 

· Why should the European Parliament in Strasbourg be reinforced? 
The democratic deficit of Europe will get worse if Europe becomes more centralised, as the proponents of the transfer of the European Parliament from Strasbourg to Brussels wish to do. As every country in Europe decentralises, there is no good reason why the European Union should destroy its existing decentralised structure, and go against the general movement of history. History teaches that concentrations of powers increase the risk of abuse of powers. That is why we want a clear separation of powers (as theorised by Baron Charles de Montesquieu in The Spirit of Laws of 1748), and strenghten each power where its is today.

Concerning costs, taxpayers will save billions if the European Parliament works mostly in Strasbourg instead of in Brussels. So Strasbourg is not only the better option historically, culturally and symbolically as the incarnation of political reconciliation, but also politically for fundamental reasons of political philosophy and to avoid centralisation, and even financially. 

The European Parliament must be in Strasbourg, because it increases both its political independence as well as the necessary decentralisation needed to reduce the gap which separates millions of Europeans from their institutions.

Europe will not have the moral legitimacy to be a strong entity in the world, and will not be able to become the first 'ethical superpower' in History if it pursues the traditional political model of centralising all power. In the long run, the only (and best) guarantee is that the citizens of Europe themselves understand why, and are convinced, that their interests and that democracy in Europe depends on political decentralisation, therefore on the keeping and reinforcement of the one and only seat of the European Parliament in Strasbourg.

 

 Debate about Strasbourg 

by Bernd Posselt, MEP
 

Bernd Posselt, MEP, Foreign Affairs spokesperson of the CSU in the European Parliament and President of the Paneuropa-Union Deutschland, deals here with nine preconceptions, which come up time after time in the attacks against Strasbourg as seat of the European Parliament.  
Preconception nº 1: "Strasbourg as venue of the European Parliament is merely the expression of French prestige."
 

The idea to make Strasbourg the capital of European integration came in 1949 from the then British Foreign Minister Ernest Bevin of the Labour Party - not a romantic European he, but a solid trade unionist. Following Bevin’s initiative, first the Council of Europe was created and settled in Strasbourg, then the European Convention on Human Rights was decided (Rome, 4 November 1950) and the European Court of Human Rights was created there.  The present EU which has its roots in the European Steel and Coal Community (ESCC) developed its parliamentary activity here from the beginning.  It is here that the Parliamentary Assembly of the ESCC met from 1952 to 1958, here that the still unelected European Parliament met from 1958 to 1979, and here that the directly elected European Parliament held nearly all its plenary sessions, meaning that nearly all important European political decisions of the last more than 60 years were made in Strasbourg.  Strasbourg as parliamentary capital of Europe therefore has nothing to do with the expression of the prestige of a particular member state, but is the result of half a century of arduous parliamentary work.

 

Preconception nº 2: "Strasbourg is only the obsolete symbol of Franco-German reconciliation."
 

Franco-German reconciliation has become over time a model of reconciliatory thinking as such, and has lost nothing of its present pertinence.  On 2 May 2004, Lech Walesa expressed on the occasion of the Eastern extension of the European Union the idea that Strasbourg incarnates peace and freedom for the entire continent.  He personally came to Strasbourg and handed over the flagpoles of the former Lenin Shipyards of Danzig/Gdansk to the representatives of the European people; these flagpoles now stand in front of the Strasbourg Parliament building and express that the Central and Eastern European freedom movements are anchored in the EU structures.  And while Brussels is associated throughout Europe with bureaucracy and centralisation, Strasbourg is the parliamentary, democratic, freedom-loving, cultural and human rights face of Europe.

 

Preconception nº 3: "Strasbourg is the second seat of the European Parliament."
 

For decades, the European Parliament did not have any seat, but only the working locations of Strasbourg and Luxembourg, to which Brussels was added only at the end of the 1980s and in the 1990s.  Before that the Parliament only kept a minuscule external office in Brussels.  The question of the seat was finally resolved in 1999 after these long temporary arrangements when the Heads of State and Governments unanimously decided that Strasbourg is the seat of the European Parliament, not one among several, but the only one. A concession made to the Belgians during the negotiations of the Protocol stating that possible additional Plenary Sessions should be held in Brussels has complicated the situation. This all was laid down in a Protocol to the Treaty of Amsterdam which was ratified by all member states (and by the new member states when they became members). It is now part of the Lisbon Treaty and was again ratified by the democratically elected Parliaments of the member states.  

Preconception nº 4: "The seat of Strasbourg is responsible for an expensive travel circus."
 

Apart from the fact that the numbers that are being bandied around are falsified, exaggerated and not particularly seriously researched, it is extremely unobjective to unilaterally assign to Strasbourg any extra costs.  Additional costs are mainly caused by the fact that completely superfluous mini-Plenary Sessions are held on a dozen half-days per year in Brussels. and that using this as an excuse, significant portions of the General Secretariat which is in Luxembourg was transfered without any legal basis to Brussels, instead of to the seat of the European Parliament in Strasbourg.  To save money and tighten its workload, the Parliament should finally adapt its work conditions to the contractual reality which is that Strasbourg is its only seat.

Costs could be reduced dramatically and at the same parliamentarians could have more time to spend in their home constituencies through additional Constituency Weeks, simply by having complete 5 days usage of the twelve monthly Plenary Sessions in Strasbourg, by eliminating the 6 expensive and unnecessary mini Plenaries in Brussels as well as concentrating Committee and Political Group work to maximum one to two preparatory weeks just before Plenaries.

Especially the parliament of an enlarged EU, where the representatives have to travel every week from Lappland, Cyprus or Andalusia, should concentrate its meetings on fewer and more fully utilised session weeks.  As far as the so-called “wandering circus” of the administration is concerned - the parliamentarians do not shuttle between Strasbourg and Brussels as is often claimed, but come from home - this could be greatly minimized simply by transferring to Strasbourg the sections mainly responsible for the Plenary sessions.  The famous metal cases used in document transportation are in any case in large part an anachronism in the age of the internet.  The Parliament could implement these changes in working procedures on its own authority and without treaty renegotiation, which would have to ratified in all member states, including France.  But as long as a pro-Brussels lobby in the parliament and the administration blocks such measures, it - not the treaties or Strasbourg - must bear the responsibility for waste and inefficiency.

 

Preconception nº 5: "An irresponsible real estate policy is taking place in Strasbourg."
 

After the first direct election in 1979, the European Parliament only had administrative offices and a small Plenary Room in Luxembourg.  The parliamentarians met in Strasbourg where they used the Plenary Room of the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe, which also lent them some of its own offices during the week of the Sessions.  Four parliamentarians and their assistants sat in one office and had to pack all papers on the Friday of the Plenary Week and take them back home to their constituencies.  The famous metal cases were only used for the transport of documents of the officials to Luxembourg.  Concretely, Brussels did not exist for the Parliament, as already mentioned, there was only a small external relations office at 3 Boulevard de l'Empereur.  It was only at the beginning of 1981 that each parliamentarian had an own office, and this only in Strasbourg, in the building now called Winston Churchill. This very practical building was the first home of the European Parliament. In the following years, half-a-dozen of extremely expensive buildings have been bought in Brussels, from the beginning of the 1990s to today.  This not only gave rise to many scandals but also to angry citizen protests because an entire city district was torn down.

Notwithstanding the still many unexplained circumstances of these matters, it is obvious that the money spent on buildings in Brussels was several times the amount spent in Strasbourg, and this, at least at times, in quite non-transparent ways.  Just one numerical comparison makes one wonder:  in 1999, the Plenary Building “Louise Weiss” was built in Strasbourg, a beautiful, architecturally interesting building symbolizing the whole of European cultural history, for a cost per square meter, that as “Die Welt” commented on then, made German government building masters green with envy.  After the French government and Strasbourg financed the building at their own risk and subsidized the buying price by nearly 15%, the European Parliament bought the valuable real estate in 2004 for 446,5 Million Euros, which given the location and the size of the building - it comprises 185 331 square meters, 1138 offices, 38 meeting rooms, the largest Plenary Room in Europe and a car garage with 1200 spaces - was definitely a good investment.  In comparison, the Brussels Plenary Building “Paul Henri Spaak” with only 80 499 square meter, 573 offices, 22 meeting rooms, a smaller and inferior Plenary Room and only 12 car spaces cost 600,2 Million Euros !  The price per square meter in Strasbourg is therefore two thirds cheaper than in Brussels!  Around the Parliament Building is a lot of space for enlargement. 

The yearly costs for buildings and infrastructure, as given by the more or less brussels-oriented administration, amount to 49,2 Million Euros in Strasbourg, 40,7 Million Euros in Luxembourg and 156,1 Million Euros in Brussels.  Apart from the purchase price of the Brussels Plenary Building and its tarnished history, the most politically charged issue is that until 1992 no international document dealing with the European Parliament even mentioned Brussels, and the Belgian capital even afterwards only had the status of an additional working location.

The necessary investments to concentrate the Parliament's work in Strasbourg could be easily financed by selling a part of the expensive Buildings in Brussels, for example to the Commission. 

Preconception nº 6: "The Strasbourg building sits empty in between Plenary Sessions."
 

The Parliament building in Strasbourg - which incidentally is the only architecturally interesting building built for a EU institution during the history of European integration - is visited by over 100 000 people in between Plenary Sessions, people who learn about the working methods of the European Parliament.  In addition, over 10 000 high school students visit the European Parliament every year thanks to the 'Euroscola' programme. Strasbourg could bring the EU closer to its citizens more efficiently if it were used as the main conference and visitor center of the European Parliament, but this can only done if the parliamentary activities in Strasbourg are strengthened, not reduced.  Nearly half of interested visitors groups must be turned away, so that here the utilisation rate of the Plenary building could be improved if the Visitor Service were increased and if other rooms apart from the main Plenary Hall were also used in between sessions.

 

Preconception nº 7: "Strasbourg cannot be easily reached."
 

Strasbourg lies in the middle of the European highway and high-speed railway network. The TGV Est connects Strasbourg to Paris and its Airport within only 2.20 hours. London will be only 4 hours 20 minutes away from Strasbourg (city center to city center), and Strasbourg-Paris will be reduced, in a next step, to 1.40 hours. With the upgrading of the "Magistrale for Europe" from Paris via Strasbourg to Stuttgart, Augsburg, Munich, Vienna, Bratislava and Budapest, Strasbourg will be, around 2015, the center of the European fast train network, with additional connections to Poland, the Czech Republic, to Southeast Europe, to Italy and the Iberian peninsula.  The Strasbourg train station is connected to the European Parliament with one of Europe’s most modern tramways. Strasbourg Airport is linked to Strasbourg Railway Station with a high-speed shuttle. 

Improvements should definitely be made for flight connections.  Apart from a greater use of the Strasbourg Airport, it could also be useful to have a permanent flight or train shuttle to Frankfurt, continental Europe’s largest airport which is only 2 hours away.

 

Preconception nº 8: "To be efficient, the European Parliament should be near the seat of the Executive, therefore in Brussels."
 

On the contrary:  the most important argument in favour of Strasbourg is the much greater visibility which the European Parliament enjoys there as the organ of democratic control.  In Brussels the Parliament is more in the category of “and others” after NATO, the Council and the European Commission, while in Strasbourg, it is the center of attention.  When a newspaper writes “The European Parliament disagrees with Brussels’s plans”, one knows that “Brussels” means the Commission.  When the FAZ titles “Strasbourg in favour of a Convention instead of a Forum”, it is clear that in this case “Strasbourg” means the European Parliament.  The title “Strasbourg demands that Brussels changes” clearly means:  the representatives of the people are fighting Eurocrats.  Cornelia Bolesch, long-time Brussels correspondent of the Süddeutsche Zeitung, explained it as follows in a recent commentary:  “The Parliament should refrain itself with all its might to set all its bets only on the location of Brussels.  In Strasbourg, the European parliamentarians can be sure of at least four days of uninterrupted media attention.  If they only met in Brussels, they would go under in the daily turmoil of news and meetings.” Already in 1981, SPD MEP Olaf Schwencke warned that a decision against Strasbourg would “turn our Parliament into a Cinderella”.  This is particularly clear with official visits:  if a guest of State level comes to Strasbourg, the visit in media terms is completely about the European Parliament;  if the guest comes to Strasbourg, he is mentioned most of the times only in relationship to the Council or the Commission.  As long as the EU is not a federation - and the question remains if it ever will be or if the people want it - it surely works better with the triangle Strasbourg, Luxembourg and Brussels, each of which has its own integrating influence.  And it is reasonable that as long as the Member States remain the official Parties to the Treaties, and therefore are the constitutional powers, that they should decide on the seat of the institutions.  If one day a central single European capital should be chosen, it would be appropriate to develop it on the model of Washington D.C. and within the Franco-German Eurodistrict created 2 years ago, connecting Strasbourg and the Ortenau. In contrast to Brussels and Luxembourg, Strasbourg is not a national capital and could become together with its German neighbour Kehl an independent European metropolis.  This idea was already promoted in the 1980s by one of the greatest Europeans of the late 20th century, the Honorary Citizen of Europe Helmut Kohl (distinction by the European Council of Heads of State and governments only awarded twice in European history).

It is already an advantage today for the European parliament that it does not have to wait in the antechambers of the Council or commission during the Strasbourg Plenary weeks, but on the contrary that these are guests on the territory of the Parliament and have to account for, explain and answer their policies.  If they were in Brussels, they could always hide behind their bureaucratic castle walls.  If one day it should be necessary to bring together the Executive and Legislative, because the Council and Commission created a true Executive, then it would be the responsibility of the Executive to follow the freely elected representatives of the people to Strasbourg.

Preconception nº 9: "The elimination of the seat of Strasbourg would promote the EU and make it more popular."
On the contrary: to abandon Strasbourg would not only be a blow against France, which remains indispensable for the progress of Europe, but also a shock to the European identity which was much defined after the war by the contested border region of Alsace.  But most of all, it would be damaging for the European Union which is at the moment recovering from a deep constitutional and meaning crisis.  A retreat by the Parliament from the Alsatian metropolis of Europe would be the abandonment of its most successful tradition and a further step to losing the soul of Europe at a time when European integration desperately needs more - and not less - identity and soul.  But the loss of media visibility and a clear democratic parliamentary profile would weigh even heavier in the balance.  Questions about the seat and capital of Europe are neither side issues nor should be they allowed to be judged on purely quantitative or technical grounds, or worse, decided as a passing fancy.  They are questions of a utmost political nature and provide a commonwealth with long term identity and guidance.  Pierre Pflimlin, the epitome of a true European expressed it as follows:  “There is no community if there is not a place where, more than in any other place, a common spirit becomes visible... let us not destroy the emblematic places of Europe, where her soul lets itself be felt more strongly than anywhere else!”

