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New restrictions on European Parliament visitors’ access passes - 

Call   for national NGOs to refer to the Ombudsman

1. Background – CSCG denounces a step back for transparency
In the past weeks, a considerable number of civil society organisations were refused the renewal of permanent access passes to the European Parliament. This measure was justified by the new internal rules, reportedly limiting access from six to four nominative passes per organisation, and also limiting the right to passes only to those that have a seat in Brussels, Strasbourg or Luxembourg. The Civil Society Contact Group is strongly against both measures. 

The Civil Society Contact Group first contacted the Security Unit on several occasions to know more about the new internal rules which were not publicly available.  

Receiving no answer, we sent a letter outlining our concerns to Josep Borrell Fontelles, President of the European Parliament and Genowefa Grabowska, President of the College of Quaestors on 11 April 2005. A press release was sent to all MEPs, press and civil society actors on 12 April 2005. 

2. Some reactions

The Civil Society Contact Group received an answer from Josep Borrel (dated 11 Mai 2005) stressing the serious security problems faced by the European Parliament, which needed to be addressed, amongst others by reducing the number of long-term passes per organisation. Yet he added that, “as Parliament’s Administration is aware of the inevitable inconvenience caused for some people by this tightening of procedures, a simplified approach to the accreditation of lobbyists (not based on the workplace) is being looked into”. 

The College of Quaestors did not react so far. 
Several MEPs supported this action by sending protest letters to their Colleagues (Piia-Noora Kauppi , Head of the Finnish Delegation in the EPP-ED Group, on 27 April) and the head of the College of Quaestors (joint letter from Adeline Hazan, Martine Roure and Beatrice Patrie, French PES MEPs), underlining the new obstacles that this initiative will impose on their daily work, but that this “arbitrary geographic determinants (…) are bound to raise suspicions abroad that Parliament is moving towards a more Brussels-centric, exclusive pattern of stakeholder-consultation” (letter from Piia-Noora Kauppi). 

On 11 May, MEP Phillip Whitehead replied to us, stressing that although he does not  “think the European Parliament can be an unrestricted zone for all lobbyists, and unfortunately those representing civil society do suffer from restrictions in the commercial sector” he “take(s) the point that passes should not be restricted to those who can afford, or choose, to be based permanently in the three EU centres.” 

3. Call for national organisations to refer to the Ombudsman

While the Civil Society Contact Group is following up this action on a more political level, it is equally imperative that national organisations (who are directly targeted by these measures) are involved in this debate, and that all possible channels are activated to get this decision undone. 

· We therefore call on NGOs, especially national organisations who were refused the renewal of permanent access passes, to refer this refusal to the European Ombudsman. 

4.  Why is the Ombudsman particularly relevant in this case? 

The role of the Ombudsman is to help European citizens uncover "maladministration" in the European institutions and other EU bodies, i.e. “poor or failed administration” - in other words cases when an EU institution fails to do something it should have done, or does it the wrong way, or does something that ought not to be done. Some examples of maladministration are: unfairness, discrimination, abuse of power, lack or refusal of information, unnecessary delay, incorrect, procedures. 

The refusal of renewal of permanent access passes can be challenged on several of these grounds and the Ombudsman appears as the right person to refer to in this case: 

· Because civil society organisations represent the citizens living throughout Europe and advocate issues of general interest, which is not the case of the corporate sector which has to face the same new rules. 

· Because the work of representatives from many (national or European) civil society organisations who travel from outside Brussels, Luxembourg and Strasbourg to these locations on an almost weekly basis will be severely hampered by the new rules. Reducing access to the European Parliament purely based on their geographic location is an unacceptable form of discrimination, running counter one of the historical principles of European integration. 

· Organisations facing a refusal were, despite several requests to the security service, not able to know more about the new internal rules, which were not publicly available at the time of the refusal. This lack of information throws a shadow on the Parliament’s commitment to administrative transparency and runs counter the right of access to European Parliament documents enshrined in article 42 of the Charter of Fundamental Rights.  

5. How to proceed 

5.1. Go to http://www.euro-ombudsman.eu.int/form/en/default.htm 

to fill in either the electronic or the printable complaint form. 

Some remarks: 

Point 3 and 4 Please keep in mind that, as every complaint to the Ombudsman, this has to relate to the particular decision in which yourself or your organisation were involved.  The expressed aim of your request should therefore relate to your individual case (i.e. get your EP pass back), even if, in the longer term, it might lead to a broader change of the Parliament’s internal rules. 

Point 6. Since your organisation is a member of the Civil Society Contact Group (through your European network), you can quote the different actions that were taken by the Group so far (see background), in addition to your own actions.  

5.2. Send it to the European Ombudsman 

5.3.Keep us informed! 

Keep track of your complaint (especially if you are using the electronic form) and keep your European network informed, who will transmit it to the relevant European Platform and the Civil Society Contact Group. 

It is crucial for us so that we have an idea of how many organisations will complain, but also to inform you of any evolution.  Your name will be added to a contact list which will let you know about the latest developments of this initiative.  

For any question, please contact Elodie Fazi, coordinator of the Civil Society Contact Group:

c/o Social Platform

18 Square de Meeûs

B-1050 Brussels

T +32 2 511 17 11

F +32 2 511 19 09

coordinator@act4europe.org

www.act4europe.org

Who is the Ombudsman? – how it works

A bridge between the EU institutions and citizens 

The position of European Ombudsman was created by the Treaty on European Union (Maastricht, 1992). The Ombudsman acts as an intermediary between the citizen and the EU authorities. He is entitled to receive and investigate complaints from EU citizens, businesses and institutions, and from anyone residing or having their legal domicile in an EU country. He  is elected by the European Parliament for a renewable term of five years, which corresponds to Parliament's legislative term

What does the Ombudsman do? 

He helps to uncover "maladministration" in the European institutions and other EU bodies, i.e. poor or failed administration - in other words, an EU institution fails to do something it should have done, or does it the wrong way, or does something that ought not to be done. Some examples of maladministration are:

unfairness,

discrimination,

abuse of power

lack or refusal of information

unnecessary delay

incorrect procedures

The Ombudsman can make recommendations to the EU institutions and may refer a matter to the European Parliament so that it can take whatever political action is necessary.

Who can complain to the European Ombudsman?
If you are a citizen of a Member State of the European Union or are living in a Member State, you are entitled to make a complaint to the European Ombudsman. Businesses, associations or other bodies with a registered office in a Member State (e.g., public authorities) may also lodge a complaint with the European Ombudsman. 

What happens when you complain?

The European Ombudsman has wide powers of investigation. The institutions and bodies of the European Community must supply the European Ombudsman with any information he or she requests and give him or her access to the files concerned. Member States must also provide the European Ombudsman with information that may help to clarify instances of maladministration by European Union institutions and bodies. 

What can be achieved by complaining? 

When the European Ombudsman tells the relevant institution about a complaint he or she has received, the institution can take steps to solve the problem. This is called settled by the institution. 

If maladministration is found and the case is not settled during the inquiry, the European Ombudsman will try to find a friendly solution to satisfy you.

If this fails, he or she can make a draft recommendation to the institution, calling on it to take the necessary steps to put the maladministration right. 

If the institution does not accept his or her recommendation, he or she can make a special report to the European parliament. 

How long do you have to wait for results?

The European Ombudsman deals with complaints as quickly as possible. He or she aims to acknowledge the receipt of complaints within one week, decide whether to open an inquiry within one month and close inquiries within one year. 

For more information, you can contact the European Ombudsman:


The European Ombudsman
1 Avenue du Président Robert Schuman
B.P. 403
FR-67001 Strasbourg Cedex

(T) +33 (0) 3 88 17 23 13

(F)+33 (0) 3 88 17 90 62


euro-ombudsman@europarl.eu.int
Website
http://www.euro-ombudsman.eu.int
� Information taken mostly from the Europa and the Ombudsman’s website: http://www.euro-ombudsman.eu.int





