Telegraph 16 mars 99:

EU crisis as Santer's team quits in disgrace
By Toby Helm, EU Correspondent in Brussels 
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THE European Union was thrown into the biggest crisis in its 42-year history last night when the entire European Commission resigned following a damning report on corruption and nepotism inside the Brussels executive.
In a statement shortly before 1am in Brussels, Jacques Santer, the commission president, announced that his 20-strong team had decided to step down following the findings of the independent experts appointed to investigate charges against the commission.
"We have decided this evening unanimously to resign collectively," he said. "The commission is assuming its responsibility in line with its commitment to accept the report of the committee of experts."
A Downing Street spokesman said the Government would seek the reappointment of Sir Leon Brittan and Neil Kinnock as the UK's two European commissioners, because they were not tarnished by the report and there was "no evidence against them".
In a statement in Brussels, Mr Kinnock, the transport commisioner, said: "I stand on my record of work, accountability and management which has not been called into question, or been the subject of criticism in this report or by anyone else. As a member of the commission I accept collective responsibility." He therefore felt obliged to resign.
Following Mr Santer's statement it was unclear how the EU, which can only function with a working commission in place, would continue to operate in the short term. His spokesman said: "We have no procedures for the resignation of all commissioners together."
She confirmed that the current team would stay in place for the immediate future and would be back at their desks this morning. The working day starts before lunch with a joint meeting after which Mr Santer is expected to deliver a detailed statement about what happens next.
Sources inside the executive said it was likely that EU heads of government would have to appoint a "caretaker" administration - probably including several of the commissioners who avoided criticism - to carry work through until a new team was appointed at the end of this year.
Never before has a single commissioner - let alone the entire college - been forced to quit over allegations of mismanagement. "We are into unchartered territory here," said one official. "We had to ensure that the institution acted with dignity." 
The writing was on the wall for Mr Santer's team as soon as the 214-strong Socialist group of Euro-MPs - the largest in the European Parliament - reacted to the savagely critical report by insisting that the entire commission should go, including Sir Leon and Mr Kinnock.
The mass resignation threatens to complicate further the deadlocked negotiations on the future of the EU budget, which are due to be completed at a special summit in Berlin next week. Without an EU executive in place some officials said existing proposals for budget reform would be null and void.
The report by a team of five independent "wise persons" was particularly savage in its criticism of .
Although the 144-page report absolved all 20 commissioners of direct involvement, it said their claims to be unaware of "undoubted instances of fraud and corruption" represented serious admission of failure.
"Protestations of ignorance concerning problems that were often common knowledge in their services, even up to the highest official levels, are tantamount to an admission of a loss of control by the political authorities over the administration they are supposedly running," said the report. This loss of control implies at the outset a heavy responsibility for both the commissioners individually and the commission as a whole."
Three hours after the report was published, the entire commission held an emergency meeting. Both Mr Santer and Mrs Cresson came under immediate pressure to step down from both Socialist and Right-of-centre Euro-MPs who believed the credibility of the entire European Union was at stake.
Alan Donnelly, leader of the 60 British Socialist Euro-MPs called for the immediate resignation of both Mr Santer and Mrs Cresson.
"I am not confident that Jacques Santer can carry out the fundamental changes required to restore public confidence and alter the culture in the commission. If he stays he will undermine the credibility of the commission and the European Union itself. He must resign."
The main criticism of Mr Santer was of his failure to impose order on the commission, which administers the EU �billion-a-year budget.
The report was scathing of Mrs Cresson's decision to appoint her friend and dentist from France, Réné Berthelot, to a well-paid commission job, despite his lack of any real qualifications for the post. It suggested that while on the commission payroll he had been helping her in her separate former post as mayor of the French town of Chateller&acircult.
Edward McMillan-Scott, leader of the 17 British Tory Euro-MPs, demanded an emergency EU summit for this weekend. He said EU leaders, including Tony Blair, must decide on a group of commissioners who had not had direct responsibility for spending programmes and who could remain in post as a "caretaker administration" until its term is up at the end of this year.
The "wise men" group which produced yesterday's report included former EU judges, a former judge at the European Court of Human Rights and a Swedish auditor.
It was set up by the European Parliament in January and allowed access to all commission documents over a six-week period in return for Euro-MPs agreeing not to sack the entire commission in a censure vote following the original disclosure of the fraud scandal.

