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EUOBSERVER / COMMENT - The meeting in London on Tuesday between the government 
leaders of Europe's biggest economies called for more transparency in the financial 
institutions, as a response to the current economic turmoil around the world. It is easy to 
understand why. 
 
Politicians such as Gordon Brown and Nicolas Sarkozy are trying to make plans for the future 
of their national economies, and they don't want those plans to be blown off course by an 
unexpected financial hurricane. They want to be able to see what is going on, to be able to 
prepare for it, influence it, or even control it. They have a strong interest in what goes on in 
the financial markets, so they need more transparency. 
 
Of course, heads of government are not the only people who have an interest in the big 
decisions taken around the world, and they are not the only people who will benefit from 
more transparency. The same is true for citizens, too. 
 
Europe's governments should apply to themselves the same principles they seek to apply to 
others. 
 
In the Council of Ministers, for example, there is a need for more transparency. The new 
Lisbon treaty commits the council to meeting in public when dealing with legislation, but this 
statement – while welcome – is not enough. The ministerial sessions of the council are 
relatively few, and many important decisions are taken elsewhere. 
 
For example, it is estimated that 80 per cent of the items dealt with in council meetings have 
already been agreed beforehand and are on the agenda simply for rubber-stamping (such 
items are known as A points).We don't know who takes these decisions and for what reasons. 
Transparency would surely help here. 
 
Some people have said that the solution is more TV cameras, filming the various meetings 
that prepare these A point decisions. The trouble with this is that cameras cannot film 
everywhere at once. There will be times when discussions take place in the corridors or in the 
smoking areas. Are they to be filmed too? 
 
CCTV cameras are increasingly widespread in public places as a means of fighting crime and 
making people feel more secure, and speed cameras have proved themselves an effective 
tool in reducing the number of road traffic accidents, but they will not be sufficient to bring 
transparency to the business of the council. 
 
It would be much better to establish instead a clear paper trail of proposals and amendments 
for each item of business, with a voting record stating who was in favour or against for each 
item. That way, there can be a greater level of political accountability for each decision, 
regardless of where that decision was actually taken. 
 
Legislative proposals can go through several versions while under consideration in the 
council, with no public record of the reasons for the changes. It's not acceptable to make law 
this way. The equivalent process in the European Parliament is based on published 
documents and works perfectly well, so there is no reason why the council could not do the 
same. 
 
The power to make changes of this sort to the council rules of procedure lies within the remit 
of national governments, including those who met in London on Monday. If they are really 
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serious about increasing the transparency of the decisions that matter, they should look not 
only at the financial institutions but also at themselves. 
 
The author is the director of Federal Union 
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