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This month the European Commission for the first time ever blocked an ex-Commission-
er from taking up a job in the private sector. The former Internal Market Commission 
Charles McCreevy had to resign from his directorship at London-based banking start-up 
NBNK after Catherine Day, the Secretary General of the Commission informed him that 
the Commission was unable to approve the post.

She told McCreevy that “should he wish to pursue this activity, a negative decision 
will be submitted to the Commission for adoption” in October 4. 

This was after the Ad Hoc Ethic’s Committee set up to advise the Commission on ex-
Commissioners potential conflicts of interests issued a negative opinion on August 24.

The Commission must use this groundbreaking event to fix its flawed rules and proce-
dures around conflicts of interest arising from ex-Commissioners going through the re-
volving door.

Lesson 1: Time to end misguided trust in ex-Commissioners

According to Michael Mann, the Commission’s spokesperson on ethics issues,‘‘Ex-
Commissioners are intelligent people that know what they can and what they cannot do; 
they do not have to give the sensitive information they obtained while in office and they 
have to remain loyal to the Commission until the end of their career’’. This is what he 
told ARTE TV on 9 September. 

A month later, an unnamed Commission spokesperson told the Irish Times that in the 
case of McCreevy: “The ad-hoc committee signaled a direct link with the portfolio of the 
former commissioner, privileged information to which he has had access in his mandate, 
the risk of conflicts of interest and the risks of compromising his obligation of discretion.” 

An un-named Commission official also told the Irish Independent, "For us, it's clear that 
a former internal market and financial services commissioner can't work in an investment 
bank." Asked if there was any period after which it could be deemed appropriate for a 
former internal markets commissioner to join the board of a financial institution, the 
spokesman said commissioners make a “lifetime commitment” after they join the EU 
executive to observe the treaties.

But McCreevy joined NBNK. This shows he clearly had no idea as to what he could and 
what he could not do. Michael Mann’s first statement appears naïve. 
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Yet it remains unclear whether McCreevy still holds shares in NBNK. When we asked 
the Commission, they replied: “We are not informed about shares Mr McCreevy 
may have had in the company.”  It appears the Commission did not know about 
McCreevy’s shares, showing the lack of clarity of the current rules regarding 
whether shares of ex-Commisisoners should be reported in order to be deducted 
them from their allowances.

The EU Commission’s Code of Conduct prescribes a one-year period during which ex-
commissioners have to request permission before moving into new jobs. Does this mean 
that McCreevy is free to rejoin NBNK in February 2011 when his year is up? 

Commission spokespeople have suggested that this would be improper, but the current 
Code of Conduct fails to give the Commission tools to monitor or sanction such things.

What the current situation proves is that Commission’s approach so far of trusting that 
ex-Commissioners will always act as they should is manifestly inadequate. There is a 
clear need for a longer notification period, for clearer and stricter rules and a more 
thorough examination of potential conflicts of interests. 

When Industry Commissioner Bangemann resigned from the Commission to join 
Telefónica in 1999, he stated that “it would be hard to prove a conflict of interests”. It 
was the general outcry over this case that obliged the Commission to introduce a Code 
of Conduct for Commissioners. Eleven years later, many ex-Commissioners seem to 
have exactly the same attitude as Bangemann and often show contempt for the rules. It 
is not only McCreevy. There is also Günter Verheugen who has set up his own lobby 
firm. 

The only way for the Commission to restore public trust is by tightening up its rules and 
implementing them strictly. The Commission should be far more proactive in asking for 
information from ex-Commissioners. It must stop relying on their ‘good will’. 

Lesson 2: The Commission only acts following public pressure 

According to the chronology of events provided by the Commission the Ad Hoc 
Committee met on 24 August and McCreevy was informed of its decision on 30 August. 
Yet it took until the 4 October for the Commission to give McCreevy a concrete to 
deadline to comply (see our version of the chronology of the events below).

It is not clear what information was exchanged between the Commission and McCreevy 
during this time. But we do know that during this time public attention was focused on 
the Commission, through the media and as a result of the cyberaction launched by Alter-
EU. The European Parliament’s Budgetary Committee also voted to block a part of the 
ex-Commissioners’ allowances unless there were stricter rules on conflicts of interest.

It is unlikely that there is no connection between the media coverage, the pressure 
from the Parliament and the Commission’s eventual decision to give McCreevy a 
deadline. In the chronology in the end of this article we combine the Commission's 
decisions with media coverage and other events. It is unlikely that that the Commission 
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would have given the same strict deadline if there was no media, citizens or 
parliamentary pressure. 

What is however clear is that the Code of Conduct lacks sanctions and that following the 
Ad Hoc Committee’s ruling, the Commission initially failed to act. 

Lesson 3: Commission is not adequately informed of ex-Commissioners income 

Following revelations in the FT Germany highlighting payments to former 
Commissioners, Commission spokesman Michael Mann was asked how the revenues of 
the ex-Commissioners were calculated. Twice Mann appeared to misunderstand the 
question and then he just said that ‘their revenues are taken into account’ [see footage 
of the Commission’s press briefing at 30:55mins] The case of Peter Mandelson – 
who has received in excess of £400,000 from the publication of his book but continues to 
receive the Commission allowance - also suggests that there is no clear calculation 
method. This conclusion is strengthened by the Commission saying it never had any 
information on McCreevy's shares in NBNK. 

Earlier, in the press briefing Mann said that the Commission was reviewing both the 
Code of Conduct for Commissioners and the way of calculating their revenues.

The three-year allowances for ex-Commissioners are supposed to be given to make 
sure that they don’t have to accept whatever job is offered to them. Such a three-year 
allowance only makes sense if it is accompanied by a three-year cooling-off period that 
prohibits them from taking private sector jobs that could lead to conflicts of interest. 

The golden parachute offered to Commissioners should be accompanied by a very wide 
interpretation of conflicts of interests that would really guarantee that they don’t cash in 
on their activity as Commissioners. Everything else is just an insult to democracy. 

And a general conclusion

Michael Mann said McCreevy's resignation showed that the Commission's code of 
conduct “works well”. With the six commissioners having just moved into corporate jobs 
with potential conflicts of interest this statement is bewildering. 

Much more decisive steps are needed for the Commission to demonstrate a will to finally 
police its existing code of conduct. It should be clear that ex-Commissioners do not have 
the right to open lobby consultancies, as Verheugen has done. Cases with clear risks of 
conflicts of interest like McCreevy’s other job with Ryanair, Verheugen’s other jobs with 
Royal Bank of Scotland and Fleishman-Hillard and  Benita Ferrero-Waldner’s job with 
Munich Re should be blocked or their allowances withdrawn. It is a scandal to ask 
citizens to pay taxes for them. 

Last month, ALTER-EU called on the Commission to re-assess the approvals given 
earlier this year to six ex-Commissioners, including McCreevy's move to RyanAir. The 
rejection of the NBNK job underlines the need to revisit the green light given to these 

http://euobserver.com/9/30010
http://www.alter-eu.org/press-releases/2010/09/27/revolving-door-scandal-alter-eu-call
http://www.europeanvoice.com/article/2010/10/mccreevy-quits-bank-post-after-ethics-ruling/69135.aspx
http://www.corporateeurope.org/commissions-chronology-mccreevy-scandal
http://www.corporateeurope.org/commissions-chronology-mccreevy-scandal
http://www.thesundaytimes.co.uk/sto/news/uk_news/Politics/article415334.ece
http://ec.europa.eu/avservices/player/streaming.cfm?type=ebsvod&sid=166174
http://ec.europa.eu/avservices/player/streaming.cfm?type=ebsvod&sid=166174
http://www.ftd.de/politik/europa/:uebergangsgeld-eu-kommissare-kassieren-doppelt/50173338.html


other jobs. McCreevy was involved in assessing whether Ryanair was in line with the 
EU competition law.  

The Commission has announced that the revised Code of Conduct will be ready before 
the end of this year. It is crucial that this review fixes the serious problems that exist with 
the current Code and the lax approval procedure. The notification period should be three 
years. A careful assessment of conflicts of interest should be included and all lobby and 
lobbying advisory jobs should be prohibited. 

Chronology

July 19: McCreevy informs the Commission of his intention to become a non- ex-
ecutive director of NBNK Investments Plc

July 22 The Ad-hoc ethical committee is requested to provide an opinion; 

August: McCreevy joins NBNK’s Board of Directors 
 

August 24: The Ad Hoc Committee delivers its opinion, concluding that the activity 
would not conform with article 245(2) of the Treaty on the Functioning of 
the European Union

August 30: McCreevy is informed of the opinion of the Ad hoc Ethical Committee;

September: Commission and McCreevy exchange information on the interpretation of 
the rules1.

September 20: ALTER-EU, LobbyControl and AITEC launch a cyber-action asking a 
three-year cooling off period and calling for Verheugen to be stopped 
from creating his own lobby consultancy, highlighting the Commission’s 
lax approach to Commissioners moving to new jobs.

September 18: McCrevevy’s post in NBNK is revealed by the media (also here).

September 23: Financial Times Germany reveals McCreevy receives an €11,000 
monthly allowance from the European Commission.

Sept. 23 – 24: Commission spokesperson Michael Mann is bombarded by questions 
from journalists (see press briefing in 30:55) but appears not to know 
which commissioners receive what sums from the Commission. He says 
it is not his job to say how much McCreevy is paid by Ryanair, yet the 
Commission is obliged by the rules to know. 

September 24: The European Parliament’s Budget Committee votes in favour of 
freezing part of the ex-Commissioners’ allowances until the Commission 
adopts stricter rules on conflicts of interest. 

1Telephone discussion with the Head of the Unit on Public Service Ethics of the Secretariat 
General of the Commission
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Oct. 1: Corporate Europe Observatory learns that the Commission is assessing 
whether McCreevy’s NBNK job is in-line with the Code of Conduct2

Oct. 4: Frontpage coverage in the Irish press and public calls by Labour MEP 
Nessa Childers to block McCreevy’s involvement in NBNK. 

Oct. 4: According to the Commission: “After further clarifications,McCreevy is 
informed that, taking into account the opinion of the Ad hoc Com-
mittee and the information provided, a negative Commission deci-
sion is to be expected before the end of October.” This meant a for-
mal decision by the College of the Commissioners. 

Oct. 4: NBNK tells the Irish Times that McCreevy ‘‘will have a ‘less substantial’ 
board role in the coming months and will not receive directors’ fees in 
that period’’.

Oct. 6: After continuing coverage by the press, NBNK announces that 
McCreevy has resigned because “following a dialogue with the European 
Commission it has not been possible to find a way in which Mr McCreevy 
can continue with his directorship of NBNK”. 

2 Email by Michael Mann, Commissioner’s Sefkovic spokesperson to Corporate Europe 
Observatory 01/10/2010
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