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ABSTRACT

The parliamentary oversight of the European Central Bank (ECB) is frequently
criticised for its lack of focus in both monetary policy and banking supervision.
While Members of the European Parliament (MEPs) can publicly question ECB
decisions in these fields, they often use committee hearings for other purposes,
such as expressing political positions on issues that may or may not be related
to ECB activities. This article aims to conceptualise such variation by expanding
the seminal distinction between ‘police patrols’ and ‘fire alarms’ to include two
novel categories — ‘planning bureaus’ and ‘ambulance chasers’ To illustrate the
applicability of our typology, the article provides the first systematic compari-
son of the Monetary and the Banking Dialogues (2014-2021), combining a
qualitative content analysis of 1,504 parliamentary questions with insights from
interviews with MEPs. The findings highlight the pervasiveness of fire alarms
and ambulance chasing in the parliamentary practice of overseeing the ECB.

KEYWORDS European Parliament; European Central Bank; parliamentary oversight; monetary
policy; banking supervision

I would have expected a lot of questions on our monetary policy, on the
level of inflation, on what inflation will be in two years’ time, on whether
our projections are right or wrong, and on whether we are right or wrong
to have the present level of interest rates, taking into account other deci-
sions taken elsewhere in the world. However, I see that you have such a
confidence in my institution that these are not a problem or an issue at
alll T have also had a lot of questions on issues for which we are not
responsible. (Trichet 2011)

Towards the end of his term as President of the European Central Bank
(ECB), Jean-Claude Trichet shared his candid views about the content
and quality of the Monetary Dialogues with the European Parliament (EP).
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From Trichet’s perspective, it was surprising that Members of the European
Parliament (MEPs) had rarely challenged ECB decisions during his tenure,
despite the opportunity to raise any sort of parliamentary question in the
quarterly meetings between the two institutions. Trichet’s view resonates
with many ECB scholars and practitioners: in fact, both the Monetary
Dialogues and the hearings in banking supervision (henceforth the
‘Banking Dialogues’) have been strongly criticised over the years for their
lack of focus on the mandate or performance of the ECB in either policy
field (Amtenbrink and van Duin 2009; Claeys and Dominguez-Jiménez
2020; Lastra 2020; Maricut-Akbik 2020; Wyplosz et al. 2006). Moreover,
the (ir-)relevance of parliamentary questions has been linked to the qual-
ity of democratic checks and balances in the European Union (EU) more
broadly, as EP oversight is the main instrument to ensure the political
accountability of the independent ECB (Braun 2017; Dawson et al. 2019;
Diessner 2022; Elgie 1998).

In this article, we aim to understand the variation in the parliamentary
practice of overseeing the ECB. While the EP has several mechanisms to
monitor and investigate ECB activities (cf. Akbik 2022a), the central
instrument remains the right to ask questions in specialised committee
hearings, organised separately for monetary policy and banking supervi-
sion. How do MEPs use parliamentary questions to oversee the ECB in
practice? Our contribution is twofold. Theoretically, we expand the semi-
nal distinction between ‘police patrols’ and ‘fire alarms developed by
McCubbins and Schwartz (1984) to describe oversight behaviour in the
US Congress. We argue that the distinction is relevant for our purposes
but cannot fully capture oversight dynamics in the EP, where members
raise parliamentary questions for a variety of reasons unrelated to the
scrutiny of the executive — a trend which has also been observed in
national parliaments (Martin 2011; Wiberg and Koura 1994). Borrowing
from the literature on the function of parliaments, we argue that MEPs
seek to fulfil ‘expressive’ functions as much as ‘control’ functions (Bagehot
1873; von Beyme 2000: 4) in their oversight of the ECB. In particular, we
put forward the novel notions of ‘planning bureaus’ and ‘ambulance chas-
ers to capture political positioning by MEPs on issues unrelated to the
ECB’s performance in a given policy area.

Empirically, we provide the first systematic comparison of questions
raised in the Monetary and Banking Dialogues, which so far have been
analysed in isolation from each other - in line with the separation prin-
ciple between monetary policy and banking supervision within the ECB
(Amtenbrink and Markakis 2019; Diessner 2022; Ferrara et al. 2022;
Maricut-Akbik 2020; Zeitlin and Bastos 2020). To this end, we conduct a
qualitative content analysis of all (1,504) parliamentary questions raised
during the Monetary and Banking Dialogues between 2014 and 2021,
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which we combine with primary data from 12 in-depth interviews with
MEPs and staff members about their perceptions of oversight in both dia-
logues. Our findings reveal the prevalence of fire-alarm questions in the
Banking Dialogues and of ambulance-chasing questions in the Monetary
Dialogues, a result which we attribute to the resource intensity of prepar-
ing parliamentary questions and to the ambiguity of legislative goals in
monetary policy compared to banking supervision.

The remainder of the article is organised as follows. First, we offer a
brief review of the literature on parliamentary oversight of the ECB,
focussing on studies of the Monetary and Banking Dialogues (second
section). We then develop our theoretical framework, introducing an
extended typology of oversight logics that we subsequently apply to the
EP and the ECB (third section). After discussing our research design and
data (fourth section), we conduct an analysis of the Monetary and Banking
Dialogues that uncovers the types of questions raised in the two fora as
well as MEPs’ perceptions of the purpose of the dialogues (fifth section).
The final section draws conclusions from the two cases and discusses the
implications of our findings.

Parliamentary oversight of the ECB: from monetary policy to
banking supervision

The European Parliament oversees the ECB in two separate capacities:
first, as the central bank responsible for monetary policy in the euro area,
and second, as the chief banking supervisor for countries participating in
the Single Supervisory Mechanism (SSM).! The former is organised
through the Monetary Dialogues, established in 1999 as the key platform
for MEPs to engage directly with the ECB President, who appears four
times a year before the Committee on Economic and Monetary Affairs
(ECON) (Eijffinger and Mujagic 2004). In banking supervision, the ECB’s
Chair of the Supervisory Board participates in ordinary and ad hoc hear-
ings in the ECON Committee three times a year (Art 20, SSM Regulation)
since 2014, when the SSM came into being. This means that the oversight
framework in banking supervision is newer and less studied than in mon-
etary policy.

Critiques of the oversight of the ECB are as old as the Monetary
Dialogues themselves (Berman and McNamara 1999; Buiter 1999; De
Haan and Eijffinger 2000) and continue to be a staple in the literature on
the ECB’s democratic accountability (Braun 2017; Chang and Hodson
2019; Dawson et al. 2019; Diessner 2022; Fraccaroli et al. 2020). Time and
again, scholars have deplored the generic and superficial scope of the
Monetary Dialogue, which has focussed - especially in the early years -
on debating economic and financial policies rather than contesting ECB
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performance (Amtenbrink and van Duin 2009; Braun 2017; Gros 2004).
Other studies have suggested that the ECB President mainly repeats to
MEPs the information already conveyed through the Bank’s regular press
conferences, which receive far more media attention than the Monetary
Dialogues (Belke 2014; Claeys et al. 2014). The format of the Dialogues
has also been criticised for preventing MEPs from asking follow-up ques-
tions and thus engaging in a genuine back-and-forth with the ECB
President (Claeys and Dominguez-Jiménez 2020; Jourdan and Diessner
2019; Lastra 2020). Nonetheless, it is acknowledged that the hearings have
improved over the years: MEPs ask questions that are both more frequent
and more pertinent, while the ECB has become more responsive to their
requests and the format of the hearings has been adapted several times to
mitigate some of the aforementioned concerns (Collignon and Diessner
2016; Fraccaroli et al. 2018).

Moving to banking supervision, academic observers initially praised
the SSM’s oversight framework as a marked improvement over similar
arrangements in monetary policy (Braun 2017: 47; Fromage and Ibrido
2018: 306; ter Kuile et al. 2015: 155). However, a closer inspection of the
content of parliamentary questions asked during the Banking Dialogues
has revealed familiar problems. On the one hand, MEPs frequently pose
questions about issues beyond the ECB’s competence in banking supervi-
sion, demonstrating either a lack of knowledge about the organisation of
the SSM or a political interest in asking certain questions publicly, regard-
less of the correct addressee (Amtenbrink and Markakis 2019;
Maricut-Akbik 2020). On the other hand, since MEPs are co-legislators
in banking union law, they often use ECON hearings to solicit the ECB’s
opinion on ongoing legislative proposals, which constitutes a form of
ex-ante policy-making influence rather than ex-post oversight (Akbik
2022a, 2022b: ch. 4).

Over time, existing scholarship has attributed problems in the parlia-
mentary oversight of the ECB to the format of the hearings, the limited
powers conferred in the field by the EU Treaties, and the composition of
the EP, which reflects diverse political and national interests (Claeys and
Dominguez-Jiménez 2020; Dawson et al. 2019; Lastra 2020). Yet, despite
these institutional constraints, MEPs still have ample opportunity - given
the number of hearings per year — to pose pertinent questions to the
ECB. While a number of recent analyses have shed light on the range of
topics which MEPs emphasise in their questions (Akbik 2022b; Ferrara
et al. 2022; Massoc 2022a), these accounts have stopped short of provid-
ing a theoretically-grounded understanding of the variation in parliamen-
tary practices of oversight. We address this lacuna in the following section
by developing a novel account of oversight dynamics, which we then
apply to the EP and the ECB.



WEST EUROPEAN POLITICS 5

A typology of parliamentary oversight

At a basic level, parliamentary oversight aims to prevent abuses by exec-
utive actors, including but not limited to dishonesty, waste, arbitrariness,
unresponsiveness, or deviation from legislative intent (MacMahon 1943:
162-3). Although definitions vary, the common understanding of the
term implies an ex-post character (‘review after the fact’), focussing on
‘policies that are or have been in effect’ (Harris 1964: 9). Theoretically, the
notion of oversight is anchored in studies on principal-agent relations in
representative democracies and the question of how parliaments can con-
trol governments and the bureaucracy (Kiewiet and McCubbins 1991;
Strem 2000). In principal-agent terms, oversight is the counterpart to del-
egation, based on the premise that ‘A is obliged to act in some way on
behalf of B’ and, in turn, that ‘B is empowered by some formal institu-
tional or perhaps informal rules to sanction or reward A for her activities
or performance in this capacity’ (Fearon 1999: 55).

A major distinction in the principal-agent literature is that between
police-patrol and fire-alarm oversight (McCubbins and Schwartz 1984).
As the label suggests, police patrols refer to the constant scrutiny of exec-
utive actors by parliaments in the attempt to detect violations and dis-
courage divergence from legislative goals. According to McCubbins and
Schwartz, this type of oversight is centralised, proactive, and direct: at
their own initiative, members of Congress check the performance of a
governmental agency by reading documents, requesting scientific studies,
or conducting hearings (1984: 166). One important feature of police
patrols is their general character, aiming to serve the public interest by
evaluating, at random, a sample of executive activity. By contrast, fire
alarms relate to the instruments available to those affected by executive
decisions. In particular, fire alarms refer to the totality of procedures
through which interested third parties (such as citizens, civil society
organisations, or interest groups) can complain to the parliament about
past or prospective decisions in policy areas mandated to the executive
(Saalfeld 2000: 363). In this respect, fire alarms are indirect, reactive, and
decentralised, offering members of parliament (MPs) the chance to act as
intermediaries (or representatives) of aggrieved constituents.

Furthermore, McCubbins and Schwartz argue that fire alarms are more
common and effective than police patrols for two reasons. First, MPs
simply do not have the time or resources to conduct systematic oversight
of all executive actors. Second, even if such an exercise became feasible
owing to increased resources, legislative goals are often too vague to dis-
cern clear violations (McCubbins and Schwartz 1984: 172). By compari-
son, fire alarms allow affected parties to complain and seek remedy
against governmental action in a more targeted way. From the perspective
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of MPs, fire alarms are more resource-efficient because the burden of
gathering information typically falls on the complaining actor. Moreover,
fire alarms acknowledge that MPs can change their preferences over time,
in line with new political alignments and recent policy developments
(McCubbins and Schwartz 1984: 171).

The distinction between police patrols and fire alarms has gained con-
siderable traction in academic debates over the years. However, when it
comes to the ubiquitous oversight practice of posing parliamentary ques-
tions, scholars routinely emphasise the disconnect between the subject of
questions and the presumed goal to scrutinise the executive (Martin
2011; Wiberg and Koura 1994). Recent work in legislative studies, for
example, has shown that MPs raise questions for a variety of reasons,
including as a signal to their constituencies (Chiru 2018; Kellermann
2016), to gain strategic advantages within their own party or coalition
(Hohmann and Sieberer 2020; Otjes and Louwerse 2018), or to maintain
a media presence by inquiring about topics considered newsworthy (van
Santen et al. 2015; Vliegenthart and Walgrave 2011). Put differently, it is
a common practice across parliaments to use oversight instruments for
reasons other than scrutinising the executive. If this is the case, however,
it would seem necessary to update the distinction between police patrols
and fire alarms to better understand the actual uses of parliamentary
questions in practice. We develop such an updated typology below.

Types of questions in parliamentary oversight

Our typology starts from the premise that MPs do not necessarily use
established oversight instruments for their originally intended purpose. To
account for the wide range of questions found in the practice of parlia-
mentary oversight, we propose to supplement the distinction between
police patrols and fire alarms with insights from the literature on the
functions of parliaments (Bagehot 1873; Norton 1993). Scholars in this
tradition have identified a multitude of functions of parliaments, which
can be grouped into four main categories: (i) legislative, (ii) elective, (iii)
control, and (iv) expressive (von Beyme 2000; chapter 4). First, parlia-
ments around the world have the task to draft, discuss, and adopt legis-
lation, which is why they are also known as law-making bodies. Second,
parliaments are responsible for the ex-ante selection of government office
holders, especially in parliamentary regimes where they ‘elect’ the cabinet
(Sieberer 2011). Third, parliaments exercise ex-post control over govern-
ment officials, whom they can question and potentially remove from
office, depending on the (constitutional) rules of a polity. Fourth, parlia-
ments are expected to represent and articulate different societal interests;
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in this respect, they perform an expressive function on behalf of their
constituents (von Beyme 2000: 73).

For the purpose of our typology, only some parliamentary functions are
relevant for a discussion of oversight. With respect to the legislative func-
tion, previous research has established that parliamentary questions have
a symbolic influence on legislation at best (Otjes and Louwerse 2018;
Vliegenthart and Walgrave 2011). Similarly, when it comes to the elective
function, oversight questions are formally separated from the ex-ante
selection of office holders through appointment and confirmation hear-
ings, for example (Sieberer 2011), which renders them beyond the scope
of our typology. By contrast, control functions are directly related to the
notion of parliamentary oversight, in line with the principle of checks and
balances in a representative democracy: in essence, oversight is one of the
key instruments through which legislatures exercise control over executive
actors and contribute to democratic accountability (Strem 2000). Finally,
the expressive function of parliaments has an ambiguous relationship to
oversight. In theory, MPs can articulate various societal interests in their
oversight of the executive by asking probing questions on behalf of their
constituents. At the same time, MPs may use parliamentary questions to
position themselves on topical issues which are unrelated to the scrutiny
of the executive, thus fulfilling a representative but not an oversight
function.

Accordingly, we propose a typology of parliamentary questions organ-
ised around two dimensions: (1) the trigger of questions raised during
parliamentary oversight, and (2) the function of questions in relation to
the goals of elected representatives (see Table 1). The first dimension (the
trigger of questions) captures the original distinction between police
patrols and fire alarms, namely, the proactive scrutiny of executive actors
versus the event-driven reaction to developments brought to the attention
of MPs by interested third parties (Balla and Deering 2013). Proactive
questions reveal the willingness of MPs to inquire pre-emptively, at their
own initiative, about the past or future activities of an actor under scru-
tiny. By contrast, reactive questions assume an external trigger: MPs raise
questions in response to external complaints by stakeholders (the media,
their constituents, other institutions).

The second dimension (the function of questions) captures the potential
reasons for which MPs might ask parliamentary questions in the first place.

Table 1. Types of questions in parliamentary oversight.
Function of questions

Control function Expressive function

Trigger of question Proactive Police Patrols Planning Bureaus
Reactive Fire Alarms Ambulance Chasers
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In particular, the intention behind raising a question in an oversight setting
may either be (1) to control the executive (in line with the original logic
of parliamentary oversight), or (2) to express or articulate societal interests
(in line with MPs role as elected representatives). When focussed on con-
trol, parliamentary questions seek to throw ‘the light of publicity’ on exec-
utive actors, with MPs demanding ‘a full exposition and justification’ of
decisions and ‘pressing for action’ to improve government conduct (Mill
1861). Control-oriented questions lie at the heart of parliamentary over-
sight, probing whether executive actors performed poorly or dishonestly,
took arbitrary decisions, or deviated from legislative intent (MacMahon
1943: 162-3). By contrast, expressive questions are unrelated to the ex-post
scrutiny of an executive actor. Their goal is to capture ‘the mind of the
people’ by articulating what constituents want or find important (Bagehot
1873: 119) regardless of their connection to the addressee of the question.
For MPs, expressive questions send a message to potential supporters that
the interests of a constituency are represented, even if the query might not
be relevant for executive scrutiny. While we acknowledge that control-
oriented questions might in principle also be expressive, we separate the
two for reasons of conceptual clarity. To put it simply, control-oriented
questions are relevant for holding executive actors accountable in terms of
their (core) tasks, whereas expressive questions are not.

Bringing the two dimensions together, we construct a 2x2 table that
yields four different logics of questions in parliamentary oversight (Table
1). Following the original metaphor of McCubbins and Schwartz, we label
questions related to the expressive function of parliaments as ‘planning
bureaus’ (proactive) and ‘ambulance chasers’ (reactive) respectively. We
briefly discuss the four logics in turn, with a focus on the two novel
categories.

First, as regards the control function of parliamentary questions, police
patrols are control-oriented in that they examine past and current activi-
ties of executive actors with the goal to proactively check compliance with
legislative intent or to detect deviations such as waste or dishonesty. In
the same vein, fire alarms are also about controlling the executive, but
they are driven by external events or triggers, such as ongoing scandals
or complaints that challenge the conduct or decisions of an actor.

Next, planning bureaus are proactive in that they allow MPs to pursue
their political agendas related to the actor under scrutiny out of their own
initiative. As their name suggests, planning bureaus are future-oriented
and comprise envisaged changes to the policy decisions taken by the
actor. They are expressive questions to the extent that they enable MPs to
articulate political positions that they consider to be in the interests of
their constituencies or in line with their party ideology, even if the topics
covered are unrelated to the ex-post scrutiny of executive activities.
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The fourth and final logic of parliamentary questions is ambulance
chasing. The term originates in the legal profession, where ambulance
chasers are personal injury lawyers who spend time at accident sites to
advertise their services among potential victims (Reichstein 1965). In this
context, the term is derogatory, denoting the search for financial gain
from other people’s misfortunes. In scientific research, ambulance chasing
is understood more broadly as a surge in the number of publications on
a ‘hot topic’ whose novelty and added-value are yet to be confirmed
(Backovi¢ 2016). We build on the second meaning and argue that ambu-
lance chasing occurs in parliamentary oversight when MPs use institu-
tionalised settings of scrutiny to bring up issues which are salient in the
public sphere and easily lend themselves to political positioning - even if
such topics are outside the scope of the activities conducted by their
interlocutor. In this way, ambulance chasing is primarily expressive, allow-
ing MPs to articulate interests as elected representatives and stay in the
public spotlight, regardless of the relevance of their interventions for the
logic of oversight. Similar to fire alarms, ambulance chasing is reactive,
following up on reports from stakeholders such as negative media cover-
age, complaints by constituents, civil society groups, or other institutions.
Unlike fire alarms, ambulance chasing does not seek to control the exec-
utive; for instance, MPs might be interested in taking a stance on an
ongoing scandal, even if their interlocutor was not responsible for that
scandal.

In line with McCubbins and Schwartz (1984), we also formulate expec-
tations about the relative frequency of different types of questions in the
practice of oversight. First, we acknowledge that proactive questions are
likely to be significantly more resource-intensive than reactive questions.
For their part, police patrols require financial and human resources to be
invested in monitoring executive actors, while planning bureaus assume
up-to-date knowledge of future activities and planned decisions. By con-
trast, fire alarms and ambulance chasing are considerably less
resource-intensive, as MPs merely follow up on items brought to their
attention by external stakeholders, complaint bodies, or the media
(McCubbins and Schwartz 1984). Ambulance chasing has the lowest
resource threshold because the issues at stake do not even have to be
directly related to the activities of the actor under scrutiny. In short, the
more resources are required to scrutinise the activities of an executive actot,
the more MPs can be expected to use reactive questions in the practice of
parliamentary oversight.

Second, we build on McCubbins and Schwartz’s premise that legisla-
tive goals ‘are often stated in such a vague way that it is hard to decide
whether any violation has occurred’ (1984: 172). In policy studies, vague-
ness (or ambiguity) is an in-built feature of the legislative process,
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considered ‘a prerequisite for getting new policies passed at the legitima-
tion stage because it allows ‘diverse actors [to] interpret the same act in
different ways (Matland 1995: 158). From a legal perspective, if a law is
vague or ambiguous, the scope of its application becomes uncertain,
including the likelihood of being held liable for breaking that law (Hadfield
1994). Transposed to public institutions and parliamentary oversight, we
expect legislative ambiguity to make it harder for MPs to formulate
control-oriented questions. While McCubbins and Schwartz see vagueness
as a reason for the prevalence of fire alarms over police patrols, we expect
this feature to fit best with the expressive function of elected representa-
tives. Accordingly, the vaguer or more ambiguous the legislative goals in a
policy area, the more MPs are going to make use of expressive questions in
the practice of parliamentary oversight. This can be done either proactively
(through planning bureaus) or reactively (through ambulance chasing).
For their part, planning bureaus allow MPs to try to influence future pol-
icy agendas and potentially reduce existing ambiguity. By contrast, ambu-
lance chasing assumes that MPs do not seek to overcome ambiguity and
instead play along with it, using the toolkit of parliamentary oversight to
take political positions on issues unrelated to the scrutiny of the execu-
tive. In the next section, we transpose our typology of parliamentary
questions to the specific setting of ECB oversight.

The EP and the ECB

The scope for parliamentary oversight of the ECB is delineated by EU
Treaty provisions on central bank independence as well as the EP’s rules
of procedure for posing parliamentary questions (Braun 2017; Fromage
and Ibrido 2018). Legally, the ECBs mandate in monetary policy and
banking supervision is relatively narrow, assigning primacy to price stabil-
ity (as opposed to full employment, for example) and financial stability of
the banking sector (as opposed to supervision of other types of financial
entities) (Dawson et al 2019). For our typology, these legal constraints
help create the benchmarks against which we can classify individual ques-
tions, as explained below.

First, police patrols include parliamentary questions focussed on the
routine activities of the ECB, where the goal is to check whether the
central bank performs its functions as envisaged in the relevant legislation
(EU Treaties, ECB Statutes, the SSM Regulation, Banking Union law). For
monetary policy, this primarily means inquiring about price stability and
the extent to which ECB policies and/or other developments affect the
achievement of its inflation target (European Central Bank 2021).* In
banking supervision, police patrols refer to the ECB’s task to ensure ‘the
stability of the financial system’ (SSM Regulation, Article 1) and to act as
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a ‘tough and fair’ supervisor in the SSM (Maricut-Akbik 2020). As an
implementer of secondary law, the ECB is less independent in banking
supervision than in monetary policy, where it has wider discretion to
decide on the instruments necessary for achieving price stability (Akbik
2022b). Consequently, MEPs should be able to question the ECB more
directly in matters of banking supervision, as this is where they can iden-
tify and challenge deviations from legislative intent.

Second, fire alarms are event-driven, meaning that MEPs ask questions
about specific past policy decisions or actions brought to their attention.
Typically, such events are reported in the news, are relevant to civil soci-
ety or the research community, or are pushed by lobbyists and other
stakeholders. For instance, the use of unconventional monetary policy
instruments caught the attention of many MEPs, owing to strong criticism
from national constitutional courts, governments, parts of the research
community, and even former central bankers (Dawson et al. 2019; Fontan
and Howarth 2021). In banking supervision, controversial decisions may
stem from the preferential treatment of banks during stress tests or from
the need to put an ailing bank into resolution. Moreover, MEPs can act
on complaints from other EU bodies, such as the European Ombudsman
or the European Court of Auditors. The key point is that fire-alarm ques-
tions are reactive, responding to concrete events, scandals, or external
complaints about ECB actions.

Third, planning bureaus comprise expressive questions that anticipate
or push for changes in the existing framework for monetary policy and
banking supervision, either de iure or de facto. Despite the far-reaching
independence of the ECB, MEPs frequently express their views about
hypothetical central bank actions in established and novel policy areas.
Planning-bureau questions have a clear ex-ante component, as they are
invoked by MEPs who seek to shape the agenda of the ECB and draw
attention to future-oriented topics. In monetary policy, planning bureaus
revolve around issues that MEPs would like the ECB to consider more
explicitly in its decision-making processes, such as inequality or, more
recently, the fight against climate change (Ferrara et al. 2022; Massoc
2022a). In the area of banking supervision, planning bureaus may refer to
ongoing negotiations over legislative proposals in the area of banking
union law, for example, where the EP is a co-legislator (Akbik 2022b).

Finally, ambulance chasing is reactive and driven by whatever issues
are considered salient by MEPs at a given moment in time, even if these
are not directly related to the ECB mandate. Ambulance chasing allows
MEPs to position themselves publicly on topical events and to draw the
ECB into current debates, even if those are not strictly within the pur-
view of the central bank. Examples include the debate about the reform
of fiscal rules in European economic governance, the appropriate EU
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response to trade tensions with the United States under Donald Trump,
or scandals related to money laundering and consumer protection in
banking supervision (which are not an ECB competence).

To sum up, and considering our theoretical discussion above, we expect
reactive questions (fire alarms and ambulance chasing) to outweigh pro-
active questions (police patrols and planning bureaus) in both monetary
policy and banking supervision. However, in terms of legislative ambigu-
ity, we consider monetary policy to have vaguer legislative goals than
banking supervision owing to the operational independence and ample
discretion of the ECB in this field, which allows it ‘to define and imple-
ment the monetary policy of the Union’ (Article 127(2) TFEU). Apart
from the 2% inflation target over the medium term (European Central
Bank 2021) and the prohibition of monetary financing (Art 123 TFEU),
MEPs have few clear goals against which to assess the performance of the
ECB in monetary policy. By contrast, the ECB was conferred specific
tasks relating to the prudential supervision of credit institutions, which
are narrowly defined in EU secondary legislation (Art 4, SSM Regulation).
Consequently, there is greater scope for checking deviation from legisla-
tive intent in banking supervision than in monetary policy, which is why
we expect more fire-alarm questions in this field. Lastly, compared to
banking supervision, monetary policy tends to get intertwined with
broader and more salient economic governance issues — often in connec-
tion with the sustainability of the Eurozone as a whole — which is expected
to invite more ambulance-chasing questions. Having outlined our main
expectations, we now turn to the research design and data used for the
empirical analysis.

Research design and data

Our analysis proceeds in two steps. First, we apply our extended typology
to two datasets of parliamentary questions in the area of monetary policy
(Fraccaroli et al. 2022; Massoc 2022b) and banking supervision (Akbik
2022b; Maricut-Akbik 2020), the latter of which we expand to 2021.°> The
goal is to categorise questions as police patrols, fire alarms, planning
bureaus, or ambulance chasers, in line with the preceding conceptualisa-
tion. The codebook for our qualitative content analysis is available in the
Online Appendix, including a discussion of inter-coder reliability. The
resulting classification allows us to examine our central theoretical expec-
tations, namely: (1) whether reactive questions feature more prominently
than proactive questions in both monetary policy and banking supervi-
sion; (2) whether ambulance chasing is more prominent in monetary pol-
icy; and (3) whether fire-alarm questions are most common in banking
supervision.
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To analyse comparable data, we only include Monetary Dialogues
which took place since the establishment of the SSM in 2014, thus ensur-
ing that the ECON Committee had the same membership in both fora.
Accordingly, the period under investigation is 2014-2021, covering the
eighth and ninth parliamentary terms. The data include a total of 976
individual questions for the Monetary Dialogue, retrieved from a dataset
compiled by Massoc (2022b),* and 528 individual questions for the
Banking Dialogue, retrieved from Akbik (2022a) and Maricut-Akbik
(2020). Each question has been hand-coded by the authors in line with
the codebook. The Online Appendix reports basic descriptive statistics
and provides figures which illustrate the distribution of the data across
time, hearing types, parliamentary groups, and the nationality of MEPs.
We also provide examples for each type of question raised in both
dialogues.

Next, we conduct a plausibility probe of the applicability of our typol-
ogy to parliamentary oversight of the ECB (Levy 2008: 6) with the help
of primary data on the perceptions of MEPs about their oversight activi-
ties. Since we are interested in MEPs” reasoning behind asking parliamen-
tary questions, we seek to understand their views and beliefs about the
purpose of parliamentary oversight. To this end, we use interview data
collected from the ECON Committee at different points in time. In the
first round (2018), we conducted five interviews with two MEPs, two par-
liamentary assistants, and a staff member of the ECON Secretariat about
their perceptions of the Monetary Dialogue. In the second round (2022),
we conducted five interviews and received two completed interview ques-
tionnaires from MEPs about their perceptions of the Banking Dialogue in
comparison with the Monetary Dialogue. The interviewed MEPs represent
diverse political groups in the two parliamentary terms (for an overview,
see the Online Appendix).

What the data show: types of questions in the parliamentary
oversight of the ECB

Monetary Dialogues

We start with an overview of parliamentary questions identified in the
Monetary Dialogues during the period 2014-2021, which included 21
hearings from the eighth parliamentary term (2014-2019) and 10 hearings
from the ninth parliamentary term (2019-2021). Figure 1 provides a
breakdown of questions by topic and their categorisation as police patrols,
fire alarms, planning bureaus, or ambulance chasers (for an overview of
types of questions per year, see Figure A2 in the Online Appendix). First,
police-patrol questions are proactive and oriented towards the ECB’s
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Police Patrols Fire alarms

16% 5%
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operations stability
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Inter-/national econ Euro crisis response/Troika
developments

Planning bureaus Ambulance chasing

31%

EMU governance and inter-/national politics

Figure 1. Topic breakdown of questions asked in the Monetary Dialogues
(2014-2021).

primary mandate. In this category, most questions refer to (a) the appro-
priate monetary policy stance to achieve price stability (both from above
and from below) and (b) the general economic outlook for the euro area
in terms of its implications for price and financial stability. The aim of
police-patrol questions is proactive oversight, requiring MEPs to inform
themselves about the state of the macroeconomy in order to assess the
performance of the ECB’s monetary policy-making. In this category, a typ-
ical question from a more progressive/left-leaning MEP would ask what
the ECB could do to reach its inflation target, while a more conservative/
right-leaning MEP would usually inquire whether the ECB should end its
unconventional policies considering prospective financial stability risks.

Second, fire-alarm questions illustrate how MEPs follow up on ECB
response to crises or other challenges facing the Economic and Monetary
Union (EMU), as signalled by other stakeholders. Often, such questions
refer to media reports, recent studies, or reports by civil society actors
that describe problems in the field. Substantively, most questions relay
concerns about the ECB’s governance of the Eurozone (such as the lack
of risk-sharing, the threat of moral hazard, or the ECB’s participation in
the Troika to oversee financial assistance programs). By default, fire-alarm
questions are reactive, focussed on how the ECB has handled or posi-
tioned itself on concrete events.
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Third, planning bureau questions include topics through which MEPs
seek to expand or influence future ECB agendas in line with their prefer-
ences. Many of these questions refer to (a) MEPS own legislative files or
activities as rapporteurs, (b) challenges related to climate change and the
green transition (including questions on green bond purchases, the Paris
agreement, and sustainable finance more generally), and (c) the digital
transition (including proposals for the regulation of crypto assets or the
growing role of big tech and fintech firms). Such questions are often pref-
aced with an explanation for the need to change course in line with the
concerns of particular groups of constituents, such as workers, the
self-employed, families, poorer households, or the younger generations.

Lastly, ambulance-chasing questions cover a bewildering array of que-
ries raised by MEPs, many of which are related to national and interna-
tional political developments that defy straightforward subcategorization.
Examples include requests for the ECB’s views on national election results,
its assessment of the future value of the Chinese currency, or how the
bank sees the latest decisions by the UK government in the Brexit nego-
tiations. At times, the ECB President responds to queries of this kind with
formulations like I frankly do not know’ It should be noted, however,
that the designation ‘ambulance chasing’ does not imply that MEPs are
necessarily the ones initiating such questions. In fact, the proverbial
ambulance can be ‘dispatched’” by the ECB itself, given that the central
bank has had the tendency to weigh in on topics beyond its purview in
the past. Examples include the ECB advocating for national structural
reforms or stressing the need for a Capital Markets Union in the EU,
which are then picked up by MEPs in their parliamentary questions.

Overall, the highest proportion of questions in the Monetary Dialogues
between 2014 and 2021 are ambulance chasers (31%), in line with our the-
oretical expectation, followed by fire alarms (29%), police patrols (21%),
and planning bureaus (19%). We also find empirical support for the expec-
tation that reactive questions (fire alarms and ambulance chasers) outweigh
proactive questions (police patrols and planning bureaus) in the parliamen-
tary oversight of monetary policy. At the same time, the proportion of
expressive questions (planning bureaus and ambulance chasers) is equal to
that of control questions (police patrols and fire alarms). This suggests that
the Monetary Dialogues are simultaneously a setting for the parliamentary
scrutiny of the ECB and a prominent platform for political position-taking.
The same cannot be said of banking supervision, as shown below.

Banking Dialogues

For banking supervision, the data include parliamentary questions asked in
the ECON Committee during 14 hearings from the eighth parliamentary
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term (2014-19) and seven hearings from the ninth parliamentary term
(2019-21). Figure 2 provides a breakdown of questions organised by topic
and their classification according to our typology (for an overview of the
type of questions asked every year, see Figure A3 in the Online Appendix).

First, police patrols revolve around routine practices of ensuring the
correct and consistent application of the SSM legal framework. In this
category, most questions refer to (a) the internal organisation of the SSM
(which was especially relevant in 2014-2015, when the ECB took over
banking supervision in the euro area); (b) the general ECB approach to
non-performing loans (NPLs), developed through so-called ‘guidance’
documents; (c) the practice of stress tests and the Supervisory Review and
Evaluation Process, as well as (d) broad questions about banks profits
and market competition. The point of police-patrol questions is proactive
oversight, focussed on understanding and assessing the performance of
the ECB in banking supervision.

Next, fire alarms capture how MEPs reacted to banking crises or con-
crete problems arising in the member states. Often, such questions directly
cite. media articles, complaints by stakeholders, auditors, or other legal
reports. One prominent example comes from 2017, when MEPs ‘Trang the
alarn’ in response to a report by the parliaments legal service which

Police Patrols Planning bureaus

12%

Internal organization

8% 6% 4%
ECB Approach to NPLs ECB Approach to Bank
supervisory / stress  practices,
tests profits,
competition

Fire alarms

10%

Manage non-performing loans (NPLs) -.
8% 6% 5%

Ambulance chasing
4% 3%
Laundering / ECB
Consumer monetary
protection policy

Failing banks / Resolution Covid-19 Stress test results

5% 2% 2% 204 ]
Domestic/World developments Bailouts Brexit 0

Figure 2. Topic breakdown of questions asked in the Banking Dialogues
(2014-2021).
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flagged the ECB’s new supervisory expectations on NPLs as ultra vires
because they introduced additional obligations for banks beyond the cur-
rent regulatory framework (Maricut-Akbik 2020: 208). Otherwise, most
fire-alarm questions concern (a) specific banks that faced capital shortfalls
owing to a high level of NPLs, (b) banks that were put into resolution
after being declared failing-or-likely-to-fail, or (c) banks that performed
poorly in stress tests.

Third, planning bureaus comprise items through which MEPs seek to
expand or influence future ECB agendas. Most of these questions refer to
(a) ongoing legislative proposals in the EU Banking Union as well as (b)
related files on the adoption of the European Deposit Insurance Scheme
(EDIS) and the completion of the Capital Markets Union. To a lesser
extent, planning bureaus include queries about (c) the necessity to incor-
porate climate and digitalisation considerations in the ECB’s supervisory
approach. Such questions were proactive, allowing MEPs to present and
gather support for their own political positions in legislative files or to
promote the agendas of their political groups and constituencies (for
example, on climate change).

Finally, ambulance chasers include questions that are both reacting to
external events and unrelated to ECB decisions in banking supervision.
Such questions typically refer to issues falling under the competence of
national supervisors, such as money laundering, consumer protection,
granting state aid to banks or approving their recapitalisation (which is
managed by the European Commission). Typically, MEPs would pick up
on a current scandal unfolding at a bank in their member state and ask
the ECB about it, even if the ECB did not have responsibilities to act on
the matter. Lastly, there are questions on the ECB’s recent monetary pol-
icy decisions, which also fall outside the purview of the Supervisory
Board, in line with the separation principle between banking supervision
and monetary policy. In a handful of instances, it was unclear whether
MEPs understood the different tasks of the ECB in monetary policy and
banking supervision. Yet, compared to the Monetary Dialogues, there are
notably fewer ambulance-chasing questions in the Banking Dialogues
(only 10% overall).

In sum, and in contrast to the Monetary Dialogues, more than two
thirds of the questions in banking supervision are connected to con-
trolling the ECB’s conduct against its mandate, categorised as fire alarms
(39%) and police patrols (30%) respectively. Expressive questions are
fewer, but still considerable, including planning bureaus (21%) and ambu-
lance chasing (10%). In line with our theoretical expectations, MEPs ask
more fire-alarm questions in the Banking Dialogues owing to the greater
possibility to identify concrete scandals or specific complaints by third
parties. Contrary to our expectations, however, reactive questions (fire
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alarms and ambulance chasers) do not outnumber proactive questions
(police patrols and planning bureaus), which are almost equal in number.
One potential explanation for this finding is the ongoing legislative work
done by MEPs in the ECON Committee, who are involved in all propos-
als in Banking Union law. According to previous research, questions on
legislative proposals are typically asked by MEPs who are rapporteurs on
those files (Maricut-Akbik 2020: 1207) and have an interest in shaping
the fields’ policy agenda, which would translate into planning bureaus. In
other words, MEPs can apply the know-how accumulated during the leg-
islative process to the practice of parliamentary oversight, thus reducing
the number of resources required for planning bureaus. In the next sec-
tion, we explore these observations further by delving into MEPs’ own
views concerning the goals of parliamentary oversight.

What MEPs think: perceptions of parliamentary oversight of
the ECB

Our interview data reveal a wide range of views among MEPs concerning
the purpose of the Monetary and Banking Dialogues. On average, MEPs
emphasise elements of fire alarms and planning bureaus more frequently
than police patrols. While ambulance chasing is not acknowledged openly
due to its negative connotations, MEPs do stress the importance of media
salience and political positioning for the practice of parliamentary
oversight.

Given our expectation about the preponderance of reactive as opposed
to proactive oversight of the ECB, we start by looking at the trigger of
parliamentary questions. Several interviewees suggest that since MEPs
must prioritise how they spend their time, they are often driven by media
attention and public pressure on a given topic. In their words:

Only if there’s a scandal—concrete cases—then you can have a look and
squeeze the ECB for answers. When things go fine, people dont care.
(Interview 11)

A politician always follows where public attention is. [This] is normal. So
if there’s a big scandal with a bank that all the newspapers are talking
about, then members immediately jump in. This is our job as well
(Interview 12)

As such, time and resource constraints do play a role for the types of
questions raised by MEPs. When it comes to investing in the preparation
of parliamentary hearings, for example, our data suggest that ‘only few
members actually attend the preparatory meetings’ held a couple of days
before the Monetary Dialogues (Interview 1) due to having ‘so many
other priorities’ (Interview 3). Other MEPs have stopped attending the
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dialogues altogether (Interview 2), as these ‘usually take place during very
busy weeks’ (Interview 3).

Interestingly, in banking supervision, MEPs view the objective of hear-
ings as linked to ‘pressing ongoing issues’ (fire alarms), such as the effect
of the war in Ukraine on EU financial stability, but also in connection
with ‘ongoing legislative procedures’ (planning bureaus) (Questionnaire 7).
This last point is surprising because planning bureaus are part of proac-
tive oversight and hence expected to be resource-intensive; however, in
the context of the EP’s current legislative agenda in Banking Union law,
it makes sense for MEPs to apply some of the resources invested in the
legislative process to the parliamentary oversight of the ECB. Although
the interest in influencing the ECB’s agenda - a key characteristic of plan-
ning bureaus - is mentioned several times, MEPs acknowledge that such
efforts can only be indirect due to the ECB’s independence:

I think that what we look for—if I take my perspective as an MEP—are
public commitments because those are public sessions. [...] Then you know
that the likelihood that this is going to happen is bigger. (Interview 12)

From this perspective, the leverage of MEPs lies in the public character
of the hearings, given that ‘the ECB realises that it needs public and polit-
ical support, so it is in their interest to cooperate with the European
Parliament and make a good figure’ (Interview 9).

The observation leads us to the second dimension of our typology,
namely the purpose of questions in relation to the goals of elected repre-
sentatives. In fact, it seems that MEPs take for granted the use of the
Monetary and Banking Dialogues as a platform for political positioning.
For instance, several MEPs suggest that the Monetary Dialogue allows
them to articulate important policy differences, depending on their polit-
ical groups:

I have a very particular view regarding the ECB’s monetary role. I believe
monetary policy should be subject to democratic control, meaning mone-
tary decisions should be taken by elected governments. (Questionnaire 8)

I personally am very critical of quantitative easing, and the interest rates in
recent years, and I ventilate my opinion in every interview, but there’s no
hair on my head thinking that we should change the Treaties so that pol-
iticians can interfere in monetary policy. (Interview 6)

At the same time, MEPs consider the Monetary Dialogue to have been
established during a period when the ECB’s main task was to determine
interest rates, which is no longer entirely the case. This opens the door
for an increase in planning bureaus in the future, as MEPs push for a
widening of the ECBs mandate in line with their political priorities.
According to one respondent:



20 A. AKBIK AND S. DIESSNER

Monetary policy has expanded massively in the last years. Massively. Now
it impacts on normal policies. [...] If the ECB is taking a decision which
is affecting our fight against climate change, like buying massively carbon
assets, it means that it needs to respond on why they’re doing that. I think
that the need for democratic accountability is today bigger than ten years
ago because of that reason. (Interview 12)

In sum, our interviews offer supporting evidence for the main findings
above concerning the frequency of reactive questions as well as the prev-
alence of ambulance-chasing questions in monetary policy and fire-alarm
questions in banking supervision. From the perspective of MEPs, such
questions require limited resources and allow them to capitalise on public
attention to specific problems. Planning bureaus involve more effort in
terms of demonstrating why an issue should be on the ECB’s agenda, but
MEPs have the advantage of drawing on the resources already invested in
their current legislative activities. Police patrols, by contrast, require the
most resources (including time and information), which helps explain
why they are unlikely to dominate MEPs™ oversight activities. However,
individual members who are personally invested in a topic may still
engage in police-patrol oversight, as stressed by some respondents: ‘the
efficiency of things [depends on] the knowledge and investment of MEPs,
given that ‘the information is there if youre willing to put in the work’
(Interviews 12 and 5). This suggests that the frequency of police patrols
will depend on the individual attributes of MEPs and their interest in
ECB policy-making over time. Consequently, and in contrast to the expec-
tations (or hopes) of advocates of ECB accountability, police patrols can-
not be considered the main objective of MEPs when asking parliamentary
questions.

Conclusion

This article expanded the classic typology of police-patrol and fire-alarm
oversight with two new categories: planning bureaus and ambulance
chasers. Focussing on the practice of parliamentary questions, we have
shown that MPs have a marked tendency to try and shape future policy
agendas or ‘play to the gallery’ on issues popular with their constituen-
cies, regardless of the relevance of their interventions for oversight pur-
poses. As such, parliamentary questions often go beyond ‘patrolling’
executive actions or ‘ringing the alarm’ in the event of a scandal or crisis.
Instead, as political actors, MPs seek to influence policy decisions (plan-
ning bureaus) or position themselves on current events (ambulance chas-
ing) through expressive questions.

Empirically, we provided the first systematic comparison of EP over-
sight in the Monetary and Banking Dialogues during the period
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2014-2021. Our findings showed that MEPs are at least as likely to focus
on reactive oversight as on proactive oversight in both dialogues, although
the proportion of questions scrutinising potential ECB misconduct is
higher in banking supervision than in monetary policy (69% versus 50%
of all questions). Conversely, ambulance chasing is less common in the
Banking Dialogues compared to the Monetary Dialogues (10% versus
31%), a finding which we attribute to the higher legislative ambiguity that
characterises EU monetary policy-making. Indeed, MEPs have few bench-
marks against which to assess the performance of the ECB in this field,
especially when it comes to the unconventional monetary policies which
have become ubiquitous since the 2007-08 global financial crisis. As a
result, MEPs often link monetary policy to broader political debates, such
as the pursuit of fiscal consolidation in the euro area or various proposals
for completing the EMU. Since these issues have commanded public
attention over the last decade, MEPs frequently ask about them in parlia-
mentary questions, even if technically they fall outside the ECB’s remit.
By contrast, banking supervision has clearer legislative goals - created by
the legal framework of the Banking Union — which can be used to assess
the performance of the ECB.

Future research may build on our analysis and dig deeper into the
underlying causes of variation in the parliamentary oversight of the ECB
over time, including the composition of the ECON Committee in terms
of party affiliations and nationality of MEPs (as detailed in the Online
Appendix). For instance, the proportion of ambulance-chasing questions
raised during the Monetary Dialogues appears to have declined somewhat
over the years, while the proportion of police patrol questions has been
on the rise, if only modestly (see Figure A2 in the Online Appendix).
Follow-up research could draw on data from the entire 9th parliamentary
term to assess whether this trend has been sustained or not.

Finally, from a normative perspective, our analysis speaks to McCubbins
and Schwartzs contention that fire alarms, while less comprehensive than
police patrols, are useful accountability instruments because they still fall
under the control function of parliamentary scrutiny. However, our find-
ings also suggest that many parliamentary questions deviate from the tra-
ditional function of controlling the executive and should instead be
classified as fulfilling a parliaments expressive function. For those con-
cerned about the accountability of the ECB, the high frequency of expres-
sive questions in the Monetary and Banking Dialogues is worrisome
because it signals a certain degree of forum drift’ away from the task of
overseeing executive actors (Schillemans and Busuioc 2015). The silver
lining of our analysis lies in the higher proportion of control questions
identified during the Banking Dialogues, which suggests that a similar
outcome could also be achieved in the Monetary Dialogues as well - if
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only the EP had more concrete benchmarks against which to assess the
performance of monetary policy. A potential, albeit contentious, implica-
tion is that if MEPs were to become co-legislators in the monetary union
— thereby approximating the role of principals over the ECB - the quality
of parliamentary oversight will increase as well. Ultimately, however, our
analysis revealed that a substantial subset of parliamentary questions is
geared towards achieving an expressive function even in the more focussed
Banking Dialogues. We therefore expect ambulance chasers and planning
bureaus to remain pervasive features of parliamentary practice for the
foreseeable future.

Notes

1. As of January 2023, the SSM includes all 20euro-area countries plus
Bulgaria.

2. For a discussion of how the ECB might itself be seen as a ‘policeman and
judge, see Howarth (2004).

3. The datasets are either publicly available or accessible upon request from
the quoted authors.

4. Unlike Massoc (2022b), we code individual questions by MEPs rather than
full interventions, as MEPs can ask different questions at a time.
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