as interviews, which is practically impossible without a very large team of 
researcher if one aims at covering all 40 chambers in the EU. On the other hand, informal 
behaviour is also very difficult to quantify. The use of formal instruments therefore represents 
certainly only the tip of the iceberg of parliamentary behaviour – but it is, alas, the part that is 
visible. 

Third, our data does not allow us to distinguish between different parliamentary party 
groups or even more roughly between the activities of government supporting and opposition 
parties. In the codebook, we did include a variable indicating whether debates were triggered 
in some form by the opposition, be it by a motion put down on the floor of the house or an 
interpellation etc., and if yes, by which party, but in many of the chambers the information 
provided did not allow this distinction. As a result, we did obtain some results, but not 
comparable data.  

Fourth, simply measuring activities also tells us little about the impact of parliamentary 
involvement, i.e. whether more active parliaments also really do have greater control over 
their governments and influence on EU policy-making. Since the actual impact of 
parliamentary activity in terms of influence is impossible to measure, we can only measure 
what parliaments do in EU affairs, but not whether they are actually successful.  

Finally, we were both fortunate and unlucky in that our data collection covers the period of 
2010 to 2012 and thus the period since the Eurocrisis really hit the EU. On the one hand, this 
means that in terms of parliamentary activity these three years were probably not business as 
usual, both with regard to the topics parliaments dealt with and with regard to their level of 
activity. This is something we were not able to anticipate when we designed the project in 
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early 2010, long before even the first Greek bailout was decided in Mai 2010. Given that the 
OPAL project focuses on the role of national parliaments since the Lisbon Treaty, collecting 
data for earlier years instead was not an option, while collecting it in addition was neither 
affordable nor feasible in terms of workload. On the other hand, especially given the current 
debate over the democratic legitimacy of both, the ‘crisis management by summit’ as well as 
the emerging new form of economic governance in the EU, we are also in the lucky situation 
to have a unique data set covering crisis related activities of national parliaments (see Auel 
and Höing 2013). 

4. Of Laggards, Scrutinisers or Policy Shapers: Institutional Strength and Level of 
Activity of the EU’s 40 National Parliamentary Chambers 

Table 3 presents the results for the institutional strength score, the activity score and the 
overall EU score for all 40 Chambers in the EU. The data for the activity in EU affairs allows 
us for the first time to measure whether and to what extent institutional strength has an impact 
– or at least correlates with – the actual level of activity in EU affairs.  

A comparison of the scores for institutional strength and the overall EU score (see table 4), 
shows that including the scores for the activity level does have an impact on the overall 
ranking. Both in the groups of the strongest and of the weakest parliaments, this impact is 
fairly small. Rankings change within these group, but none of the chambers leave their group. 
The impact is greater however, in the large field of chambers in between. A number of 
chambers drop to a considerably lower place in the ranking, such as the Dutch Tweede 
Kamer, the Hungarian and the Maltese as well as the Polish Senate, and, to a lesser extent, the 
Austrian Bundesrat, the Bulgarian and Latvian Parliament and the UK House of Commons. In 
contrast, the UK House of Lords, the Italian Camera dei Diputati, the Houses of the Spanish 
Cortes move up considerably within the ranking. Thus, the relationship between institutional 
strength and level of activity clearly merits further investigation, and we will focus on this 
analysis in the remainder of the paper.  

For a first, and at this point limited, analysis of different relationships between institutional 
strength and levels of activity in this paper, we use Pearson’s correlation coefficient, based on 
N = 42, with a two-tailed significance test. The sample size is 42, since we distinguish 
between the two Houses of the Irish Oireachtas before and after the reform of the scrutiny 
system in June 2011 (df = 40).  
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Table 3:  Institutional Strength, Activity and Overall EU Score 

Chamber 

OPAL Score               

Institutional Strength OPAL Score Activity OPAL EU Score  

Austria Bundesrat 0,45 0,10 0,55 

Austria Nationalrat 0,51 0,22 0,73 

Belgium Chamber 0,24` 0,18 0,42 

Belgium Senate 0,16 0,16 0,32 

Bulgaria 0,41 0,10 0,51 

Cyprus 0,27 0,10 0,36 

Czech Rep. Chamber 0,58 0,10 0,68 

Czech Rep. Senate 0,59 0,33 0,92 

Denmark 0,69 0,39 1,08 

Estonia 0,67 0,30 0,96 

Finland 0,84 0,60 1,45 

France AN 0,55 0,21 0,76 

France Senate 0,56 0,16 0,72 

Germany Bundesrat 0,62 0,25 0,87 

Germany Bundestag 0,78 0,34 1,12 

Greece 0,26 0,08 0,34 

Hungary 0,48 0,10 0,58 

Ireland Dail -6/2011 0,33 0,12 0,45 

Ireland Dail 6/2011- 0,46 0,19 0,64 

Ireland Senate -6/2011 0,33 0,08 0,41 

Ireland Senate 6/2011- 0,47 0,14 0,61 

Italy Camera 0,46 0,29 0,75 

Italy Senate 0,54 0,25 0,80 

Latvia 0,53 0,15 0,68 

Lithuania 0,73 0,25 0,99 

Luxemburg 0,40 0,17 0,56 

Malta 0,46 0,07 0,53 

NL Eerste Kamer 0,54 0,06 0,60 

NL Tweede Kamer 0,66 0,30 0,95 

Poland Sejm 0,44 0,14 0,58 

Poland Senate 0,45 0,07 0,52 

Portugal  0,43 0,34 0,77 

Romania Chamber 0,35 0,16 0,51 

Romania Senate 0,34 0,13 0,46 

Slovakia 0,49 0,21 0,70 

Slovenia Chamber 0,60 0,19 0,78 

Slovenia Senate 0,21 0,03 0,24 

Spain Congreso 0,40 0,23 0,63 

Spain Senate 0,39 0,23 0,62 

Sweden 0,72 0,56 1,28 

UK House of Commons 0,52 0,14 0,66 

UK House of Lords 0,47 0,28 0,75 

The maximum value for the institutional strength and activity scores is 1; the maximum for the EU score is 2. 
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Table 4:  Ranking of the 40 Chambers According to Institutional Strength Score 
and overall EU Score  

Chamber 
OPAL Score               

Institutional Strength OPAL EU Score Chamber 

Finland 0,84 1,45 Finland 

Germany Bundestag 0,78 1,28 Sweden 

Lithuania 0,73 1,12 Germany Bundestag 

Sweden 0,72 1,08 Denmark 

Denmark 0,69 0,99 Lithuania 

Estonia 0,67 0,96 Estonia 

NL Tweede Kamer 0,66 0,95 NL Tweede Kamer 

Germany Bundesrat 0,62 0,92 Czech Senate 

Slovenia Chamber 0,60 0,87 Germany Bundesrat 

Czech Senate 0,59 0,80 Italy Senate 

Czech Chamber 0,58 0,78 Slovenia Chamber 

France Senate 0,56 0,77 Portugal 

France AN 0,55 0,76 France AN 

NL Eerste Kamer 0,54 0,75 Italy Camera 

Italy Senate 0,54 0,75 UK House of Lords 

Latvia 0,53 0,73 Austria Nationalrat 

UK House of Commons 0,52 0,72 France Senate 

Austria Nationalrat 0,51 0,70 Slovakia 

Slovakia 0,49 0,68 Czech Chamber 

Hungary 0,48 0,68 Latvia 

Ireland Senate 6/2011- 0,47 0,66 UK House of Commons 

UK House of Lords 0,47 0,64 Ireland Dail 6/2011- 

Italy Camera 0,46 0,63 Spain Congreso 

Malta 0,46 0,62 Spain Senate 

Ireland Dail 6/2011- 0,46 0,61 Ireland Senate 6/2011- 

Poland Senate 0,45 0,60 NL Eerste Kamer 

Austria Bundesrat 0,45 0,58 Hungary 

Poland Sejm 0,44 0,58 Poland Sejm 

Portugal  0,43 0,56 Luxemburg 

Bulgaria 0,41 0,55 Austria Bundesrat 

Spain Congreso 0,40 0,53 Malta 

Luxemburg 0,40 0,52 Poland Senate 

Spain Senate 0,39 0,51 Bulgaria 

Romania Chamber 0,35 0,51 Romania Chamber 

Romania Senate 0,34 0,46 Romania Senate 

Ireland Senate -6/2011 0,33 0,45 Ireland Dail -6/2011 

Ireland Dail -6/2011 0,33 0,42 Belgium Chamber 

Cyprus 0,27 0,41 Ireland Senate -6/2011 

Greece 0,26 0,36 Cyprus 

Belgium Chamber 0,24 0,34 Greece 

Slovenia Senate 0,21 0,32 Belgium Senate 

Belgium Senate 0,16 0,24 Slovenia Senate 
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As a first result, we can show that there is a rather strong, and highly statistically 
significant, positive correlation between the institutional strength of the Chambers in EU 
affairs and their level of activity: r(40) = 0,678, p < 0.001. The results are summarised in the 
scatterplot in figure 1. A list of the Chambers and the acronyms used in the figures can be 
found in the appendix. 

Figure 1:  Relationship between Scores for Institutional Strength and Level of 
Activity 10 

 

 
AV indicates the average scores for institutional strength and activity across all 40 Chambers 

However, the overall activity score obscures the differences between the Chambers with 
regard to what type of activity they focus on, because a higher score on one type of activity 
can compensate a low score on another one. In a second step, we therefore look at the scores 
for debates, mandates/resolutions, opinions and committee meetings. We have excluded 
hearings with the head of government from the analysis, as this is an activity that takes place 
exclusively within the committees and is thus, strictly speaking, not an additional activity. As 
figure 2 demonstrates, the Chambers not only differ with regard to the overall level of 
activity, but also with regard to what type of activity they emphasise in EU affairs. This 
allows us to distinguish between different modes of parliamentary involvement when it comes 
to scrutiny activity.11   

                                                 
10  The two Houses of the Belgian Parliament, the Irish Oireachtas and the Spanish Cortes each have a joint 

EAC. As a result, committee related activities are similar (but not identical where the involvement of the 
standing Committees differs between both Houses), but debate activities vary.  

11  The different modes are inspired by the draft introduction to Hefftler et al. 2014. 
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Figure 2:  Types of Activity (Scores) 
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‘Scrutinisers’ 

A first group consists of Chambers that spend, sometimes even a large amount, of 
committee time on the scrutiny of EU issues without, however, translating that activity into 
the provision of public debates or attempts to influence either their government or the 
European Commission.  

‘Debating Arenas’ 

The second group consists of Chambers that strongly mobilise the plenary through debates. 
This does not always mean that Committee work is less important. In some Chambers, for 
example in the German Bundestag, the score for time spent in Committee is as high as or 
higher than the score for EU debates in the plenary. However, what unites the Chambers in 
this group is that EU issues play a far more important role in the Plenary than in other 
Chambers, while issuing parliamentary mandates or resolutions is less important. While 
debates do, of course, also serve parliamentary oversight and control, especially through the 
opposition, it is decisive that this control and oversight is not mainly delegated to the 
committees. 

‘Policy Shapers’ 

The debating arenas thus stand in sharp contrast to the policy shapers, where influencing 
the government’s negotiation position through mandates or resolutions is the main aim of the 
scrutiny process. As a result, they mainly delegate scrutiny activity to the committees, while, 
with very few exceptions, plenary debates take place far less frequently.  

‘Commission Watchdogs’ 

The fourth group consists of Chambers that focus mainly on the dialogue with the 
European Commission, either through opinions within the Political Dialogue or through 
reasoned opinions within the Early Warning System. In these Chambers, controlling or 
influencing the government through mandates/resolutions or debates is clearly less important.  

‘Scrutiny laggards’ 

Given the extremely low overall activity of some of the chambers, it is technically 
possible, but rather moot to include them in either of the groups above. This is the case for the 
two Belgian Chambers, the Czech Chamber of Representatives, the Dutch Eerste Kamer, as 
well as the Polish, the Romanian, the Slovenian and the Irish Senate (before the reform of the 
scrutiny system in June 2011). As neither of their activity scores, not even the score for 
committee activity, reaches at least a value of 0.20, they rather form a fifth group of what 
could be termed ‘scrutiny laggards’.  

Table 5 gives an overview over the Chambers within each group.  
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Table 5:  Models of Parliamentary Activity in EU Affairs 

Mode of Activity Chambers 

Scrutiny Laggards BE CdR, BE SEN, CZ CdR, IR SEN -2011, NL EK, PO SEN, 
RO SEN, SL SEN 

Scrutinisers  BU, CY, F AN, F SEN, GRE, RO CdR, SP CON, SP SEN 

Debating  
Arenas12 

A NR, A BR, CZ SEN, GER BT, HU, IR DAIL, IR SEN, IT 
CAM, LUX, MAL, NL TK, POL SEJM, UK HOC, UK HOL 

Policy Shapers DK, EST, FI, GER BR, LI, LV, SK, SL CdR, SE 

Commission Watchdogs IT SEN, PO 

That membership in the groups is not mutually exclusive is demonstrated by the Finnish 
Eduskunta and the Swedish Riksdag, two policy shapers that also debate EU issues regularly 
in the plenary. Similarly, plenary debates in the Dutch Tweede Kamer are only slightly more 
important than influencing the government though resolutions. Within the groups, we also 
find three clear outliers: While the Czech Senate is by far the most active when it comes to 
plenary debates, the Portuguese Assembleia focuses almost exclusively on sending opinions 
within the Political Dialogue and the EWS, and the Swedish Riksdag is by far the most active 
mandating parliament. 

How can we explain the different levels in activity as well as the type of scrutiny model the 
Chambers focus on? At this point we are not yet able to conduct a more sophisticated 
analysis. Our future research will investigate to what extent explanations developed in the 
literature to explain institutional variation (Bergman 2000; Raunio 2005; Karlas 2012; 
Saalfeld; Winzen 2013) such as the institutional strength of Chambers independently of EU 
integration, the level of both elite and public Euroscepticism, the type of government (single 
party, coalition, minority government) or the timing of accession also hold with regard to the 
level of activity, or whether we have to find new or complementary explanations. At this 
point, the aim is a humbler one, namely to analyse relationships between the institutional 
strength of the Chambers and their activity in EU affairs.  

A first assumption is that parliaments with strong institutional rights and an effective 
scrutiny infrastructure will be able to use these rights more frequently. As we have shown 
above, there is indeed a strong correlation between strong institutional rights and the general 
level of activity. We can therefore also assume that that strong institutional rights are a 
precondition for becoming a policy shaper, and that, in turn, strong Chambers also make more 
active use of their rights to issue mandates/resolutions.  

 

                                                 
12  The term debating areans only refers to the relative importance of debates compared to other types of 

activity. In fact, even in the most active debating arenas the share of overall plenary time devoted to EU 
issues remains below 15 per cent.  
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As illustrated in the scatterplot in Figure 3, we can indeed again find a strong, and highly 
statistically significant, positive correlation between institutional strength and 
resolutions/mandates issued, r(40) = 0,672, p < 0.001.  

Figure 3: Relationship between Score for Institutional Strength and 
Mandates/Resolutions issued  

 
AV indicates the average scores for institutional strength and mandates/resolutions issued across all 40 
Chambers 

In contrast, the institutional strength per se seems to have little impact on the debate 
activity of parliamentary chambers and we have only found a rather weak correlation, r(40) = 
0,299, p  = 0,061. This remains also true if we do not use the combined indicator for plenary 
debates, which measures both absolute numbers and the share of EU debates out of the overall 
plenary time, but also if we only use the absolute number of debates. The correlation between 
institutional strength and absolute number of debates is even weaker, r(40) = 0.248, p = 
0.123.  

Explanations for the variation in debate activity will be developed in a future publication. 
What we can conclude at this point, however, that debate activity is not simply a strategy of 
weaker Chambers to overcome institutional constraints. This is further illustrated in the 
scatterplot in figure 4. We have not found a statistically significant correlation between 
mandates/resolutions and plenary debates, r(40) = 0.089, p = 0.583. This also remains true of 
we leave the Scrutiny laggards out of the calculation, r(32) = 0.002, p = 0.988. 
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Figure 4:  Relationship between Plenary Debates and Mandates/Resolutions (Scores) 

 

AV indicates the average scores for debates and mandates/resolutions issued across all 40 Chambers 

Finally, we also investigated whether we can find a relationship between the institutional 
strength of the Chambers and their activity regarding the political dialogue with the 
Commission or the EWS. One argument made in the Literature is that institutionally strong 
parliaments will use the new opportunities to extend their influence beyond the domestic level 
to the EU level (Neuhold and Strelkov 2012: 11). In contrast, one could also argue that these 
instruments will rather be used by weaker legislatures to compensate for their inability to have 
a domestic impact on EU policy via their governments. Again, neither relationship is 
supported by our data. In fact, we find no correlation, negative or positive, between the 
institutional strength of the Chambers and the number of opinions they sent with in the ESW 
or the political dialogue, r(40)= 0.053, p = 0.747. This is illustrated in the scatterplot in Figure 
5.  

Indeed, the figure shows that the only institutionally very strong Chamber that is also very 
actively engaged in sending opinions is the Swedish Riksdag. Other very strong Parliaments, 
especially the Finnish Eduskunta, the German Bundestag, the Lithuanian Seimas, the Estonian 
Riikikogu, The Danish Folketing, the Dutch Tweede Kamer or the Slovenian Chamber of 
Representatives are much less active in comparison when it comes to opinions. This at least 
suggests that most of the institutionally strong parliaments, and indeed most of the policy 
shapers, see no additional value in engaging in a dialogue with the European Commission and 
rather focus on the domestic influence via their government. But in turn, the weakest among 
the chambers have also not turned to the European level to increase their influence. In fact, 
only little more than a handful of the chambers are more active in this area with more than 20 
opinions sent per year on average.  
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Figure 5:  Relationship between Score for Institutional Strength and Opinions sent 
within EWS and Political Dialogue 

 

 
 

We do however, find a number of Upper Houses among the most active, which could 
suggest that upper chambers in bicameral systems try to evade the dominance of the lower 
chamber by getting involved directly at the EU level (Neuhold and Strelkov 2012: 12). Figure 
6 shows the differences between first and second Chambers for those bicameral parliaments 
with separate EACs (thus omitting Belgium, Ireland and Spain). As the graph shows, a clear 
difference between first and second Chambers can be found in the Czech Republic, in France, 
Germany and Italy, and to a much lesser extent in Austria.  

 

Figure 6: Average Number of Opinions issued within the Political dialogue and the 
EWS in bicameral Parliaments 
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5. Conclusion 

As Costa and Rozenberg (2008) point out, scoring and ranking parliaments is a rather 
subjective affair. Scholars have to make choices not only about the dimensions and indicators 
they select, but also about operationalisation, measurement and aggregation. As the short 
overview over existing rankings in the literature has shown, these choices differ to some 
extent. However, we can also find large commonalities between the different rankings, mainly 
with regard to the underlying theoretical approach and the dimensions used to measure the 
strength of national parliaments in EU affairs. Our own score for institutional strength has 
been inspired mainly by recent rankings by Winzen (2012) and Karlas (2012) with only some 
adaptations and updated data. As a comparison of the rankings provided in the appendix 
illustrates, the rankings are overall fairly similar. Smaller differences are mainly due to the 
different emphasis on specific institutional provisions as discussed above. There are, however, 
a few glaring differences as well. Germany, for example, features far higher in our ranking, 
which is due to the fact that with the reform of the scrutiny procedures in 2010, the mandating 
rights of the Bundestag have become much stronger, a fact that is not taken into account by 
the other rankings. In turn, Karlas and Winzen consider the Romanian Parliament as rather 
strong. However, the mandating system is one in name only. The government does prepare a 
mandate and sends it to the EAC, and but in most important areas the EAC can only give its 
opinion on this mandate, not bind the government to it. A deviation from the mandate during 
the negotiations in the Council remains without consequences.  

However, the real innovation is the additional measurement of the level of parliamentary 
activity in EU affairs. For the first time we are able to present comparative empirical data on 
the most important parliamentary activities in EU affairs. As our data demonstrates, 
parliaments differ not only with regard to the overall level of activity in EU affairs; we can 
also detect different modes of activity. However, the latter, i.e. how national parliament 
engage in EU affairs is not simply a function of their institutional capacities. Based on our, so 
far fairly basic, analysis we have indeed found a clear and strong correlation between 
institutional strength and overall level of activity as well as the number of 
mandates/resolutions issued. This seems to challenge the assumption made in the literature 
that even strong parliaments will rarely make use of their rights to influence the government’s 
negotiation position, at least in public, to avoid both binding their government to narrow 
mandates and thus limiting their room for manoeuvre (Auel 2007, Auel and Benz 2005). Yet 
as mentioned above, the data does not allow us to distinguish between mandates and 
resolutions that are supportive or critical of the government position or between broader and 
narrower mandates. Thus, the final verdict of whether institutionally strong parliaments not 
only use their right to issue mandates or resolutions more often, but also use them to change 
or impact the government position rather than supporting it, is still open. Other activities, in 
contrast, such as debates or the engagement in the dialogue with the European Commission 
via the ESW and the political dialogue cannot be simply explained with institutional 
provisions.  

Unsurprisingly, our data also shows that there is no easy answer to the question raised in 
the introduction, namely whether parliaments are indeed playing a more active role in EU 
affairs. The level of activity shows that we can find both, very active chambers and scrutiny 
laggards – and a large field in between. However, the assessment depends not only on an 
investigation of the level their engagement in EU affairs, but also on the prior definition what 
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this role ought to consist of (Auel 2007, Raunio 2011). Clearly, if the policy-influencing 
function, i.e. exerting influence on the government’s negotiation position, is considered most 
important, the policy shapers seem to perform especially well – always considering the 
caveats discussed above. Where, however, an assessment takes the communication function 
of national parliaments into account, most of the policy shapers perform less well than the 
debating arenas. Indeed, we find few chambers that score highly on both types of activity. 
Most prominent exceptions are the Finnish Eduskunta, overall the most active parliament in 
the EU, but also Swedish Riksdag, or the Dutch Tweede Kamer. The scrutinisers, finally, are 
fairly active when it comes to dealing EU affairs within the committees. However, although 
they may try to fulfil their parliamentary functions in a more indirect and possibly informal 
manner, the fact that they neither try to exert influence through mandates/resolutions nor 
provide plenary debates means that the overall added value of this activity in terms of 
parliamentary legitimation of EU politics at the domestic level remains in question.  

To conclude, the data provide a rich first impression of what parliaments actually do in EU 
affairs. As to why national parliaments engage so differently in EU affairs, our results so far 
remain limited. Here, (our) future research will have to provide better explanations. 
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Appendix 1: List of Chambers and Acronyms 

 

Chamber Acronym Chamber Acronym 

Austria Bundesrat A BR Italy Camera IT CdD 

Austria Nationalrat A NR Italy Senate IT Sen 
Belgium Chamber of 
Representatives BE CdR Latvia LV 

Belgium Senate BE Sen Lithuania LI 

Bulgaria BU Luxembourg LU 

Cyprus CY Malta MA 
Czech Rep. Chamber of 
Representatives CZ CdR NL Eerste Kamer NL EK 

Czech Rep. Senate CZ Sen NL Tweede Kamer NL TK 

Denmark  DK Poland Sejm PL Sejm 

Estonia EST Poland Senate PL Sen 

Finland FI Portugal  PO 

France AN F AN 
Romania Chamber of 
Representatives RO CdR 

France Senate F Sen Romania Senate RO Sen 

Germany Bundesrat D BR Slovakia SK 

Germany Bundestag D BT 
Slovenia Chamber of 
Representatives SL CdR 

Greece GR Slovenia Senate SL Sen 

Hungary HU Spain Congreso SP Con 
Ireland Dail before reform 
June 2011 IR Dail -2011 Spain Senate SP Sen 
Ireland Dail since reform 
June 2011 IR Dail 2011- Sweden SE 
Ireland Senate before 
reform June 2011 IR SEN -2011 UK House of Commons UK HoC 
Ireland Senate since 
reform June 2011 IR SEN 2011- UK House of Lords UK HoL 
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Appendix 2: Rankings by Karlas, Winzen and Auel/Tacea  
 

Member State 
Rank Order  
Karlas 2012 

Rank Order 
Winzen 2012 

Rank Order  
Auel and Tacea 2013 

Estonia 1 4 3 

Finland 1 2 1 

Lithuania 1 2 2 

Denmark 2 1 2 

Poland 3 5 7 

Slovenia 3 5 4 

Sweden 3 6 2 

Germany 4 4 2 

Hungary 4 5 7 

Austria 5 6 5 

Latvia 5 5 6 

Netherlands 5 6 3 

Slovakia 5 2 7 

Romania 6 3 10 

France 7 9 6 

Italy 8 7 7 

Bulgaria 9 5 8 

Czech Rep. 9 6 5 

UK 10 7 7 

Luxembourg 10 11 8 

Malta 11 8 7 

Belgium 12 11 12 

Cyprus 12 12 10 

Greece 12 10 11 

Ireland 12 8 8 

Portugal 12 8 8 

Spain 12 10 9 

Parliaments (lower chambers only) were ranked on a scale from 1 (strongest) to 12 (weakest) using the ranking 

in Karlas 2012 and the scores in Winzen 2012 as well as our own score for institutional strength.  

 
 


