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The new European Commission crept into office, three weeks late, on 22 November. The official line is that the crisis over its investiture has left the Commission miraculously strengthened. The truth may be somewhat different. Certainly the Commission looked battered and bruised during its finally successful appearance in the Strasbourg hemicycle on 18 November. President Barroso has a big job to do in boosting morale, achieving collegiality and refurbishing his badly damaged credibility. In January he will present his five year work programme to the Parliament, and much rests on that exercise. 

Meanwhile the European Council of heads of government has looked increasingly feeble. In the first place, they dithered over their nomination of Prodi's successor as Commission President. Having eventually plumped for José Manuel Barroso, they dished him up a weak set of candidates for his college, leading him to complain of a 'blind date'. During the Dutch presidency, the Council has made progress on only one dossier. This was its decision to introduce qualified majority voting (QMV) for legislation in the field of justice and home affairs (with the exception of legal immigration) ‑ a change made possible by the Treaty of Amsterdam and obligatory under the proposed Constitution. The leaders' meeting in November made a fist of reviewing the inappositely named 'Lisbon Agenda' for economic reform. The EU leaders show no signs of shouldering their collective responsibility to manage with skill and courage the campaign to bring the Constitution into force. At its next meeting on 17-18 December, one hopes that the European Council can at least pull itself together sufficiently in order to open accession negotiations with Turkey. 

With the Commission on probation and the European Council in difficulties, a newly confident Parliament could usefully fill some political space. The strings attached by MEPs to the approval of the Barroso Commission are not without importance. Mr Barroso has agreed to accept a substantial Parliamentary vote of no confidence in individual Commissioners or to justify before Parliament his refusal to sack them. The Commission has also promised to draft its multi-annual work programme in collaboration with the Parliament. Other practical improvements to the way Parliament scrutinises the Commission and holds it to account will be put in place shortly. 

Under the Constitution, due to come into force on 1 November 2006, the Parliament wins large new budgetary and legislative powers, as well as the right to be consulted by the European Council over its choice of Mr Barroso's successor in June 2009. Already the Parliament has the breeze in its sails. It has emerged reinforced from the Commission crisis. It is preparing to exercise its full prerogatives over agreeing with the Council the EU's new medium-term spending plans. The introduction of QMV in the Council holds out enticing prospects for a dynamic Commission working in partnership with a Parliament equally committed to creating a genuine European area of freedom, security and justice. MEPs should by now be able to exercise wise discretion about how integration in services can achieve the highest standards without inappropriate regulation. 

MEPs are far from being just uncritical bystanders over the next set of enlargement decisions. They will play a large role in forging the Union's approach to revision of the Kyoto Protocol. The Parliament will participate alongside the Commission in the new round of world trade negotiations, and seek to connect the trade agenda more effectively with development issues. The Parliament will assert itself in the negotiations between the Commission and the Council on the setting up of the new joint EU foreign service.

How responsive the Commission and Council are to a Parliament which is at once more canny and self-assured remains to be seen. But their recent success in extracting commitments from the Commission has reawakened some MEPs to the existence of their barely used power to initiate legislative proposals (Article 192). On 11 January José Manuel Barroso, President of the Commission, and Jean-Claude Juncker, the incoming President in office of the Council, will face each other across a crowded hemicycle. But the performance of the parliamentary group leaders, Pöttering, Schulz, Watson and Cohn-Bendit, will be just as important to watch.
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