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TWO-SPEED CHANGE WITHIN THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION
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INTRODUCTION:

The European Commission has two main components:  the College of Commissioners, comprised of a commissioner from each member state, headed by the President of the Commission and serving for a five-year term, and the Directorates-General (DGs) and services, the permanent bureaucracy of the Commission, which is charged both with preparing legislative proposals and overseeing implementation and compliance with EU regulations and directives.  Enlargement has had an impact on both, but in different ways and at different speeds.

THE COLLEGE OF COMMISSIONERS
The most immediate and obvious change in the College, was simply in the number of people at the table.  As with the Council, enlargement occasioned changes in the way the Commission operates, although in a slightly different way.  Prior to enlargement, the five largest member states had two Commissioners each, resulting in a Commission of 20.  This briefly went up to 30, with the arrival of the 10 new members in 2004, before the institutional changes agreed to in the Treaty of Nice went into effect in 2005, when the rule became one state, one Commissioner.  So the current Commission is comprised of 27 members.  First, most observers report that the larger Commission has decreased the importance of open discussions at Commission meetings and increased the role of the President, who sets the agenda and brings to the table proposals that have already gone through a more informal process of consultation prior to the official meeting, sometimes through the vehicle of working groups of commissioners, designed to coordinate policy on key issues, such as the Lisbon strategy or external relations (see Azzi, 2006).  Decisions are rarely taken by formal vote, but building consensus can be more difficult in an enlarged Commission.
The President of the Commission also determines the organizational structure of the Commission and assigns the portfolios to the individual commissioners.  Another effect of enlargement has been the obvious challenge to devise separate assignments for each of the new members.  While some commissioners for the new member states received major assignments (such as Danuta Hübner, from Poland, charged with overseeing regional policy), others received more limited assignments that were carved out of the portfolios of existing commissioners (as was the case with Leonard Orban, the Commissioner from Romania, who was given responsibility for multiculturalism, which had previously been part of the assignment of the commissioner for education and culture).

This stretching of assignments may, indeed, indicate that the Commission has become too large and unwieldy.  Commissioner Verheugen has criticized the current structure for overlapping and fractionalized mandates, which he feels has resulted in turf wars and poor coordination, although one must note that the Commission faced similar criticisms prior to enlargement.  The question of the Commission’s future size is, in fact, a source of some uncertainty.  The Treaty of Nice, in 2001, began the process of adapting the EU’s institutions for enlargement.  It specified that, when the number of commissioners reached 27, the number of commissioners would be reduced to less than 27.  But it did so without specifying either a number or a process.  The constitutional treaty addressed this issue directly, specifying that, once this threshold was reached, the size of the Commission would be 2/3 of the number of member states, or, for now, 18 commissioners, with positions rotated so that each country would be represented in two of every three commissions.  But, since the constitutional treaty was defeated, this issue remains unsettled and will doubtless figure in the discussions of a “mini-treaty” now under way.  Although in theory Commissioners do not represent their countries but rather work for the overall good of the European Union, in practice, it is hard to imagine any of the larger countries, which formerly had two commissioners, accepting a rotation in which they were unrepresented in the Commission.
There has obviously been a steep learning process, both for the commissioners themselves and for their countries.  It is clear that the quality of those appointed is uneven (as was the case with some of those coming from old member states in the past, as well), and that some new commissioners, who came directly from their national governments, did not have experience with the EU institutions.  And recently the Romanian prime minister first nominated a political ally, Varujan Vosganian, as commissioner, but the candidate eventually withdrew from consideration after being attacked as an informer for the Securitate (which he denied) and criticized by members of the European Parliament as lacking a “European profile.”  One commentator reports that the new commissioners tend to be relatively quiet in meetings of the Commission, speaking very little on subjects that are outside of their area of responsibility.  (see Azzi, 2006)/
While there have been a few rough spots, there is no indication that the near-doubling of size of the College of Commissioners has led to major problems.  Indeed, the Commission still functions reasonably well, and there is no sign that enlargement has reduced the number of initiatives coming from the Commission, although, according to Azzi, this Commission attempts to avoid conflict both with the member states and with Parliament, .   Some observers maintain that the political balance within the Commission has changed, in part as a result of enlargement, from a rough balance between center-right and center-left to a majority center-right position, leading to more liberal economic proposals and to a somewhat more pro-industry position when balancing the costs and benefits of environmental policy (see Azzi, 2006).
WITHIN THE COMMISSION
If change came rapidly to the College of Commissioners, with the immediate appointment of commissioners from each of the new member states, the pace of change has been much slower within the DGs and services that comprise the staff of the Commission.  This reflects both the slow process of hiring and the existence of an administrative culture that is fairly resistant to change.
Faced with the enormous challenge of enlargement, all of the European institutions, which formerly had managed the recruitment process separately, recognized the need for a streamlined structure and jointly supported the creation of the European Personnel Selection Organization (EPSO), to manage centrally the process of competitive testing on which hiring is based.  However, the new organization did not make major changes in the process itself, which is unusually long and complex, including a preselection test (used to eliminate the majority of applicants), a written examination, and then an oral examination before a selection board.  At the end of this process, which takes a year or more, the finalists (called “laureates” in EU jargon) are put on a reserve list, from which they may be selected for a position.  The well-informed laureates know that there are, in fact, probably more laureates than positions and that a passive response may mean a wait of months or years, and thus at this point they actually need to take the initiative to contact DGs and even specific units in which they are interested in working.
Contrary to the sometimes naïve expectations of some within the new member states, who assumed that, with enlargement, people would be hired immediately, this slow process has meant that only in 2006, two years after enlargement, did significant numbers of new employees from the new member states join the Commission.  The Commission was the only European institution to set specific targets for hiring from each new member state, overall and by DG.  The total target for the 10 countries that joined in 2004 was 3,441 positions.  Within that total, there were also specific targets for each country, both for positions as middle management (heads of unit) and as senior management (directors, deputy directors-general, and, eventually, directors-general).  In May, 2007, targets for Bulgaria and Romania were announced.  A total of 253 positions were targeted, allocated by size so that 2/3 or 169 posts were targeted for Romania and 1/3 or 84 posts for Bulgaria.  More specific goals, by rank or DG, have not yet been announced for them.
The hiring process was affected by two controversies, over grade and pay and over language.  The Kinnock reforms of the Commission, which went into effect at exactly the same time as the 2004 enlargement, changed the system of grades within the Commission, adding two new grades at the beginning of an official’s career.  This new system was imposed for the first time on those hired from the new member states, meaning that they had lower starting salaries and a longer period of progression to get to a management level than those hired even a few months previously.  Worse, some were hired under competitions announced under the old system of grades but were actually hired at the lower grade mandated by the reform.  Needless to say, that group is suing in the European Court of Justice.  Overall, this ‘reform’ has left a sour taste in the mouth of many new officials, who complain that it makes them feel like second-class citizens.
Further, in the past, individuals participating in the competition could take the examinations in their own language.  But EPSO required those taking the competition from one of the new member states to do so in one of the three working languages of the Commission: English, French, or German.  This was seen as disadvantaging these candidates, and there were complaints both by official government representatives and by candidates themselves, including a formal complaint to the European Ombudsman, brought by the Association of Graduates of the Polish National School of Public Administration, which was decided in favor of the complainants.  Indeed, the EPSO leadership understood these concerns and introduced, for the first EU-27 competition (for communications specialists), announced in spring of 2007, a new, more equitable, language regime.  Henceforth, applicants from all member states must choose one of the three working languages in which to take the competition, and they may not choose their own native language.  
As of January, 2007, the Commission had actually hired 2,087 people from the new member states, or slightly over 60% of the target figure.  But the pace of hiring varied greatly by country, with some of the smaller states doing very well in placing people in the early stages.  For example, hiring from Estonia was already slightly over their total target.  On the other hand, there were sharp differences among the larger states:  Hungary was at 75%, but the Czech Republic was at 55% and Poland was bringing up the rear at 46%.  It is not clear what explains these differences.  In some countries, fewer people chose to participate in the competition than expected, and the success rates in some competitions were also below what had been projected.  And there is at least some indirect indication that, in the case of Poland, their reputation as hard bargainers during the accession process and their current Eurosceptic government may have caused some to hesitate before hiring Polish officials, especially at management levels.  Whether or not this was the case, there is evidence that the rate of hiring of Polish citizens has increased in 2007.
To what extent can these new officials have an impact on the organization, either on policy or on the management style and culture of the organization?  Tracking such change will take several years, as the Commission is a stable bureaucracy with its own culture, and it is not easily changed.  Yet, when I asked current officials about the previous enlargement, in 1995, I received quite consistent responses.  Even though the numbers of people joining the Commission was small, the Scandinavians, in particular, brought with them a commitment to more transparent and less formally hierarchical administrative systems, as well as a sensitivity to the issue of gender representation.  And they pushed the organization toward greater use of English, rather than French.
Backgrounds of the new officials
In several ways, the officials from the new member states have continued these trends.  At this early stage, the most obvious effects are demographic.  These officials are very likely to be women, at all levels.  Of those hired from Central and Eastern Europe, over 70 percent are female, while the Commission as a whole is slightly less than 50 percent female.  And, while the Commission shows the pattern found in many organizations, with women clustered in the lower levels and in translation and interpretation, enlargement has brought a significant number of women to senior management positions.  Those coming from the new member states are also typically significantly younger than their colleagues.  This reflects differences in the education system which result in people entering the work-force at a younger age and reaching a level of experience needed to qualify for a management job earlier in their career.  It also reflects the impact of the upheavals of transition which, in many countries, brought quite young people into high positions in government.  And it also reflects the decision by the Commission to lower the years of experience needed to apply for a mid-level or senior management post, because, as one senior Commission official told me “otherwise we would have excluded everybody except for the old Communists.”
The officials from the new member states differ, as well, in their language preference.  On the one hand, most speak multiple languages, typically more languages than their colleagues from the old member states (see Ban, 2007).  On the other hand, most are not fluent in French, and they are clearly increasing the pressure on the organization to move more toward the use of English, both in meetings and in written documents.  While some DGs are still largely francophone, and while language use differs depending on the nationality and preferences of senior leadership and of heads of unit, the trend is clear, although the change is happening not without some conflict, especially in the DGs that were traditionally francophone.
In many ways, the backgrounds of the new officials, especially those hired at the entry level (AD5) are similar to those of their peers.  They are international in style and experience, not only because of their language skills but because many have studied or worked abroad.  Some have already completed traineeships at the Commission or other European institutions.  Many followed academic programs focused on European studies or European law, so they arrive with a fairly sophisticated understanding of the organization.  And a majority of those at entry level began their careers in the private sector or in universities, rather than in their national government, including working, in many cases, out of their home country.  According to a study commissioned by DG Personnel and Administration, less than a quarter of those hired as non-managers had experience in the public sector, compared to 42% for mid-level managers.  Only at the senior management level did a strong majority (80%) come from their home government. (Research voor Beleid, 2006).

Adaptation in two directions
As the new officials continue to arrive, two questions arise:  How do they adapt to life within the Commission?  And does the Commission also adapt to them?  As to the first question, in most cases, for the younger generation, the answer is that they adapt very well.  In two of the three DGs I studied in depth, managers reported that the quality of recruits from the new member states was high, that they were strongly motivated, and that they adapted very well to the organization, with no special problems.  In only one DG did some managers report difficulties in finding strong candidates among those who were on the reserve list.    The generally positive reports are not surprising given that those entering were similar in background and training to those already there.  In addition, the senior staff of the Commission remembered the problems encountered by Swedish nationals who entered after Sweden’s accession.  Many of them disliked the working style and culture of the Commission and so left quickly.  This time, the Commission paid careful attention to the need for formal training and for more informal support in the form of coaches and mentors, and so very few non-managers report any significant difficulties in the transition to their new jobs.
On the other hand, it is generally recognized that the Commission found it more difficult to attract strong candidates at the mid and senior management levels, and that those who were hired have encountered greater challenges in adapting to this organization, with its complex bureaucratic procedures, unspoken norms, and established informal networks, which they were not a part of.  They were typically younger than the people they were supervising, and they often felt the need to prove themselves to their new subordinates, who often had a skeptical attitude about their new superior.  

The interesting question, and one which will take several years to answer, is whether the organization itself will adapt as a result of the fresh perspectives that the newcomers bring.  This is a stable bureaucracy, with long traditions and rather elaborate formal structures and administrative procedures.  It is, like most bureaucracies, slow to change.  Yet, as we saw above, most people credited the Scandinavians with bringing change to the organization.  Can we speculate about what will be the impact of this much more significant enlargement when we look back in 10 years?  The Commission’s policy of setting targets assumes that it is valuable to the Commission to have staff who bring fresh perspectives; who have had different experiences; and who understand the political, economic, and social contexts of their individual countries.  On the other hand, the Commission is a supranational organization.  Staff work for the good of Europe and are not to serve as representatives of their home countries.  Further, while 10 of the 12 new member states share the experience of a transition from Communism, it is important to remember that there are large differences in the rate of economic and political development in these countries.  At a political level, while there are some issues that may unite most or all of them, they are not a cohesive voting block in the Council or the Parliament.  

Similarly, within the Commission, it is not clear that those coming from the new member states agree on the management changes they would support, apart from a streamlining of overly complex bureaucratic processes within the Commission.  Indeed, their own management styles differ considerably.  As a senior manager from a new member state told me:

The post-Communist countries are much more used to command and control style, and you could have two approaches to that.  They either hate it or use it.  But it’s much more expressed - one or the other way.  Whereas the culture from the UK, Netherlands, France and so on is much more using the soft tools, knowing there is also the stick behind.  But this is not the first thing they would say.  Whereas the Eastern people would say “You never use the stick” or they will say “this is a good tool.”
Further, it is unclear how open their colleagues are to the idea that they might actually have something to learn from these new officials and managers coming from countries that still lag behind the old member states economically and that are, in some cases, still struggling to establish stable democratic systems and modern government bureaucracies.  As one person (from an old member state) told me, “When the Swedes came in, they had an imperial mentality: they knew best and came to "civilize" us.  I do not think that the new Member States came with the same mentality.  On the contrary, they had just been civilized by us … At least that is what we believed.”    
The young people don’t expect to change the organization; they are most concerned about fitting in.  By the time they reach management positions, one wonders whether they will, indeed, bring a distinctive perspective to policy or to management or whether the socialization process within the Commission will have shaped them into the image of a Commission official.  Heads of unit whom I have interviewed are skeptical about whether the officials from the new member states, even though they will comprise more than 10 percent of the staff, can really have an impact.  As one told me, “You cannot force the Commission to adapt.  It is too big…  So you cannot move this organization or provoke any consistent transformation even if you have enlargement.  It was a quite big enlargement but it was not big enough to move the Commission. “  On the other hand, senior managers really do bring an outsider perspective, and they may be placed high enough in the organization to make some difference.  The senior managers from the new member states meet periodically, in meetings organized by DG Personnel and Administration.  They provide support to each other, share what they have learned about how the system really works, and express their frustration with the slow and rigid bureaucratic procedures of the Commission.  As a group, they tend to follow in the footsteps of the Scandinavians in their support for improved management systems and relief from excessive bureaucracy.  If they are able, over time, to work together to push for changes, there is at least some receptivity at the highest levels to their suggestions.  But that is not to say that it will be easy to make change.  I give the last word to a senior manager from a Baltic country, who summed up this challenge:
Maybe at this stage…already in a positive way we are troublemakers because we are questioning and asking…It’s just not simply asking why, why, why, but it is probably fundamental things like why should we do this, or why do we do it this way if there are other ways we can do it?  So sometimes you cannot have an immediate impact but by questioning, by raising, you create awareness, and sometimes awareness leads to something else positive, and sometimes it doesn’t, because sometimes the reaction is “Who are you?”  I mean nobody says it blankly but “Who are you to question what and how we are doing it for 20 years?”  
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