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New European Commission Marred By Corporate
Conflicts of Interest
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The newly elected president of the European Commission and his cabinet – who together
form the central executive body for the 28 member states of the European Union – have
deep ties with powerful corporate interests that make them poor choices to support citizen
rights, say critics.

The European Commission oversees a European Union budget of €142 billion a year and
over 23,000 staff. The Commission functions plays a key role in proposing and implementing
pan European legislation  which  directly  affect  its  507  million  citizens  as  well  as  rules  that
govern the national budgets of the 28 member states.

Jean-Claude  Juncker  who  elected  by  the  European
Parliament to take over as European Commission president on November 1 came to the job
after eight years as the.prime minister of Luxembourg, where he helped transform the
country into the largest tax haven on the continent.

“Juncker has dedicated his career to ensuring that society becomes less fair; that wealthy
institutions and individuals can avoid the taxes little people and small businesses must
pay,” writes Nick Cohen, a columnist for the Guardian.

Indeed the European Commission that Juncker has taken over is currently investigating tax
arrangements for two major multinationals in Luxembourg – a deal with Amazon from the
U.S. struck in 2003 and another with Fiat of Italy that was agreed in 2012.

“National  authorities  must  not  allow  selected  companies  to  understate  their  taxable
profits  by  using  favourable  calculation  methods,”  said  Joaquín  Almunia,  the  European
Commission vice president in charge of competition policy, in a press statement issued one
week  before  Juncker  took  the  helm  in  Brussels.  “It  is  only  fair  that  subsidiaries  of
multinational companies pay their share of taxes and do not receive preferential treatment
which could amount to hidden subsidies.”

Juncker will be joined by 27 other commissioners, one from each member state, who were
elected  October  22  after  four  weeks  of  hearings,  that  activists  say  were  deeply  flawed.
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“Commissioners were not  adequately grilled about their  background and possible conflicts
of interest and thus if they were suitable for the role,” says Olivier Hoedeman of Corporate
Europe Observatory, a Brussels based research and campaign group.* “Too often they failed
to elicit precise answers, letting the commissioners-designate off-the-hook.”

Corporate Europe Observatory singled out several who they believe are ill suited for their
new roles including Miguel Arias Cañete of Spain, the new climate commissioner; Jonathan
Hill  of  the  UK,  in  charge  of  financial  services;  Carlos  Moedas  of  Portugal,  the  research
commissioner;  and  Karmenu  Vella  of  Malta,  who  will  take  on  environment,  fisheries  and
maritime  affairs.

For example Cañete, the new Energy and Climate Change commissioner, is a shareholder
and former president of two Spanish oil  companies: Petrolífera Dúcar SL and Petrologis
Canaris  SL.  “Given  his  current  and  recent  ties  to  the  oil  industry,  he  would  regularly  find
himself  caught  in  real  or  perceived conflicts  of  interest,”  writes  Fabian  Flues  of  Friends  of
the Earth Europe. (Cañete was elected despite the fact that almost 600,000 people signed a
petition to oppose his appointment.)

Hill  from the UK,  the new Financial  Services and Capital  Markets Union commissioner,
founded  a  public  relations  and  lobbying  company  called  Quiller  Consultants  that  has
typically  represented  financial  businesses  like  Bank  of  America  and  HSBC and  investment
managers like Brewin Dolphin and Citadel. Oliver Wright of the Independent called Hill the
“most senior former lobbyist in Government” when he became Speaker of the House of
Lords.

“European citizens who care about the environment, about tackling the banks, about de-
intensifying agriculture, should all be concerned about the composition and direction of the
Juncker Commission,” adds Hoedeman. “It will continue, and possibly expand, the pressure
on social rights and public services, including under the slogan of ‘competitiveness’, as
advocated strongly by the biggest and most powerful corporate lobby groups.”

 Pratap Chatterjee is a member of the advisory board of Corporate Europe Observatory.
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