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 On the 27th August 2002, Jack Straw argued the case for "a constitution which enshrines a simple set of principles, sets out in plain language what the EU is for and how it can add value, and reassures the public that national governments will remain the primary source of political legitimacy". 

What is Europe? The European Union is a unique construct with no pre-defined 'end product' and a whole range of conflicting perceptions of what it should be. One of the aims of the European Convention, which Jack Straw was referring to and is currently being negotiated, is to define what the EU is, what it is for and where it is going. This is particularly pressing in the context of a rapidly changing political and economic landscape in Europe which has presented the European Union with a myriad of new challenges.

Most notably, the forthcoming enlargement of the EU to a possible 27 Member States - almost doubling the number - urgently requires a new, more flexible system of decision-making so as to avoid the risk of institutional paralysis. On top of this there has been a broad recognition of the problem of the 'democratic deficit' in the EU, with citizens feeling alienated from the idea of Europe and increasingly opposing the EU project. This has led to a realisation of the need to involve citizens more closely in the decision-making process. One of the main purposes of the Convention is therefore to draw up proposals for a new framework and structures for the EU - for example, defining the internal balance of powers between different levels of government.

The surge of attempts over the last decade to respond to changes in Europe have resulted in

three new treaties (the Maastricht Treaty in 1992, the Amsterdam Treaty in 1999 and the Nice Treaty in 2000) updating the original Treaties. However, it was generally acknowledged that the latest Treaty, the Nice Treaty of December 2000, was a failure. The Convention has thus been born partly out of the need to change the way European Treaties are formulated, this time round allowing for an in-depth reflection on what is needed in order to prepare the way for the next Inter-Governmental Conference in 2004. 

The decision to set up the Convention was taken in December 2001 and the first meeting took place on 28 February 2002 in Brussels. The European Convention is made up of 105 members and 13 observers, including representatives from the European and national parliaments (there is one Green MEP), members of governments and of the European Commission, and representatives from EU candidate countries. Its debates are broadcast by satellite and internet. 

It was decided that the Convention would discuss four main issues:

1 Defining Competences. What should be decided at what level? For many, this is about making sure policies are decided at the lowest appropriate level (subsidiarity). 

2 Simplification of the EU's instruments. The Treaties are notoriously difficult to understand, often requiring specialist knowledge to decipher them. The Convention should come up with a way to make EU laws more accessible.  

3 Increasing democracy, transparency and efficiency. These are difficult to achieve in a system like the EU which is aimed at achieving consensus, as a result distributing power very widely up and down the system. The EU process works to create agreements between different groups - the social partners, big and small states, regional and national governments. However, democracy and transparency must not be sacrificed for efficiency.

4 How to move towards a Constitution.

In some senses it is formulating itself as it goes along, working out what the most important issues it has to discuss are, what working methods to adopt, who to listen to, and how to legitimise the final result.

The European Parliament and the Convention

There are 16 MEPs on Convention, 2 of whom are on the leading Praesidium. The European Parliament has adopted a number of resolutions relating to issues being discussed in the Convention, including: 

- on the relationship between national Parliaments and European Parliament in European integration, calling for greater cooperation between parliaments and a strengthening of directly-elected and representative parliaments' powers at their respective levels;

-  a report on the constitutional process and the future of the Union; 

- a resolution on the Commission White Paper on European governance, in which it calls for greater transparency;

- a resolution on the reform of the Council, stressing the need to adapt the Council's practical structure to work efficiently with more members, and to change its role to make it more democratic and transparent

What are the main issues for the Greens?

Among the areas that the Greens are concentrating on are:

· Democracy: 'European Democracy' should be the leitmotif of the Convention, to help provide a structure and focus to Convention negotiations and to emphasise that a more democratic structure is crucial if the EU is to gain legitimacy among European citizens. The Convention must thus ensure that there is a real place for dialogue and a role for civil society in the preparation and implementation of legislation in the EU. Genuine democracy must also be multi-level, with the 3-tier nature of decision-making in the EU clearly recognised (EU, national and local levels) and decisions made at the lowest level possible. National parliaments must be assured a greater say.

· A balance between economic and social aspects: For the Greens it is crucial that the Convention helps to rebalance EU priorities, giving social goals at least equal importance with economic ones. It is crucial that these aspects do not continue to be undermined by the predominantly economic vision (along Thatcherite lines) of the EU project. So far, it is clear that social aspects are barely being touched on and the Greens will adopt a strategy aiming to put social objectives at the centre of the Convention.

The Greens have set up their own parallel Green Convention, which includes two representatives from each national Green party or parliamentary group in the Member States and accession countries. The first meeting of this was at the EFGP meeting in Berlin in May 2002. Dialogue with civil society groups

and others is a vital part of the process, and the Greens/EFA Group in the European Parliament has already held two meetings to discuss the social and environmental aspects of the Convention. These meetings involved a broad variety of people, including NGOs, academics, trade unions and representatives from European Institutions. The next meeting with NGOs will take place on 18th September.
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How Does the Convention Work?


The Convention meets once or twice a month in the European Parliament in Brussels. The Convention's work consists of three stages:


1 The listening stage (February-July 2002) - The Convention hears from member state governments and parliaments, and civil society, about their expectations and wishes for the Convention


2 The deliberating stage (September-December 2002) - The Convention assesses the various opinions puts forward and their implications. Delegates form working groups on various issues (eg legislative simplification, defence policy)


3 The proposing stage The Convention formulates proposals based on their discussions and present them to the European Council. It is due to present the first of the European constitutional documents by the end of October of early November 2002.


The Convention is due to finish its work by spring 2003.





Is the Is the Convention setting a democratic example?


There is no doubt that the Convention is a far more open system of decision-making for formulating new Treaties than closed meetings of European Heads of State. The structure is modelled on the European Charter of Fundamental Rights which was completed in 2000. This was drawn up in consultation with civil society, which has given it a legitimacy that governments can't deny.


However, there are serious shortcomings - starting with the composition of the Convention delegates (there are only 17 women out of 105 members). It has also become apparent that the consultations with civil society have not been that successful, mainly because of a lack of information about the opportunity to contribute to the debate coupled with the speed with which the listening process has come to an end, before much of Europe has even realised what the Convention is. The fact that no-one knew whether or not there would even be a Convention until 2 months also meant there was practically no preparation time.


Furthermore, there are questions surrounding the manner in which decision-making is proceeding within the Convention itself. Even for delegates to the Convention, it is clear that some decisions are being taken without even discussion in Convention meetings.

















This briefing has been prepared by Kathleen Spencer Chapman for Jean Lambert MEP. For further information on anything covered in this briefing contact: jelambert@europarl.eu.int, Tel +32 2284 7507


Website: www.jeanlambertmep.org.uk





Useful Links





Official European Convention Website


www.european-convention.eu.int





Youth Convention


http://www.youth-convention.net/en/





Platform of European Social NGOs www.socialplatform.org (tool-kit on the Convention available)
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