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Introduction

For at least ten years, European Documentatiotr€e(EDCSs) have been
experiencing an existential crisis. The underlygugstion is simple: what is the value of
these Centres now that so many official EuropealmiJdocuments are available on the
internet?

A typical response to this question is that EDCGsai@ relevant because their
librarians provide specialized research assistordinding European Union materials
and promote research in the field of European natémn’ While this is certainly the
case, | would argue that EDC librarians are vakeial a more fundamental level,
playing a unique role in promoting democracy arajaling legal transparency for the
European Union.

Legal Transparency and the EU

Legal transparency is “citizen access to the infiram necessary to hold political
leaders accountable for their decisiofdt’is vital in a democracy because democratic
legitimacy can only exist when citizens have thiitglio hold political leaders
accountable. At its most basic level, legal transpey aids citizens in accomplishing this
by giving them access to the government documéatsshed light on the political
process and legal environment.

Legal transparency and access to documents beoapoetant in the European
Union in the early 1990s when secrecy was idewitifi® a major factor in several
countries’ rejection of the Maastricht Tredtiuropean leaders reacted by putting the
concept of transparency at the forefront in the7l.8msterdam Treaty on European
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Union. Article 1 includes the provision that “[tfhiTreaty marks a new stage in the
process of creating an ever closer union amongébeles of Europe, in which decisions
are taken as openly as possible and as closelyssibfe to the citizen’"Since then,
European leaders have continued to focus on tra@mspaand access to documents,
mentioning the concepts in almost every major reporcommunication or information
that is released.

EU Transparency Mechanisms

In an attempt to offer transparency, European Ubimdies have adopted a
variety of mechanisms for providing information abtheir activities. Regulation (EC)
No. 1049/2001, for example, allows EU citizensdquest documents directly from the
Commission, Parliament, and Courfcidther mechanisms include the Official Journal,
EUR-Lex, Europa, and a plethora of websites. Wihigsse mechanisms are important,
they are not enough on their own. Access to inféionmaequires both that the
information be available and, just as importanijrievable’ People often need
specialized assistance in order to make documguoests or successfully retrieve
information from EU websites.

There are several mechanisms in Europe that catderthis specialized
assistance, including the Representations, thepeubirect call center, the Europe Direct
local relays, and the European Documentation Cenitéare staffed by people trained
to answer a huge array of questions on Europewaiodare familiar with sources of EU
law.

Why EDCsare Unique

Legal transparency, however, is not just aboutiping information. It is an
important tool for holding political leaders acctainie and thus establishing democratic
legitimacy. As such, it is not just important tlEadl institutions provide information
about their activities, but that the informatiorasfree as possible from any taint of
propaganda or misinformation. European Documenta@ientres are uniquely positioned
to do this for two reasons.

First, unlike the Representations, the call certed, the local relays, the EDCs
receive no funding from the Commission, thus mamng a degree of economic
independence. While there may be no reason tdtiaaithe Commission is distributing
misleading propaganda, the economic independenE®®GE insulates their personnel
from any pressure to push “communication priorjties they are called.

* Treaty of Amsterdam amending the Treaty on Eurojaan, the Treaties establishing the European
Communities and certain related acts - Consolidatedion of the Treaty on European Uniopened for
signature 2 October 1997 [1997] OJ C 340, 145 (edtmto force 1 May 1999) (‘Amsterdam Treaty’),
available at http://eur-lex.europa.eu/en/treatisld 997M/htm/11997M.html.

®Seee.g, Laeken Declaration on the Future of the Europeariodifl5 December 2001), available at
http://european-convention.eu.int/pdf/LKNEN.pdf; i@municating Europe in Partnership, COM (2007)
568 Final (October 2007) at 4-5, available at Hepr-
lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/site/en/com/2007/com20668@n01.pdf.

® Regulation (EC) No. 1049/2001 [2001] OJ L 145/k&ilable at
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/register/pdf/r1049pdh

" SeeAnne Kauhanen-SimanaineBollaborative Information Literacy by Governmetit
http://www.ifla.org/IV/ifla70/papers/069e-Kauhan&manainen.pdf.

8 SeeCommunicating Europe in Partnerstsppranote 4.
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Second, EDC librarians are explicitly required bg EDC agreement to be
information professionaf$This differentiates them from the staff in theath
mechanisms who tend to be civil servants, Eurogéaaies degree holders, or language
specialists. As professionals, EDC librarians hetécal restraints on their behavior that
assure a higher degree of neutrality in their miowi of information.

Librarianship is less organized than some professisuch as law or medicine.
There are many competing codes of professionadridon practice and often few
repercussions for violating these codes. Nonethethsre are some bedrock ethical
principles that are expressed repeatedly and Hdirarians should respect.

The provision of unbiased information is, of coursee of these principles. For
example, in its 2005 Code of Ethics, the Polishrduilans Association characterizes
“compliance with the principle of ideological, pidial and religious neutrality” as a basic
moral value defining librarianshif}.As information professionals, EDC librarians are
professionally bound to exercise the neutralitycdégd in this code. Similar
professional restraints simply do not exist for ¢éineployees of the other information
dissemination mechanisms.

This does not mean that the other mechanisms awedprg bad information,
merely that the loyalties of their employees hdneefotential to get in the way of their
providing the most unbiased information. Eurosaeptior example, may be more likely
to approach EDC librarians, who, when acting ethjicdo not attempt to influence the
information requests or viewpoints of their patrofiserefore, librarians have the ability
to provide not only increased transparency in tamfean Union, but also an increased
perception of that transparency.

Conclusion

Because of their expertise, economic independeamzkprofessionalism,
European Documentation Centre librarians have guenpotential to provide legal
transparency for the European Union and thus sinengts democratic legitimacy. They
have the tools to make sure their users retriez@ntiormation they are seeking and the
independence that assures them it is unbiasedamnplete. Understanding this should
not only provide a justification for why EDCs remaelevant in the digital age, but
should also shape the mission and goals of ED@rldors. In order to fulfill their
promise as agents of legal transparency, EDC ldramrmust maintain a commitment to
their professional ethics, to being experts of [pean information, and to serving
members of the general public.

° EDCs are required to employ a “qualified librar@mother professional with a diploma in documentat
or information studies.” European Commission Dioeate-General Press and Communicati€uropean
Documentation Centre Agreemeh(2005).

10 http://www.ebib.info/content/view/35/45/; availabh English at
http://www.ifla.org/faife/ethics/poland_code_of iethhtm.



