2nd Newsletter

Report on EP Delegation Meeting, Tuesday 20 February

With the first meeting of the Convention on the Future of Europe just over a week away, the European Parliament Delegation held its third meeting on Tuesday morning.

Concern over gender balance
A number of MEPs expressed disappointment that the Convention membership is dominated by middle-aged men.  Only 1 woman is listed among the 10 nominees to the Presidium named so far; the 15 governments have nominated 12 men and 3 women as full members; and of the 30 full member nominees from the national parliaments, the total number of women is 3.

In a development which sums up the appalling gender balance, Mr. de Vigo announced that the inaugural meeting would open with speeches by the 4 "Presidents of the European Union" - Pat Cox, Romano Prodi, José María Aznar and Valéry Giscard d'Estaing.  Jens-Peter Bonde (EDD-Denmark) remarked that this meant the Convention would open with four men making the same old speeches.  "Where were the women, where were the young people?" he asked.
Substitutes

Mr. de Vigo stated that he had won an important battle on the rights of substitute members in that they would be permitted to sit in the room at all times although had not yet secured the right for substitutes to sit next to full members.  Helle Thorning-Schmidt (PSE-Denmark), herself a substitute member, complained that there were still a number of unresolved questions such as speaking rights, the role of substitutes in working groups and their right to sign amendments.

A one-sided Presidium
The national parliaments Delegation will meet at 11 am on Friday 22nd in the European Parliament to elect its two representatives to the Presidium.  Following this, at 2.30 p.m. the Presidium will hold its inaugural meeting.  

Under the terms of the Laeken Declaration, the Presidium will draft the recommendations to be put to the Convention.  However, despite the increasing Euro-realism among the citizens of Europe, no Euro-realist has been appointed to the Presidium.

Demands for transparency

MEPs demanded that the Presidium operates transparently.  Suggestions were put that Mr. Giscard and his Vice-Presidents appear before the EP Delegation and in Plenary. 


Hanja Maij-Weggen (PPE-Netherlands) was one of a number of MEPs who insisted that the Presidium serves the Convention not vice-versa.  Johannes Voggenhauber (Greens/EFA-Austria) warned that the Presidium should not become a Task Force for the IGC.  

Rules of Procedure

There was a strong consensus in favour of avoiding torturous technical wrangles over the Rules of Procedure at the start of the Convention.  It was generally agreed that rather than promote its own ideas for the Rules, the EP Delegation would wait to see Mr. Giscard's own draft.

Organisation of Work


In the absence of a formally constituted Presidium, definite decisions have not yet been reached.  However, Mr. de Vigo understood that the initial stages of the Convention's work programme would be a "Listening phase".  Mr. de Vigo said it was important that this was properly structured.  With that in mind, he and Klaus Hansch (PSE-Germany & 1st VP) had produced a list of five questions refined from the Laeken Declaration.  These were:



1. The Union - to what end and what value?



2. What place for the Union in the world?



3. The Union - what for?



4. How to revitalise democratic legitimacy in the Union?



5. How to govern the Union?

Opinion on the de Vigo-Hansch proposal was divided with some members warning that the questions were too vague and philosophical rather than specific and practical.  Both Euro-federalists and Euro-realists queried the absence from the list of reference to the question, "Treaty or Constitution?"

Suggestions were also put that the Listening phase should deal with issues such as the role of the European Court, the role of the European Council, and enhanced co-operation.  Carlos Carnero Gonzalez (PSE-ES) argued for the inclusion of a question on European citizenship.

Working Groups

Mr. de Vigo indicated that Convention President Mr. Giscard was reluctant to concede the establishment of working groups other than for very technical and precise matters.  Andrew Duff (ELDR-UK & 2nd VP) argued that there should be working parties and designated Rapporteurs. 

Timetable 

It was clear that tensions remain with Mr. Giscard over the number and timing of Convention meetings.  Mr. de Vigo said he would continue to push for one and half day meetings twice a month but that this had not yet been accepted.  There was a consensus in favour of pushing for frequent meetings.  William Abitbol (EDD-France) said it was important to have the format of the Convention's work established soon.

Civil Society


Many MEPs were insistent that consultation with Civil Society should not be Brussels centred.  Dealing only with the usual little gang of NGOs based in Brussels would not amount to genuine consultation, they argued.  Suggestions were put that the Convention - or delegations from it - should go to the member states and candidate countries to consult properly.   Mr. de Vigo accepted that Euro-realist NGOs participate in the Civic Forum.

Financing

Chairperson, Inigo Méndez de Vigo announced that the Parliament, Council and Commission had reached a decision to share costs amounting to an additional €4 million for the period from 28th February to 31st December 2002.
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