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Although the importance of international organizations is well-established, the specific contribution made to their policy outputs by administrative as opposed to political actors is rarely investigated. Still less attention is paid to how intra-organizational factors within international administrations affect the latter’s capacity to influence those outputs. Even in the case of the European Union, where the European Commission’s power over decisional outputs has been a long-standing interest, this issue has not been fully explored. Scholars have focused on horizontal factors, but have not addressed how vertical relations affect the Commission’s policy activism and therefore its influence on EU outputs. By examining how the transformation of power relations within the Commission has changed as a consequence of the strengthening of the Commission Presidency, this article fills that lacuna. Showing how a strong President has been able to control the Commission’s output, it demonstrates the importance of vertical relations as a variable.
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Despite the increased importance of international organizations, the impact of administrative and organizational factors on the policy-making behaviour and output of transnational bodies has yet to be systematically investigated. Public administration scholars have demonstrated the impact of intra-organisational structures, leadership and the behaviour of personnel on policy outcomes in national political systems, but in international settings the operation of these factors has largely been investigated only in so far as they bear upon the capacity of international organizations for independent action in an international order dominated by nation states. Moreover, such studies typically treat international organizations as monoliths (Bauer and Knill 2016). Yet if administrative and political actors are not distinguished, the specific influence of bureaucrats and the bureaucracy over decisional outputs cannot be evaluated.
	Even if scholarship on the European Union (EU) has largely escaped the tendency to regard international organizations as internally undifferentiated entities at the system level, there is still an inclination to ‘black-box’ individual institutions. Since scholars have long accepted that the question is not whether,[endnoteRef:2] but how much, the European Commission influences policy making, enquiries have focused on when (e.g., Pollack 2003,) and how (e.g., Schmidt 2000). Few, however, have sought to determine how the Commission’s decisional outputs are affected by intra-organizational factors (Kassim and Dimitrakopoulos 2007 is an exception). To the extent that the issue has been addressed, scholars have tended to focus on horizontal interactions – either the role played by cabinets and departments (e.g., Cini 1996), decision making in particular sectors (e.g., Trondal 2011), or negotiation between departments (e.g., Hartlapp et al 2014).  [2:  For an alternative view, see Moravscik (1999) and the reply by Young (1999).] 

Yet horizontal interactions are only part of the story. As one recent literature review concludes, three supranational bodies -- the Commission, the European Central Bank and the Court of Justice of the European Union -- are frequently singled out as lead players, but ‘a real lacuna remains the exercise of leadership within these bodies’ (Reinalda and Verbeek 2014: 604 – emphasis added). How variation in vertical relationships – essentially, the distribution of power and resources within the top leadership and between the top leadership and administrative departments – is related to the internal operation and decisional output of international administrations, remains obscure. Although in the case of the European Commission scholars have considered how the Commission Presidency has developed since the late 1990s (Ellinas and Suleiman 2012, Kassim et al 2013: ch 5, Wille 2013), they have not so far investigated the impact of the office’s empowerment on the Commission’s legislative activity (Kurpas et al 2008 is the exception) or, since the Commission is its principal source of legislative initiative, the EU system.
This article addresses exactly this question. It investigates how vertical relations inside the Commission have affected its decisional output. It argues that, since 2004, Commission Presidents have centralized decision-making authority and used the power of the office to control policy activism in the organization. Historically power was widely dispersed in the Commission and sectoral actors were able to pursue their own policy agendas. However, first Barroso, and then Juncker, strengthened the Commission Presidency with the explicit aim of reducing the Commission’s production of legislative proposals. Both have succeeded in lowering Commission output. Horizontal factors, such as the distribution of preferences among individual Commissioners and bargaining between departments, have been secondary to this vertical dynamic. The paper thereby demonstrates the importance of vertical relations within international administrations as a variable in shaping the behaviour of international organizations. 
The discussion is organized into three sections. The first critically reviews the international relations literature on international administrations, and scholarship on EU policy making and on the European Commission. The second section discusses the traditional operation of decision making in the European Commission. It then considers the transformation of the Commission Presidency into a powerful executive office since the late 1990s. The third section investigates how first President Barroso, then President Juncker, have used the enhanced powers of the office to control policy activism in the organization. The analysis draws on four sources of data: responses to an online survey and interviews conducted in 2008 and 2009 as part of the project, ‘The European Commission in Question’;[endnoteRef:3] responses to an online survey and interviews conducted in 2014 as part of the project ‘European Commission: Facing the Future’ (‘Facing the Future’);[endnoteRef:4] data on the output of EU institutions collected by the Observatoire des Institutions Européennes at Sciences Po Paris;[endnoteRef:5] and interviews in the Commission conducted between March and July 2015.[endnoteRef:6] It also addresses the paradox that two avowedly ‘political’ Presidents set as their ambition the aim of producing less, not more, legislation. [3:  An online survey with policy-related administrators (n=1901) and interviews with Commissioners (n=5), cabinet members (28) and managers (n=119). UK ESRC grant no. RES-062-23-1188 (http://www.uea.ac.uk/psi/research/EUCIQ, Kassim et al (2013).]  [4:  An online survey (n=5,545) and interviews with Commissioners (n=9), cabinet members (n=25), and managers (n=120), conducted between March and September 2014 (https://www.uea.ac.uk/political-social-international-studies/facingthefuture).]  [5:  Data from ‘The EU Legislative Output 1996-2014’ database, produced by the Centre for Socio-Political Data (CDSP, CNRS – Sciences Po) and the Centre for European Studies (CEE, CNRS-Sciences Po), and distributed by the Centre for Socio-Political Data.]  [6:  Interviewees included a member of the President’s cabinet, senior managers in the Secretariat General, three members of cabinets, and one Director General.] 


International bureaucracies and policy-making
Although international bureaucracies have attracted considerable scholarly attention, important questions have been only partially addressed. Prominent among them is how the structure, leadership and culture of international administrations influences the policy output of international organizations. In the international relations literature on international organizations, scholars have generally been preoccupied by the extent to which international bureaucracies – typically, international secretariats, and usually the UN Secretariat – exert an influence independent from the member states. Intra-organizational structures or processes have commanded interest to the extent that leadership might be conducive to ‘growth in the scope and authority of an international organization’ (Cox 1969: 205), its ‘actorness’, or its capacity for autonomous action. Thus, senior officeholders in international administration have attracted attention in so far as their effectiveness promotes the development of the international organization (see Jonah 2007: 221). 
Classic works have sought to identify the conditions under which the head of an international administration can make a difference in an organization or international order governed by states, as well as relevant personality types. Thus, Claude (1956) considered what qualified a secretary general to become an international statesperson, Haas (1964) when an international bureaucracy can influence nation states, and Cox (1969) how leadership could turn an international administration it into an effective international actor, while Cox and Jacobson (1973) highlighted mobilization of bureaucratic resources. In a later literature, Young (1991) identified the leadership-types necessary for the heads of international bureaucracies to promote solutions when national governments cannot resolve collective action problems.  Biermann and Siebenhuner (2009) investigate similarly when international bureaucracies contribute to problem-solving.
In the case of the European Union, by contrast, interest in the policy influence of the Commission has been long-standing. The Commission’s internal structures and processes, and especially leadership and coordination, have also generated a now voluminous scholarship. However, there is limited crossover between the two literatures. Scholarship on Commission leadership has focused on the office of the Commission President, its role and development (Endo 1999, Ellinas and Suleiman 2012, Kassim et al 2013: ch 5, Wille 2013), the College and cabinets (Joana and Smith 2002), the relationship between leadership style and expansion of Commission’s authority (Kille and Scully 2003), and the leadership capacities of the Commission President in a systemic context (Hayward 2008), but not on the Commission Presidency and the Commission’s decisional output.
The impact of horizontal relations on the Commission’s policy outputs has attracted greater attention (Cini 1996, Hartlapp et al 2014). In a landmark study, Hartlapp et al (2014) examines position formation on the part of Commission departments and the extent to which the lead Directorate General succeeds in achieving its preferred outcome. Although it yields many important insights, a research design that focuses on the preferences of individual departments, precludes investigation of the extent to which the Commission’s initial policy programme, and therefore the bounds within such horizontal interactions take place, have been determined by the Commission President. The same reservation applies to Trondal (2011), which draws on the perceptions of priority-setting of staff in DG Trade. Trondal (2011, 806) claims further that the centre’s power has been exaggerated, that the presidentialization of the Commission is at best ambiguous: ‘[I]nside the Commission, a logic of hierarchy is primarily observed at the executive centre – inside the GS – and only marginally penetrates administrative sub-units – such as DG Trade. Concomitantly, a logic of hierarchy, when observed, does not seem to profoundly penetrate and transform bureaucratic organisations writ large (Trondal 2011: 813).
 In summary, intra-organizational relations along the vertical dimension have been overlooked or underestimated as a variable in explaining the output of international administrations.  While the international relations literature is preoccupied by the extent to which leadership of international bureaucracies is instrumental to the actorness or autonomy of international bureaucracies, the EU scholars who have sought to link intra-organizational interactions to policy outputs tend to focus on the horizontal dimension and follow a research programme that precludes investigation of presidential influence.

From untamed bureaucracy to an executive presidency
For much of its history, the Commission was a deeply fragmented institution (e.g. Coombes 1970, Cini 1996, Spence and Edwards 2006, Tugenhadt 1986, Kassim et al 2013: chs 6 and 7). At its head, the Commission President had few resources and limited influence over policy. Sectoral actors, both Commissioners and the Directors General of Commission services, used their autonomy to pursue their own policy agendas. Since the late 1990s, however, the Commission Presidency has been transformed and Commission Presidents imposed central control over the organization.

A fragmented and fissiparous institution
Despite its portrayal in the policy-making literature as a monolithic bureaucracy, the Commission was historically a fragmented institution. Horizontal tensions between Commissioners, reinforced by intergovernmental differences, at a political level and interdepartmental conflicts at the administrative level, coexisted with ‘classical’ vertical tensions between the College and the permanent administration. In contract to national systems, there were few centripetal forces. A paucity of resources available to the Commission President, the absence of common purpose among Commissioners, and the Commission’s lack of institutional autonomy, created a weak centre with limited ability to manage political actors or coordinate departments, still less to impose its preferences. As a result, the Commission’s policy programme amounted to little more than the aggregated wishlists of Commission Directorates-General, its policy output the sum of the initiatives Commissioners were able to navigate through the College.
The weakness of Commission leadership derived largely from the failure of the founding treaties to bestow significant powers on the Commission President or the College. Appointed by common accord of member governments, the Commission Presidency had neither a popular mandate, nor the resources associated with leading a party or heading a coalition. Since Commissioners were like him appointed by mutual accord between member governments, the Commission President could not re-shuffle, still less dismiss them (Cockfield 1994: 141; Delors 1994: 221). He had no say over the size or composition of the College, or the power to delegate decision-making authority to sub-groups of Commissioners.
Nor did the Commission President control the operation of the College.[endnoteRef:7] Commissioners were ‘bound together by the principle and practice of collegiality’ (Hallstein 1972: 59), but were rarely united by a shared vision or purpose. Decisions were taken by simple majority. The President had neither ‘the power to lay down guidelines on policy nor special voting rights when it comes to decisions’ (ibid). Although he convened and chaired meetings of the College, his power to set its agenda was not exclusive. Other Commissioners could request the addition of agenda items or call for postponement of discussion of a particular dossier.  [7:  Since the first twelve Commission Presidents have been men, the pronoun ‘he’ is used (uncomfortably) throughout.] 

Although his cabinet was larger than those of other Commissioners, the Commission President’s administrative resources were otherwise limited. The Secretariat General was formally accountable to the Commission President, but its main functions were to act as a guardian of collegiality, ensuring that all interested departments had the opportunity to express views on policy, and to support the work of the College.[endnoteRef:8] Moreover, a role of the Secretary General was to represent the administration to the College and its President (Kassim 2006). The Commission President had limited influence over senior appointments, and, since the College decided collectively how the services were organized, little control over the administration.  [8:  See Commission (1963) Article 16.] 

The weakness at the organization’s centre, combined with the deep and early entrenchment of power by departments, allowed them to become silos at the heart of sectoral networks. In the Commission, moreover, due to the complexity of the EU’s institutional environment, the power asymmetry between politicians and bureaucrats was even more sharply accentuated than in national political systems. As a result, Directors General were powerful figures.
In summary, the Commission Presidency was a weak office, with limited power to set priorities, influence policy, or steer the administration, and still less able to define a comprehensive policy programme or control policy initiation. Only two incumbents – Walter Hallstein, the first Commission President, and Jacques Delors, its eighth -- had been more than primus inter pares and that due to exceptional circumstances in each case (see Loth et al 1998, Ross 1995 respectively). 

The Commission Presidency transformed[endnoteRef:9] [9:  This section draws on Kassim (2012), Kassim et al (2013: chs 6, 7), and Kassim (2010, 2014).] 

Since 2004, the Commission Presidency has been transformed as the result of three interacting factors: a strengthening of the office arising from successive treaty reforms; the development of new central administrative capacities; and entrepreneurship on the part of incumbents who have used the new prerogatives to expand the office and to reconfigure intra-organizational relations, with the aim of establishing central control over policy making.

Treaty change
Treaty changes since the Treaty of European Union have strengthened the Commission Presidency in three ways: they have personalised the selection of the Commission President; they have bestowed powers of appointment, portfolio assignment, and dismissal on the office;[endnoteRef:10] and they have given unequivocal recognition to the Commission President’s policy leadership role.[endnoteRef:11] Developments along these dimensions have been uneven, and it is not clear that the masters of the Treaty initially had in mind a clear model, but the changes have worked to differentiate the Commission President from other members of Commissioners and to establish his pre-eminence within the College and over the Commission more generally.  [10:  The Treaty of Nice was first to extend significant powers to the Commission President concerning the allocation of portfolios, while the Lisbon Treaty allows the Commission President to force the resignation of members of the Commission.]  [11:  The Treaty of Amsterdam was a major landmark, stipulating that ‘The Commission works under political guidance of its President’. As well as giving unequivocal recognition to the Commission President’s policy leadership role, this provision was interpreted as giving the Commission President personal authority over the organization of the Commission.] 

Incoming Commission Presidents have typically adopted Rules of Procedure -- protocols drafted by the Commission President and the Secretary General that outline working arrangements of the College and services – when they enter office which enable them to operationalize new formal powers. Rules of Procedure translate the treaty-given prerogatives into political, procedural and administrative resources (Commission 1963, 1993, 2005, 2010a, 2010b). Since they regulate the Commission’s internal operation, they are both a source and a map of presidential authority. 
	Though based on a provision of the Lisbon Treaty, the introduction of the Spitzenkandidaten process emerged less out of a new formal prerogative and more from an opportunistic act on the part of the European Parliament and political groups, notably the European People’s Party (EPP) (see Christiansen 2016, Kassim 2016), to increase their influence over the selection of the Commission President. Although the process ties the Commission President more closely to the European Parliament, it also delivers a personal mandate to the successful candidate. Juncker, who was the first Commission President to be selected by this new method, interpreted his election by MEPs and the European Council as a mandate to implement the programme on which he had campaigned for the EPP nomination, for the EPP in the 2014 European elections, and before MEPs following the elections for his nomination as President-elect.

Development of administrative capacities
The second source of the Commission President’s enhanced powers were developed initially as an organizational response to calls for better coordination and only later became a specifically presidential asset. As part of the Kinnock reforms, the Prodi Commission created new machinery in order to meet demands for the organization to adopt a more long-term approach to planning (Bauer 2008, Kassim 2004a, 2004b, 2008, Schön-Quinlivan 2011). Strategic Planning and Programming (SPP), which created a central capacity for priority setting, resource allocation, and compliance monitoring within the Commission, was located in the Secretariat General. 
The Prodi Commission further responded to the concerns about excessive regulation from Brussels by introducing an impact assessment procedure. Commission departments were required to undertake studies and consultations in order to evaluate the likely effects of their legislative proposals and to undergo a peer review process. The Secretariat General played a central role in superintending the process. Both SPP and impact assessment were key milestones in the emergence of centralized capacities in the Commission. 

Entrepreneurship
The Commission Presidency has also been strengthened by the operationalization of powers granted to the office under the treaties by Barroso and later Juncker. Although its first beneficiary, Prodi had not ultimately sought to utilise the provision under the Treaty of Amsterdam that explicitly recognized the Commission President’s leadership role to follow up on his stated view that the job was nothing less than a Prime Minister of Europe, Barroso, by contrast,  both highlighted the need for presidential leadership and took steps that significantly strengthened the office. 
In a climate increasingly hostile to ‘Europe’, Barroso believed that only strong presidential leadership could restore respect for the Commission. By overcoming the fragmentation of its services into ‘silos’ and the ‘bureaucratic capture’ of Commissioners by their Directors General (ECFTF interview 904), it would enable the Commission to develop a singularity of purpose. It was also the only effective available path following the expansion of the College after enlargement (ECFTF interview 904). Barroso emphasized the pre-eminence of the Commission President in determining both strategy and policy, and insisted on a more limited role for the College (Commission 2004, 2005). 
To support this new conception of the office, Barroso converted the Secretariat General into a personal service of the Presidency (Kassim et al 2013: 176-79, 193-97). This manoeuvre, whereby the Secretary General also became a member of the President’s team, transformed the administrative resources of the Commission President. As well as extending his reach into the services, it created a powerful new presidential gatekeeper at the heart of Commission processes. Its new proximity to the Commission President enabled the Secretariat General, particularly after the appointment of Catherine Day as Secretary General in November 2005, to turn from the guardian of procedure into an interventionist body, with an involvement in policy, and able to force DGs to cooperate more effectively with each other.[endnoteRef:12] [12:  Interviews, Secretariat General, 14 October 2014, 5 May 2015, 17 July 2015, Kassim and Connolly.] 

Juncker was less outspoken about the need for strong presidential leadership, but the personalized and politicized process by which he was elected, and the way in which he has re-organized the structure and working of the College betoken commitment to a similar conception. In an effort to ensure the coherent and effective delivery of his political programme, Juncker implemented a radical reform of the College by creating a tier of seven Vice Presidents with major coordinating responsibilities. For two, Frans Timmermans and Kristalina Georgieva, these are institution-wide. For the other five, they involve coordinating policy groups of varying size and composition. The aim is to ensure that Commissioners work closely together and to reinforce leadership from the political level vis-à-vis the services.[endnoteRef:13] The Secretariat General’s position as a coordinating centre has been further strengthened and its staff bolstered so that it can provide administrative support for the Vice Presidents. Since it services the Vice Presidents’ coordinating meetings, the Secretariat General feedbacks to the Commission President on progress, problems and issues arising.[endnoteRef:14] [13:  The intention was that membership of these policy groups would be fluid.]  [14:  Interview, member of Commission President’s team, Kassim, 18 June 2015.] 

	As a result of these changes, the Commission Presidency has been transformed. The next section considers the motivation behind Barroso and Juncker’s assertion of strong presidentialism, their success in strengthening the Commission Presidency, and the impact on the Commission’s policy output.
	
Presidentialization and policy activism in a new era of Commission leadership
Barroso and Juncker have each used the enhanced powers of the Commission Presidency to limit the Commission’s legislative output. Indeed, for both men ensuring presidential control over the Commission’s policy activism was a key motivation for strengthening the presidential office. Each believed that the Commission’s legitimacy was threatened by the perception of it as an expansionist bureaucracy. A more measured approach was necessary, where the Commission would focus on areas where EU action could demonstrably add value. 
For both Barroso and Juncker the route to a more discriminate approach to policy lay through a strong Commission Presidency, able to define broad guidelines and exercise detailed control over the policy agenda. Although the centralization of decision-making authority they envisaged ran counter to the autonomy historically enjoyed by Commissioners and Directors General, as well as an organizational culture that identified the Commission’s mission with its output, evidence suggests that Barroso and Juncker have been successful in securing both aims.[endnoteRef:15] [15:  EUCIQ data also cited in Kassim et al (2013).] 

	
Presidential policy leadership
In a climate of growing wariness about ‘Brussels’ as a perceived source of ‘red tape’, Barroso believed that the Commission needed to be more politically astute. It needed to exhibit greater sensitivity to ensure proposals would be acceptable to member states. A more programmatic approach to legislation was necessary, as were robust internal mechanisms to ensure policy initiatives were clearly thought through, avoided unnecessary complexity, and demonstrably added value. 
The crisis only exacerbated these requirements. In an era of austerity, action needed to be focused. Intervention in non-essential areas would provoke hostility at a time when national governments were preoccupied with managing the fallout. For Barroso, the crisis reinforced the need for strong presidential leadership. Having established the Commission President’s pre-eminence during his first term, Barroso was able to further centralize decision making in his second. Juncker’s selection as a result of the Spitzenkandidaten process, which obliged candidates to campaign for office on the basis of an explicit policy platform, enabled him to adopt a still more programmatic approach when elected Commission President in 2014. 

Barroso I and II
From the first days of his Presidency, Barroso emphasized the policy leadership role of the office (Kassim et al 2013: ch 6). He was ‘personally linked to all major policy initiatives of the Commission, from roaming tariffs to the proposals on energy and climate change, from reducing bureaucracy to the Commission’s actions for “growth and jobs”’ (Kurpas et al 2008: 32). He also put his name to policies produced by other members of the College. Analysis of Commission outputs since 1999 conducted by the present authors shows that while Prodi put his name to 16 initiatives between 1999 and 2004 -- 1.5 per cent of the total number of initiatives adopted by the Commission -- the figure for Barroso in his first term was 101 (10.3 per cent), and in his second, 35 (6 per cent).
The conversion of the Secretariat General into a personal office of the Commission Presidency, moreover, enabled Barroso vicariously to control the proposals developed by the services for quality and compliance with his agenda. Symbolised by the inclusion of the Secretary General, Catherine Day, in the daily meetings of Barroso’s cabinet and the weekly management meeting involving the cabinet and representatives of the services under the responsibility of the President, the new relationship gave Barroso not only a conduit into the day-to-day working of the institution, but leverage over policy planning and quality control mechanisms, and via the weekly Directors-General meeting, chaired by the Secretary General, a link to senior management. 
A less prominent role for the College in policy making was a corollary of strong presidentialism. The weekly meetings of the College and its agenda were shorter (Kurpas et al 2008). Following guidance from the Commission President (Commission 2004), Commissioners tended not to intervene in each other’s portfolios, and voting became a rarity. Indeed, as the Commission President observed, there was not a single vote in the first four years of Barroso I (interview, quoted in Kurpas et al 2008: 23) and after both terms the sum total was two.[endnoteRef:16]  Discussion on fundamental questions was shifted from the Wednesday meeting to College seminars or orientation debates, while differences over policy were resolved in informal bilaterals or multilaterals with the Commission President and the Commissioners concerned. As Kurpas et al observe (2008: 41), since the Commission President was the only actor to have full oversight, these practices favoured Barroso. [16:  ECFTF interview 904.] 

	Evidence from ‘European Commission: Facing the Future’ suggests that Barroso II retained the same characteristics. All eight members of the Commission interviewed considered the College ‘presidential’ rather than ‘collegial’. The same view was expressed by cabinet members and managers. Commissioners, moreover, were similarly ambivalent as they had been in Barroso’s first term (Kassim et al 2013: ch 6). Some favoured presidential leadership: ‘I am of the opinion that this Commission works well’, one remarked, adding that ‘the question is not whether it is presidential but what is best’ (ECFTF interview 131). For another, limited debate made practical sense: ‘Collective discussion at 28 is boring  . . .’ (ECFTF interview 161). 
Others were not so sure. According to one: ‘We should have more discussions on the key issues’ (ECFTF interview 243). Another thought that: ‘By definition the system should be presidential, [with a] strong SecGen.’, but that: ‘Sometimes [it has crossed] the borderline, [making] us uncomfortable . . . A third thought the lack of discussion a problem: ‘there is a big gap in our work, we don’t often have the opportunity to debate . . . Very rarely do we have the opportunity to discuss initiatives. If it’s not something controversial we probably don’t hear about it. [. . . It] puts us in an awkward position when we are asked about it’ (ECFTF interview 219). A fourth similarly voiced their discomfort: ‘When Commissioners start to participate in the process, many small and partial decisions have been adopted, we don’t know where, [or by] whom. Orientation debates as compensation for this. Who takes the essential issues to give orientation to the policy is not clear’ (ECFTF interview 161). 
In his first term, Barroso had sought to impose restraints on policy. As a senior manager observed: ‘It was felt at a certain moment in the Commission and in President Barroso’s mind that we could not regulate the everyday life of citizens in a sort of top-down fully harmonized manner and there have been quite intense discussions with some DGs . . . [about] whether it was absolutely necessary to do these things . . . [It] started an internal discussion on a number of behavioural attitudes of citizens … for example . . . do we need an alcohol strategy at EU level or should it be left to the member states? . . . [D]riven by the President and maybe also the College, there were . . .  question marks about this type of legislation . .  [M]aybe some of initiatives [were] turned down politically here, saying that “no we don’t want this initiative to go through” and instead we have issued a couple of consultative documents instead of Green Papers or communications.’[endnoteRef:17] When the crisis hit the Eurozone, the Commission focused on the economy. The main priority was ‘saving the economy basically with Greece at the forefront . . . and in fact there was no time to look at legislation’ (ibid). When creation of the banking union followed, ‘the legislative activity of the Commission was put on the backburner or in the freezer for a while’ (ibid). [17:  Interview with senior official, Secretariat General, Dehousse and Kassim, 6 May 2015.] 

In addition to presidential leadership and greater restraint, Barroso introduced a more programmatic, coordinated and disciplined approach to policy (Commission 2004). In his first term, Barroso had backed the development of major packages – proposals developed through coordinated work between several DGs, superintended by the Secretariat General – rather than a piecemeal stream of uncoordinated initiatives. Examples included the Energy Package, the Climate Package and the Multi-annual Financial Framework. In the second, he introduced the State of the Union speech. In this annual address to the European Parliament, the Commission President sets out a series of political priorities for the European Union that inform the Commission’s Work Programme and that are translated into practical actions for individual Commission departments to follow through the SPP apparatus.
To ensure rigorous quality control, Barroso promoted a ‘better regulation’ agenda that was enforced by the Secretariat General. Upgrading impact assessment, he required that, before they are entered in the Commission’s Work Programme, all major initiatives are assessed by an Impact Assessment Board, chaired by the Deputy Secretary General under the direct authority of the Commission President (Kurpas et al 2008: 45). As well as using the procedure to deter trivial proposals, the Secretariat General could use the procedure to hold back initiatives that were either ill-timed initiatives or did not fit with presidential priorities. The REFIT programme was a further element. With the aim of making ‘EU law lighter, simpler and cheaper’, the Commission initiated a review of existing legislation aimed at codification and simplification. By 2014, Barroso (2014) could report that the Commission had repealed 5,590 laws since 2005 and reduced the administrative burden by £27.4 billion or 26 per cent.
Policy output under Barroso
Evidence suggests that Barroso was largely successful in using the enhanced powers of the Commission Presidency to control policy output. First, data from Eur-Lex shows a reduction in the volume of legislative proposals adopted by the Commission by Barroso I and an even sharper decline under Barroso II (Figure 1). This pattern is consistent with the greater grip exerted by the Commission President and the use of new or reinforced mechanisms to dampen policy activism on the part of sectoral actors and with Barroso’s focus from 2010 on  crisis-related areas.

FIGURE 1 TOTAL NUMBER OF LEGISLATIVE PROPOSALS ADOPTED BY THE COMMISSION BY YEAR, 1996-2014

	Second, Table 1 shows that a similar trend is observable across all policy areas. This general reduction suggests a change in structural conditions under which legislation is produced rather than a marked reduction in particular policy domains. The only policy domain in which activity increased between 2010 and 2014 compared with 2004-2009 is was economic and financial affairs (see also Bauer et al 2015) – a pattern that is consistent with Barroso’s focus on crisis-related areas.

TABLE 1 LEGISLATIVE PROPOSALS ADOPTED BY COMMISSION BY DG, 1996-2014

	Further evidence for this concentration on economic, financial, and competition policies comes from interviews conducted with senior officeholders – a third source. One cabinet member, who worked closely with the Commission President, observed that: ‘due to the pressure of the crisis, the full College could not as a body be involved in agreeing things to the extent that the President would have wished’.[endnoteRef:18] Those with portfolios outside these priority areas expressed frustration with the level of activity in their own fields of responsibility. One, who regretted leaving office with several pending proposals, commented that: ‘we could not find agreement amongst all services and Commissioners. It is a complex thing. Sometimes excuses were used [such as that] we should not pre-empt next Commissioner . . . [I] think the argument was abused. We are intelligent enough to understand where something is politically managed’ (ECFTF 262). [18:  Interview, Connolly and Kassim, 5 May 2015.] 

Fourth, Barroso gained distinction as the first Commission President to withdraw policy proposals in significant numbers. Linking ‘better regulation’ to the Lisbon Strategy, Barroso announced that the Commission had abandoned proposals pending when it took office. After a screening process, the Commission reported in 2004 that 68 items had been withdrawn, to be followed by a further 10 in 2007. 
Finally, the Barroso Commission exhibited considerable sensitivity to national capitals and shifted away from a default preference for hard legislation. Its preferred modus operandi was ‘to establish common ground over moving member states towards new positions, especially on matters where national support appear[ed] limited’ (Kurpas et al 2008: 16). An increase of soft law measures suggested that the Commission sought to test ‘the waters at some depth before taking legislative action (if legislative action was then taken at all)’ (2008: 16). There was less ‘new legislation’ in sensitive areas such enlargement and trade, as well as internal market, environment and transport, and a tendency, especially after the controversy concerning the directive on services during the French referendum on the draft Constitutional Treaty, to delay or to drop proposals in the face of strong national opposition (Kurpas et al 2008: 21). The trend towards soft law options continued under Barroso II (Bauer et al 2015).

The Juncker Presidency
Juncker shared many of the same ambitions and concerns as Barroso, including the need for more coherent action on the part of the services. However, against the background of rising Euroscepticism, Juncker has been more explicit about the need to demonstrate the value of the EU to European citizens, speaking in the wake of the Eurozone crisis of the ‘last chance Commission’ (Juncker 2014a). Moreover, the Spitzenkanditaten process enabled Juncker to enshrine his campaign platform as the Commission’s policy programme and its starting point for all policy initiatives.
	Juncker’s restructuring of the College was inspired by the wish to make the Commission an effective instrument for the implementation of his ‘ten priorities’ by ensuring that Commissioners work together collectively and thereby present a united face to Directors General (Juncker 2014b).[endnoteRef:19]  Interviews conducted with senior officeholders in the Juncker Commission suggest that he has succeeded in creating a more presidential decision-making system than Barroso (e.g., ECFTF interview 904). Proposals are rigorously screened first by the Vice-Presidents for compliance with the Commission President’s priorities, then by First by Vice President Timmermans – a process which the Secretary General conducted under Barroso, but which has been raised to the political level under Juncker. Notably, the so-called ‘catalogue’-- a backdoor route by which individual Commissioners sought to circumvent the SPP machinery and add proposals to the Commission work programme -- has been abolished. [19:  See http://ec.europa.eu/priorities/index_en.htm, checked 15 November 2015] 

Juncker has also continued to strengthen the Secretariat General. While other services have faced personnel reductions in the wake of the 2014 review of the Staff Regulations, the Secretariat General has grown significantly in size.  The transformation of the Impact Assessment Board into the Regulatory Scrutiny Board, with the power to block the submission of proposals to the College, is a further sign of movement in the direction of stronger central control. Most dramatically, however, the Commission work programme for 2015, announced by the Commission President with Vice President Timmermans in November 2014 and adopted the following month, emphasized that 'citizens (...) want less EU interference on the issues where Member States are better equipped to give the right response at national and regional level'. It listed 80 pieces of pending legislation that were to be withdrawn (though see Keating 2014), and identified only 23 new initiatives -- a dramatic reduction in legislative ambition even in comparison to the lean years of Barroso II.

The systemic impact of Commission activism
The strengthening of the Commission Presidency has not only affected the Commission, but has had a wider impact on the functioning of the European Union. First, the programmatic approach to policy has allowed inter-institutional interaction to become more choreographed. Although the Commission needs to be responsive to unanticipated events and a multiennial cycle governs some key policies, the Commission President’s political priorities and the State of the Union address increasingly set the agenda for the EU machinery. Inter-institutional relations have become routinized as a result.
	Second, Barroso’s concerted efforts to streamline initiatives and to reduce the Commission’s policy activism, which the Juncker Commission looks committed to continue, have had an effect on the legislative output of the European Union as a system (Figure 2). Although there are undoubtedly other factors at work -- a more cautious approach to EU-level regulation on the part of national governments, assertiveness by the European Parliament, and the increased use of non-legislative instruments – the Commission’s more restrained approach to initiating action has affect the EU’s legislative output.

FIGURE 2. NUMBER OF LEGISLATIVE ACTS ADOPTED ANNUALLY BY THE EU, 1996-2014

Conclusion
The above analysis addresses lacunae in two literatures. In the international relations scholarship, a tendency not to distinguish between the international administration and the wider international organization that it serves has made it difficult to assess the contribution made by international civil servants to organizational outputs. To the extent that a separation has been maintained, the focus has been less on the possible effects of intra-organizational relationship per se than on how leadership of the international administration may increase the autonomy of the international organization and especially its capacity to resolve collective action problems among member countries.
	In the EU literature, by contrast, distinguishing between the Commission as an international administration and the EU as the wider entity of which it is a part has not been an issue. Indeed, the attempt to evaluate the Commission’s influence over EU outputs has been a long-standing preoccupation. However, a tendency to ‘black box’ the Commission has prevailed in much of the literature. Moreover, to the extent that scholars have sought to investigate the impact of intra-organizational relations on Commission actions, they have generally paid greater attention to horizontal than to vertical interactions. Certainly, there have been few attempts to examine the link between the organization’s leadership and its output.
	This article has demonstrated the importance of the vertical dimension of intra-organizational relations. The transformation of the Commission Presidency since 2004  -- with three step changes from Prodi to Barroso, from Barroso I to Barroso II, and from Barroso to Juncker -- has centralized decision-making power in the Commission, granting the incumbent far-reaching power over its policy agenda and action across and at all levels within the organization. Through a number of procedures and mechanisms, the effect has been to reduce the volume of policy proposals it adopts – an outcome that would not have been possible when power was more widely dispersed. The imposition of control has had an important effect, moreover, on the legislative activity of the EU as a system. 
Although it is only a single case study, the Commission’s experience shows that the leadership of an international administration is a factor that can influence not only the internal operation and activism of the body over which the leader presides, but the activity and output of the international organization that it serves. This is an important finding, which suggests that the internal configuration of administrative bodies in international organizations is more consequential than is often thought and that it may be fruitful to investigate the impact of intra-organizational relations on the vertical dimension in other international settings.
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