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Mr. President, Ladies and Gentlemen,
I was delighted to accept the invitation from the President of the Chamber of Regions to share a few thoughts with you about the role of the regional ombudsman in Europe.
A parliamentary regional ombudsman, much like a parliamentary national ombudsman, is first and foremost a mediator between one citizen and one public authority. It focuses on the citizen, the questions and complaints about a public agency.

It has three major tasks:

The first task is to listen to a citizen; take a complaint seriously and check its validity; to advise and mediate, ideally utilising authority to reach a solution which treats citizen and public authority as equals. 

The second task is to establish a trust and openness with public agencies, heightening cooperation, furthering mutual respect, in order to reach such a solution.
The third task is to inform public agencies, legislature and government about justified complaints in an effort to bring about improvements. An ombudsman is not a lawyer, judge or state prosecutor. To reach a solution, it is essential that an ombudsman not take sides. Keeping in mind that an ombudsman has no executive powers whatever, any effect depends on personal powers of persuasion, linked to legal expertise. The upshot is: higher quality legal protection, without winners and losers. This facility is the only one in Europe whose primary goal is to reestablish citizen trust in and raise understanding of public authorities. 
There are established, constitutionally based national ombudsman facilities in practically all European nations and inside the EU itself. 
Significantly, the regional ombudsman institution exists wherever the regions themselves have special consitutional rights, for example, Germany, Austria and Switzerland, Spain, Italy and the UK.
Comparing the organisational status of regional ombudsman, sometimes defined in regional constitutions, sometimes in simple regional laws, it is striking that this mandate is reconfirmed by majority vote in the appropriate legal bodies at regular intervals. The period of office is limited, as is re-electability; an ombudsman can also be removed. 

Comparing areas of responsibility, the common factor is access by citizens for complaints about public authority misconduct. Apart from that, there are far ranging differences. 
Of course, an ombudsman law which has proven useful regionally cannot be adopted unchanged by a different legal system, with divergent political traditions and varying economic and social givens. Every lawmaker who devises a regional ombudsman law has to come up with a custom-made solution. 
Nevertheless, European harmony, that is, a European standard of areas of responsibility for regional ombudsman, is the goal; indeed, a necessity if we wish to prevent cover-up institutions.
In my opinion, these are the 5 principles which must be heeded:

Number 1: The regional ombudsman should be the uppermost authority, only responsible to the regional parliament. Thus, the areas of competence between national and regional ombudsman must be very clearly defined.

Number 2: A regional ombudsman must be financially independent of the public authorities, its budget determined by parliament alone. Any independence, including freedom from directives, is illusory without financial independence. For example, Vorarlberg provides the ombudsman with its own budget, approved by government in such a way that public offices cannot influence it. This is essential.
Number 3: A minimum necessity is permission to make official recommendations with compulsory written response by the public office criticized. Recommendations alone are insufficient, the criticized agencies must be compelled to respond either that the recommendation has been implemented; or the reasons why that is not possible.

Number 4: A regional ombudsman must be permitted to act ex officio, on its own observations and suspicions. This is an indicator of basic government seriousness to permit control. Otherwise an ombudsman lacks credibility (Schwärzler, Der Ombudsman auf lokaler und regionaler Ebene, Vortrag Kongress von Ombudspersonen lokaler und regionaler Ebene Europas, Messina am 14. 11. 1997).
Number 5: A regional ombudsman’s areas of responsibility should be as wide as possible, both for investigating authorities and informing citizens. Long term developments in the states of Tyrol, South Tyrol and Vorarlberg, for example, show that ombudsman facilities are increasing in importance. In these states, registered consultations comprise more than two thirds of all cases. Conclusion: people are overburdened by legally binding rules and regulations.
What are the arguments for the European trend towards regional ombudsman?
First, proximity and openness to citizens,  and efficient treatment of their problems. A case study: South Tyrol is three times the size of Luxembourg and has the same sized population. In 2010 there were 2,902 new cases registered, 36% of which involved personal appearance. The 1,045 personal contacts show how popular - and indispensable - office hours are, and ours are greater than in most regions of Europe. Not counting headquarters in Bozen, there were 133 half-days of office hours at seven external offices. They are highly appreciated.
As regional ombudsman, I deal with fewer cases than a national ombudsman. That often permits me to deal with citizens personally, whereas a national ombudsman must usually delegate that important task in order to supervise overall operations (Haller, Hierarchische Gliederung von Ombuds-Institutionen?, Vortrag Generalversammlung des EOI, Innsbruck am 1.04. 2006). 
In an era when public authorities are supposed to downsize, and cut costs, it may seem presumptuous to say that regional ombudsman facilities in Europe ought to be further expanded. As ombudsman of South Tyrol, however, I am deeply convinced that a regional ombudsman can actually de-bureaucratize government and increase its efficiency. For that reason, as President of the European Ombudsman Institute (EOI), I am happy to collaborate with the Chamber of Regions in this matter.
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