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PART I) The benefits and costs of delegating power to the Commission  

NB: If you wish to delve deeper into question (a), see Moravcsik 1993 (MT W1 further readings), esp. 
p. 167-169. For more on questions (b) and (c), see Pollack 1997 (MT W3 further readings).  

a) Discuss in small groups: Why do member-states delegate power to the Commission? 

 

 

 

 

 

Useful concepts: credible commitments, monitoring, incomplete contracts, transaction costs 
 

A 

b) Discuss in small groups: What are the costs of delegating power to the Commission from 
the perspective of national governments? What are the causes of policy drift? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Useful concepts: asymmetry of information, agent’s own institutional interests and 
preferences, capture of the agent, policy drift (or agency loss) 
 

 
c) Discuss in small groups: How can national governments control the Commission, from 

the perspective of principal-agent theory? 

 

 

 

 

Useful concepts: comitology, police-patrol vs. fire-alarm oversight, selection, revising the 
agent’s mandate 
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d) Discuss in small groups: Consider the case of European electricity liberalization 
mentioned in Schmidt (2000), p. 50-53. How convincing do you consider Schmidt’s 
argument that in this case, the Commission acted as a runaway bureaucracy? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Guiding sub-questions: 

i. According to Schmidt, on the basis of which of its delegated powers was the 
Commission in a position to threaten the member-states that it would attack their 
monopolies in the electricity and gas sectors via legal proceedings, if they didn’t 
adopt legislation for the liberalization of those sectors in the Council? 

ii. Did the Commission’s insistence on the liberalization of electricity services run 
counter to the member-states’ original intentions when they adopted the Single 
European Act, and thereby decided to complete the Single Market? 

iii. If the preferences of the Commission regarding liberalization in the electricity 
sector were different than the preferences of the member-states, did the member-
states have any tools to stop the Commission from achieving its preferred policy 
outcome? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

e) Think about: What is the relation between principal-agent theory and the debate 
between intergovernmentalism and the supranational politics approach? 
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PART II) Appointment procedure and democratic legitimacy 

“Mr. President, 

Honourable Members of the European Parliament, 

Today is the first time during my mandate as President of the European Commission 
that I have the honour to address this House on the State of our European Union. 

I would therefore like to recall the political importance of this very special institutional 
moment. (…) 

I am the first President of the Commission whose nomination and election is the direct 
result of the outcome of the European Parliament elections in May 2014. 

Having campaigned as a lead candidate, as Spitzenkandidat, in the run up to the 
elections, I had the opportunity to be a more political President.” 

[Excerpt from Jean-Claude Juncker’s first State of the Union speech, 9/9/15] 

*** 

“This new college… provides a fair balance between the political complexion of the 
national governments and the European Parliament, and I welcome this. But let us be 
clear. The Commission does not function along party lines. The Commission is a 
college and Commissioners are no more extensions of political groups than they are 
representatives of national governments.”  

[Excerpt from the speech of the incoming President of the European Commission 
Romano Prodi at the European Parliament, 21/7/99] 

 

a) Discuss: Is the Juncker Commission more democratically legitimate than its predecessors 
due to the process that was followed to select Jean-Claude Juncker as President? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

b) Discuss: Compare and contrast the opening lines of Juncker’s speech with the excerpts 
from Romano Prodi’s speech. Is a more “political” Commission desirable? 
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PART III) The Commission and theories of European Integration 

a) During your own time, please read the excerpts below. In these accounts, how 
much discretion does the Commission appear to have in terms of being able to 
steer policy away from the direction preferred by the member-states?   

 “On the Delors Committee1, Pöhl2 was universally recognized as the decisive voice, because 
the Bundesbank enjoyed an important voice in the critical state. Agreement would be possible 
only if his skepticism of EMU and his personal disdain for Delors, which he displayed by reading 
newspapers through the first meetings of the committee, could be overcome. (…) Delors lent 
his name to the proceedings but played a modest role throughout, eschewing ambitious 
proposals or political entrepreneurship. (…) Although the committee may have gained modest 
prestige by bearing Delors’s name, his concrete role was that of a secretariat: he drafted 
compromise texts but, according to one committee member, neither proposed nor blocked 
any major element of the final report. (…) To explain the outcome we need to turn from 
persuasion, stressed by supranational and transnational explanations, to 
intergovernmental bargaining power. Nearly all the major participants attested that the 
distribution of benefits reflected the German government’s structural power, which in turn 
resulted from its possession of a relatively attractive alternative to agreement.”  

(Moravcsik (1998), The Choice for Europe, p. 435-6, 466) 

___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________ 

 “The 2008 reform of the EU’s wine policy3 was formally negotiated remarkably quickly in the 
autumn of 2007. The initial proposal by the European Commission attracted surprisingly little 
opposition from the governments of producer states and growers’ organizations. (…) 
Negotiations at the EU scale were strongly led by representatives of the European 
Commission who endorsed the demand-focused and “new consumer” problematization 
developed by others, then strove to get the European Council of Ministers to adopt it as 
law. (…) The reform was promoted publicly by the Commission using value-laden language 
that highlighted it as a European imperative in order to end wasteful EU spending but also to 
revitalize a crucial industry that was being challenged by globalization. (…) The paradigm shift 
adopted by the EU’s Council of Ministers in December 2007 was not simply, as institutional 
economists would have it, a rational response to unambiguous market signals and budget 
overruns. (…) Rather, this shift was the culmination of political work carried out in the 
Commission and with its interlocutors.”  

(Itçaina, Roger and Smith (2016), Varietals of Capitalism, p. 114-132) 

___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________ 

 
1 The Delors Committee was convened following a decision of the European Council of Hanover in 1988 
to draft a plan for Economic and Monetary Union (EMU), which subsequently formed the basis of the 
agreement on EMU at the Treaty of Maastricht in 1992. Jacques Delors was the Commission President 
at the time, and is known for having been one of the most active Presidents in the Commission’s history. 
2 Karl Otto Pöhl was the President of the German Central Bank (the Bundesbank) at the time. 
3 The reform reduced the amount of subsidies for the distillation of wine surpluses and instead 
introduced subsidies for grubbing out uncompetitive vineyards and for making the remaining vineyards 
more competitive. 
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b) Where would you place the two excerpts from the previous page in the table 
below, in terms of their theoretical standpoint? 
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Appendix: The current College of Commissioners 

 


