THE RECENT EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT ELECTIONS

ANKARA CONFERENCE, 20th OCTOBER 2004 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

It is, as always, a great pleasure for me to come to Turkey in reply to the invitation from TODAIE. Today my friend Turgut ERGUN asked me to speak to you about the recent elections in France for the European parliament. This is what I aim to do but I would ask you to forgive my English. I’ll do my best.

 REGIONAL ADMINISTRATIVE INSTITUTIONS
Before talking about the European elections, given the audience that TODAIE has gathered here today I would like to take the opportunity to say a few words on the Regional Administrative Institution in Bastia.

There are five Regional Administrative Institutions in France. They come under the service of the Prime Minister and are responsible for forming government middle management. Following this one-year training programme our students (around 130 each year), will become senior executives in the ministries and the regions main administrative offices, high school bursars, inspectors for shipping affairs and other administrative posts. There will also be a number of them who will in a few years go to work in the regional authorities, the district authorities or the local authorities.

The training we provide is at a post graduate level (our students have in general finished a degree course or masters) and is very professionally orientated. We consider that our students have already acquired the basis through their university studies and thus our training is geared towards the administrative aspect dealing with such domaines as judicial, financial and political. 

Apart from the theory, we consider it important for our students to have hands-on experience for this reason we put the emphasis on role plays, simulations and work experience in the administrative bodies ….

In our institution in Bastia we tend to put the emphasis on management behaviour which is very important for tomorrow’s executive.

I would like to do a little bit of advertising to finish : The Regional Administrative Institutions, and more especially the one in Bastia, exports this type of formation to other countries who wish to back up the training of their middle management. For instance, we are in the process of transfering our junior consulting know-how to the National Administration School of Morocco. We are at the disposal of the Turkish authorities–and naturally with our colleagues of TODAIE, to share our teaching know-how or to study the means of decentralisation in the training of future civil servants.

. 

SUMMARY OF THE ROLE OF PARLIAMENT
Let’s go back to our main topic : the recent elections in the European  Parliament.

First of all, I would like to remind you of the role of this Parliament even though Mr LE GUEN did this a few months ago, for a certain number of you. It is thus just a little reminder.

As you already know, initially, the European Parliament was established mainly as an consultative assembly and at these lengths had no decision-making powers, nor the control of the Commission , this was left to the Council of Ministers.

These were to change, in 1979, with the first election of the European representatives by universal suffrage. These elections gave the representatives a certain legitimacy which the Council and the Commission have to take into consideration. The powers of the European parliament were gradually reinforced with the Single European Act in 1987, the Maestricht Treaty in 1993 and the Amsterdam Treaty (1997) and the Nice Treaty (2000). Hence :

· in 1987, a procedure of collaboration between the Council and the Parliament in the legislative process (1987) was established. Then, in 1993, a procedure of codecision in a limited number of domaines which were then to be extended

· in 1993, an agreement by Parliament became necessary to make certain decisions on the management of structural funds and the decision-making on international contracts,

· added to this the sharing of the budgetary power with the Council.The Parliament votes the budget for the Union. It can reject the project presented by the Council and has the final say on the expenditure if it does not meet the needs of the union,

· finally, as for the national parliaments, the European parliament was to have special powers for financial and administrative control. It has political control in that Parliament’s go-ahead is required for the major decisions made by the Union. The Parliament can even censor the Commission or refuse to carry out the budget.

Thus we can say that today more or less and within its limits of allocation, the European Parliament has the capacity and the power which are almost identical to those of the national parliaments in domestic affairs. The project of European constitution aims at an extension of these legislative powers in 80 domaines. The codecision processus will thus become the ordinary legislative procedure which is a real step forward for democracy. Henceforth the parliament will elect the President of the European Commission.

GENERAL OPINION REGARDING EUROPE
Well now you know more than 95% of the French (and the Europeans) !!!

This is not some joke but the sad reality : despite the European construction almost 50 years ago, the average Frenchman has no real vision on the European Union or if he has it is the restrictions imposed by it. 

Today more than 50% of our legislation is of European origin and this is on a constant increase. To quote one example, in the fields of transport and energy, within a three-year period, Europe published  29 regulations, 38 directives and 31 decisions !!! 

French agriculture, to take another example, owes everything to Europe even if farmers continue to demonstrate but … this is always to ask for more subsidies

All that the French ignore. There are reasons for this.  Indeed, when, today in France (and more or less in the other European countries), do we speak about  Europe in the media ?

· when the representative of a profession demonstrates, sometimes with violence, in order to complain about the decisions made by the Union. For example : farmers when subsidies are to be lowered, industrials when the Union, with the aim of harmonizing competition, imposes standards and so on and so forth …

· when the Commission dares to attack those things deemed sacred (in France), public services by opening up to competition certain sectors such as air rail or maritime transport. In Corsica, we know all about that,

· when from time to time, a controversy arises on such and such development in the Union. Yesterday it was the enlargement to 25 countries today :

· the question of the European constitution which is ruffling our elite politicians with the prospect of a  referendum of approval. We have some controversy over the policy (ie on the principal itself of a constitution or its contents. For instance the religious question, the deficit in social services…) and other controversies over internal strategies inside the political parties or politicians themselves (as is the case within the socialist party the main leaders disagree).

· And then there is the question of whether Turkey should join the Union which I will come back to.

The only thing in France which hasn’t really caused much debate contrary to some other countries such as Great Britain for example,  is the question of the participation in Europe. In deed in France the euro-sceptics have been marginalized (especially, the far left and the far right the Communist party wasn’t sure) and, on the whole, the French want more from Europe, particularly in the domain of the harmonisation of social legislation and the fight against unemployment.

In this context, I must say that the European Parliament is not in the spotlight. It is firstly the European Commission which is at the forefront and is the one we blame. The role of the Council of Ministers is forgotten, where the real strategic decisions are made and that of the Parliament whose role, in the decision-making process is far from marginal. Perhaps this is due to the previous capacity of the European Parliament which, before the recent reforms, had, as I already said, a purely consultative role … rather like a recording studio for the Commissions decisions !!!

We should however underline, at least as far as France is concerned, that the representatives of our country in the European Parliament were never real personalities that counted in politics. In fact:

· the lists presented by the parties (voting using the system of proportional representation contrary to the majority of national ballots which vote for a single candidate and the majority). These lists are often made up of not-so-well-known personalities or those who are « on the way out » (politicians form the older generation beaten in the national elections) or even « friends » or good militants to whom a good and not so tiring position is attributed,

· the heads of the lists at the European elections, often important politicians, the leader of the parties, are quick to resign in order to maintain their national mandates. Which goes to show how important a European mandate is considered !

· the French elected to the European Parliament are spread out over several political groups (seven in all) which minimises the influence of France within the Parliament.

We could bet on it that, if tomorrow Turkey joined the European Union, the public opinion towards Europe and the European Parliament would be quite similiar to what we notice today in  France just as in the other countries !!!

THE POLITICAL AND INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXT
Now if we return to the recent elections in the European Parliament. But first of all, you should know in exactly what context they took place.

1 – A modified ballot system

Traditionnally, the elections to the Parliament, in France, were by way of voting using the system of proportional representation in one single constituency : the entire French territory

This type of voting was regularly condemned mainly because it led to:

· distance between the electors and the elected, the electors not knowing who they elected and the elected not being able to relate their mandate,

· a vastly varied political field which as I already said creates a greater variety of political parties in the European Parliament.

· And especially to transform a European ballot into an election with consequences on a national level. In other words the elections for the European Parliament have gradually been transformed into almost national elections. Another way for the electors to show their annoyance toward the government!

The present government has thus had a new electoral law voted by the national government which although it maintains the vote using the system of proportional representation has changed one constituency into eight contituencies bringing together several regions .

Although everyone wanted such a reform, the opposition accused the government of modifying the voting in order to avoid bad results at the outcome of the European elections which could be used to contest the legitimacy of the government .

We will see that this reform has changed nothing !

2 – A severly contested government

The current government in France is very unpopular : maybe because it has taken on some painful reforms (pensions, social security …). France –you have probably heard about it but I don’t know if it is not a little bit similiar in the other countries - France is a country where people are never happy and where we hold the state –and thus the government- responsible for things which go wrong.  So, each national election is the opportunity to change the government and all the elections in between are the opportunity for the electorate to show their dissatisfaction and this has been going on for the last twenty years.

A few weeks before the elections for the European Parliament, the French people were able to express their dissatisfaction on the two local elections (the regional and deparmental elections). The result was a swing towards the opposition from 20 out of the 22 French regions and a vast majority of the districts. It was the ideal opportunity for a winning opposition to contest the legitimacy of the government and to ask for them to resign and for the general elections to be brought forward. It goes without saying that the President Mr CHIRAC, did not agree !!!

In this context the opposition, to make matters worse wanted to take advantage of the elections for the Parliament to ask the electorate to sanction the government. Which meant again to have another European vote, for or against the government. Which in fact was no different from the previous European elections whether the current government was left wing or right wing!!!

3 – A ballot polluted by the Turkish question

To add to this national electoral context, this year there is an internal controversy regarding Turkey joining the European Union. 

This is a question which is causing debate not only for the politicians but the population at large.

· In the political parties, setting aside the far right who sees Turkey joining as mass immigration, the divide between the « for » and the « against » is the same for all parties. Thus, on the right, President Chirac and the government are « for » wheareas the party with the majority has declared to be « against ». Left-wing, the « greens » are « for », the socialist more or less « for » but with a strong minority of « against » and, finally, in the centre, they are more or less « against » with reference to the christian democracy values,

· In the general opinion, the majority is « against ». The French people associate  Turkey with an Arab country due to the fact that Islam is in the majority. Now, in a  national context of economical difficulties where we fear the arrival of foreign workers and in an international context of « islamic » terrorism, Turkey and the Turkish cause fear. Well-informed people consider the Turks as Europeans (remember the ottoman empire « the sick man of Europe ») wheareas the large majority of the French, especially since the coming to power of a Turk government labelling itself with Islam (albeit moderate), consider Turkey does not have its place in the  European Union even though they all agree to strengthen links between Turkey and Europe.

THE ELECTORAL CAMPAIGN
Having situated the recent elections for the European Parliament in their context, let us move on to the electoral campaign and the outcome.

The first thing we can say regarding the European electoral campaign – and this is irrespective of the country, France which is no exception, was that it wasn’t really a question of Europe and, even less still, of the European Parliament!!!

To take the metaphor of  a French journalist, « the elections are like a play, you need a particular time, place and action ». Here the play was bad and didn’t interest the audience as it did not respect any of the basic rules of drama:

· What is at stake is understanding the plot: as I already highlighted, the average citizen understands very little about Europe and even less what the representives that they elect, do. Out of all the elections to which the average citizen participates, the European election is the one they consider as the least important. For them, only the presidential elections and the general elections matter.

· There were no known heros: the candidates presented are generally not well known. The elector doesn’t know them, never adresses them as they do the national members of parliament and do not know what they are appointed to do. Following a survey, 56% of the French declared that they were not interested in this election because they did not know the candidates.

· There was no real battleground as was the case for the president of the European Central bank, for the organization of the Euro or for the convention of Giscard d’Estaing. In fact the battleground was a national one and not a European one.

Added to that the effect that this could have on the electors :

· The habit of all governments, whatever side they are on, of accusing Brussels of being responsible for everything that goes wrong in our country,

· The efforts of an unpopular government to divert opinion from a sanction vote by explaining tactlessly that this election is not a vote for or against the accession of Turkey or for or against the project of the European constitution and, even less, a vote for or against the government,

· And finally an opposition who tries to jump at the opportunity following its success in the local elections and wishes to take the opportunity to sanction the government (a pre-electoral poll showed that 46% of the French were voting no for Europe but against the government !!!).

To make matters worse it was impossible to organize eight electoral constituencies, candidates were catapulted from Paris and innumerable lists offerered to electors (168 in total 28 of which alone for the Paris region), 

You will understand why this European electoral campaign interested only very vaguely the French and was in fact, transformed into a national electoral campaign.

The situation wasn’t any better in the other countries. A pre-electoral EOS Gallup poll, carried out on 12 000 Europeans showed the same indifference and the same drift towards more national preoccupations: 

· 52.8% of the people polled declared to be certain not to vote,

· 57.2% of the people polled thought their vote wouldn’t change anything,

· 54.9% of the people polled declared that the European Parliament did not deal with the problems they were concerned with,

· 54.5% of the people polled complained of a lack of explanations on what was at stake for Europe and 51.8% of a lack of knowledge of the role of Parliament,

· finally, a figure which shows the disinterest of the Europeans for this election, 51.4% of those polled didn’t know the dates of the election and, even worse, 12.2% of the Europeans polled declared that they knew the date but gave the wrong one !!!

THE RESULTS
Now that I have drawn you this very gloomy picture, you will understand that the outcome of this election did not come as any surprise. In short, and this was the case for all of Europe :

· a record rate of abstention,

· an upsurge in euro-scepticism,

· a sanction vote for the governments in position.

For France : 

· abstention reached a new record with only 42.6%  participating in the vote,

· the opposition parties, and particularly the Socialist Party, were the winners of the ballot. The large right wing party of the government (UMP) lost gaining only 16.4% of the suffrage. However, we notice two trends in the opposite direction compared to the previous European elections:

· the lists that openly claim to be euro-scepticists whether they are left and right-wing, gained on the whole less suffrage than at the time of the previous European elections,

· only one party (UDF), which was claimed to be a European federalist and whose campaign was only on the theme of Europe, was relatively successful with 12.1% of the votes (3rd place) which was a considerable increase compared to the previous elections.

I must say a word on the televised electoral evening which is traditionally held on the evening of the elections. It was just as appalling as the electoral campaign.All politicians, irreespective of their political beliefs, found the weak participation of the electors extremely regrettable,but the comments which followed almost never about the question of Europe, showed in my opinion, that the leaders of the parties didn’t really understand the loss of interest of the French people regarding the European idea.

On the one hand, the big names in the opposition demanded the government to resign and, on the other hand, the government declared to have heard the message of the electors but of course, it was out of the question that they resign because on the contrary the electorate wanted more reforms!!! 

CONCLUSION
To conclude, I would like to make two comments. They apply to France and to all the other European countries. They also apply to Turkey tomorrow:

1 – beyond the specific context of these elections for the European  Parliament (the sanction imposed by the electors to the governments invested in still painful structural reforms), there are structural reasons for such a loss of interest on behalf of the Europeans regarding their institutions and, beyond that, the idea of Europe :

· there exists clearly a lack of teaching on Europe. Beyond the European institutions and, especially the Commission and the Parliament, who have to invest themselves more,  those who are responsible are :

· the national governments and the political parties, 

· the European ministers who, once elected, are no longer heard of, and who do not go out to meet their electors,

· schools, training institutions, our society at large do not make the effort to explain the implications, in our everday lives of European decisions for better protection of the citizen and the consumer,

as long as this teaching effort hasn’t been resolved, we could not ask a European  citizen to vote for Europe and not for a national government.

· Especially the national governments – which can not help but hide their shortcomings as if they did not participate actively in the decisions, but also certains lobbies which take advantage (I have in mind the agricultural unions which, from this point of view, are typical), everyone will have to stop criticizing Europe. How could a citizen support the idea of Europe if we tell him incessantly all the horrible technocratical things, all these misfortunate things come from Europe

2 – Turkey hopes to join the European Union. We could bet on it that the same causes will produce the same effects and the disillusionment will quickly follow the expressions of joy. Just remember the first of May last year, cheerful  celebrations marked the accession into the Union of ten new countries. A month and a half later, the results for the European elections were, more or less, identical to those observed in the older countries of the Union. In certain countries, Poland, the Czech Republic the Baltic countries for example, they are worse with an abstention rate greater than ours !!!

The complete disinterest of European electors annonces, for tomorrow some serious problems for Europe. With the state of affairs, we really cannot see how the project of the new constitution could be approved. In order for the European idea to progress, it is necessary to stop the rise in populism and euro-scepticism and to level out the huge democratic deficit in Europe and to render its running clearer.

Today, for those who believe in the Europen idea, it is no longer a question of being an euro-sceptic but a euro-pessimist. 

I will finish with a joke : You Turks, after all I have said are you sure you want to join the Union ?

I thank you for your attention and and am ready to answer any questions you may have.

