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Abstract: 

This article examines the impact of European integration on the structures, strategies and 
configurations of national parliaments in three new EU member states: Czech Republic, 
Hungary, and Slovenia. All three states share a post-communist legacy, but they differ in 
parliamentary types � Czech Republic with a bicameral parliament, Hungary unicameral and 
Slovenia an �incomplete� bicameral system. Against this background, can we expect 
convergence or divergence? We argue that these pre-existing structures have not determined 
relative parliamentary strength in EU affairs. The paper compares the timing and degree of 
institutionalization of EU affairs committees, including parliamentary scrutiny in the degree 
of co-decision and mandating, and ex-post and ex-ante examination of EU draft legislation. 
The paper highlights key differences in the formal structures, with Czech Republic�s 
parliament weakest and Hungary and Slovenia for different reasons stronger.  
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I. Introduction 

European integration as a key explanatory variable for change in national political systems 

(in this article referred to as �Europeanization�, see for a critical stance on the debate Mair 

2004) has been analysed at great length (Hix and Goetz 2000). Research focuses on European 

decisions and the co-ordination of EU affairs in central executives (Mény, Muller and 

Quermonne 1996; Kassim, Peters, and Wright 2000; Goetz 2001; Knill 2001) and the 

adaptation of national parliaments (Maurer and Wessels 2001; Katz and Wessels 1999; 

Bergman 1997). All national parliaments have established special parliamentary 

committees and procedures in order to play a formal role in domestic decision making. 

Yet divergence persists in the different forms and degrees of cooperation between 

national parliaments and governments. At one extreme, the parliament can formulate 

positions that are binding on the government (e.g. Denmark de facto and Austria de jure). 

At the other extreme, national parliaments are simply informed of the government�s 

positions. Yet one similarity seems to persist among all EU member states: the declining 

influence of parliaments vis-à-vis central governments.  

This paper focuses on the impact of European integration on national parliaments in new 

EU member states of Central and Eastern Europe (CEE). Whereas CEE parliaments in 

general have been researched at great length (see e.g. Ágh 1994; Ágh 1996; Olson/Norton 

1996; Kraatz/Steinsdorff 2002), the focus on Europeanization processes within 

parliaments is still fragmented and theoretically underdeveloped (Ágh 2004; Győri 2004; 

Liebhard and Pribersky 2004). This paper seeks to contribute to the existing literature 

with a structured comparison of national parliaments in three new EU member states: 

Hungary, Czech Republic and Slovenia. The three states share a post communist legacy 

and were all �frontrunners� in the EU accession process. They differ, however, in 
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parliamentary types: Czech Republic with a bicameral parliament, Hungary unicameral 

and Slovenia an �incomplete� bicameral system.  

We posit that although being in the center of political transformation, similar to patterns in 

Western European states by fact but not by reason, new CEE member states have witnessed a 

decline in the influence of national parliaments in relation to governments. Yet we consider 

unique factors related to the economic and political transition from socialism in the 1990s and 

the nature of the EU accession process. In the late 1980s and early 1990s CEE parliaments 

were burdened with the task of drafting or redrafting constitutions and writing enormous 

quantities of new laws. The start of the EU accession process in 1997 legislatures faced a new 

�legislative storm� of transposing the aquis communautaire. Both waves minimized the 

parliament´s room for political manoeuvre, due to the related enormous workload. Given that 

the EU accession process was largely executive driven, parliaments were also forced to 

redesign their institutional structure to compensate for their declining influence vis-à-vis the 

executive. Although all three states share a common socialist legacy and have participated in 

the same EU accession process, we might expect a certain degree of divergence between the 

three states in parliamentary configurations due to pre-existing institutions and norms. 

The paper analyses the topic through posing the following questions: What kind of 

parliamentary institutions, structures and procedures has each state put in place to manage 

parliamentary participation in EU affairs and decision making, and what are the key 

similarities and differences among them? To what extent has the EU accession process led to 

the strengthening of the power of central executives and the weakening of parliaments, 

especially in the ability to scrutinize decisions of the executive branch of government?   

The paper contains three parts. The first part outlines the main assumptions and arguments of 

the �deparliamentarisation thesis� in relation to European integration and its application to 

new EU member states. The second part presents empirical data assessing the varying impact 
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of Europeanization on the parliamentary structures and procedures of the three countries 

selected. In particular the inquiry focuses on co-decision and parliamentary scrutiny, 

distribution of information, and internal structural change. The third part presents the main 

results of the comparative analysis. We conclude by positing some underlying determinants 

for this divergence. 

 

II. National Parliaments and European Integration 

In almost every Western democracy the relationship of parliaments and governments is 

fraught with tension. Governments � like all political institutions � strive to increase their 

power vis-à-vis other institutions. Therefore, governments are presumably inclined to limit 

the control function of national parliaments in order to maintain exclusive control over 

decision making processes, for instance, in European affairs, where a �self-mutiliation by 

parliaments� was observed (Maurer 2001: 28). One would expect parliaments to react by 

modifying their institutional structure in order to enhance their position and exert more 

influence (Ilonszki 2001: 72). Institutional adaptation, however, is hindered by 

underdeveloped human resources, lack of technical expertise, party bias and the merger of 

executive and legislative branches of government.  

In Western Europe we can find evidence that the process of Europeanization has contributed 

to the weakening of national parliaments. Compared to governments, parliaments are 

considered the big �losers� (Maurer 2001; Dieringer 2004) in this process. Governments use 

their positions as �gate-keepers� to further advance their information and technical 

advantages. Parliaments also have limited means to intervene ex post into European decision 

making, as decisions on European level are often package deals agreed on in difficult 

negotiations. A rejection of government decisions agreed on at the European level is unlikely 

for political reasons. In most countries majority governments are the rule. Governments are 
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supported by the majority of MPs, bound together by political parties. Acting against the 

government would endanger the very power base of MPs and erode the power of political 

parties, putting re-election at risk. MP�s of the majority party groups rather accept to be 

represented by the government, than by e.g. a parliamentary committee including opposition 

politicians (Maurer/Wessels 2001: 461 with reference to Lijphart 1999: 62-89). Ambitions of 

parliament, in this respect, clash with structure and logic of the European institutional design 

and European decision-making patterns (Dann 2004: 269). In addition to power politics, 

technical factors also contribute to the declining power of parliaments vis-à-vis governments. 

Real EU expertise in parliaments is rare. Parliaments lack sufficient administrative resources, 

intelligence, and manpower to contend with the enormous amount of directives, laws and 

regulations stemming from European institutions.  

How have West European parliaments responded to their diminishing power and influence? 

As depth and width of institutional adaptation is path dependent, changes may occur only 

incrementally, not radically (Dimitrakopoulos 2001). For one, some parliaments issue 

binding mandates, as in the case of Austria and Denmark. Second, national parliaments seek 

agreements with governments to enhance the political importance of their opinions. A third 

means is securing veto rights in the ratification processes, a particularly popular option for 

parliaments if minority governments are in power. However, if national parliaments utilize 

this veto option, the process of Europeanization threatens to bring the many shortcomings of 

parliaments to light. This �crisis,� on the other hand, could lead to a backlash, motivating 

parliamentarians to redress existing gaps in power and expertise. This could have the 

unintended consequence of strengthening parliaments (see Raunio and Hix 2001: 147ff). In 

other words, deparliamentarization could lead, in turn, to reparliamentarization. The inclusion 

of national parliaments information rights in the Protocol no 4 of European Constitution is an 

indicator for such a trend. 
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Parliaments in CEE do differ from their Western counterparts. Being only an institutional 

cover during undemocratic communism (see e.g. Kilény/Lamm 1988: 57) parliament´s 

power was virtually nill. But even during dictatorship, a certain resistance against 

authoritarian rule was observed (Simon 1996: 60-61). With the regime changes of 1989, 

newly independent parliaments became the central sites of decision-making and core 

actors in the processes of state building, democratisation and free marketization (Zajc 

1996: 168; Olson 2002: 17; Ágh 2003: 75). Ágh (2002: 43) even reports an �over-

parliamentarization�. Part of the explanation lies in democratic transition, where due to 

�institutional self-interest� the constituent assemblies crafted institutions with a more 

powerful role for the legislature (Malová and Haughton 2002: 109-112). Benz (2004: 58-

59) takes this to hypothesize that new EU member states may be amongst the forerunners 

during a parliamentary strive to win back power and influence. This is backed by the 

expectation, that ministers in ECE countries ar quite unexperienced as MP´s (Olson 2002: 

20), what limits the gap between executive branch structural advantages and the 

parliaments. Another argument is that path dependency in CEE countries is lower than in 

the West. Even radical change is more likely, as structures are always in a flux. 

Parliamentary strength in CEE countries, however, is far from being stable. Starting from 

the mid-1990s, one can speak of a �rationalized parliamentarism� (Ilonszki 1996: 453). 

What are the reasons? First, membership in political groups fluctuated widely, mirroring 

the instability of party systems. This instability negatively affected the efficient 

functioning of parliaments by causing frequent turnover. Second, parliaments took on an 

extensive workload during the transformation process. Due to fractious parliaments and 

unstable coalitions, the legislative process was long and drawn-out, leading parliaments, 

in turn, to become overburdened and inefficient. In countries such as Poland and 

Hungary, the successers of former communist parties regained power several times, 
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bringing a government of technocrats with long-lasting experiece in the executive branch 

back. 

By the mid-1990s economic and political transformation was more or less consolidated 

and issues of central importance were decided. Even before the start of official EU 

membership negotiations in 1997, CEE candidate states focused their attention on the 

goal of EU accession. Governments and parliaments set to work on the concrete tasks of 

meeting the so-called �Copenhagen Criteria,� formulating national positions, and 

harmonizing laws with the acquis communautaire. During this so-called �legislative 

storm,� parliaments had to adapt numerous government institutions, gather expertise in 

almost every policy area affected by European integration, and pass hundreds of acts 

transposing the acquis into national law (Adamcová 2004: 3). Limited knowledge of 

foreign languages and limited interest in and knowledge of European Affairs created what 

Ágh (2004: 84) called the �opportunity-capacity paradox�. Parliaments did not live up to 

the expectations. Moreover, parliaments grappled with the �moving target problem�. EU 

legislation continued to grow at an impressive speed during this period of adaptation, 

forcing CEE candidates to scramble to meet the expanding provisions of the acquis.  

While parliaments were surprisingly efficient in keeping up with the scope and depth of EU 

legislation, it was impossible to maintain strict oversight of the government during the EU 

accession process (Ágh 2003: 75). This was exacerbated by two main factors. First, EU 

accession negotiations were carried out between the European Commission and central 

governments. While other domestic bodies were informed, and occasionally consulted, 

negotiations were primarily an executive branch affair. Second, EU accession was a �take it 

or leave it� proposition for CEE applicant states. Governments had to adopt the entire acquis, 

with the possibility of negotiating some transition periods, but not being able to change 

general provisions. Given the particular circumstances of both the transition process and EU 
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accession negotiations, one could argue that CEE parliaments have experienced a more 

radical decline in power and political relevance in the past decade than their West European 

counterparts. 

 

II. The Europeanization of Czech, Hungarian, and Slovenian Parliaments 

The parliaments of the Czech Republic (Parlament České republiky), Hungary 

(Országgyűlés), and Slovenia (Dr�avni Zbor) have all undergone significant changes in the 

past decade in order to adapt to the demands of European integration. Each state chose a 

different parliamentary structure in these first stages of state building: Hungary a unicameral 

system, Czech Republic a bicameral model, and in Slovenia an �incomplete bicameral� 

system with a non-voting second chamber.1 Each state quickly modified its newly established 

legislative institutions and procedures to facilitate the common goal of joining the European 

Union.   While each state faced common pressures and conditions throughout the accession 

process, each state adapted their legislative institutions and procedures somewhat differently. 

The following section compares the processes of parliamentary adaptation to Europeanization 

in these three states from the early 1990s to 2004.  

 

A. General Characteristics of National Parliaments 

Modified in 1989, the Hungarian Constitution established far-reaching rights for its 

unicameral Parliament. Each delegate, group, and committee is granted the right of initiative, 

and extensive rights of questioning and interpellation, and a minority of delegates may ask 

for hearings and question ministers.2 While the parliament was the dominant political arena 

during the system transformation, the role of the parliament declined steadily vis-à-vis the 

government over the course of the 1990s. Heavily burdened with the simultaneous 
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transformation of the political system and societal as well as economic structures, the 

Hungarian Parliament can be aptly labelled an �unpopular and overloaded institution� (Győri 

2003: 3).  

The unique Hungarian �Chancellor�s democracy� was enabled by a number of factors. First, 

with the exception of the post-2002 era, a continuous overlap has existed between party 

leadership and the Prime Minister�s office. Second, institutional veto points are nearly non-

existent in Hungary. Third, although the party system is among the most stable in CEE 

countries, voters� preferences are highly volatile. This has led to a continuous change of 

government. Finally, the Hungarian executive and legislative powers are characterized by a 

strong intersection, as almost all ministers and many state secretaries are MP´s. Through this 

�fusion� of the two branches of government and the strong party bias the executive branch 

can exercise informal power over the parliament. Strong fusion of powers, however, is 

counterbalanced through the fact that with 386 MP´s the Hungarian Parliament � elected for a 

four years term � is the biggest in the region. This enhances the ability of parliamentary 

scrutiny and enables the MP�s to avoid double or triple membership in parliamentary 

committees.  

In the Czech Republic, the bicameral system has created some form of political stability. Not 

even the often criticised �opposition treaty� between the then social democratic government 

under Milo� Zeman and former opposition leader Václav Klaus, which linked the two in a 

political truce, had negative effects on the political culture.3 Like France�s Fifth Republic, the 

Czech Constitution allows for a so-called cumul des mandats. Hence, in 1993 half of the 

republic�s first government came from parliamentary benches and in 1996 each minister was 

delegate as well (Kopecký 2001: 105). For the executive, this has proved very effective as it 

allows enlarging its influence on the legislative process. Czech delegates in the 200 MP-

assembly may also become members of two committees. This can contribute to a weakening 
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of individual committees because the scope of specialisation of their members necessarily 

decreases (Kopecký 2001: 123). In order to increase its potential influence, not only of the 

deputies chamber but of the Czech Senate (Senát) also, it seams to be necessary to abolish the 

double-membership arrangement (Kysela 2003). In the bi-cameral system the second 

chamber, the Senát consists of 81 members and was established practically only in 1996. 

Slovenians opted for a parliamentary system after gaining independence from the Socialist 

Federal Republic of Yugoslavia in 1991. Slovenia has what might be called an �incomplete 

bicameral system� (Luk�ić 2003: 18). The parliament consists of a 90-member National 

Assembly, with deputies elected every four years. Given that the National Assembly has 90 

members, approximately 30 committees, and the rule requiring that representatives of all 

parties be represented in each working unit, all deputies serve on several committees 

concurrently. In contrast to Hungary and the Czech Republic, members of government cannot 

serve simultaneously as deputies in the National Assembly. The Slovenian parliament also 

has a unique feature of a second chamber, the National Council. The National Council is the 

result of a political compromise reached in 1991 between those who opted for a strictly 

unicameral body and the strong supporters of a bicameral legislature. The National Council is 

comprised of 40 members, with 22 seats for local representatives and 18 seats for functional 

bodies, including labor unions, employer associations, and civil society organizations. The 

National Council plays an important supervisory role in the Slovenian political system. It also 

has an advisory function, in that it can initiate legislation and can influence the legislative 

process through its veto. If the Council requests a re-vote, the law must then pass with a two-

thirds majority.  

Table 1 provides an overview on general features of the political systems and parliaments in 

the three states.  

[Table 1 about here] 
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B. Parliaments and the EU Accession Process: Committees on European Affairs: 

On the institutional level, Hungary was the first country establishing a European affairs 

committee as early as 1992. Czech Republic and Slovenia established parliamentary EU 

affairs committees later, in 1995 and 1996 (2004) respectively.4 By the time all three states 

entered formal EU accession negotiations in 1997, each state had put in place various 

parliamentary structures and procedures to facilitate the EU accession process. Further 

changes were required prior to gaining full EU membership in 2004 in order to adapt to the 

additional responsibilities entailed in entering the Union. 

With the regime changes of 1989, CEE legislatures quickly established committees on 

European Affairs to facilitate their progress towards rejoining Europe. The eagerness 

exhibited by CEE parliaments in creating formal parliamentary bodies stands in stark contrast 

to the experience of West European member states. Upper houses of existing EU members 

were much more hesitant towards the intergovernmental driven process of European 

integration. Many West European legislative bodies initiated structural adoption only years 

after becoming members of the European Community (Raunio and Hix 2001: 142ff.). While 

all three states under examination here created such committees, they differed in the timing of 

their establishment and their composition.  

 

1. Background 

After having focussed on the Council of Europe first, the Hungarian parliament formed a 

joint parliamentary committee with the European Parliament based on the European 

association agreement (Art. 110), already in 1992. This body mainly contributed to the 

�subjective socialization� of Hungarian parliamentarians. By sharing information and due to 

common working procedures, the parliament gained in terms of becoming more professional. 

The committee also enabled a better matching between the work of the European Parliament 
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and its Hungarian counterpart (Ágh, Szarvas, Vass 1995: 221). In the same year, the loosely 

organised committee of �European contacts� was transformed into a special committee of the 

Hungarian Parliament.5  

The transformation of the loose European parliamentary formation into a standing committee 

in 1992 signified the importance placed on European integration for the Hungarian political 

process. Economic interest groups certainly pushed this institutional modification (Győri 

1995: 167). However, the committee was envisaged to fulfill more tasks than mere lobbying, 

but was assigned with addressing all European integration related tasks (Moss 1994: 110). As 

a standing committee, the European committee then obtained the right to commence 

interrogations (concerning delegates and ministers), the right of initiative, and control of the 

work of the government in various capacities. In daily parliamentary politics the European 

committee holds regular sessions as well as joint sessions with other relevant standing 

committees. Moreover, the committee regularly meets with various delegations, such as 

ambassadors of EU member states, other national parliaments, and the European Parliament. 

The information rights of the Hungarian Parliament were laid down in regulation 10/1993 

(III.5). Since May 2004, a law (2004 LIII) regulates the rights of the Hungarian parliament 

vis à vis the government. Hence, the government is obliged to present once a year a report on 

integration to the Parliament. Moreover, during the accession process, the House was privy to 

large discussions of European affairs each year, including the Prime Minister and the 

Minister of Foreign Affairs. However, the aim to establish a legal framework in order to give 

the parliament say in the accession negotiations failed several times. The first failure, 

between 1994-1998, can be attributed to the Hungarian Socialist Party; the second, between 

1998-2002 to the conservative Alliance of Young Democrats. The issue has been relevant to 

the respective opposition party only (Győri 2003: 4). Reports from the Minister of Foreign 

Affairs were released mainly ex post. Thus, any attempts of intervention by the parliament 
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were in vain. Indeed, the Parliament triggered some institutional modifications in order to 

counterbalance the increasing influence of the executive. However, the Parliament failed to 

offer a meaningful clarification of the type of co-operation they sought between the two 

branches.  

The Hungarian European Affairs Committee�s importance has grown steadily over time. In 

1994 the committee was merely regarded as �weak but not without potential� (Ágh 1994: 

78). However, in 2000 access to different committees of the European Parliament became a 

pressing issue (Szájer 2000: 143). This can be seen as a sign of consolidation and also an 

increase in importance of the European Committee. Once the date of EU accession was 

confirmed in 2002, political actors perceived the above-described structure of committees as 

inadequate in managing EU affairs. Parliamentarians shifted their attention away from 

government monitoring concerns towards institution building. They sought to aggregate 

national, multi party interests on a high level. It was in this spirit that the �Grand Committee 

on European Union� of the Hungarian Parliament was established in September 2002. The 

Grand Committee consists of the President of the Parliament, faction leaders, the European 

Affairs Committee, and the chairman of the Committee on Foreign Affairs. Additionally, the 

Prime Minister, the Minister of Foreign Affairs, and on occasion other ministers may 

participate in the sessions. The Grand Committee assures that all parties have an input into 

the respective policy making process. European affairs seem to be politically so important in 

Hungary that politicians would not be willing to leave them to experts alone.  

In the bi-cameral system of the Czech Republic, both legislative entities created their own 

European committees � named the �Committee for European Integration� in both the House 

of Representatives and the Senate. The House�s Committee for European Integration � one of 

14 standing committees � was established in 1995. The Committee for European Integration 

has the same powers and responsibilities like all House standing committees. The main 
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objective of the Committee for European Integration was to monitor all aspects of the Czech 

Republic�s entry into the EU. This entailed holding regular meetings to discuss legal 

harmonization, pre-accession programs, and monitoring government negotiating positions. 

The Committee was also tasked with discussing selected draft bills related to EU integration, 

managing bilateral and multilateral contacts with other relevant external bodies, and 

communicating with interest groups and the public. Draft documents are published in English 

and other European languages, the Committee�s meetings are open to the public, and the 

Committee calls ad-hoc plenary sessions, also open to the public. 

During legislative drafting procedures, the Czech Committee for European Integration offers 

the government a broad overview of whether initiatives are consistent with the demands of 

European law. In order to accomplish this task, the committee draws on the Parliamentary 

Institute, a think-tank founded in 1990 with PHARE funding. While the institute initially 

served only the Federal Assembly, it became independent in 1993 and now consults both 

chambers of the Czech Parliament. The Institute is an important supportive institution in 

Czech Republic. Delegates as well as senators can demand in-depth studies on particular laws 

and policy issues. This helps to counterbalance the executive�s notorious advantage in 

technical and informational capacity. Moreover, the Institute�s Center for European Law 

supports the European Committee in its controlling functions. Generally speaking, the staff of 

the parliamentary institute (together with the European Committee) participates most actively 

via opinions in the pre-legislative process. Initiatives may come before the Cabinet only after 

they include such an opinion.6 The eleven members of the Senate�s European Committee also 

meet on a monthly basis and similarily deal with all facets of European integration. However, 

their contribution is not included into the pre-legislation process unless no mutual consent has 

been reached in Parliament (ECPRD 2003: 80). 
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On the European level, the Senate body, established in 1998, participates in the Conference 

of Community and European Affairs Committees of Parliaments of the European Union 

(COSAC). During the European Convention the Czech Senate created a national forum, or 

�Národní fórum,� in order to include as many interest groups as possible in the ongoing 

discussions about a future European constitution.7 Nevertheless, one can claim that the 

second chamber bothered relatively late with European affairs. For most of the 1990s, the 

sub-committee on foreign and security policy took over most European integration 

responsibilities (Kysela 2003). To some extent a division of labor exists between the two 

Czech bodies, as the Senate deals much less with questions of compliance with EU norms but 

rather with �non-legislative� supervisory tasks (Kysela 2003). Less powerful than its 

counterpart in the delegates� chamber, the Senate body still has influence when it comes to 

changes of the constitution in so far as the second chamber is on equal terms.  

The Slovenian National Assembly established a Commission for European Affairs in 1996. 

The Commission was not a permanent standing committee but a loosely organized catch-all 

committee for European Affairs. The Commission�s tasks include monitoring all aspects of 

Slovenia�s entry into the EU, including overseeing the passage of the extensive amount of 

legislation required to harmonize Slovenian laws with the aquis, monitoring the Slovenian 

government�s negotiating positions, and maintaining bilateral and multilateral contacts with 

other relevant external bodies. In 1998 the Slovenian Commission for European Affairs was 

the last of parliaments of all candidate states to establish a formal relationship with the 

European Parliament. In the same year the Commission also joined COSAC. The Chairman 

of the Slovenian Commission for European Affairs, Alojz Peterle, was also invited to the EU 

Convention Presidium in 2001 as a representative of national parliaments of EU applicant 

states. The Commission became a full standing Committee for European Affairs only in 2004 

upon EU accession.  
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The National Assembly�s legislative procedure was repeatedly criticized in the European 

Commission�s annual opinions on Slovenia�s application for membership. The government 

and the National Assembly jointly proposed to modify the rules of procedures and take 

certain actions to speed up legislation involving the acquis. Yet the modified procedures for 

�fast track� legislation failed twice, once in 1998 and again in 2001. The third vote in 2002 

passed by a narrow margin. The Slovenian Parliament�s initial sluggishness in coordinating 

domestic EU affairs can be attributed to several factors. First, the Commission for European 

Affairs was small, comprised of only ten deputies. Second, because it was not a full standing 

committee the Commission had no specialized role and no right of initiative (Vehar 2003: 

18). Third, no clear division of competencies existed between the Commission and the 

standing Committee for Foreign Policy, with the Committee for Foreign Policy vying with 

the Commission to take a leadership role in EU affairs. Finally, until the Government Office 

for European Affairs was established in December 1997, headed by a Minister without 

portfolio, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs was responsible for all EU-related issues. As 

parlimentary committees tend to work closely with their ministerial counterparts, inter-

parliamentary rivalries were likely exacerbated by the relatively strong position of the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs vis-à-vis the Office for European Affairs.8 In this respect 

Slovenia is not unique. This applies to Czech Republic and Hungary as well. 

 

2. Committee Composition 

When the Hungarian Committee for European Affairs was established in 1992, each faction 

appointed one delegate. A representative of the largest faction at the time, the MDF, chaired 

the committee. Membership was first limited to 15 members. It was expanded to 16 after long 

disputes. The motivation for these modifications has always been to guarantee majority 

positions for the respective ruling coalitions. In 1996 the arrangement was modified again, 
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after nearly two years of debate. The number of members was increased to 23, in order to 

match the composition of European Parliament committees. Nevertheless, this arrangement 

was also short-lived. This time, the intervening variable was a national veto point. The 

Hungarian constitutional court eventually ruled on the composition of parliamentary 

committees in two decisions. After the parliamentary elections of 1998, the number of 

members of the European committee was restricted to 26, to be reduced to 21 members for 

2002-06. The most prominent chairman of the European Affairs Committee has been the 

party president of the Alliance of Young Democrates and later Prime Minister Viktor Orbán. 

He led the Committee in his opposition time (1994-1998) and used it as a platform for his 

further career.  

In the fourth legislative period (2002-2006), 15 of the 24 permanent Committees of the 

Hungarian Parliament have established subcommittees for European Integration. The 

subcommittee chairmen have the right to participate in so called �extended sessions� of the 

Integration Committee. In these extended sessions, the European Committee meets the 

Chairmen of the subcommittees for European Integration and the chairman of the Committee 

on Foreign Affairs in the presence of the Minister of Foreign Affairs. The subcommittees 

vary considerably in size and political impact. Győri (2003: 5) even suggests that some 

subcommittees exist only on paper. Potentially more important may be the fact that with the 

modification of the law regulating the role of the parliament in European affairs, the 

committee was granted the right to make final decisions without being necessary to shift 

proposals to the plenary. 

The Czech Committee for European Integration consisted of 17 members during the third 

term (1998-2002), and was increased to 19 during its fourth term (2002-06). Like all standing 

committees, all parliamentary parties are proportionally represented in the Committee for 

European Integration. Thus in 2002-06 the Committee consists of ten members of the ruling 
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coalition, and nine members from the opposition � including five from the Civic Democratic 

Party (or ODS), four from the Communist Party of Bohemia and Moravia (KSCM). Pavel 

Svoboda, a delegate of the Freedom Union-Democratic Union (US-DEU), the smallest 

coalition partner of the current social democratic government, took over the chair of the 

European Integration Committee in 2002. Only 35 years old and having served as member of 

the House of Representatives of the Czech Republic since 1998, Svoboda served as deputy 

chairman of the EU-Committee during the previous mandate, was an observer in the 

European Parliament in 2003, and was elected under the Freedom Union list in the European 

Parliament Election 2004. In the Senate of the Czech Republic, Jiří Skalicky has served as 

chairman of the European Committee since the third legislative period in the end of 2000. 

Skalicky was Minister of Administration and Privatization in the first government of Václav 

Klaus� from 1993 to 1996, and was in office for two years as Minister of the Environment.  

The Slovenian Commission for European Affairs, established in 1996, was comprised of just 

ten members, including a chairman and vice-chairman. Lacking standing committee status, 

the Commission itself was rather weak. The chairman of the Commission, Alojze Peterle, 

took on an enhanced leadership role in parliamentary EU affairs. A member of the minority 

opposition party (the Slovenian Christian Democrats), Peterle competed for influence with 

the prime minister�s office as well as the influential Committee on Foreign Policy. Peterle 

was more active in EU activities, serving in the EU Convention Presidium as a representative 

of national parliaments of EU applicant states and playing an influential role in the European 

People�s Party.  

In December 2003 a law was passed calling for the establishment of a standing Committee on 

EU Affairs, consisting of 24 members, upon entering the EU. At least one of the chairman, or 

two vice-chairman, must be from an opposition party. Appointments are made on the basis of 

proportionality among parties. As no sub-committees on EU affairs exist in other standing 
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committees, parties are encouraged to appoint chairmen of other standing committees to the 

Committee on European Affairs. Currently the chairman of the Committee for Agriculture, 

Forestry, and Food serves on the Committee. The other most active committees on EU 

Affairs include the Committees on Foreign Policy, Home Affairs, and Infrastructure and the 

Environment.9 

 

C. Government and Parliament Cooperation in EU Affairs 

The first sign of divergence between the three states is seen on the constitutional level 

(Küpper forthcoming). Regarding voting on international treaties, in the Czech Republic a 

three-fifths majority is required in both Houses of Parliament. In Slovenia only the first 

chamber rules with a two-thirds majority. In unicameral Hungary a two-thirds majority 

applies as well. When pooling of sovereignty on European level is concerned, the power of 

the parliaments can be limited by referenda. Either the lex specialis of opening clauses, or the 

lex generalis of the rules on referenda defines rules and procedures. In Slovenia, the lex 

specialis is to be applied. The result of a referendum is binding, a quorum does not apply. In 

the Czech Republic referenda are ruled out expressis verbis. In Hungary all laws and 

regulations falling into the competencies of the parliament can be decided by referendum. 

This rule does, however, not apply for existing international treaties.  

The EU accession process gave impetus to reconfigure parliamentary structures to adapt to 

EU requirements. As discussed above, the Czech, Hungarian and Slovenian parliaments all 

established special parliamentary bodies to oversee EU legislation, monitor government 

negotiating positions, and inform the public about EU affairs. As Central and East European 

candidate countries approached the long-awaited date of EU accession, they began to adapt 

national constitutions in order to ratify or amend treaties and to improve capacity to 

implement and apply Community law. They also set to work on establishing formal rules on 
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the relationship between government and parliaments on EU matters. Applicant countries 

looked to models of existing EU Member States for guidance. They were also forced to 

consider the ongoing EU reform process, namely deliberations over the draft EU 

Constitutional Treaty that contains provisions to strengthen the role of national parliaments in 

the EU legislative and decision-making procedures.10 

Parliaments considered two main issues: (1) How much control should the parliament 

exercise over the work of the government in EU affairs? (2) Which legislative body, or 

bodies, should exercise such control? With regard to the first issue, applicant states had an 

array of West European models to scrutinize. The Danish and Austrian models provided 

exemplars of strong parliamentary control, where Committees for European Affairs are 

granted mandating powers over government. In founding states such as France or Belgium, or 

newer member states such as Greece or Portugal, where parliaments receive information from 

the government on their EU activities at a later stage. Acceding states could also look to 

models between these two extremes, such as the Finnish and Swedish models. The second 

issue raised a host of potential intra-parliamentary conflicts, such as the division of labor 

between sector specific standing committees and existing European Committees. The type of 

cooperation each state chose to pursue depended on particular historical and institutional 

factors. 

Under the auspices of the constitutional amendment LXI/2002, the Hungarian Parliament 

took on the task of codifying its role regarding European integration. In February 2003, a 

joint committee of members of government, parliamentary parties, as well as independent 

experts was established. Their first report, issued in June, immediately came under fire. The 

president of the Hungarian Parliament, Katalin Szili of the Hungarian Socialist Party, argued 

in favour of a system that would, on the one hand, recognize the strong Hungarian 

parliamentary tradition by exercizing considerable control of the government and, on the 
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other hand, grant the government sufficient space for negotiations on the European level and 

enough flexibility to reach compromises.11 Szili vigorously opposed any option that would 

bind the government in negotiations in Brussels to the demands of the Parliament, and, thus 

implicitly refused the Austrian and Danish models. The government should be enabled to 

represent Hungarian interests as a strong actor on European level. This idea of a unified 

Hungarian state position mirrors the French model with its concept of �la Grande Nation.� 

Yet aware of the disadvantage of restricting one�s own leeway in the political process, Szili 

reminded of the necessity to strengthen the scrutiny of the parliament by extending the 

committees� right of questioning. Although the new Art 2/A of the Hungarian constitution 

(concerning European integration) does not refer to the parliament, law No. 2004/LIII 

strengthens information rights of the parliament and establishes a consultation system 

enabling the parliament to issue standpoints. The government must consider them especially 

if the Council decides by majority voting. If the government does not follow the proposal of 

the parliament, it has to present convincing and important reasons. If the constitution is 

concerned, the parliament has the right of last resort. This is short of a binding mandate, but 

still an important improvement of parliament´s ability to interfere into policy making.  

In the Czech Republic, how the Parliament is to control the government in issues 

concerning the membership in international organisations is laid down in Article 10b of 

the Constitution.12  The government is obliged to inform the legislation in advance of 

respective initiatives (cf. Kysela 2003). Scrutiny exists in part of hearings of the 

respective ministers involved and in questioning rights of individual delegates regarding 

issues of European integration. Another part of the control mechanism is the fact that no 

government member is allowed to be chair of a committee and, therefore, can neither 

chair an EU committee (art. 32 of the Constitution).  
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In May 2004 a revised law dealt with the power of the European Affairs Committee and 

the question of whether issuing binding mandates or not. It stipulates for the executive the 

mere obligation of �taking into consideration� the resolutions of the committee (Section 

109a (5)). Although getting further than the previous �recommend�, in any case it does 

not constitute a binding mandate (Zralá 2004). Additionally, the law does not entail any 

provisions regarding a case of executive �disregard� of Parliament and does not list any 

possible instruments of sanctioning. Hence, the mandating power of the Czech Parliament 

remains limited. 

As laid down in the law, the Parliament may get ex ante information about ongoing 

executive initiatives and must get them upon request (Section 109a (1)). However, some 

provisions contain a suspensive element: the European Affairs Committee may demand a 

member of government to attend its session, in order to obtain direct access to 

information. After cabinet meetings the government drafts a report for the committee. 

This enables MPs to monitor to what extent parliamentary objections figured in cabinet 

sessions (Zralá 2004).  

In March 2003 the Slovenian parliament promulgated amendments to the Slovenian 

constitution in preparation for EU accession.13 The government initially opposed the fourth 

measure in the constitutional amendment enshrining the power of the parliament to oversee 

and initiate proposals related to EU issues. The government�s objections were soon 

overridden when, at the initiative of the President of the Assembly, all major political factions 

in parliament submitted a law to legislative procedure in December 2003 (the single 

dissenting party was the Slovenian National Party, a consistently Euroskeptic party with four 

delegates in the National Assembly).14 Multiparty Slovenian coalitions travelled to other 

current EU member states during this time to examine other models, ultimately settling on the 

Finish model due to its perceived closest fit with Slovenian institutions and norms. 



 23

A solid majority adopted the law on cooperation between the National Assembly and the 

government in EU affairs in March 2004. It prompted the National Assembly to carry out 

necessary internal reorganization. The first steps were the establishment of a standing 

Committee on EU Affairs, which coordinates EU affairs with the active participation of other 

relevant standing committees.15 The scrutiny of EU matters in parliament is entrusted to the 

Committee for European Affairs, while the Committee for Foreign Affairs scrutinizes all 

issues related to Common Foreign and Security Policy (Vehar 2004: 19). Certain EU 

decisions can also be submitted for consideration at a plenary session of Parliament, at the 

request of one quarter of the deputies, at the request of the competent standing committees, or 

on the basis of a decision taken by the Bureau of the President of the National Assembly. 

Article 5 dictates that at least once a year the National Assembly should also hold a debate on 

the state of affairs in the EU and on the positions of Slovenia, where the National Assembly 

then adopts positions on the political guidelines for Slovenia�s activities within the 

institutions of the EU in the coming period. The opposition parties called for this clause. 

Plenary sessions are also closed to the public. Delegates came to this decision after 

considerable debate. The rationales for closing the meetings to the public were to avoid 

disclosing government positions before European Council meetings and the desire to make 

sessions professional and substantive. The argument against closed sessions was that it would 

reduce transparency and accountability. The compromise was that all documents would be 

available to the public and the Chairman of the Committee for European Affairs must hold a 

press conference following the session. 

 

III. Comparison of National Parliaments: Continued Divergence? 

Parliaments have been important actors in dual transition and EU accession process in CEE. 

Although Czech Republic, Hungary, and Slovenia share a common historical background and 
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some key characteristics, their institutional structures and power vis-à-vis governments vary. 

Parliaments in all three states tend to share many of the same powers, such as the 

establishment, replacement, and suspension of the government and judicial bodies. Yet the 

three states vary in some important ways. Czech Republic and Slovenia, both have second 

chambers with supervisory and advisory functions. This strengthens the veto position of the 

parliaments vis à vis the government, in Czech Republic with its second chamber´s voting 

right even more than in Slovenia�s incomplete bicameralism. In Slovenia, in addition, one 

must mention the clear-cut separation of power that strengthens the parliament in comparison 

with Czech and Hungarian institutions. 

Each parliament established a European affairs committee to coordinate EU related 

activities. Yet these committees differed somewhat in the timing of their establishment, 

powers, structures, and practices. First, the Hungarian parliament was quickest in 

establishing a standing Committee for European Affairs, as early as 1992. Slovenia, in 

contrast, established it only on the eve of EU accession; before 2003, European affairs 

were coordinated through a small and weak Commission for European Affairs. Second, 

the committees vary in size. The Slovenian EU committee is the largest in proportion to 

the parliament�s size, while Hungary�s is the smallest. Third, the European Affairs 

Committees in Hungary and Slovenia were granted the right to initiate legislation, while 

the Czech committee for European Affairs does not. A fourth difference lies in the liaison 

with other standing committees. European issues are represented in subcommittees of 

other standing committees in Hungary, but not in the Czech Republic or Slovenia. 

Slovenia has no such subcommittees, while in the Czech Republic only the Budget 

Committee manages such a subcommittee (whose members control and oversee budgetary 

contributions from the EU). In contrast to the Czech and Slovenian cases, the chairmen of 

the 15 Hungarian subcommittees on European affairs have the right to participate in so 
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called �extended sessions� of the European Integration Committee. Fifth, we also find 

differences with respect to technical expertise. The Czech parliament has a fully 

functional research institute that assists and advises Czech MPs in European Affairs. In 

Slovenia, although no formal institution is in place, six senior advisors coordinate their 

assistance quite efficiently and initiate, coordinate proposals, and carry out much of the 

monitoring of the government. In Hungary one can speak at best of ad-hoc and case-to-

case assistance. Table 2 summarizes some of the key features of European Affairs 

Committees in the three parliaments. 

[Table 2 about here] 

How might we explain these differences in institutional structures? One factor to consider 

is the level of congruence between European Affairs Committees and other standing 

committees in policy formulation. In Hungary, the relationship between committees was 

generally cooperative. Subcommittee representatives play an active role in the European 

Affairs Committee. In Slovenia, in contrast, the relationship between the European 

Affairs Committee and other standing committees, particularly the Committee for Foreign 

Affairs, was marked more by conflict than consensus. A second factor is the relationship 

between ministerial bodies and their parliamentary counterparts. In Hungary and Czech 

Republic, where the constitution allows for the possibility of serving simultaneously in 

the parliament and government, we can see more overlap between experts in EU affairs 

than in Slovenia. Third, Hungary�s Grand Committee diminishes the influence of inter-

party rivalries. Neither the Czech Republic nor Slovenia has established such a body, 

although in the Czech Republic the Senate has initiated through its National Forum a 

deliberative body in which to discuss European integration issues. We also see a high 

degree of inter-party cooperation among Slovenian MPs, despite the lack of a formal 
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body, which can also be attributed to the separation of powers between the parliament and 

government.  

The final question is to what extent have we witnessed �deparliamentarization� in CEE 

new EU member states. In other words, to what extent has EU integration contributed to 

the declining power of the parliament vis-à-vis the government? Compared to parliaments 

of the EU-15, the de jure and de facto mandating power of the European Affairs 

Committees during the accession phase was weak just like in Greece, France, or Portugal. 

As accession neared, some countries managed to formalize and enlarge information and 

participation rights and the mandating power of the EU committees. Table 3 presents a 

comparison of parliamentary strength among our three cases, and in comparison with 

Raunio and Hix (2001) classification of EU-15 members. We argue that Slovenia and to a 

less degree Hungary fit most closely with �medium� strength parliaments such as Finland, 

Germany and Sweden, while Czech Republic, despite the structural advantages mentioned 

above, continues to mirror �weaker� EU member states. We make this assessment based 

on two sets of criteria.  

[Table 3 about here] 

First, no state granted parliaments mandating powers. Yet they differ in initiative and 

information rights. Both the Hungary and Slovenia parliaments have the right to initiate 

legislation request any and all information prior to Council votes, while in the Czech case 

the government is obliged to inform in advance of decisions. Second, we can also 

compare the de jure practices of the European Affairs Committees (EACs) to date. In 

both Hungary and Slovenia, the EACs increased their influence through horizontal 

coordination � in the case of Slovenia, through improved inter-party and inter-committee 

cooperation in parliament, and in Hungary, in addition, through the Grand Committee. 

Moreover, we observe differences in the institutional densities of EACs in the three 
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states. The Slovenian EAC is comprised of over a quarter of all MPs and meets weekly, 

as does the Hungarian EAC. The Czech EAC, in contrast, meets only once a month and is 

comprised of the fewest number of MPs.  

In assessing the relative strength of parliaments in new EU member states one must also 

consider two relevant factors. First, given that CEE states have recently become full EU 

members, assessing the de facto strength of parliaments in EU affairs will not become fully 

apparent for several years. This is a fruitful area for further research. Second, the relationship 

between national parliaments and their governments as regards EU matters is not a purely 

domestic arrangement for each Member State to sort out in its own way. It is also partly 

determined by the ways in which the EU conducts business.16 The implications of the 

European Constitution, and the domestic debates that will be triggered over its ratification, 

will also have an impact on the practices of parliaments in new EU member states. 
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Tables 

Table 1: General features of National Political Systems 
 Czech Republic Hungary Slovenia 
Political system Parliamentary, 

Bicameral 
Parliamentary, 

unicameral 
Parliamentary, 

Incomplete 
bicameral 

Strength of executive Moderate Strong Moderate 
Government members 
allowed to serve 
simultaneously in 
parliament? 

Yes Yes  No 

Size of parliament: 
First chamber 
Second chamber 

 
200 
81 

 
386 

- 

 
90 
40 

Party system stability Relatively stable Stable Stable 
Number of gov changes 
since first transition 
government 

1 3 0* 

Coalition Minimum winning, 
or minority 
government 

Oversized or 
minimum winning 

No pattern 

* The Liberal Democrats of Slovenia have ruled almost uninterrupted since 1992, except for a brief five month 
period in 2000 where the government fell after a vote of no-confidence. 
 
Table 2: European Affairs Committees in Hungary, Czech Republic and Slovenia 

 Hungary Czech Republic 
(first chamber) 

Slovenia 

Date established 1992 1995 2004 

Number of members 21 19 24 
Ratio of EAC members in 
relation to total MPs 

5.4% 9.5% 26.6% 

Members who served as 
observers with the 
European Parliament 

8 7 7 

Character Standing Standing Standing 
Function Co-ordination Co-ordination Co-ordination

Binding mandate No No No 
Right to decide without 
plenary 

Yes Yes Yes 

Right to initiate legislation Yes No Yes 
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Subcommittee within the 
European Affairs 
committee 

No Yes No 

Subcommittees on 
European Integration in 
other committees 

15 1 0 

Technical EU expertise 5 experts with 
diploma, European 

Affairs 
Committee, and 
FA committee, 7 

in library � plan to 
expand by 15 

6 experts with diploma, 
plus Parliament Institute as 

advisory and research 
think tank 

8 persons 
with diploma, 
not planning 

to expand 

Fluctuation of EUA Moderate Low Low 
Frequency of EUA 
meetings 

Once a week Twice a month  Once a week 

Representation in Brussels In planning Yes* In planning 

Source: Authors� own compilation. Győri 2004: 370. 

* The Czech Senate�s European Committee has been more active in Brussels than its parliamentary 
counterpart. Source: Personal communication 

 

Table 3:  Parliamentary Strength among EU Member States 

 Strong Medium Weak 

EU-15 Austria 
(de jure) 
Denmark 
(de facto) 

 

Finland, Germany, 
United Kingdom, 

Sweden 
 

Belgium, France, Greece, 
Italy, Ireland, Luxembourg, 

Portugal, Spain 
 

New EU member states  Slovenia 
Hungary Czech Republic 

 

Source: compiled from Raunio and Hix (2001: 156) and authors� own additions.  
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1 The choice between a unicameral and bicameral parliament was contingent on historical traditions, 

institutional self-interest, and political bargaining. Generally speaking small states favor unicameral legislatures. 

Malová and Haughton (2002: 110) suggest that in the cases of Czech Republic and Slovenia decisions to 

institute second chambers had to do less with size than particular traditions.  

2 Delegates made far more extensive use of it than committees. In 2000, 44 percent of legislation was initiated 

by individual delegates, 55 by the government and just four percent by committees (Ilonszki 2001: 82). 

3 In June 1998 the Social Democratic Party (ČSSD) gained 32.3 percent and the Conservative Party (ODS) 27.7 

percent of the votes, thus leading to an accepted minority government.  

4 The Commission for European Affairs was established in 1996 with ten members. A standing Committee for 

EU affairs was established in 2004 with 24 members. 

5 The Committee for European Affairs (Európa Közösségi Ügyek Bizottsága, or EKÜB) was changed in 1994 to 

the Committee for Issues of European Integration (Európa Integrációs Ügyek Bizottsága, or EIÜB).  

6 Ibid. Deviations can occur only on behalf of the prime minister. 

7 See http://www.senat.cz/ISO-8859-2.en.cgi/evropa/narforum.html 

8 Moreover, the Government Office for European Affairs took over the personnel and basic facilities of the 

former Office for European Affairs that had operated within the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 

9 Interview with Aurelio Juri (ZLSD), member of EU Affairs Committee. 20 June 2004, Ljubljana. 

10 Two Protocols are most pertinent here: one on the application of the principles of subsidiarity and 

proportionality and one on the role of national parliaments in the EU. 

11 MIT-news, 30.09.2003 Link: http://www.euvideo.mit.hu/news.asp?newsid=1787 

12 a) The government shall inform the Parliament regularly and in advance on issues related to obligations 

arising for the Czech Republic from its membership in an international organization or institution stipulated in 

Article 10a. 

b) The Chambers of Parliament express their opinion on the decisions of such an international organization or 

institution in a form provided for by their rules of procedure. 

13 �Constitutional Act Amending the First Chapter and Articles 47 and 68 of the Constitution of the Republic of 

Slovenia.� UZ3a.47.68. 
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14 A multi-party coalition of Slovenian delegates travelled to existing EU members� capitols to examine all 

models. According to the delegates, they found the weak parliament models of Portugal and Greece 

unacceptable, and discovered procedural problems with the strong models of Denmark and Austria. The 

delegation focused on the Finnish model as the closest fit to Slovenia�s existing institutions and norms.  

15 Sessions are held Friday afternoons in order to give delegates a day to review materials from the government 

sessions that are held every Thursday. Since May 1, 2004 nearly half the delegates were missing, and as of July 

15, the government had not sent directives. Since the current mandate expired October 2004, this is considered a 

probation or trial period to work out procedures.  

16 European Scrutiny Committee 2002: para 18. 
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