FROM WORDS TO ACTION: MAKING 'MORE EUROPE' A REALITY 

Address by the Chair of the Committee on Constitutional Affairs of the European Parliament, Mr Carlo Casini, on the occasion of the XLVII COSAC meeting in Nicosia, 15 October 2012

I should like to focus on the title of this report, which calls on us to take practical, achievable and immediate action ('from words to action') and on the nature of our meeting of MEPs and national members of parliament (i.e. the utmost expression of democracy). In other words, I shall try to answer the question: 'What can parliamentarians do, immediately and practically, to enable the EU to continue along its path and even to step up its pace towards fuller integration?'

1. A reverse subsidiarity
Two facts have to be taken into account:

a) From 1979 to 2009, voter turnout in the elections to the European Parliament has been gradually declining. The percentage of total voters has dropped from 63% in 1979 to 43% in 2009. The decline has been steady in the seven rounds of elections, without any peaks or troughs. What is striking is also that this steady decline concerns all countries, not just some. The 43% turnout rate in 2009 is not the result of a varying turnout rate from country to country, but is a phenomenon that is affecting both the leading founder countries (Germany, Italy, France) and the smaller ones (Benelux), in addition to the countries that joined the EU at a later date. It is also striking that in 1979 the European Parliament had very few powers, which, over the years, have gradually increased. Today, the European Parliament truly has become a co-legislator. And yet voter turnout has gone in the opposite direction: it has declined in an ever more 
noticeable way. Is it a sign of an unstoppable decline?

b) The second fact is the obvious unpopularity of the measures that have to be taken to combat the economic crisis that has been afflicting us for four years. All of this raises the question of the democratic legitimacy of the European Union. Can there be a democracy without the people? Is popularity a necessary condition for democracy? Does legitimacy equate to popularity?

It is often said that we have to bring Europe closer to the people. But we have to understand what this expression means. The Lisbon Treaty established two instruments to help to achieve this: the citizens' initiative (Article 11) and closer cooperation with national parliaments (Article 10 and Protocols 1 and 2). But there is something deeper we should highlight. The German Constitutional Court reminded us that 'the Member States are the masters of the Treaties' (judgment of 30.06.2009). But in truth, it is the people who are the masters of the Treaties, since they have the sovereignty that is exercised through the parliaments. So it is the parliaments that are Europe's driving force and the national parliaments that are the main link between Europe and its peoples. It is they who are therefore particularly responsible for bringing the European institutions closer to the people. We should not, therefore, think of national parliaments as an instrument for monitoring European sovereignty. The monitoring mechanism of the principle of subsidiarity should not be regarded and used as a limitation. As far as European unity is concerned, the national parliaments are not an obstacle but a driving force. In bringing citizens closer to Europe the national parliaments have a specific task that the European Parliament cannot carry out to the same extent and with the same intensity. So it is a kind of reverse subsidiarity, which is not an option, but a duty. Just as the EU can and should intervene when individual states are not able to resolve people's problems alone, so the national parliaments must play a role of clarification and enlightenment for their people, which the European Parliament alone is unable to do. Subsidiarity is not a limitation, but a duty.
2. A 'messianic' legitimacy
Joseph H. Weiler said that legitimacy is based on three principles: a) that of the majority, which is the entrance to democracy; b) that of the result, which even justifies unpopular measures, and c) that of the dream, i.e. an ideal purpose that projects the well-being of the people into the future (we might call this the principle of 'messianic democracy'). These three aspects are interlinked. For example, a democracy that is merely formal does not always guarantee a substantive democracy, as can be seen in the popular approval that left dictators in power. When one of these aspects is weakened, the others have to rebuild the fabric of democratic legitimacy. For years, despite the decline in public participation, the results achieved legitimised the path of European integration, but now, unpopular measures are undermining or even destroying the formerly positive opinion that citizens had of the EU's activities. We therefore need to strengthen our legitimacy of purpose. While it is true that the promised land is different from the dream, the dream helps us to overcome the difficulties of the journey through the Sinai wilderness. People therefore need to be able to answer the question: 'Why do we need Europe today?'. Inevitably, the answer will have to be given at the next European Parliament elections, which will thus be an opportunity to reverse the trend of growing public distrust. It is therefore vital that the national parliaments and the European Parliament take educational measures to ensure that the answer we give is a comprehensive one, backed up by a realistic hope for the common good and for civil renewal.
3. Parliamentary cooperation
Focusing on what we can do with a view to the European elections of 2014, does not mean, of course, that we should forget the seriousness and complexity of the problems facing us. Others have already dealt with this issue with the utmost authority: for example, the Economic and Monetary Union think-tank appointed by the President of the European Union, Herman Van Rompuy, but also the report sponsored by the German Foreign Minister Guido Westerwelle and the Schuman Foundation report, 'A Political Union for Europe', published on 24 September 2012.

As for the debate in the European Parliament, it seems to me that three lines have emerged: 

a) The single currency is a key step on the path towards true European integration. Monetary union implies the gradual construction of a banking, financial, economic – and ultimately, political – union. The goal of a federal Europe referred to by President Barroso in his last address to the European Parliament, when reporting on the state of the Union, was applauded warmly and at length.

b) The multiple forms of governance within the European area are causing serious structural problems (which the European Parliament is seriously considering) and must be brought back to the community sphere. Further fragmentation needs to be avoided. However, we need to play down the issue of plural governance. History (namely, Schengen) shows us that sometimes, in order to move forward, little steps have to be taken. The important thing is that fragmentation should not be anarchic and should be included, as far as possible, in the Community method. Moreover, the Lisbon Treaty already provides for the possibility of enhanced cooperation.
c) The full potential of the Lisbon Treaty should be immediately developed. The drawing up of a new treaty through a Convention, in accordance with Article 48 TEU, should not be ruled out, but until the 2014 elections, everything that is permitted – and sometimes required – under the existing treaties should be implemented. In this regard, I should like to draw your attention to Article 13 of the Treaty on Stability, Coordination and Governance.

Under Article 13, the Treaty on Stability consolidated a practice that was already being implemented between national parliaments and the European Parliament: that of coming together to discuss budgetary policies within the framework of economic policy coordination and governance.

We therefore did not need this new treaty in order to work together.

During the negotiations, the representatives of the European Parliament, who were actively involved, insisted on the 'sectoral' nature of inter-parliamentary cooperation under Article 13, with the aim of safeguarding and reinforcing previous experience.

Last year, as well as this year, an interparliamentary forum brought together experts from all parliaments to exchange views and make our voices heard before the Spring European Council. This event has already become a key date in the 'European Semester'.

We have to deepen this practice, and improve it. It is our responsibility to avoid the 'deparliamentarisation' of economic governance in Europe, regardless of the precepts of the Treaty on Stability.
Economic governance does not end with the Treaty – on the contrary, secondary legislation (from the 'Six-Pack' to the 'Two-Pack') is much more comprehensive and detailed than the provisions of the Treaty on Stability and it is vital to ensure parliamentary oversight at the national level, at EU level and also through 
inter-parliamentary cooperation.

The European Parliament Conference of Presidents has put forward some serious proposals to deepen and broaden the parliamentary dimension of the European Semester.

Of course, while the aim of the pragmatism with which we are continuing along the same path, reviewing and adapting our route in a realistic and sensible manner, is to not make us waste precious time in our quest for economic recovery both inside and outside the euro zone, it should not make us lose our way towards the finish line.
4. The 2014 elections: an opportunity
One of the reasons for the low voter turnout in previous European Parliament elections is certainly the fact that in all countries the public debate has focused on national policy issues and not on those relating to European integration. This is also because there are no real European political parties. National parties have nearly always presented the European elections as a test of their national political structure. In many cases, therefore, the vote might have appeared to be an unnecessary duplication of national elections. In addition, citizens might have had the impression that their choices were of little significance. Indeed, in the European Parliament, there appears to be little difference between the majority and the opposition; the formation of the Commission depends only marginally on people's votes, and the impression is that citizens can only have a very weak impact on EU policies. It seems, though, that it is precisely this economic crisis, with the resultant debate on whether to continue along the path of integration or to take steps back, to the point of leaving the euro zone – or even the EU – that means that in 2014 we really are talking about Europe. Indeed, the issue of Europe has been a hot topic and has had an impact on the outcome of the national elections in 2012 in Greece and the Netherlands and, to a certain extent, in France as well. May, A wide-ranging debate on Europe could therefore become vital and we will have to rediscover that principle of legitimacy (the dream) that can prevent the other aspects of democracy from fading away. We must offer a compelling vision for the future, in a way, the promise of a 'promised land'. This is what political scientists call 'political messianism'. The roots of Europe will have to be rediscovered, at least going back to when, after the end of the Second World War, the ruins were still smouldering and there was the fear of a Third World War (which would perhaps have been the last one in history because it would have been capable of destroying the entire human race) – when that great hope was born of permanent peace between the nations that had most fuelled hatred. 
In the current crisis it is of extraordinary importance that the European Union has been awarded the Nobel Peace Prize, almost as a reminder to those who were not there or who have forgotten the reason for this grandiose political project. Never before has a union of peoples taken place without violence. Yet the European Union was born of reason and came from the heart. Now the world has changed, but European unity has found new reasons to overcome fear and incite enthusiasm. That fear stems from globalisation, which can crush and reduce to insignificance each individual country that remains isolated. The enthusiasm may come from the belief that Europe truly wants to change the entire world in the name of its values ​​of human dignity, solidarity, equality and human rights, which it has already incorporated into its basic acts.

In the past, the lack of interest in European issues has also been caused by the inconsistency of European political parties. We therefore need to frame legislation with a view to adopting a statute for those parties. Article 10 of the Lisbon Treaty reads:

'Political parties at European level contribute to forming European political awareness and to expressing the will of citizens of the Union.'
So we have a duty to legislate. The Commission and the European Parliament are working not only to support the Foundations, but also to determine a comprehensive statute for political parties. We need to give them legal personality, lay down the conditions for their recognition and ensure they have a democratic structure; but national political parties also need to take action to ensure that the rules are implemented. In this regard, the national parliaments can play a decisive role given their authority and their close contact with national parties. But this is not enough to make people want to take part in elections. It is important for people to know that their vote can change things. I am therefore firmly convinced by the proposal that the parties should not limit themselves to selecting candidates but should also put forward candidates for the Presidency of the European Commission. They could even put forward names for potential Commissioners. It would not be unreasonable to suggest that at least a substantial proportion of Commissioners, for example 50%, could be chosen from among Members of Parliament.  
The European Parliament has not managed to propose a reform of the electoral system to highlight the unity of Europe as opposed to the individuality of Member States. The proposal by Andrew Duff to reserve a quota of candidates for a transnational vote has remained in deadlock. In the various political groups, there has so far been a prevailing fear of discrimination between first-class and second-class parliamentarians. However, a few steps forward could be taken. For example, holding the EU elections on a single day would symbolise the value of unity. There are also reforms which could be implemented without any legislative action. The power Parliament already has to choose the President of the Commission could be strengthened, and at least some of the Commissioners (50%) could be chosen by Parliament. Nothing would prevent the President of the Commission from being the same person who chairs the European Council. Institutional unity would thus take a step forward, democratic legitimacy would be strengthened because of the possibility of political oversight by the people, and citizens would become more interested in the elections.

On that note, I should like to conclude. It is my firm belief that this topic suggests that immediate and practical action needs to be taken towards 'more Europe'.
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