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Inquiry into Wales' role in the EU decision-making process: submission
to the Constitutional and Legislative Affairs Committee of the National
Assembly of Wales by the European Commission Office in Wales

Summary

1)

The European Commission is essentially the civil service and the main executive of
the European Union. It has maintained an Office in Cardiff since 1976. The role of
this Office, which has developed over time and particularly since devolution, is to
represent the EU in Wales. It carries out three main tasks in this respect:
1) political/diplomatic representation, including reporting back to Commission HQ on
developments in Wales; 2|) relations with the media including the spokesperson
function in Wales; 3) outreach work to explain the EU to stakeholders. Wales' input
to the EU decision making-process could be enhanced by extending cooperation
between the Office on the one hand and Welsh Government and the National
Assembly for Wales on the other. However, from the point of view of the Office, the
biggest challenge would seem to be what may be described as an underlying lack of
awareness and understanding of the nature and purposes of the EU. Some practical
measures are proposed below to help address this.

Introduction

2)

3)

The role of the European Commission can be broadly summed up as providing the
civil service of the European Union as well as carrying out most of its executive
functions. With a handful of exceptions, mainly in the foreign policy area, the
Commission has the sole right to table legislative proposals. It also has exclusive
competence in certain policy areas such as competition and state aid, meaning that for
these matters the Member States are no longer able to take action. It is responsible for
monitoring compliance with EU law and negotiates international trade agreements on
behalf of the EU.

The European Commission maintains Representations in the capitals of all 28
Member States. It also maintains 9 Regional Offices, located in Belfast, Cardiff,
Edinburgh, Barcelona, Marseilles, Bonn, Munich, Milan and Wroclaw (Poland). The
UK has the highest number of Regional Offices and the Commission has maintained
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4)

its Office in Wales since 1976. Originally opened as an information office following
UK accession to the EEC, the role of the Commission Office has since changed
substantially, particularly after devolution. Devolution has transformed the position
of Wales in Europe, as Welsh Government (WG) is now the legally competent
authority for certain policy areas falling within the domain of the EU. Welsh
Ministers can now be part of the UK delegation to the Council of the EU, both Welsh
Government and NAW maintain offices in Brussels and Wales has seats on both the
Committee of the Regions and the Economic and Social Committee. It should be
noted, however, that Wales is only one voice among many in Brussels: there are, for
example, around 250 regional representation offices to the EU in Brussels. In this
context, the Commission's Office in Wales is the political voice of the European
Commission in Wales as well as its eyes and ears.

The EC Office in Wales is part of the EC's Directorate-General for Communications,
which currently functions under the responsibility of Vice-President Vivian Reding
(Luxembourg), who is also responsible for the justice, fundamental rights and
citizenship portfolio. The Office has 5 staff altogether: the Head of Office (the sole
EU official at the Office), and four contract/local agents as follows: 1 political and
press officer, 2 information and communication officers (1 of which part-time) and 1
office manager.

The Role of the Commission Office in Wales

5)

The central task of the EC Office is the representation of EC and EU interests in
Wales. It has no role whatsoever in representing Welsh interests towards the EU
institutions, though the Office does invest considerable time and effort in facilitating
and mediating contacts between NAW and WG on the one hand and Commission
HQ on the other — and is happy to do so. As such, its representation role essentially
consists of three main elements:

a) Political/diplomatic representation:

i) The Office interacts with Assembly Members, WG, NAW and WG officials
(including for example WEFO), local government (in particular WLGA) and
political parties in Wales in order to explain and further the policies of the
European Union. Examples of this would be attending NAW Committees in order
to explain Commission priorities; hosting an annual seminar at the EC Office,
together with WG, in order to consult stakeholders on Wales' input to the EU
economic governance and coordination process and attending Welsh party
political conferences. The Office is also responsible for organising visits to Wales
by European Commissioners as well as funded group information visits to the
Commission in Brussels. For example, the Office recently organised a visit to
Brussels for 15 WG officials responsible for implementing EU law in devolved
areas of competence.

i) A key part of the political/diplomatic representation task, and one that
continues to increase in importance since devolution, is reporting to Commission
headquarters on political developments in Wales. It is through its Office here that
the Commission receives political intelligence on Wales. The current political
context in the UK, with a very real possibility of a referendum on membership of
the EU, has also increased the importance of this function.

i) The Office also maintains close relations with other diplomatic entities in
Wales such as consuls and honorary consuls. Ambassadors to the UK from other
2



EU Member States who are visiting Cardiff usually call into the Office, mainly
with a view to getting an informed view on political attitudes towards the EU in
Wales.

b) Relations with the media:

The Head of Office is the Commission spokesperson in Wales and carries out
interviews with the media — in particular on TV and radio - responds on record to
journalists' questions and provides statements of position. The media aspects of
Commissioner visits are also managed by the Office. An example of the Office's
media work would be coverage of the Welsh Government's management and use
of the Structural Funds: whilst the EC Office has no role in the management or
negotiation of the Structural Funds, it is responsible for providing the
Commission's public position with regard to the use and management of these
funds in Wales. In addition to providing the official public position of the
Commission to the media, the Office undertakes a good deal of background
briefing of journalists and also provides articles written by Commissioners. It also
reports to Brussels on a daily basis on EU related items in the welsh media.

c) Outreach work:

i) the EC Office carries out a wide range of outreach work, informing and
interacting with the wider public, civic society, NGOs, academia, schools,
business, teachers and others on the European Union. These activities are related
to the original objective of the Office, namely to help raise the levels of
awareness and understanding of the EU, how it functions and what purpose it
serves. The Office attempts to meet these objectives in a number of ways, for
example by maintaining an information stand throughout all three Welsh
Eisteddfodau, liaising with schools and providing them with literature on the EU,
holding lectures at universities, organising seminars for the business community
and, of course, attending and speaking at a wide range of conferences and
seminars to represent the EU point of view. With its two Information and
Communication Officers being fluent Welsh speakers, the Office is able to carry
out this work in Welsh and has also translated a good number of EC publications
into Welsh. Nevertheless, given the small size of the Office in Wales, the
Commission is only able to carry out its outreach work effectively through
working with partners, such as WG or Chambers of Commerce for example.

i) The Office coordinates and supports the work of the four Europe Direct
Information Centres (EDICs) in Wales, located in Carmarthen, Cardiff (Central
Library), Llangollen and Wrexham. EDICs (17 in the UK in total) receive a small
amount of co-funding from the Commission (up to 20,000 euros) and act as an
interface between citizens and the European Union at a local level. Their mission
is to:

- enable local citizens to obtain information, advice, assistance and answers
to questions about the EU’s institutions, legislation, policies, programmes
and funding opportunities;

- actively promote local and regional debate about the EU and its policies;

- allow the European institutions to improve the dissemination of
information tailored to local and regional needs;



- give the public the opportunity to send feedback to the EU institutions in
the form of questions, opinions and suggestions.

iii) The Office itself is also a point of contact for the public, responding to
enquiries and formally transmitting complaints about the implementation of EU
law in Wales to the relevant departments of the Commission. Whilst the Office
is not responsible for the legal and procedural aspects of infringement cases, it
does provide the point of contact for the media in such cases. It also receives
frequent requests from members of the public about their rights under EU law,
for example on cross-border health care.

iv) Under the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (formally
known as the Treaty of Rome, often referred to as the "Lisbon Treaty" since this
is where it was last amended) the Commission is the institution responsible for
representing the EU as a whole. Whilst the European Parliament has information
offices in the Member States, these have the task of representing that institution
only, not the EU as a whole. The European Parliament has information offices in
every EU capital as well as regional offices in Barcelona, Edinburgh, Marseilles,
Milan, Munich and Wroclaw. Whilst the EC Office in Wales cannot represent
the EP in Wales — this is done through the offices in London and Edinburgh — it
is tasked with raising awareness of and promoting participation in the European
Parliament elections in 2014 for example.

Challenges and Recommendations

6)

7)

8)

Given that formal relations with the European Commission are conducted at Member
State level, a great part of how Welsh interests in devolved areas are represented in
the EU decision-making process will be decided by relations and arrangements
between WG with the UK government, for example through the Joint Ministerial
Committee (Europe), and between NAW and the Westminster Parliament. These are
of course UK internal matters and not for the Commission to comment on.

Seen from the vantage point of the EC Office in Wales, perhaps the biggest challenge
for Wales in terms of ensuring an effective voice in the EU decision making process
iIs what may perhaps best be described as an underlying lack of awareness and
understanding of the nature and purposes of the EU, a lack which is also evinced in
official, political and media circles. In contrast with the situation in other Member
States, there does not appear to be, in the UK in general but also in Wales, a
developed sense of "ownership™ or responsibility when it comes to explaining what
the EU is and why it matters. This seems to be regarded as an external responsibility,
rather than a responsibility which arises out of the fact of EU membership. No doubt
for historical reasons, the EU is often regarded as a kind of external force, rather than
something to which Wales belongs as a part. Engaging effectively with the EU is not
simply a matter of procedural adjustment, but of explaining and clarifying — in
particular through the education system — what membership of the EU actually entails
and means. With a possible referendum on EU membership on the political agenda in
the UK, this is of course a matter of crucial importance.

This said, it must be stated that cooperation between the EC Office in Wales and
NAW and WG Offices in Brussels is excellent. WG also has an External and
European Affairs unit in Cardiff, and again cooperation here is very good, but the
tasks focus more on information actions rather than policy issues. Both with regard to
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WG and NAW, it seems somewhat unclear as to where at the administrative level
policy coordination on EU matters takes place. At the political level, it is clear that,
within WG, this role is carried out by the FM. In NAW, although scrutiny of EU
legislative proposals and policies seems to function very well in the Committees,
since the abolition of the European Affairs Committee in the Assembly, there seems
to be no forum or process where overall input to the EU decision-making process
could be coordinated or at least discussed. The EC Office offers termly breakfast
meetings to AMs in order to address EU issues of moment under "Chatham House
rules”, but this obviously cannot replace any structure or process in the Assembly.
Nevertheless, a recommendation here would be for NAW Committee clerks to
systematically inform the EC Office when any EU related issue might be addressed
and where appropriate, for the Head of Office to be invited, either as participant or
observer. Whilst the Office clearly cannot give expert advice on every topic that
might be addressed by NAW Committees — this can be done via video-link to
relevant Commission experts for example — it can assist in providing an overview of
developments in the EU as well as in facilitating contacts with key persons in
Brussels..

9) Another recommendation would be to further increase levels of understanding and
knowledge of the EU amongst officials of WG, NAW and political support staff.
Here the EC Office could contribute by helping to arrange information visits to
Brussels as mentioned in paragraph 5. a)i), including through providing pre-visit
briefings sessions at its premises. The Head of Office also gave a preparatory
seminar to WG "Fast Stream™ officials prior to a visit to Brussels arranged by WG
itself.

10) Finally, the EC Office would reiterate its willingness to support WG, AMs and all
stakeholders in Wales in their efforts to engage more effectively in the EU decision
making process.

David Hughes
Head of Office

Contact:
David Hughes, david.hughes@ec.europa.eu



