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Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Dear Friends, 

I am very happy to welcome you to this seminar and I want to assure you that in the 
European Parliament, we want to support you with your efforts to make the 
parliaments of the Western Balkans and Turkey fit for integration challenges.  

We want to work with you to enhance and strengthen democracy in your countries 
and facilitate the European integration process of your countries.  

You probably know by heart the Copenhagen criteria that were laid down at the June 
1993 European Council in Copenhagen, which define whether a country is eligible to 
join the European Union. They require that a state has the institutions to preserve 
democratic governance and human rights, has a functioning market economy, and 
accepts the obligations and intent of the European Union.  

This means that membership requires that the candidate country has achieved 
stability of institutions guaranteeing democracy: the rule of law, human rights, 
respect for and protection of minorities, as well as the capacity to cope with 
competitive pressure and market forces within the Union. Membership presupposes 
the candidate's ability to take on the obligations of membership including adherence 
to the aims of political, economic and monetary union.   

There are clear formal criteria to be met, but there are also good practices, there are 
lessons learned by other countries, in particular of CEE in the course of their grand 
transition to market economy, democracy and membership in the EU.  

For me, as Chair of the Constitutional Affairs committee that is responsible for 
relations with national parliaments, and also as an elected MEP coming from a 
country that went through a difficult process of  transition to democracy and market 
economy, this meeting has additional emotional dimension.  

Eleven years ago, in a "big bang" enlargement the Union got 10 new member states.  
We joined the EU which at that time already had nearly half century long experience 
of integration.  

The 2004 enlargement was the first opening towards Central and Eastern Europe. In 
the fifties where Western Europe decided to launch the unprecedented integration 
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process, we were on the other bank of the river. Fortunately, the door remained open 
and we could make it in 2004.  

European integration emerged from the ashes of the Second World War as a way to 
solve conflicts and avoid wars. We could see it over the last years of crisis, how 
important it was to sit in difficult moments around the same table and look for 
solutions. 

Enlargement policy has been the most powerful policy bringing peace and stability to 
ever growing number of Europeans. And today once again we clearly see that peace 
cannot be taken for granted on our continent. There is a war in our neighbourhood, 
and there is a global threat of terrorism. We see that democracy and our capacity to 
cooperate must be continuously nourished and strengthened. 

The Union has already welcomed many countries that in their history had not had a 
chance to experience democracy for a long period before their accession. Indeed, 
accession to the EU was for many countries a guarantee of irreversibility of the 
grand democratic change at home. That was certainly the case of 2004 enlargement. 

Let me make one remark here which I believe matters for our discussions today. The 
transition to democracy and market economy in post-communist countries very 
quickly focussed on economic aspects, leaving the political change to its own 
dynamics. We underestimated the complexity and the time needed for political 
reforms to occur and to mature. This is a message I would like to leave with you. To 
have a sustainable democracy, political dialogue and political culture matter. 

It is also important to note that European Union member states have different 
political structures. There are federal member states, there are strongly regionalised 
member states. There are unitary states. There are also regions with legislative 
competences. Decisions on these internal structures are purely national 
competence.  

Even electoral systems vary strongly within the Union, including elections to the 
European Parliament.  

There are also large disparities between member states with regard to the 
involvement of national parliaments in European decision making. And of course, 
these issues are politically very sensitive. 

The Union itself is an incredible example of solidarity, tolerance and openness. 
Opponent nations just coming out of a war that had caused millions of deaths and 
terrible suffering among the peoples of Europe managed to sit together and embark 
on a collective adventure in which they share goals and means and accept that they 
take together decisions that affect their lives in so many important areas. It is a 
formidable example of reconciliation, which has been serving and can serve as 
inspiration for other areas of Europe and of the globe. Not by chance, some of the 
main actors in the process of pacification of Northern Ireland were members of the 
European Parliament, which played an important role in encouraging the process.  
Not by chance, leaders of communities seeking to end longstanding bloody conflicts 
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between different peoples look for the help of the EU and in particular of the 
European Parliament. 

 
Without any doubt sustainable democracy requires an ongoing parliamentary 
contribution. And you would probably share my view that in Europe, democracy had 
been traditionally a national level democracy.  

 
That's precisely the reason why in opening this seminar I want to highlight one of the 
main specificity of the EU construction: it is the only existing international political 
entity with legislative power entrusted to a multinational democratically elected 
parliament. This reality has an essential impact on the general institutional model 
and framework of the Union. 
 
The executive and legislative power is shared between three main actors, compared 
to two in the Member States. If the European Commission is normally considered the 
executive of the European Union, it has not the monopoly of these functions, as the 
Council also exercises some powers that in our national systems would normally be 
attributed to the governments. The legislative power is shared between three 
institutions: the Commission which has the right of initiative on the one hand; the 
European Parliament and the Council which share the power of decision under the 
ordinary legislative procedure (co-decision) on the other hand. 
 
This institutional unusual structure has induced the specificity and the working 
methods of the European institutions and of course of the European Parliament. 
 
Unlike the political situation in national parliaments, there is no clear-cut division 
between majority and opposition in the European Parliament.  Despite the evolution 
occurred during the last European elections with the Spitzen-kandidaten procedure, 
the logic of the political conflict in EU is not a fight between a majority supporting a 
government and an opposition.  
 
Last year, the EP was in fact fighting for the recognition that the results of the 
European elections really count for composition of the European Commission. We 
saw it as a struggle for democratic legitimacy, more than a fight for the triumph of a 
given political orientation. That is why almost all the political groups represented in 
the Parliament agreed that they would not accept a candidate proposed by the 
European Council that would not be the one presented to the electorate by the 
political force winning the elections. And they stood by their commitment. Even 
political leaders opposed to Jean-Claude Junker announced their support to his 
candidature.    
 
The current European Parliament is composed of seven political groups who have to 
closely interact during the legislative process which is particularly long, complicated 
and can involve three readings of the legislative proposal. Majorities have to be built 
on a case by case basis between political groups. In particular, MEPs know that they 
have to build large majorities in order to allow the Parliament to stand before the 
council with a strong position. 
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Compromises have to be found at all stages of the process inside and outside 
political groups: between the different national delegations composing each group on 
the one hand and between the different political groups on the other. 
 
This necessity to find compromises at all stages of the procedure has a significant 
impact on the internal organisation of the European Parliament. It has developed a 
culture of dialogue and compromise between the different internal actors and also 
with other institutions. This culture of dialogue and compromise is a direct 
consequence of the European construction reality. 
 
Majorities in the European Parliament do not always correspond to the traditional 
breaking lines between "left and right", but also integrate other trans-political groups 
cleavage like "pro-european and eurosceptic" or "interventionist/non-interventionist". 
 
This culture of dialogue and compromise that results from the very nature of UE 
construction is also present in other institutions involved in the legislative process. 
 
In the process of elaborating a legislative proposal at its initial stage, the 
Commission launches a broad consultation of a large number of stakeholders and 
takes their views into account in the final draft submitted to the European Parliament 
and to the Council.  
 
Acting as a college, the Commission needs to reach a final agreement on each piece 
of legislation it proposes and has to take into account a view of all Commissioners, 
who belong to different political groups, in order to achieve a compromise. 
 
The very same situation exists in the Council in which different national 
preoccupations and interests are represented. The 28 Members States have to find 
a consensus between themselves which will then serve as a basis for the 
negotiations with the European Parliament, the other main actor in adopting 
legislation under the co-decision procedure or the European Union budget.  
 
One could think that governments would naturally align themselves by ideological 
affinities (conservatives, liberals, social-democrats). This trend exists, but it is often 
by-passed by the need to defend national interests, which vary enormously 
according to different dossiers. This requires a permanent effort of conciliation and 
doing it not at the cost of the quality of law in order to allow reaching the necessary 
majorities. In practice, this process is so deeply interiorised by national delegations 
that the council almost never votes, reaching most decisions by consensus. The 
same is true in case of the European Commission. 
 
This culture of dialogue and compromise is a distinctive feature of the European 
Union and can certainly contribute to building successful democracies well rooted in 
the hearts of their peoples.  
 
But, European integration is not cast in stone, it is a living phenomenon. Every 
enlargement added new challenges and new opportunities. Crisis triggered deep and 
far reaching reforms of Union's architecture and policies. A number of competences 
were moved from national to European level adding to a deficit of democratic 
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legitimacy. I mentioned before that Europe´s tradition has been national level 
democracy. Today, Europe is in a difficult process of strengthening institutions and 
practices of supranational democracy. 
 
European Parliament, the only directly elected European institution is at the forefront 
of this process. It invests a lot in building better cooperation with national 
parliaments. 
 
For some reforms, including those yet to come, we need to establish a double 
legitimation. This would further enhance the cooperation between the parliamentary 
levels. 
 
An additional challenge to the process of deepening the democratic legitimation of 
the Union structures and policies, comes from the multitier structure of the Union 
divided along the euro / non euro line. We must cope with this division in a way that 
would neither undermine internal market nor weaken Europe's standing in the global 
world.  
 
We can also see that the appetite of the citizens for democracy has strongly evolved 
over last years. People want to participate in European decision making. We are 
currently working on improving the effectiveness of the European Citizens Initiative. 
 
We have no other option but to live up to challenges at hand and mobilise all our 
strengths for the future.   
 
  


