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Political Control: Committees of Enquiry
The House of Representatives

  Introduction

The House of Representatives is authorized to set up 
committees of enquiry (article 56 of the Constitution).
These committees enquire about important problems that 
have appeared within our society.
The House of Representatives thus controls the government 
and the policy conducted by the previous governments. 
Such enquiries also allow a large amount of information to 
be collected, which will possibly allow existing legislation 
to be improved.

The House of Representatives has had the right to conduct 
enquiries since 1830. It is regulated by the law of 3 May 
1880, amended by the law of 30 June 1996. Standing Orders 
with regard to parliamentary committees of enquiry were 
adopted by the House on 23 October 1997.

Few enquiry committees were created in the fi rst half of 
the twentieth century. This instrument has been used more 
frequently since 1980: several committees of enquiry were 
set up at that time, following certain shocking events. In this 
respect, one could think of the enquiry committee charged 
with examining the reasons for the failure of the investigation 
into the “Brabant Killers”, whose crimes took the lives of 29 
people, or the enquiry committee set up to cast light on the 
mistakes made in the investigation concerning children who 
disappeared and were murdered.

  Parliamentary enquiry committees 
and special committees

While the number of enquiry committees fell from 2000 
onward, ‘special committees’ were set up regularly with a 
view to carrying out large-scale enquiries (for example, let 
us cite the special committee charged with examining the 
fi nancial crisis or the special committee on the treatment 
of sexual abuse and pedophile acts in a relationship of 
authority). A special has less wide-ranging powers than an 

enquiry committee and is therefore able to start work more 
quickly. If necessary, it may be converted subsequently into 
an enquiry committee.

 Overview of enquiry committees 
since 1972

  1972 : television advertising

  1985 : the events during the Liverpool-Juventus 
match of 29 May 1985 (Heysel disaster)

  1987 : arms supplies

  1988 : fraud and breaches to the nuclear non-
proliferation treaty by the Centre of studies for 
nuclear energy and related companies

  1988 : the fi ght against organised crime and 
terrorism (Brabant Killers I)

  1992 : the trade of human beings

  1993 : arms purchases

  1996 : sects

  1996 : enquiry on the disappearance of children

  1996 : Brabant Killers II

  1999 : dioxin

  1999 : Lumumba

  2002 : Sabena

  2008 : Tax fraud

  2009 : Fortis

  2016 : Terrorist attacks

  2016 : Optima
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  2016 : Penal transaction

  2017 : Panama Papers

Other parliaments also regularly create enquiry committees. 
In the United States, for example, parliament frequently uses 
“investigation committees” which have very wide powers.
The European Parliament and the Community and Regional 
Parliaments also have the right of enquiry.

 Constitution

One or more parliamentarians submit a proposal aimed 
at setting up an enquiry committee. The assignment of the 
committee is described as accurately as possible in it. This 
proposal is examined in the same way as Private Member’s 
Bills (monocameral procedure): examination in committee, 
possibility of amendment, discussion and adoption in the 
plenary meeting.

 Composition

The members of the enquiry committee (no maximum or 
minimum number is imposed) are designated by the plenary 
session and are members of it, according to the rule of 
proportional representation. Each group thus has a certain 
number of members in relation to its size. The committee 
appoints a chairman and a board.

 Duration

The mandate of the committee is always limited in time. The 
time limit for the enquiry is set by the plenary session on the 
proposal of the conference of presidents.

 Competence

The committee has the same powers as an investigating 
magistrate in a judicial enquiry. The committee may thus 
summon witnesses and hear them under oath, confront one 
witness with another, request or seize documents, order 
searches, organise visits on location, etc.
To carry out certain acts of investigation, the committee 
sends a request to the fi rst president of the Court of Appeal, 
who then designates the competent magistrates. They are 
placed under the authority of the chairman of the committee.

The committee may also call on the special “P and I” (police 
and Intelligence ) standing committees. These are control 

bodies that belong to parliament and exercise control on the 
police and intelligence services.

 Working

In principle, the committee meetings are public, unless the 
committee decides otherwise. The committee members are 
bound by confi dentiality with regard to the information 
obtained during meetings in camera.

  Report

The observations of the enquiry committee are consigned 
to a report by the rapporteur(s). This report is submitted to 
the plenary session which then reaches a decision on the 
conclusions and recommendations given in it. The reports 
are public documents.
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Voir:

Doc 54 1752/ (2015/2016):
001:  Proposi t ion déposée par M. De Roover,  Mme Onkel inx,

MM. Duca r me,  Ve rhe rs t rae ten  e t  Dewae l ,  Mme K i t i r,
MM. Nollet et Calvo et Mme Fonck.

002: Amendements.
003: Rapport.
004 :  Texte adopté par la commission.

Voir aussi:
Compte rendu intégral: 
14 avril 2016.

Zie:

Doc 54 1752/ (2015/2016):
001:  Voorstel ingediend door de heer De Roover, mevrouw Onkelinx,

de heren Ducarme, Verherstraeten en Dewael, mevrouw Kitir,
de heren Nollet en Calvo en mevrouw Fonck.

002: Amendementen.
003: Verslag.
004 :  Tekst aangenomen door de commissie.

Zie ook:
Integraal verslag:
14 april 2016.

TEXTE ADOPTÉ EN SÉANCE PLÉNIÈRETEKST AANGENOMEN IN PLENAIRE VERGADERING

VOORSTEL PROPOSITION
visant à instituer une commission d’enquête 

parlementaire chargée d’examiner les 
circonstances qui ont conduit aux attentats 

terroristes du 22 mars 2016 dans l’aéroport de 
Bruxelles-National et dans la station de métro 
Maelbeek à Bruxelles, y compris l’évolution et 
la gestion de la lutte contre le radicalisme et 

la menace terroriste

tot oprichting van een parlementaire 
onderzoekscommissie belast met het 

onderzoek naar de omstandigheden die 
hebben geleid tot de terroristische aanslagen 
van 22 maart 2016 in de luchthaven Brussel-
Nationaal en in het metrostation Maalbeek te 
Brussel, met inbegrip van de evolutie en de 

aanpak van de strijd tegen het radicalisme en 
de terroristische dreiging


