
56 THE INTERNATIONAL ECONOMY FALL 2004

Lemons Into
Lemonade

How the United States turned an ugly

accounting scandal into a mighty lever for

global financial oversight and regulation.

n the tumultuous and rapid process of globalization, there are water-
sheds of historical dimensions. Historians writing about the Pax
Americana reaching into the 21st century should include a chapter
describing how the United States was able to turn the adversity of
the largest wave of corporate bankruptcies it ever experienced into an
opportunity to further strengthen its dominant position in the global
financial markets via the mighty levers of extraterritorial oversight
and regulation. 

Who could have imagined that as a consequence of high-profile corporate
scandals in the United States, accounting firms the world over would be forced un-
der the supervision of a newly established agency in Washington, the Public
Company Accounting Oversight Board? Comprehensive new capital market leg-
islation—the Sarbanes-Oxley Act, authored by Maryland Democratic Senator Paul
Sarbanes and Ohio Republican Representative Michael Oxley—has brought about:

■ Far-reaching changes in the way major accounting and auditing firms are su-
pervised around the world; 

■ A push toward aligning corporate governance in Europe and other parts of the
world with the standards and practices prevailing in the capital market-based
U.S. financial and corporate system;

■ EU reform initiatives to modernize company law and enhance corporate gov-
ernance aimed at strengthening shareholders’ rights, reinforcing protection for
employees and creditors, increasing the efficiency and competitiveness of
European business, and boosting confidence in capital markets; and
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■ Governments willing to bring forward on a national
level long-delayed legislation on financial disclo-
sure for corporate management and tougher regu-
lations designed to curtail fraud in the financial
industry.

Despite spectacular European corporate failures,
a critical general public, and mounting pressure from
markets, policymakers, and regulators, these changes
have not unexpectedly met stiff resistance from pow-
erful interests. After all, these interests are defending
corporate governance structures and practices rooted in
the different national bank-based systems  prevailing
in Continental Europe.

How Europe is struggling to handle the spillover
effects of Sarbanes-Oxley for Europe’s accounting
profession was explored by this author in “Preventing
European Enronitis” (TIE, Summer 2004). The arti-
cle featured key trans-Atlantic negotiators William
McDonough, chairman of the newly established
PCAOB, and Frits Bolkestein, the former EU
Commissioner for Internal Markets, as they suc-
ceeded in defusing a potentially explosive situation
arising from extraterritorial conflicts in law and reg-
ulation by building on new European oversight struc-
tures under which the principle of reciprocity could
be accepted. 

THE HAMMER FALLS 
ON FOREIGN ACCOUNTING FIRMS 

In this respect, July 19, 2004, marked a watershed in
terms of the United States extending its oversight to
other jurisdictions and regulatory systems despite far-
reaching conflicts in law and regulation. On that day,
non-U.S. accounting firms subject to Sarbanes-Oxley
and the PCAOB had to be registered “to the same ex-
tent as a public accounting firm that is organized and
operates under the laws of the United States.”
McDonough, who took over the helm of the PCAOB
in June of last year, told the U.S. Congress that around
four hundred non-U.S. accounting firms would fall
under the Sarbanes-Oxley oversight. 

All over Europe and throughout the world, non-
U.S. accountants are concerned about the legal and
regulatory uncertainties that the PCAOB registration
might bring. Take the example of Germany, Europe’s
largest economy. Days before the deadline, the major
German accounting firms appeared on the Web site of
the PCAOB as registered—Bayern Revision, BDO,
Deloitte & Touche, Ernst & Young, Grant Thornton,
KPMG, Mazars, PricewaterhouseCoopers, and
S.Audit. 

But Reiner Veidt, executive director of Germany’s
Wirtschaftsprüferkammer (WPK), the professional as-
sociation of accountants in Berlin, points to the risk
of “legal conflicts that may arise from regular inspec-
tions of the PCAOB.” The oversight agency intends to
inspect registered firms every three years. “Part of the
inspections will be a review of specific engagements
and thus access to audit working papers,” says Veidt.
“This conflicts with German confidentiality rules and
data protection law. Until now, the PCAOB has not
given adequate solutions as to how to deal with legal
conflicts in inspections.” Veidt concedes that so far,
“The PCAOB tries to follow a cooperative approach
by accepting inspections by foreign oversight bodies,
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provided that those oversight bodies follow procedures
similar to those in the United States. However, even
when fully complying with U.S. procedures, the
PCAOB still insists on the participation of its own ex-
aminers at inspections of foreign audit firms.” 

The big hope for accounting firms in the
European Union? That in time for the first PCAOB
inspections in 2007, new oversight structures will be
in place that could take over much of the inspection
work under new agreements of reciprocity. Such an
overhaul also advances on a national level. In
Germany, for instance, the Federal Ministry of
Economics and Labor has recently put forward pro-
posals for legally implementing a new oversight sys-
tem on German accountants (Wirtschaftsprüfer). The
oversight structure would be supervised by a public
oversight board formed by non-professionals. 

WPK’s president, Hubert Graf von Treuberg,
says: “The new law will contribute to more trans-
parency and confidence in the work of statutory audi-
tors in Germany. The proposed amendments to the
existing oversight regime are therefore also in the in-
terest of the German profession. The new Act will
combine the established oversight system in Germany
with international requirements, both from U.S. and
EU perspectives.”

t present, oversight of the audit profession in
Germany is organized in a two-tiered system. 

First, WPK is in charge of examination,
licensing, registration, quality assurance, and discipli-
nary oversight in case of minor violations of profes-
sional rules. Second, the Chief Public Prosecutor
investigates cases of severe violations of professional
rules, especially all cases related to statutory audit en-
gagements, and brings these cases to an independent
state court at the District Court in Berlin. 

The new law will create additional oversight ele-
ments, supervising all activities of WPK related to
statutory auditors. The new Public Oversight Board
on Statutory Auditors will have the ultimate responsi-
bility for the activities of WPK, which is of special
importance in the areas of disciplinary oversight and
quality assurance. 

Six to ten individuals will be members of the new
board. All members must be independent from the au-
dit profession and should not have been members of
WPK for at least five years prior to their appointment.
They will be experts in the fields of accounting and
auditing from industry, academia, and law. They will
be appointed by the Federal Ministry of Economics
and Labor for four years. The new Board will originate

from the existing Public Oversight Board on Quality
Assurance with additional members and enhanced
competencies.

WPK’s Veidt points out: “With the new Public
Oversight Board on Statutory Auditors, the German
legislature anticipates the EU requirements as pro-
posed for a modernized Auditor Directive. In addi-
tion, the new German oversight regime will be in line
with U.S. requirements. All this will ease recognition
of the German system by the United States and re-
lieve German public audit firms registered in the
United States as far as possible from oversight by the
PCAOB.”

This is why getting an agreement on the new EU
proposals for the Eighth Company Law Directive (on
annual and consolidated accounts and statutory audit)
is so important. “The proposal will considerably
broaden the scope of the existing Eighth Council
Directive. It basically deals with the approval of au-
ditors, by clarifying the duties of statutory auditors,
their independence and ethics, by introducing a re-
quirement for external quality assurance, by ensuring
robust public oversight over the audit profession, and
by improving cooperation between competent au-
thorities in the European Union,” says Veidt.
“Moreover, a new decision-making structure including
an audit regulatory committee will allow for swift reg-
ulatory responses via the adoption of measures on cer-
tain provisions on the proposed Directive. The
Proposal also foresees the use of international stan-
dards on auditing for all statutory audits conducted in
the European Union. While most of the Directive deals
with enhancing audit quality within the European
Union, the external dimension has been significantly
enhanced. The proposal provides a basis for balanced
and effective international regulatory cooperative ap-
proaches with oversight bodies of third countries such
as the U.S. PCAOB.” 

A LEVER TO PUSH EUROPE’S 
CORPORATE GOVERNANCE REFORMS 

While former EU Commissioner Bolkestein started
negotiating with U.S. authorities to soften the blow of
Sarbanes-Oxley conflicts with European regulation,
he also was pushing the EU Commission Action Plan
of May 23, 2003, to modernize company law and en-
hance corporate governance. Signs that Europe was
not free from “Enronitis”—Vivendi Universal, ABB,
Royal Dutch Ahold, and the Parmalat disaster—gave
Bolkestein’s reform agenda a high level of urgency. 

When presenting the Action Plan, Bolkestein said:
“Company law and corporate governance are right at
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the heart of the political agenda, on both sides of the
Atlantic. That’s because economies only work if com-
panies are run efficiently and transparently. We have
seen vividly what happens if they are not: investment
and jobs will be lost; and in the worst cases, of which
there too many, shareholders, employees, creditors and
the public are ripped off. … The Commission is shoul-
dering its responsibilities: Corporate Europe must
shape up and do the same.” 

The Action Plan was based on recommendations
of the final report, presented in November 2002, of
the High Level Group of Company Law Experts ap-
pointed by Bolkestein and chaired by Jaap Winter,
partner in the firm of De Brauw Blackstone Westbroek
and professor at Erasmus University of Rotterdam.

The stated objectives of the Action Plan are:

■ To strengthen shareholders’ rights and protec-
tion for employees, creditors, and parties with
which companies deal, while adapting compa-
ny law and corporate rules appropriately for
different categories of company;

■ To foster the efficiency and competitiveness of
business, with special attention to some specif-
ic cross-border issues.

Presenting the Action Plan with a short-term
agenda running from 2003–05, the Commission stat-
ed that it “does not believe that a European Corporate
Governance Code would offer significant added val-
ue but would simply add an additional layer between
international principles and national codes. However,
a self-regulatory market approach, based solely on
non-binding recommendations, would not be suffi-
cient to guarantee sound corporate governance. In
view of the growing integration of European capital
markets, the European Union should adopt a com-
mon approach covering a few essential rules and
should ensure adequate coordination of national cor-
porate governance codes.”

The Commission sees the following initiatives as
the most urgent ones:

■ Introduction of an Annual Corporate
Governance Statement. Listed companies
should be required to include in their annual
documents a coherent and descriptive statement
covering the key elements of their corporate
governance structures and practices;

■ Development of a legislative framework aimed
at helping shareholders to exercise various
rights (for example asking questions, tabling

resolutions, voting in absentia, participating in
general meetings via electronic means). These
facilities should be offered to shareholders
across the European Union, and specific prob-
lems relating to cross-border voting should be
solved urgently;

■ Adoption of a Recommendation aimed at pro-
moting the role of (independent) non-executive
or supervisory directors. Minimum standards
on the creation, composition and role of the
nomination, remuneration and audit commit-
tees should be defined at EU level and enforced
by Member States, at least on a “comply or ex-
plain” basis;

■ Adoption of a Recommendation on Directors'
Remuneration. Member States should be rapid-
ly invited to put in place an appropriate regula-
tory regime giving shareholders more
transparency and influence, which includes de-
tailed disclosure of individual remuneration; and

■ Creation of a European Corporate Governance
Forum to help encourage coordination and con-
vergence of national codes and of the way they
are enforced and monitored. 

Other corporate governance initiatives proposed
in the Action Plan cover: achieving better information
on the role played by institutional investors in corpo-
rate governance; giving further emphasis to the prin-
ciple of proportionality between capital and control;
offering to listed companies the choice between the
one-tier and two-tier board structures; and enhancing
directors’ responsibilities for financial and key non-
financial statements. The Action Plan notes that there
is a strong medium- to long-term case for aiming to
establish a real shareholder democracy and that the
Commission intends to undertake a study on the con-
sequences of such an approach. 

As was to be expected, Bolkestein’s ambitious
Action Plan and his efforts to move forward
with its implementation met strong opposi-

tion from various quarters. But at the same time in cer-
tain EU member states such as Germany,
Brussels-inspired laws on improving accounting firms’
oversight, forcing more timely disclosure, and cur-
tailing fraud in the financial industry are moving
ahead. “Germany taking lead on financial disclosure—
It is first in EU to pass tougher laws,” reads a recent
headline in the International Herald Tribune.
“Becoming the first EU country to wrap up its work on 

continued on page 84
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we might expect a wave of new regulation much larger
than what has been put on the books under Sarbanes-Oxley
in the United States.” Brussels’ top lobbyist for German
industry predicts that “in corporate governance there is a
real threat that the EU Commission is out to finish off na-
tional codes in the member states.” According to Wiesner,
the EU Commission bureaucracy has become resistant to
taking advice from those who must operate in the real
world of corporations and markets. 

In major EU member countries, particularly in
Europe’s largest economy, there is mounting opposition
to the surrender of national European governance and au-
diting practices to pressures from the United States or the
over-expanding Brussels bureaucracy. Theodor Baums,
head of the German Corporate Governance Commission,
is leading the fight by pursuing a double strategy: Stop
Brussels from unifying national corporate governance
rules and practices, and force EU member states to mod-
ernize corporate governance laws and regulations.
Germany’s leading corporate governance academic offers
some advice to McCreevy: Give up Bolkestein’s plans to
unify corporate governance laws and regulations. Instead
concentrate EU activities on dismantling existing cross-
border impediments and focus more on strengthening the
principle of subsidiarity and the community-wide compe-

tition of regulatory systems. Professor Baums rejects com-
plaints from Germany’s corporate leaders about “too much
regulation.” He points to the much higher regulatory den-
sity under Sarbanes-Oxley in the United States. He warns
that if Germany’s flexible corporate governance isn’t be-
ing taken seriously by management, the German govern-
ment will force company executives to publish their
salaries and other remunerations on an individual basis
under a new law. 

But his colleague Uwe H. Schneider points out that a
major economy like Germany has no alternative but to ad-
just to the international requirements of company law, ac-
counting, and corporate governance. Germany must take
into account the requirements of its multinational compa-
nies and financial institutions, which was not the case in
the old German corporate governance code. 

Stopping the Brussels regulatory machinery in the area
of corporate governance and regulatory oversight at this
stage will be difficult. As the example of Germany shows,
it has become “good politics” to ask for top managers to
disclose their salaries and make them liable for false com-
pany figures as Sarbanes-Oxley requires in the United
States. No wonder those who represent the small share-
holders set themselves ambitious goals. The statement of
Jella Benner-Heinacher, who represents the 28,000 mem-
bers of the leading German shareholder activist associa-
tion DSW, is a case in point. “Germany and Europe
altogether are still way behind with respect to account-
ability and supervision,” she argues. “What we need is a
common level playing field regarding corporate gover-
nance and shareholder rights. As long as a German share-
holder cannot exercise his shareholder rights on a
cross-border level without limits, a common level playing
field in Europe is an illusion. If a Dutch manager gives
wrongful information on his company, he is liable by Dutch
law, but not so in Germany: German managers still live in
a world of untouchables at least with respect to their lia-
bility. Although the American system does not fit 100 per-
cent to the German two-tier board system, there still is a lot
to improve in Germany. The next important issue we have
to take care of will be the independence of the superviso-
ry board and the election of their members, topics the SEC
just recently dealt with.”

From this we can draw one conclusion. In the post-
Enron world and under the shadow of Sarbanes-Oxley,
the new EU Commissioner for Internal Markets will find
it easier to push for more regulation through moderniza-
tion directives in areas like EU financial market supervi-
sion, accounting oversight, or corporate governance
standards—reform initiatives that for many years have
been blocked by national governments or powerful pri-
vate sector interests. �

What do Europe’s top corporate

managers expect from the recent moves

toward tougher corporate governance

codes and rules? Not much! 

Only a minority of those who actually sit

on corporate boards believe that many of

the recent laws and rules have made a

real difference in investor protection.


