European Parliament and National Parliaments: Are They Comparable?

[1] Historical questions.

Are European Parliament and national parliamentspewable? One will understand that this
is a far too complicated question to be sufficigathswered in one short article. One will also
realise that, to be complete, | should compardtimepean Parliament with 27 parliaments
among the Union member states. | simply don't kativof them, even in terms of their main
characteristics. I'm only more or less familiatiwa few parliaments within the Union, most
of them lying in the North-West of it. So | havesionplify the question, by comparing the
European Parliament with a few national parliaméRktsow a little bit about. | can only try to
give you some picture of what seems to be of esgémiportance.

But before | come to that comparison, | first atlve to find an answer to two preliminary
guestions, which are of a historic character, bth@same time of methodological
importance.

The first question would be: what kind of organisats the European Union and has it been
always the same set of institutions, at least maddts essential characteristics are concerned?
What was and what is, in the EU, the significanicpreserving democracy among its
members?

The second question is: provided that the Eurofkaan is a union of democratic states, is
the Union itself organised in a democratic way? é¢ddnere always been genuine democratic
institutions or not, and where do we find the gatres of democracy, in the European
Communities and, later on, in the Union? What dewelent do we observe through these
fifty years in terms of European parliamentary esgntation?

As | said, for an answer to these questions we Bagé to look into the history of European
integration and to democratic evolution in Eurapa, only in the original member states but
in Europe as a whole, from the end of the Secondd¥war onwards.

[2] A small and functional Community (1951 — 1975).

Amidst the ruins of two World Wars in Europe, tle®eomy, and society in a broader sense,
had to be restored. In many European countries dexroy had to be reinstalled alongside,
and besides, it had to be defended against wortdramism. A young generation cherished
the aspiration to bring all European nations togetpreferably in United States of Europe,
which would render war and political violence oledel This ideal, formulated during the
Congress of The Hague in 1948, proved to be todtauab, as was demonstrated in Prague
and Berlin in that same year and, with anotheraut, in Greece. ‘High politics’, by which |
mean the process of influencing the main poweticgla in the world, if needed with the use
of effective violence, proved too heavy for a degtd Europe that came to be divided in two
spheres of power. Those European states, whichmwe¢r@ccupied or dominated by the
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Soviet Union, needed the military and economic suppf the USA to stay themselves free
from communist hegemony and to be able to restadedavelop their economies. Not the
European Council would be the most important orggtion of political cooperation, but two
organisations, in which the US were leader anchpaidt the same time, NATO and the
OEEC (now OECD).

Europe had to look for more modest instrumentsidépendent integration. Under the
leadership of France and West-Germany, and inspiyeltan Monnet, the European Coal
and Steel Community (ECSC) was founded in 1951d#ston and distribution of the
essential materials of industrial production ot tirae were consciously withdrawn from
national authority and transferred to a ‘High Auiho, independent from the participating
states, Erance, West-Germany, Italy and the Beng&lw United Kingdom preferred not to
take part.

What happened was, that the founders of Européegration did not choose for a
comprehensive method of integration but for a kedipurpose, a limited membership, and a
functional approach, for an incremental route faraway ideal which was nevertheless
maintained: a federal Europe. Organising peacaimie started with the choice for ‘Low
Politics’, the day to day work on building prospgiand social security, in only one primary
sector of the economy.

The next project of functional integration, nowettiout in the field of *high politics’, the
integration of the military — with the defence oE%¢-Germany and France as its nucleus -
was doomed to fail, because of the refusal of tlee¢h parliament to accept the European
Defence Community, in 1954. ‘High Politics’, withe inclusion of German rearmament, was
to be left for an indeterminate amount of time torenglobally organised cooperation such as
NATO. European integration had not only to follouactional path but also to limit itself to
‘Low Politics’.

Limited and functional integration can do withountensive parliamentary control. It is
sufficient to have a consultative assembly to imggarliamentarians in the member states,
like has been the case in the Council of EuropemiATO. The main common decisions
were to be made in a depoliticised institution like ‘High Authority’ in the Coal and Steel
Community and an even more modest institutionedaiuropean Commission, within the
European Economic Community, that started in 1888C and Euratom were new steps on
this incremental and functional road, staying wittiie limits of ‘Low Politics’, but never did
the founders forget what it was all about: not dolgreate a common market but also to
build eventually a federation.

In this process a parliament was not installedeta loritical and controlling institution in the
first place, but as a centre of support and idealkction. Parliamentarians came together in
Strasbourg, but they were at the same time the mgiporters of European integration in
their own respective parliaments. That may notipetg be what parliaments are for, but in
those early years the indirectly elected Europeatidment did what it was made for, not
without success
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[3] Sceptical new members and a directly elected Reament (1975 — 1985).

The old ambition, at least of the Benelux, to se& join the Community succeeded, after
many difficulties, in 1974. That was maybe a blegdor the development of a common
market, but it went to the detriment of old ideai®ut a European federation. The UK but
also the other two new members, Ireland and Denmatke less inclined to supranational
cooperation than the six founders of the Commufitiie three new members of the eighties,
Greece, Spain and Portugal would be more consteuiiThe net effect of the enlargement,
together with a long period of economic stagnatiotne seventies, was stagnation of the
European integration process. The same stagnaiidd be seen in the European institutions.
Only the Court in Luxembourg continued to do itls,javith important effects on the

economic integratioh

Most members succeeded to convince the Britistelesaithat it was about time to give effect
to art. 138 of the EEC-Treaty and to organise tlieéections for the European Parliament.
The first election took place in 1979 in the ninemiber states. This election didn’t mean an
immediate reinforcement of European ideals in alitintegration. Parliament had to limit
its influence within procedures of ‘consultatiomda’cooperation’ without real parliamentary
power. But it proved inventive enough to make usth® instruments, which in ‘real
parliaments’ are the prerogative of the opposittone and argument

Gradually the new Parliament would increase iteigrice and would force the other
institutions, the European Council in particularektend its powers. A second reason for
extending the power of the European Parliamenttivagradual broadening of policy areas
the Commission had proceeded upon. In spite of gippo from some member states a
dynamic of harmonisation and integration was ggtiis own speed and was reinforcing
itself, so that the Commission grew in power ancegch. It is, what Moravcsik eventually
would conclude in 1995 (I)ntergovernmental demarfdr policy ideas, not theupranational
supplyof these ideas, is the fundamental exogenousrfdatong integration. To a very large
extent, the demand for co-operative policies cseiseown supply®. That may explain, why
British and Danes did no less than other membedsdépen the integration process.

The European Parliament, now an institution irows right and with only a few dual
mandates, could further develop into a watchdagtefrationist policies and a symbol of the
old federalist ideal. It strengthened the idea ofudtilevel government system in Europe,
each with its own, independent authority. But, thésy it organised its own isolation from the
national parliaments in the Community, and in s@mentries it even got isolated more and
more from its constituencies. A parliament carleast temporarily, behave like an action
group, but in the long run it has to show realtpzdi majorities and political antagonism; it
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must be able to call the executive effectivelyt¢oaunt; it has to have a decisive influence on
legislation.

Those were my questions at the time the EP wasthjirelected for the first timfeWhat |
didn’t realise in 1979, was that the European Biamint might be relatively weak in these
traditional areas of parliamentary activity, budttit proved to be strong in its critical look
towards democratic development in the member-statest a later stage, accession-states.
Parliament developed into a real political forcéhat area, even without any formal power.

It is my conviction that the accession of Greec&981has been a major turning point. From
1974 onwards Greece, which itself had restoredgmaéntary democracy after seven years of
military dictatorship, asked for membership of EfeC. The Commission refused to accept
and to start negotiations. The European Parlian@ngd by most of the member states,
forced the Commission to start the accession proeg@dlthough the Greek economy
probably wasn't strong enough at that time to o Community. Greek membership would
support Greek politicians and the population orirtvay to democrady

The Greek accession showed that the European Coiti@sunere more than an institution to
further a common market and economic growth. Ewanpeealised that the Greek accession
was “a moral duty® and that Europe is a community of values. Gragiua# Community got
less interested in what it would be in the end amited on what it already was: a set of
regulations and institutions with the task to pcotdemocracy, the rule of law and economic
freedom within its territory. The accession of Geenade room, maybe unconsciously, for a
way of thinking about the European Community, whitéde it fit for the enlargement, first
with Spain and Portugal (1985) and more recentth tie eight (and by now ten) countries
of Central and Eastern Europe, after the fall efBerlin Wall. Their membership could be
seen, not without good reasons, as a major econaskjdut what counted primarily was the
guestion of ‘moral duty’. The persistence of Greedemand for membership has been , in
hindsight, of major importance.

[4] European revival and the question of institutimmal democracy (1985 — 2005).

The second half of the eighties showed a revivéhefintegration process and especially of
further steps toward a common market, among ottiegs thanks to the leadership of the
Commission, under the presidency of the Frenchdeagues Delors. It led not only to the
Single European Act (1985) but it also paved thg feathe single currency and the Treaty
of Maastricht (19925.

What is seldom mentioned in reference to the SB&Maastricht Treaty and also the Treaty
of Amsterdam (1996) is, that in these treaties mstigps have been set to democratise the
institutions of the European Union, as it is caltedv. The European Council was indeed
written into the EU Treaty, but at the same time plsition of the Commission and, more
importantly, the authority of the Parliament wasf@ced. Its position as legislator was
approved by substituting cooperation proceduresdxyecision’ and an effective veto. Also
its influence on appointment and composition of@lmenmission got stronger, although the
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Parliament reinforced its position itself by takiadvantage of the weak operating of Delors’
successor, Jacques Santer and his Commidsion

Another area of activity in which the European Rankent took its role was the accession of
the Central and Eastern European states. (By theth@ EP played a major role also in the
preparation of Turkey’s future accession.) It didrsforcing the Commission and the
accession-states themselves to take much morabat implementing the so called
‘Copenhagen criteria’, which were originally broagt by the French Prime Minister,
Edouard Balladur, during the European Council nmgeth Copenhagen, in 1994. Parliament
proved to be an effective watchdog, and a bettertban the Commission, of democratic
criteria for accession, but now doing its job diffietly than when the accession of Greece was
on the agenda. Now accession-states were pushkdnibathe waiting room, like Slovakia
first and Romania later, because of their lackonghaintain the rule of law, fighting against
corruption and stimulating democra&yMore than thecquis communautairand the
economic performance, European Parliament foundékelopment of integrity, democracy
and the rule of law in the Union of prime importanc

The European Union began to develop two faces.nitst well known face is that of the
primarily technocratic, functional organisationtbé early years, concentrating on the
economy, but gradually expanding its work towartteopolitical areas. In as far as it had a
real political face, it was more and more a neerlibface, where competitiveness and open
market were at the forefront. In organisationain®the most successful formula was to make
new important institutions as depoliticised as gaesas was originally done in founding the
High Authority of the Coal and Steel Community ahd European Commission itself. It now
was continued with the establishment of ‘non-pcéiti European Agencies and, last but not
least, the independent European Central Bank inkfuiat™>.

The second face was established by the EuropeéarRant: the face of ‘Low Politics’,
making for a union of well-rooted democracies ie Whole of Europe, especially after the
meltdown of communism, and giving an excellent eglenof a new organisation of peace,
not enforced by military arms or military threatitliby stimulating and supporting the growth
of democracy and the rule of law alongside econdreedom and a perspective of growing
prosperity.

This new role is quite another one than that ahatitution striving for a federalist state,
although several politicians in the EP and in tleher states have persisted in their federal
aspirations. Real federalists cannot sleep wellgitt, without Europe taking part in “High
Politics”. They cannot accept staying passiverabpems of war and violence are to be met.
One can understand that, in particular when suchlems manifest themselves within
European territory, like in former Yugoslavia duithe nineties: indeed a tragic European
failure. The question at stake is if and how theogaan Union will be able, without
developing into a federation, to participate effesly in the world’s ‘High Politics’ and be
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taken seriously. But that is not a question forEleopean Parliament in the first place. This
guestion has to be dealt with in the only instdantthat is able to render an answer: the
European Councit.

The problem of this second face of Europe, as eesstul organisation of peace through
‘Low Politics’, is that it isn’t very spectacularpt very ‘sexy’. Instead of weapons it has to
make use of political intelligence, the capacityégotiate and patience. Mass media are not
very interested in this face of Europe, which isnarily the face of the European Parliament.
What is the visible part of Europe, is the so-achlRBrussels bureaucracy’ on the one hand, as
if this bureaucracy were invented by the Europeatitutions and not, as Moravcsik has
pointed out, by the member states themselves. ©attter hand there is the face of
impotence of the European Union in the sphere ajhiHPolitics’.

[5] Comparing parliaments: complementary tasks.

For time reasons | will not dwell upon the thearatiquestion, formulated by political
scientists and lawyers, if the European Union it already a state-like ‘political system’

or polity, or that it has fundamentally remainedrtergovernmental organisationl agree

with the German legal theoretician, Ingolf Perniegd my compatriot, Leonard Bessefihk
that the European constitutional system is not@titavel system’, in which the European
institutions are of a higher level, with their asbonous capacities to make rules. We have to
do with, what both call, a ‘composite constitutioim which national institutions, parliaments
in particular, are part and parcel of Europeansiestmaking processes, no more or less than
the European institutions themselves. This meaias national parliaments have a role to play
in formulating their judgementjs a vistheir own governments, on legislative conceptdhef
European Commission, before their ministers gorigs8els. This is already done by several
national parliaments in the Union, including theswof the United Kingdom and Denmark.
National parliaments cannot be forced to limit tisefaes to questions of subsidiarity alone,
as is suggested by the Constitutional Treaty aed tkaty of Lisbon.

If those are the facts, comparing national parlistm@nd the European Parliament gets the
more relevant for our analysis. To that end, | wilke use of my own small theory about the
character of democratic parliaments. Every parlidnse according to that theory (which
owes much to the work of the British political stist Anthony Kind”) three social
institutions in one: it is a politicareng it is an independemstituteand it is anarketplace
where social interests are dealt with.

Most national parliaments are dominated, at least mow, by the characteristics of the
arena where party conflicts play the key role and waembers are divided between
government supporters, mostly building a majoatyd members belonging to the opposition.
At the same time it is their stronghold. Effectp@icy making is only possible, if the
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government can be sure of a parliamentary majattieast when important questions are
concerned. National parliaments in Europe look Wikl conscience to questions of pure
interest representation, but in most cases thegféeetivemarketplacegor all sorts of
lobbies. The American Congress is the best exaofeparliament with relatively weak
party-loyalty, but high sensitivity for lobby-influnce. National parliaments in Europe are
relatively weak in representing the authority amitlience of the parliamentanystituteas
such; loyalty to government or opposition is mosbly strong.

The European Parliament is no longer the integnai@ction-group of the beginning, during
the fifties. It has, as | have tried to explainyeleped into a real parliamentanstitute in the
sense that it is successfully participating indégion, in investigating problems in Europe,
and in trying to get hold of the Commission’s aiiis. More problematic and part of the
famous ‘democratic deficit’, are the opportunitiesontrol the implementation and
maintaining of European laws and policies. Thogenaostly activities, decentralised to the
member-states.

The main advantage of the EP is its independeince fine executive and co-legislator, much
more than in national parliaments, but apart fromation of non-confidence against the
Commission and the power to veto part of the lagjsh, it has no real ‘threat potential’. The
European Parliament is more of a busgrketplacewhich is of real significance for its being
well informed and its influence too. Asvaarketinstitution the EP is growing into a real
competitor of national parliaments in the membatest®

Its main weakness is the near absence of a ratitpbareng although there are several
political groups in the EP. There is no majority éo against a government; besides, political
groups are internally divided. For viewers fromsage it is hard to understand what a debate
is about and what really is at stake. That is, tdpam the language problems which make
lively debate not very easy.

Given these differences in character, there areateply complaints about the democratic
deficit in the European Union. Furthermore, poiéis who really like their job, prefer
national parliament to the EP: more seems at sthkeg is more threat potential to be played
with; there is more drama. All qualities, boundhe political arena, which fails in Brussels
and Strasbourg. Often the conclusion is, that tn®fgean Parliament is not only depoliticised
and dull, but also less politically important. Tiesin my opinion, a misunderstanding.

If one is prepared to think in terms of the EuropEmion as an composite constitution and
not a multilevel one, national parliaments andEbeopean Parliament not only have their
own task in the European scene. There is reasbeli®ve that both are able to be each others
complement. The division of tasks between both «ioidparliaments is not a zero sum-game,
but a question of each making its choices on aaldquel and busy with the same main
guestions of European policy-making. Both kindpafliament have to use their strengths to
compensate for the weaknesses of the other. Napangaments are better arena’s and are
also more experienced and more equipped controllees European Parliament has shown
outspoken quality in legislation. Both should fetlievelop their investigative qualities.

The European Parliament’s almost exclusive strolagisats capacity, and its opportunity at
the same time, to investigate, analyse and judgsttite of democracy in the 27 member-

18 3. Greenwoodnterest Representation in the European UniBasingstoke: Macmillan, 2003.



states’. That is, and will be for many years to come, eivity of prime importance in the
European Union. No national parliament can take riissponsibility over from the EP. In the
recent past the EP has proven to be highly inflabateven with a certain ‘threat potential’
towards member-states — in this area of demoaaation. | can only hope that it will preserve
its growing strength and turn it into a real power.
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