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EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT HEARINGS  

ANSWERS TO QUESTIONNAIRE FOR COMMISSIONER 
DESIGNATE 

Mr Ján FIGEĽ  

(Education/Training/Culture and multilingualism) 

Part A – General questions 
 

I. Personal and professional 
 
1. What aspects of your personal qualifications and professional 

experience do you feel were of particular relevance with regard to your 
nomination and your prospective role as Commissioner?  

 
I consider the mandate of Commissioner to be of a political nature.  In this position I wish to 
continue in my efforts to promote the basic, universal values of freedom, justice, rule of law and 
policies which aim to promote the dignity of human life and the common good.   Europe 
through its treaties, institutions and policies should overcome the divisions and tragedies of its 
past.   

Concerning my professional experience, since 1992 I was deeply involved in political life in 
Slovakia and repeatedly elected to the Slovak Parliament – the National Council of the Slovak 
Republic.  Since 1993 I was engaged actively in Slovakia’s foreign policy, in particular in its 
European dimension.  For many years I was a member of the Council of Europe’s 
Parliamentary Assembly and its various committees.  An especially active and demanding 
period came after September 1998 when I became the Slovak Chief Negotiator for the accession 
negotiations with the EU.  I was a Member of the European Convention and from May 2003 I 
gained experience as an observer in the EP.  Since 1 May 2004 I have been the Member of the 
Commission linked to the portfolio of Enterprise and Information Society.  This period has 
allowed me to gain direct experience of the functioning of the European Commission from 
inside, as well as to enter into cooperation with other institutions. 

I would like to bring all my experiences, and the trust earned at home in the Union’s institutions 
and Member States to the enlarged Union and its new Commission.  All those years have been 
about professionalism in particular areas, team-working and responsibility.  I am convinced that 
College of the Commission has a permanent need for these attributes. 
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My professional background before actively joining political life is linked to research and 
development activities in the field of power electronics.  In 1995-2000, I lectured in 
international relations at the Trnava University. 

As a Commissioner coming from a new Member State I consider the current enlargement as a 
major milestone in the process of European integration.  It marks the end of the period that 
began with the fall of the Berlin Wall and of the Iron Curtain dividing the whole continent and 
led towards a free, common and undivided Europe.  I see European integration as an issue 
which is not merely economic or geographic.  It is also a question of values, civilisation and 
cultural heritage.  This is my strong conviction and one which I consider relevant especially for 
my future responsibility within the assigned portfolio. 

 
II. Independence 
 
2. How would you describe your obligation to be independent in carrying 

out your duties and how do you concretely envisage putting this 
principle into practice? 

 
As a Member of the Commission I fully subscribe to the principles laid down in paragraph 2 
of Article 213 of the Treaty establishing the European Community.  I will also take all 
necessary precautions to avoid any possible conflict of interests in the performance of my 
duties. 
I understand that the general interest of the Union in a particular area covers all possible 
stakeholders, whatever the origin of their interests may be (national, regional, professional, 
etc).  Listening to the interests at stake before taking a decision has therefore always been a 
guiding principle for the Commission.  This approach has contributed to striking the right 
balance without allowing any external pressure to exercise undue influence on the decision-
making process. 

I will rigorously apply these principles in everyday work as a Member of the Commission. 
 
3. Could you provide the European Parliament with details of your recent 

and present business, financial and political interests and positions, and 
of any other commitment that might clash with your prospective duties?  

 
I fully subscribe to the Code of Conduct for Commissioners.  Therefore, during my 
appointment I will be fully available for service in the Commission.  I do not hold an active 
position or a function in any political party.   
 
I have no business, financial interest or any other commitment which might create a conflict 
with my duties as Commissioner.  I am fully prepared to disclose all my commitments in 
accordance with the Code of Conduct for Commissioners.  I have already presented my 
declaration of interests to the current President and I am prepared to do so again on taking up 
my duties after November 2004, or whenever there is any change during my term of office. 
 
I fully accept that the declaration is scrutinised under the authority of the President and is 
made public.  I consider this practice as essential in order to ensure full transparency of the 
Institutions and the credibility of those having a political mandate. 
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III. Future of the European Union 
 
4. It is clear that until full ratification of the Constitutional Treaty, the 

Commission and its members are bound by the existing Treaties.  
However, the Constitutional Treaty having been adopted, which are in 
your view the actions the Commission can already undertake without 
waiting for its formal ratification? 

 
After the signing of the Constitutional Treaty, the focus over the next two years will be on the 
ratification process.  It is mainly a task for the national Governments to bring this process to a 
successful end.  That being said, it is the Commission’s duty is to inform the public on all 
aspects of European integration.  In that framework, the Commission should also focus its 
efforts on informing the European citizens in a clear and objective way on what the 
Constitution means, without any undue interference in the national debates. 
 
Where innovations brought by the Constitution require implementing measures, these will 
generally have to be adopted on the basis of a proposal from the Commission.  Therefore, the 
Commission should start the necessary preparatory work.  This is explicitly provided for in a 
Declaration of the Intergovernmental Conference (IGC) with foresees the setting up of the 
European External Action Service as a task for the Commission, the High Representative and 
the Member States.  There are also other areas where useful preparatory work can start.  
These include strengthening EU youth policy so as to encourage the participation of young 
people in democratic life in Europe. 
 
 
5. The Lisbon Strategy is a ten-year strategy to make the European Union 

the world's most dynamic, competitive and sustainable economy by 
2010.  The Lisbon Strategy comprises the three pillars of sustainable 
development: the economy, social affairs and the environment.  The 
date of 2010 will coincide with the term of your mandate.  What would 
you do, as Commissioner, to accelerate progress towards the Lisbon 
goals and what in your views should be the main priorities? 

 
In 2000 in Lisbon the EU set out to become the most dynamic and competitive knowledge-
based economy in the world by 2010.  After four years of implementation at both European 
and national level, the situation is mixed.  The Lisbon Strategy has provided the Union with a 
governance tool and an appropriate action framework for achieving its goals.  On the other 
hand, today we must acknowledge that we are falling short of our general goal.   
The Lisbon Strategy is and must remain high on the Commission agenda, in the European 
Parliament and in the Member States.  Accelerating structural economic reforms should be a 
priority for the next Commission.  Without a competitive economy we will not be able to 
reach our economic, social, educational or environmental objectives.  We need to make sure 
that all EU policies help to reinforce the competitiveness of European companies. 

There should also be more coherence in approach between the European and national levels.  
An in-depth analysis of how the Lisbon Strategy has operated shows that the delivery gap also 
results from a lack of political will to turn Lisbon commitments into action and results. 
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Next year marks the half-way point for the Lisbon Strategy and is a natural opportunity to 
take stock of the EU’s progress towards the 2010 objectives.  The next Spring European 
Council should therefore be the moment, not just to take stock, but rather to make a serious 
review of the Lisbon Strategy in order to give it new impetus.  Without prejudging of the 
issue of the debate in Commission I personally think that efforts should focus on some of the 
following key issues: 

• to increase focus on strategic priorities among the long list of objectives and targets 
associated with the Lisbon Strategy, based on a careful analysis of the current EU and 
international economic context.   

• to take at the same time the advantage of opportunities offered by the enlargement and 
to build on existing strengths.  Appropriate integration of the new Member States in 
the process of reforms is a challenge and at the same time part of the solution.  
Enlargement is about opportunities and challenges. 

• to develop education and training systems of the highest quality and effectiveness.  
The most important potential is a human one.  Therefore, we should foster and 
promote educational reforms, life-long learning, as well as investments into the 
knowledge dimension (including research and innovation) as these are considered the 
best long-term investment.  Unless the EU accelerates its reform efforts in education 
and training, the Lisbon objectives will not be met. 

• to complete the Internal Market, improve the business environment and 
competitiveness, and step up efforts to accomplish labour market reforms with full 
mobility.  Better regulation is also part of the answer.   

• to identify enhanced communication tools and new channels to ensure appropriate 
involvement of stakeholders.  Support from citizens, social partners and stakeholders 
is crucial to make the Lisbon Strategy an inclusive process, a condition for its success.    

 
 
6. How do you intend to improve the public image of the Commission?  
 
Public opinion polls show the public’s relatively stable and high confidence in the European 
Institutions.  However, the participation in the EP election, notably in the new Member States, 
shows that there is a need and great potential for improvement.  I am prepared to take on the 
following actions to enhance communication to the wider public: 

• to be more personally involved in national debates in my country of origin.  I am 
prepared to be the “public face” of the Institution and present as much as possible the 
Commission’s programme and initiatives on the ground in my home country.  These 
activities will be focused on giving the citizen a better idea of the functions and 
responsibilities of the Commission.  I believe that since the Commission and the 
Member States share in the EU decision-making process and implementation of policy 
this gives them a joint responsibility for communicating them to the public;   

• to provide for better communication of the Commission’s initiatives of.  Within my area 
of responsibilities I will aim to make communication an integral part of policy-making 
and communication strategies will be prepared to accompany the main policy initiatives.  
Information campaigns should be undertaken for subjects of considerable importance;  

• to use modern means of communication more and with greater efficiency.  I intend to 
utilize with greater effect all the existing means of communication, including Internet, 
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particularly vis-à-vis the audiovisual and electronic media.  I expect that the new 
installations in the Berlaymont will be of great help and should be fully utilized;   

• to have close contacts with the press corps of accredited journalists and the media in the 
Member States.  The role and communication capacities of the Representations of the 
Commission in the Member States will also be crucial in this regard and should be 
reinforced; 

• to fulfil my political obligation to communicate directly with citizens.  I consider being 
prepared and open for dialogue with citizens as a crucial element of the work of a 
Commissioner. 

IV. Democratic accountability to the European Parliament 

7. How do you envisage your accountability to the European Parliament? 

The European Parliament represents the citizens of all Member States.  It is the only EU 
directly elected institution.  The European Parliament approves the appointment of the 
Commission as a whole.  Therefore, it is of fundamental political importance that the 
Commissioners and the entire College are accountable to the European Parliament, especially 
from the point of view of enhancing the democratic structure of the European Union. 
As a former member of the national Parliament and former observer to the EP I understand 
very well the needs and responsibilities of the Parliament.  From the institutional point of 
view I regard Parliament as the natural ally of the Commission.  This implies a high level of 
day-to-day dialogue as the basis for constructive political cooperation between the two 
institutions.  I believe the European Parliament and the Commission will continue to 
cooperate well.  The European Parliament continues to push the process of European 
integration forward and to bring Europe closer to its citizens.  I wish to maintain a regular 
dialogue with the relevant Committees, rapporteurs and co-ordinators of the political Groups.  
I deeply share Mr BARROSO’s commitment to a “partnership with the Parliament”.   

I fully respect and will implement the Commission’s commitments already in force under the 
Framework Agreement on relations between the European Parliament and the Commission of 
5 July 2000, which aims at strengthening the responsibility of the Commission, extending 
constructive dialogue and political cooperation and at improving the flow of information.  In 
particular, I endorse the principle according to which each Commissioner takes political 
responsibility for actions in his/her field of competence, without prejudice to the principle of 
Commission collegiality. 

a. From a strictly political standpoint, do you consider that, in case a 
hearing should lead to a negative conclusion, the concerned 
Commissioner designate should withdraw his/her candidacy?  

 

I regard the hearings as a very important and serious exercise in the context of establishing 
my accountability to Parliament.  The hearings will be the first important occasion to establish 
a good working relationship with the respective parliamentary Committees based on mutual 
trust and respect; 
  

http://www2.europarl.eu.int/omk/sipade2?PUBREF=-//EP//TEXT+RULES-EP+20040720+ANN-13+DOC+XML+V0//EN&HNAV=Y
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If the Parliament expresses its lack of confidence, it is up to the Commissioner-designate 
concerned or to the President of the Commission to draw the appropriate conclusions.  I 
believe it should lead to resignation from the nomination.   
  
I accept the principle, under the present Framework Agreement, that the President of the 
Commission can request a Member of the Commission to resign should the hearing lead to a 
negative conclusion and the Parliament expresses a lack of confidence in the Commissioner-
designate concerned.  Furthermore, I endorse the line taken by Mr. BARROSO that he would 
not hesitate to ask a Commissioner to resign if he/she clearly underperformed or failed in 
his/her duties under the Treaty; 

 
 
b. To what extent do you consider that you are responsible for the 
answers provided by your services to the Parliament as a result of 
requests emanating from its Committee on Petitions or other 
responsible committees? If called upon to justify or explain previous 
acts of the Commission, or previous omissions, to what extent do you 
consider yourself as being accountable to Parliament?  

 
I am fully aware of the text of the Framework Agreement on relations between the European 
Parliament and the Commission providing that each Member of the Commission shall take 
political responsibility for action in the field of which he or she is in charge (point 9).   
Notwithstanding the Commissioner’s political responsibility for the activities of his/her 
Directorate-General, I understand that there are cases in which his/her individual 
responsibility would be at stake: 

• when a Commissioner infringes the collegiality rules; 
• when he/she had behaved personally in an inappropriate way; 
• when the Commissioner had not reached the required level of competence in his/her 

functions. 

On taking up my office, I will ask to be fully informed by my services of the scope, the 
respective responsibilities, the problems and risks linked to the portfolio.  If a problem were 
to be detected, or I were asked to justify or explain previous acts by the Commission, I would 
assess the situation and, if need be, take those measures possible under my authority to make 
speedy proposals for action to remedy the situation.  It is of paramount importance to keep the 
Parliament up to date on any significant changes or adaptations that might be put in place, 
especially if these new actions were aimed at addressing the previous situation. 

 
c. What do you understand by the concept of political responsibility 
before the Parliament for the activities of your Directorate(s)-
General? What steps do you intend to take to ensure your 
Directorate(s)-General are well-managed? 

As stated in the answer to the question 7b, the Framework Agreement on relations between 
the European Parliament and the Commission defines the political responsibility of the 
Commissioner for actions in the field of which he or she is in charge. 
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On the other hand, the Director-General is answerable to the Commissioner and the College 
for the proper implementation of the guidelines set by the College and the Commissioner and, 
in particular, for the management of the Directorate-General or Service in line with the 
distribution of powers as defined by the Staff Regulations, the Financial Regulation, the Rules 
of Procedure and the rules laid down as part of the administrative and financial reform of the 
Commission.  It nevertheless should be stressed that relations between Commissioners and 
departments are based first and foremost on loyalty, trust and transparency. 

In addition to measures outlined in the previous answer (in-depth stock-taking of the 
respective responsibilities, the problems and risks linked to the daily work of the Directorate-
Generals covered by my portfolio), I will rigorously apply the Code of Conduct, the relevant 
audit standards as well as sound financial management practices.  I intend to hold regular 
meetings with the top management of the respective Directorate-Generals on the key political 
and management issues.  I will follow good examples of the best practices in the Commission.  
On the other hand, if needed, I will take the necessary actions to remedy any weaknesses in 
the management system. 

 
8. How important would you consider implementing the interinstitutional 

cooperation (Commission-Parliament), in particular with the relevant 
parliamentary committees in your area of competence? In this new 
context, what does transparency mean for you, in the interinstitutional 
legislative procedure between the European Parliament, Council and 
Commission, as well as in the interinstitutional relations in general?  

 
I consider that the implementation of interinstitutional cooperation is indispensable in order to 
ensure the functioning of the European institutional system.  This should be based on 
openness, transparency, mutual trust, efficiency, constant dialogue, regular reporting and 
exchange of information. 
My aim is to further consolidate and to improve relations between Commissioners and the 
respective committees, in terms of dialogue, presence and exchange of information as well as 
in terms of taking into account the views expressed by the Committee.  I am committed to 
attending Committee meetings upon invitation or on my own initiative and as regularly as 
possible.  As already outlined in my answer to question 7, I believe that keeping the 
parliamentary committees informed about developments in the Council plays an important 
role in fostering the interinstitutional dialogue. 
 
I wish to have a regular exchange of information with the parliamentary committees, notably 
providing the necessary information in the context of the budgetary and discharge procedures. 
  
The concept of transparency enables citizens to participate more closely in the decision-
making process, guarantees that the administration enjoys greater legitimacy and is more 
accountable to the citizens.  Implementation of the principle of transparency is important in 
the context of improving the quality of law-making and of implementing the principles of 
democratic legitimacy, subsidiarity, proportionality and legal certainty.  Therefore, I consider 
it of utmost importance to keep the other Institutions permanently informed about the 
Commission’s work throughout the legislative process. 
 
I believe that on the basis of the Framework Agreement, there has been an important flow of 
information to the European Parliament, which is a crucial element of the political 
cooperation between the two Institutions.  I am committed to implementing this Framework 
Agreement properly. 
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V. Gender mainstreaming 
 
9. What concrete measures do you consider necessary in order to ensure 

that the concept of gender mainstreaming is implemented in your 
specific policy area? Do you have a policy strategy, and what financial 
and human resources do you think are necessary to implement gender 
mainstreaming in your portfolio? 

 
I am prepared to respect and implement the obligation to eliminate inequalities and to 
promote equality between men and women in all the Community's activities as enshrined in 
the Treaty establishing the European Community (Articles 2 and 3).  Gender mainstreaming 
involves incorporating a gender equality perspective in all policy fields and at all stages of 
policy-making.  This policy has started to be implemented, along with specific measures, both 
in the Member States and at EU level.  This dual approach is already included in the steering 
documents of several EU processes, such as the European Employment Strategy, the social 
inclusion process, research policy, the Structural Funds and development cooperation.   
 
I will continue to build on this progress.  From my specific policy area I would like to 
underline that Education and Culture have a long tradition of promoting equal opportunities.  
Community programmes in this field, i.e.  Socrates, Leonardo da Vinci, Youth, etc, all make 
contributions to this goal.  Also, Culture and Media programmes seek to promote non-
stereotypical image or portrayal of women and men in the cultural products and actions they 
support.  As part of the preparation of the new generation of programmes in the field of 
education and culture, the Commission plans to carry out a specific evaluation of the 
implementation of gender mainstreaming in the current programmes.  The development of 
specific indicators will receive a great deal of attention in this context. 
 
Concerning the area of multilingualism, specific attention should be drawn to language 
training in the Member States and especially to the need to attract male students to linguistic 
professions including interpretation. 
 
From the financial resources point of view, we need to look at the issue from a broader 
perspective: how does public expenditure affect, as a whole, the aim of ensuring equality 
between men and women? Are existing inequalities of opportunity reduced or even increased 
by public subsidies or by the public authority as an employer? Some progress has already 
been made in this area.  Many programmes within the EU budget, such as the Structural 
Funds, programmes within education, research, development cooperation explicitly refer to 
the promotion of equality between women and men, including the empowerment of women.   
 
I undertake to ensure that the respective services within my portfolio will support and 
implement the Commission's action programmes for equal opportunities within its 
departments. 
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