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Foreword

This volume was conceived to discuss the role that the European
Parliament (EP) has assumed within the European Union. The
year 2024 marks the beginning of the EP's tenth legislature since it
was first directly elected by the citizens of the EU member states.

The book brings together several contributions aimed at
providing an in-depth approach to the functioning mechanisms
of the EP and how it fulfils its mandate to represent European
citizens. The purpose of this work is to analyse and better under-
stand the role of the EP in the current decision-making context,
especially during a time when the democratic legitimacy of Euro-
pean institutions is intensely debated. The Parliament's evolution
from a consultative to a legislative body displays the constant efforts
to democratise the European decision-making process.

The first part of the work, titled "The Power Mechanisms of
the European Parliament”, opens with an introductory chapter
explaining the role of the MEP, who oscillates between the expec-
tations of national voters and the constraints of European politi-
cal groups. Following this, Paul Popa's study addresses the role
of the EP in fostering human rights internationally, analysing the
tools through which the EP has strengthened its position as a
defender of European values. In an increasingly unsteady inter-
national context, this contribution emphasises how the EP seeks

to assert a distinct voice in global human rights policy.



Foreword

Doru Todorescu provides a detailed analysis of the EP's role
in budgetary negotiations, focusing on how the Parliament influ-
enced negotiations related to the Multiannual Financial Framework
and NextGenerationEU. The author stresses the EP's budgetary
power in shaping the political and economic priorities of the
European Union.

The second part of the volume, "Democratic Participation and
Electoral Manifestations," begins with Natalia Cuglesan's analysis
of the Conference on the Future of Europe initiative. She empha-
sises the limits and potential of this endeavour to transform citizens'
ideas into European policies. The debate on the EU's democratic
deficit takes centre stage, and her analysis brings forward several
themes explaining why the question of the future of EU reform
remains unresolved.

Marcela Sdldgean and Marius Muresan examine Romania's
first elections for the European Parliament in 2007, offering a
historical analysis of this event for Romania's integration into the
EU. Their study highlights how these elections influenced not
only the Romanian political scene but also the electorate's perception
of European institutions.

Another important aspect is addressed by Stefan Marosan,
who scrutinises the populism phenomenon in the 2024 European
elections, focusing on the case of the Alliance for the Union of
Romanians. His analysis provides a critical understanding of how
populist parties influence European electoral competition and the
implications for the future of European integration.

This work aims to be a helpful tool for those interested in

how the European Parliament works, from its internal mechanisms
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to electoral dynamics. Without drawing definitive conclusions, the
volume suggests a series of reflections on a pivotal moment for the
democratic future of the European Union.

I wish to express my gratitude to all those who contributed
valuable suggestions in shaping the concept of this work. A spe-
cial thought of appreciation goes to the publishing house — Presa
Universitard Clujeand, whose meticulous proofreading and editing

were essential to ensuring the high quality of this volume.

Mihai Alexandrescu
Cluj, September 15, 2024



Part1

The Power Mechanisms

of the European Parliament



The Role of the European
Parliament Member: Between Election
and Parliamentary Duties

Mihai ALEXANDRESCU*

Introduction

The most common image of the European Parliament (EP) is that
of the candidate running for the position of Member of the Euro-
pean Parliament (MEP). The majority of European Union (EU)
citizens do not know their MEPs. They typically discover them
during European election campaigns, when candidates present
themselves to voters with various electoral programs in a transac-
tional approach. After this moment, which faithfully repeats every
five years, the image of the MEP fades into the background of the
Parliament's plenary sessions. Caught in the corridors of a sophis-
ticated labyrinth built by the EP's internal regulations, MEPs be-
come prisoners of the European political groups to which they are
affiliated and of the national political parties on whose lists they

were elected.

* Dr. Mihai Alexandrescu is a Senior Lecturer at the Department of International
Studies and Contemporary History of the Faculty of History and Philosophy
(Babes-Bolyai University, Cluj-Napoca). ORCID: https://orcid.org/0000-0001-
9584-4262



The Role of the European Parliament Member: Between Election and Parliamentary Duties

Unlike ministers from member states, who participate in a
Council meeting for one or two days and then return home (Craig
& Burca, 2011), MEPs primarily carry out their activities in Brussels,
with one session per month in Strasbourg. Understanding how
the EP is formed and structured and the main procedures for
conducting its activities is essential for appropriately analysing

an MEP's role in elections and actions during a legislative term.

The Composition
of the European Parliament

When addressing the composition of the European Parliament,
we must consider two dimensions that define this institution: the
election of its members and, subsequently, their political behaviour.
Analysing the electoral dimension requires a prior definition of the
institutional framework for representing the activities of member
states in the EP and an analysis of the electoral process from which

the elected members of the EP emerge.

Representativeness

To understand representativeness in the European Parliament,
it is necessary to explore, in part, the principles that underpin
this model. We consider the international principle of equality
among states, the federal-democratic principle, and the principle
of degressive proportionality. The compromise among these three
principles is the very image of the current stage of European

construction.
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Competition Between the Voice of Citizens and the Decisions
of Member States

Those who accelerated the process of democratizing the European
economic integration were the European deputies, starting from
the first legislature constituted after the first direct elections for
the European Parliament in June 1979. Enthusiastic about being
the first European parliamentarians directly elected by the citizens
of their states, the European deputies increasingly demanded a
reduction of what was then called the democratic deficit. The
massive impact that the policies of the European Communities
had on the citizens of the member states, offering them unprece-
dented economic and social rights, increasingly amplified the
voices of those who wondered why citizens were not directly
involved in developing European policies so they could express
their own point of view, not just through their own governments.

This competition that opened between the citizens' voices
and the decisions of the member states questioned precisely a
fundamental attribute of state sovereignty: the external represen-
tation of their own citizens. Until the elections of June 1979, the
Parliamentary Assembly of the European Communities was com-
posed of deputies who were members of national parliaments
(Nugent, 2017).

The construction of the Internal Market as the core of Euro-
pean economic integration was not initially conceived as a demo-
cratic process in which the citizens of the member states would be
consulted. It was always perceived as an elitist process that was the
sovereign attribute of the member states through their governments

within permanent intergovernmental negotiations in the Council
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of Ministers. The decisions of the Council were transmitted to the
European Commission, whose primary role is to create European
legislative proposals. After their approval by the ministers, these
were to be implemented by the European Commission as a supra-
national body independent of the member states. The benefits for
economic development were visible but were considered to have
too slow a pace due to intergovernmental disputes, which became
increasingly visible after the "empty chair" crisis provoked in the
summer of 1965 by the President of France, Charles de Gaulle
(Dinan, 2005).

The construction of EU citizenship was preceded by several
decades of its official establishment through the Maastricht Treaty
(1992). The Court of Justice of the European Communities acted,
until Maastricht, "as an activist for citizens" (Popa, 2023, p. 87),
protecting their economic and social rights that largely arose from
their status as workers in other member states than their own. In
numerous situations, these rights were won by citizens against
the governments of member states, which used to ignore wage and
social discrimination against employees coming from other member
states (Alexandrescu, 2023).

This feeling among citizens that national governments did
not want to apply non-discriminatory treatments to citizens from
other member states was also one of the factors that encouraged
the demand to strengthen the democratic character of the Euro-
pean Parliament.

What was only an intergovernmental application of the
principle of equality among states now became an argument for
the need to democratize the process of European integration. This

endeavour could be achieved by consolidating and extending the

11



European Parliament: Between Elections and Action

role of the EP, which, until 1986, when the Single European Act
was adopted, had only a consultative, not a decision-making role.

The introduction of the co-decision procedure, through the
equal involvement of the EP alongside the Council of Ministers in
adopting community legislation, represented the most eloquent
manifestation of the competition between EU citizens (represented
by the EP) and the governments of the member states, which meet
in the Council of Ministers through the relevant councils depending
on the field of legislation (industry, energy, economy, environment,
health, etc.).

The continuous strengthening of the EP's power through
successive treaties that modified the Maastricht Treaty (i.e., the
Treaties of Amsterdam, Nice, and Lisbon) led to a radical change
in the intergovernmental project with supranational coordination,
as it was initially conceived, into a project that some authors per-
ceive as being "federal on multiple levels" (Hartel, 2012). However,
one cannot speak of a federation as long as member states retain
sovereignty in their essential domains: defence policy and foreign
policy. Even concerning the economic domain, states have the
possibility to formulate their own national policies for numerous
sectors (Wallace et al., 2014).

Moreover, the intergovernmental dimension did not dis-
appear with the direct involvement of the EP through the co-
decision procedure (which was renamed the ordinary legislative
procedure in 2009). The Council must share the decision with the
European Parliament. Intentionally, to protect the sovereignty
dimension of the member states, the Treaty of Lisbon introduced
Article 50, through which any state can initiate the procedures to

withdraw from the EU. Accession to the EU implies pooling the
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sovereignties of the member states and assuming their participa-
tion in the process of economic integration. The federal flavour
observed in the manifestation of the EU is procedural-institutional,
not constitutional. The inclusion of Article 50 confirmed this detail.

All these aspects need to be understood to explain why the
federal-democratic principle and the principle of degressive pro-
portionality are the ones that shape the form of representation in
the European Parliament.

Although the EP has gained many rights in its relationship
with the Council, it must be specified that it is not a European-level
extension of national parliamentarism. This confusion has always
been present in the narrative manifestations and political attitudes
of some European deputies in the last four decades (Dinan, 2005).

Being an organization built and maintained through the in-
tergovernmental action of the member states, European parlia-
mentarism must be distinct from the classical national or federal
approach. Even if the transformation of the EP into a federal insti-
tution appears in the projects of some European federalist politi-
cians, such as Joschka Fischer (2000), this is unlikely in the absence
of transforming the European Union into a federation based on a
constitutional treaty.

Two levels of parliamentary representation (national and
European) cannot coexist in the same substance if both claim to
represent popular sovereignty. Therefore, parliamentarism at the
level of the European Union is, at least in this stage of the evolution
of European integration, the expression of a democratization of
the decision-making process for the direct support of the European
citizen, who claims first and foremost to be a citizen of a member

state (Alexandrescu, 2023). Furthermore, as an additional argument,
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it must be emphasized that European citizenship was not created
either to find a federation or to undermine member states but to
protect national citizens in their relations with member states where
they exercise the rights conferred by the treaties.

Even in Hartel's (2012) interpretation, the federal-democratic
character highlights the citizen without weakening the sovereign
state from which they come or in which they exercise the freedoms
of movement provided in community law. However, it should
also be noted that, according to the Union's treaties, citizens can
vote in European Parliament elections in the state where they
reside without being conditioned by possessing the citizenship of
that state (see Alexandrescu, 2023).

Beyond this evident effort to democratize the process of
European integration, it is marked by a constant tension between
the sovereignty of member states and the democratization of Euro-
pean institutions, a fact reflected in the perceptions and attitudes of
voters regarding a common electoral agenda. Even if the European
Parliament has gained an increasingly strong role in the European
decision-making process, citizens have not yet developed a clear
awareness of this agenda, often voting based on national concerns.
This tension is observed throughout the evolution of the democra-
tization of the European Union (Nugent, 2017).

Empirical studies show that since 1979, when the first direct
elections for the European Parliament took place, political compe-
tition has largely revolved around national issues. Although Euro-
pean topics have begun to be present, concerns related to the EU
have been subordinated to national interests, which explains why
pro- and anti-EU orientations are not dominant in elections. Voting

is still based on the traditional left-right political axis, and citizens'
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concerns related to European policies remain limited (van der Eijk
& Franklin, 2004).

In 2014, although the introduction of the Spitzenkandidaten
in the European Parliament elections aimed to achieve a closer
connection of citizens with the European decision-making process,
electoral campaigns were dominated by national themes, which
reduced the impact of this mechanism on creating a common agen-
da and pushed such an initiative into the background. The majority
of voters continued to vote in response to the national problems of
the moment, not being influenced by the new European mecha-
nisms (Hobolt, 2014).

A key factor contributing to the electorate's attitude can be
considered the influence of the media on the public perception of the
EU. Media in the member states tend to contextualize European
issues through the lens of local interests, emphasizing the benefits
and costs of EU membership rather than promoting a common
debate at the European level. Through this practice, journalism
unknowingly contributes to weakening the perception of a com-
mon European agenda and encourages citizens to focus on their
own national realities (Boomgaarden et al., 2011).

Moreover, Eurosceptic perceptions, which have grown more
vigorous in some member states, are built on fears related to the
loss of sovereignty. In many member states, citizens believe that
EU membership reduces their ability to control internal policies,
which amplifies reluctance towards a common European agenda.
As a convenient narrative, populist Eurosceptic politicians fuel this
suspicion about deeper European integration and divert election
campaigns towards anti-governmental agendas (De Vries, 2007;
Stoica, 2023).
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In this context, European elections continue to be perceived
as secondary (see Reif and Schmitt, 1980), as they fail to mobilize
voters to the same extent as national elections. Low voter turnout
and a lack of genuine interest in European issues can be inter-
preted as a gap between citizens and European institutions (see
also Table 3). Ultimately, we can speak of the persistence of a gap
in the process of European democratization, as citizens do not
feel that their vote has a direct influence on EU policies (Franklin,
2011). The intergovernmental structure of the Union, which allows
member states to retain considerable control over essential areas
such as foreign and defence policy, supports the perception that
the EU is an elitist and overly bureaucratic project rather than a

participatory democratic union.

The Principle of Degressive Proportionality:

A Tolerable Compromise

A widely debated topic in recent decades has been the composi-
tion of the EP. The "federal at multiple levels" character of the EU
(Hartel, 2012) has a shaping impact on European parliamentar-
ism. A strict application of the principle of proportional represen-
tation would define the Union as a federal state in which the sov-
ereignty of national states would be nullified. National and Euro-
pean political contingencies define the limits of the scope of action
for European deputies.

During the Convention on the Future of Europe (2002-2003),
a recurrent topic was discussed at every wave of EU enlargement:
how many seats in the EP should be allocated to each member state.
The debates over the minimum number of seats for each member

state were particularly intense during the Intergovernmental
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Conference (IGC) of 2003-2004. In the end, three main criteria
were established: (a) each state must have a minimum of six seats,
regardless of the size of the state; (b) the maximum threshold must
not exceed 96 seats; and (c) the European Parliament will have a
maximum of 750 seats (Ramirez Gonzalez, 2010, p. 215). Of course, a
minimum of six seats per state was advantageous for smaller
member states, and the reform of the EP was part of a broader
package of reforms that included, for example, reducing the number
of commissioners and recalculating votes in the Council (Piris, 2010).

After the failure to adopt the Constitutional Treaty (2005), the
issue of seat distribution in the EP remained unresolved. Until 2007,
numerous normative and quantitative variants were attempted to
balance representation in the EP. One such project was the 2007
Report by Alain Lamassoure and Adrian Severin, who, on behalf
of the EP's Committee on Constitutional Affairs (AFCO), drafted
a project based on the so-called principle of degressive propor-
tionality (see also Pukelsheim's analysis, 2010). The Committee,
which adopted the three criteria from the Convention on the Future
of Europe, explained in the "Explanatory Memorandum" of the
Report that degressive proportionality was based on six principles

that gave it "operational content":

"a) the principle of efficiency — the EP could not function with more
than a certain number of members (therefore the limitation to
750 is rational);

b) the principle of national representation and motivation of
voters — each Member State should have a minimum number of
seats in order to send a relevant number of parliamentarians
representing the national political main streams in the EP, thus
stimulating the national citizens to participate in voting and
consequently in the EU democratic process;

17
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c) the principle of European solidarity — following this principle,
the more peopled states accept to get less seats than those which
could be allocated to them by a strict application of full propor-
tionality in order to let the less peopled states to get a better
representation than that to which they would be entitled by
the application of full proportionality;

d) the principle of the relative proportionality — the ratio popula-
tion/number of seats is bigger the bigger the state is and respec-
tively smaller the smaller the state is;

e) the principle of fair distribution — no state will have more seats
than a bigger state or less seats than a smaller state;

f) the principle of the justified flexibility or of a flexible direct
proportionality/degressivity — while observing the other princi-
ples, slight modifications of the number of seats could be agreed
through a transparent procedure meant to bring as close as pos-
sible the differences between States in terms of population and in
terms of seats. This should lead to an as linear curve as possible."

(Lamassoure & Severin, 2007).

Thus, this principle was introduced to ensure balanced rep-
resentation for both large and small member states. This principle
aimed to prevent the potential domination of larger states while
allowing smaller states to have a relevant position in the Europe-
an legislative process. Through the application of degressive pro-
portionality, although larger states receive more seats, smaller states
are represented disproportionately by their population size. This
approach represents a compromise between the international
principle of equality among states and the federal-democratic prin-
ciple, which is based on proportionality according to population size
(Hartel, 2012).

This strategy was considered necessary to maintain the Eu-

ropean Parliament's inclusion and legitimacy. On the other hand,
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this method balances the need for proportional representation with
practical considerations of legislative efficiency and fairness (Hartel,
2012).

Table 1. Evolution of the Number of Members of the European Parliament

Year Number of Details
Members

1952 78 Common Assembly of the European Coal and Steel
Community (ECSC)

1958 142 Parliamentary Assembly of the European Communities

1973 198 Accession of three states: United Kingdom, Denmark, and
Ireland

1976 410 Increase prior to the 1979 elections

1981 434 Accession of one state: Greece

1986 518 Accession of two states: Portugal and Spain

1994 567 Reunification of Germany

1995 626 Accession of three states: Austria, Finland, and Sweden

2004 732 Accession of ten states: Czech Republic, Cyprus, Estonia,
Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Slovakia, Slovenia, Hungary

2007 785 Accession of two states: Bulgaria and Romania

2009 736 Adjustment for elections based on degressive proportionality

2011 754 Reconfiguration according to the Treaty of Lisbon

2013 766 Accession of one state: Croatia

2014 751 Reconfiguration for the 2014 elections and the Treaty
of Lisbon

2019 705 United Kingdom'’s exit from the European Union

2024 720 Adjustment for elections based on degressive proportionality

However, the Lamassoure-Severin approach was not enthusi-
astically received by all states. During the Lisbon IGC (2007), Italy
raised objections, considering that it received fewer seats than the

United Kingdom and France. In the end, an additional seat was
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offered to Italy, and the total maximum number of seats in the EP
became 751 (Piris, 2010). Seemingly, this negotiation compromised
the logic of degressive proportionality.

The practical implementation of degressive proportionality
involves complex mathematical models and political negotiations.
A notable proposal is the Cambridge Compromise, introduced in 2011,
which suggested a base-plus-proportional method. According to this
method, each member state would receive a fixed number of seats,
with additional seats allocated proportionally to its population size.
Although this distribution model was not adopted, the Cambridge
Compromise is an example of ongoing attempts to identify more
refined mechanisms for seat allocation in the EP to achieve a fair
balance between large and small states (Grimmett et al., 2011).

During the 2014-2019 term, the allocation of seats in the EP
was adjusted to account for demographic changes in the member
states and to ensure compliance with the principle of degressive
proportionality. In the same vein, for the 2024-2029 term, it was
decided that the EP will have 720 Members of the European Par-
liament (MEPs) (European Council, 2023). This led to an increase
of 15 seats compared to the previous term (2019-2024). These on-
going adjustments for each term align with the EU's commitment

to maintaining proportional representation.

Different National Electoral Systems for Electing MEPs

Beyond the issue of the size of representation in the EP, another
recurring topic since 1979 concerns the national electoral systems
used to elect MEPs. According to the 1976 Electoral Act (as amended),

which governs the elections, they must be based on the principle of

20



The Role of the European Parliament Member: Between Election and Parliamentary Duties

proportional representation, requiring that elections be conducted
either through a list system or single transferable vote. Additionally,
member states have the option to adopt a preferential list system,
giving voters more flexibility in expressing their preferences (Euro-
pean Communities, 1976). Thus, MEPs are elected through direct
universal suffrage, based on elections held at the national level in

each of the EU's 27 member states every five years.

Table 2. Electoral Systems and Variations Between Member States

Electoral State Description
System
Proportional | Spain, France, Austria, Voters select a party list, and
Closed List Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia, | seats are allocated proportionally
Cyprus, Greece, Hungary, | based on the party's vote share.
Portugal, Romania, Sweden
Mixed Germany Combines majoritarian and
Proportional proportional representation
with a 5% threshold for party
representation.
Open List Italy, Poland, Czechia, Voters can influence the order
Proportional | Denmark, Estonia, Finland, | of candidates on a party list, with
Latvia, Lithuania, seats allocated proportionally
Luxembourg, Netherlands, | based on the total votes received
Slovakia, Slovenia by each party.
Single Ireland, Malta Voters rank candidates by pre-
Transferable ference, and seats are allocated
Vote (STV) through a quota system based
on these preferences.

The electoral systems used by each member state vary depend-
ing on their respective political and historical contexts (see Table 2).
In most states, proportional representation systems are used, aim-
ing to increase the representativeness of the elections so that the

distribution of seats closely mirrors the proportion of votes received
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by each political party. This system also facilitates the inclusion of
even smaller political parties (Farrell & Scully, 2007).

From this diversity emerges a polymorphic electoral system
with different models of national electoral practices, varying between
closed lists, where voters do not have the opportunity to alter the
order of candidates, and open lists, which allow voters to express
preferences for individual candidates. Similarly, the imposition
of electoral thresholds between 2% and 5% serves to prevent exces-
sive fragmentation of political representation (Marti & Maciejewski,
2024; see also Farrell & Scully, 2007 for uniformity in the European

electoral system).

Voter Turnout in European Parliament Elections

Voter turnout in European Parliament elections has always been a
topic of public and political debate. Despite concerns about the EU's
democratic legitimacy, European elections have often seen lower
turnout rates compared to national elections (Karp & Banducci,
2008). This comparison highlights the EU's limited capacity to culti-
vate a sense of European identity and engagement among its citizens
(Flickinger & Studlar, 2007). All of this persists despite the EU's
continuous efforts to increase voter turnout through initiatives
aimed at raising public awareness about the importance of the
European Parliament in the EU's institutional framework and its
impact on daily life. Reforms have also been initiated to make the
voting process more accessible to all EU citizens, regardless of
where they are. For instance, the introduction of early voting, postal
voting, and electronic voting in some member states aimed to reduce

barriers to participation (Trechsel & Mendez, 2005).
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This passive attitude of citizens toward European Parliament
elections is often explained in academic literature through the term
"second-order elections." Coined in 1980 in an analysis of the first
direct universal suffrage election for the European Parliament in
1979, this phrase belongs to Karlheinz Reif and Hermann Schmitt
(1980). The two authors introduced the idea that European Parlia-
ment elections are not seen as primary, essential elections that
determine the formation of national governments or major shifts
in European political direction. Instead, they are secondary elections
and, therefore, provoke the same interest as national elections. Due
to this "secondary" nature, European elections are more often viewed
as an opportunity for voters to express their dissatisfaction with
national governments without the risk of causing immediate and
direct changes. As a result, governing parties in member states are
often penalized at the ballot box during these elections, while oppo-
sition and smaller parties tend to benefit from greater support (Reif
& Schmitt, 1980).

Therefore, European Parliament elections can have anti-gov-
ernment effects. Between 1979 and 2009, governing parties recorded
significant losses in European Parliament elections, and this phe-
nomenon was more pronounced when the European elections
occurred a considerable time before national elections (Hix &
Marsh, 2011). Thus, the further away European elections are from
national elections, the higher the risk that voters' grievances and
anti-government criticisms will manifest when electing members
of the European Parliament, even if the political agendas differ.

However, voter behaviour is not solely reduced to a poten-
tial anti-government attitude. In addition to national considera-

tions, there may also be a "pro-European” or "anti-European" vote
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influencing the European Parliament elections. This perspective
is relevant when we observe the political orientation of the vote.
Until 2019, it can be said that there was relatively slight variation
between the major European political families. Subsequently,
the alternation between the European People's Party and Social
Democrats was disrupted by the growing importance of new
political formations, such as Renew Europe. This shift, once con-
sidered in the academic literature as the beginning of a broader
European political consciousness (Hix & Marsh, 2011), became a
striking reality starting in 2024, when European political repre-
sentation revealed competition between pro-European and Euro-
sceptic orientations (in all their forms of expression).

Finally, when we analyse the voting turnout dynamics of EU
citizens (see Table 3), some observations made by Mark Franklin
in 2007 remain partially relevant in 2024. The author noted a trend
in countries participating for the first time in European Parliament
elections to have higher voter turnout than in subsequent rounds
of elections for the European Parliament. This could be explained
by greater media coverage of such initial events. However, this
hypothesis cannot be confirmed as a rule. Among the 13 states
that joined after 2004, different voter behaviours can be observed.
Estonia and Romania can be considered major exceptions in this
situation. In its second round of European Parliament elections,
Estonia had a participation rate of 1.64 compared to 2004.

Conversely, Romania increased its voter turnout between
2007 and 2024 with a rate of 1.78. Franklin's second observation
(2007) shows that if European Parliament elections occur earlier in
a national electoral cycle, voter turnout is invariably lower than if

these European elections were scheduled closer to national elections.
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Finally, a third finding highlighted in the literature is that in coun-
tries where voting is compulsory, turnout is significantly higher.
The European average voter turnout has seen a constant decline
as the EU expanded to include more member states where com-
pulsory voting is not enforced (Franklin, 2007). However, the last
two elections (2019 and 2024) indicate an apparent increase in the
interest of EU citizens in European Parliament elections.

This increase can be explained by the radicalization of the
European electoral discourse after member states had to face suc-
cessive crises and European communication strategies struggled to

maintain solidarity as the primary vector of crisis resolution policies.

Table 3. Voter Turnout in European Parliament
Elections (1979-2019) in Different Member States (%)

Member 1979 (1981) (1987) 1994 (1995%/ 2004 (2007) (2013) 2019

State 1984 1989 1996) 2009 2014
1999

Austria (677) | 424 | 46 | 454 | 5938
49

Belgium | 914 | 921 90.7 90.7 91 90.8 90.4 89.6 | 885

Bulgaria (29.2) | 35.8 30.8

38.9
Croatia (20.8) | 29.9

25.2
Cyprus 72.5 59.4 434 45
Czech 28.3 28.2 182 | 287
Rep.
Denmark | 47.8 | 524 46.2 52.9 50.4 47.9 59.5 56.3 66
Estonia 26.8 43.9 36.5 37.6
Finland (57.6) | 39.4 40.5 41 40.7

30.1

France 60.7 | 56.7 48.7 52.8 46.8 42.8 40.6 424 | 50.1
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Member 1979 (1981) (1987) 1994 (1995%/ 2004 (2007) (2013) 2019
State 1984 1989 1996) 2009 2014
1999
Germany | 65.7 | 56.8 62.3 60 452 43 433 481 | 614
Greece (78.6) | 79.9 732 715 | 632 | 526 60 58.5
77.2
Hungary 38.5 36.3 29 43.4
Ireland 63.6 | 47.6 68.3 44 502 | 586 | 57.6 524 | 49.7
Italy 849 | 834 81 73.6 698 | 717 | 651 572 | 545
Latvia 413 | 53.7 30.2 | 33.6
Lithuania 48.4 21 474 | 531
Luxem- 889 | 88.8 87.4 88.5 873 | 913 | 908 85.6 | 84.1
bourg
Malta 824 | 788 748 | 72.7
Nether- 58.1 | 50.6 472 35.7 30 393 | 36.8 373 | 419
lands
Poland 209 | 245 23.8 | 457
Portugal (724) | 35.5 39.9 386 | 368 | 337 314
51.2

Romania (29.5) | 27.7 | 324 51.1
Slovakia 17 19.6 131 | 22.7
Slovenia 284 | 283 246 | 283
Spain (68.9) | 54.6 59.1 63 451 | 449 438 | 64.3
Sweden (41.6*) | 388 | 379 | 455 51.1 | 547
United 323 | 326 36.2 36.4 24 392 | 345 354 | 369
Kingdom
EU 67.2 65 62.8 58 525 | 465 | 452 433 | 488
Average

The election results categorically determine the political configu-

ration of the EP. The way elections define the composition of the

EP has a significant impact on the balance of power between po-

litical groups and on the EP's legislative agenda (Katz & Wessels,
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1999; Hix & Heyland, 2011). For example, the rise of Eurosceptic
parties in the 2019 and 2024 elections introduced new dynamics
in the EP, which posed a challenge to the traditional pro-European
consensus. This new reality in the Brussels hemicycle has led to the
creation of broader coalitions and more complex negotiations be-
tween pro-European parties to secure the necessary majorities for
advancing European policies. In this logic, national political parties
that are part of the same ideological families are now more inter-
ested in the results achieved by similar parties from other member
states, not just in their individual success at the national level. It
has become more evident that achieving a better percentage at the
national level in the EP elections provides political parties with a
double advantage: an increase in the number of seats their Euro-
pean political group obtains in the EP and a better negotiating
position within the European political group. Ultimately, political
groups hold the power to shape the political and legislative agenda

of the European Parliament.

Political Groups

Another important aspect regarding the composition of the Euro-
pean Parliament is the role of political groups. Once a member is
confirmed, they must choose between joining an existing political
group or retaining the status of Non-Attached, acting independently.
Political groups are fundamental to the functioning of the
European Parliament and the efficient conduct of the legislative
process. They reflect the ideological diversity of the European Union
and the balance of political power within the Parliament. MEPs

organize themselves into political groups based on shared ideologies
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and objectives beyond their national affiliations. According to the
European Parliament's Rules of Procedure, each group must in-
clude at least 23 MEPs from at least one-quarter of the member
states (European Parliament, 2024, Rule 33.2). This criterion guar-
antees the transnational nature of the groups and prevents political
fragmentation along regional lines.

Political groups have the ability to shape the legislative agenda
and facilitate decision-making in the Parliament. They coordinate
debates, propose amendments, and develop voting strategies to
influence the outcomes of legislative proposals. The leadership of
each group, made up of presidents and vice presidents, works both
with other groups and with parliamentary committees to negotiate
compromises and build coalitions. These leaders participate in the
Conference of Presidents, along with the President of the Parliament,
to make decisions on legislative priorities and the Parliament's
activities (see details in Hix & Lord, 1997; Olsen & McCormick,
2020).

Historically, the European People's Party (EPP) and the Pro-
gressive Alliance of Socialists and Democrats (S&D) have been the
largest and most influential groups in the Parliament. The EPP,
founded in 1976, brings together Christian Democratic and con-
servative parties, advocating for economically liberal but socially
conservative policies. In contrast, the S&D group, established in
1953, focuses on social justice, supporting workers' rights and
progressive taxation (Hix & Lord, 1997; Nugent, 2017; Olsen &
McCormick, 2020).

In recent years, the political landscape of the European Parlia-
ment has become more diverse with the rise of smaller groups and

non-traditional parties. For example, Renew Europe, the successor
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of the Alliance of Liberals and Democrats for Europe (ALDE),
has become a relevant force, advocating for market reforms and
civil liberties. At the same time, the Greens/European Free Alliance
(Greens/EFA), formed in 1999, has played a central role in pro-
moting sustainability and decentralization policies (see also Mudde,
2024; Kritzinger et al., 2020).

On the other hand, Eurosceptic and sovereignist groups such
as the European Conservatives and Reformists (ECR), Patriots
for Europe (PfE), and Europe of Sovereign Nations (ESN) have
gained ground in Parliament. In the 2024-2029 legislature, these
groups represent about a quarter of the MEPs (see Table 4).

Table 4. Political Groups in the European Parliament (2024-2029)

Political Abbrev. Ideological Yearof  Number
Group Position Formation of MEPs
European People's EPP Center-right, 1976 188
Party Christian Democrat
Progressive Alliance |S&D Center-left, 1953 136
of Socialists Social Democrat
Patriots for Europe PfE Far-right 2024 84
Sovereigntist

European ECR Right-wing, 2009 78
Conservatives Eurosceptic

and Reformists

Renew Europe RE Centrist, Liberal 2019 77

Greens/European Greens/ | Left-wing, Ecologist, 1999 53

Free Alliance EFA Regionalist

The Left The Left | Moderate Left 1995 46
Eurosceptic

Europe ESN Far-right 2024 25

of Sovereign Nations Sovereigntist

Source: European Parliamentary Research Service. (2024).
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These groups challenge the pro-European consensus, advocating
for priorities such as national sovereignty and stricter controls on
immigration. Their rise has altered the dynamics of negotiations,
forcing pro-European groups to form more complex coalitions
to secure the majorities necessary for adopting key policies.

Political groups play a central role in the organization of
European Parliament committees, which are the main bodies re-
sponsible for drafting legislation and overseeing European policy
proposals. Each committee is composed of MEPs from various
political groups, reflecting the overall political balance in the
Parliament. The allocation of committee chairmanships and the
designation of rapporteurs, two key positions that influence legis-
lative outcomes, are subject to negotiations between groups, con-
sidering their size and influence. These negotiations require con-
stant dialogue and cooperation between groups to balance political
interests, with the goal of ensuring efficient legislative functioning
(Hix & Lord, 1997; Lindberg et al., 2008).

Thus, political groups' cohesion and internal discipline be-
come critical elements for their efficiency in the European Parlia-
ment. Group leadership utilizes formal and informal mechanisms to
maintain unity, including regular meetings to coordinate positions,
voting discipline systems, and the distribution of key positions
and resources, all aimed at rewarding MEP loyalty. However, the
transnational nature of political groups can also generate challenges,
as divergent national interests and ideological differences may lead
to internal conflicts and factionalism (McElroy & Benoit, 2007;
Kreppel, 2002).

The interaction between political groups and other Europe-

an Union institutions, such as the European Commission and the
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Council of the European Union, is an integral part of the dynamics
of European parliamentary governance. Political groups actively
engage in dialogues and negotiations with these institutions to
influence EU policies and legislation. Acting as intermediaries
between the European Parliament and other actors involved in
the policymaking process, they play a pivotal role in the ordinary
legislative procedure. Hence, the importance of group leaders'
activities is why national parties seek strong representation within
these groups.

Through their active role in monitoring the European Com-
mission's activities, these groups possess what is referred to as
"access to legislative influence," as their power to evaluate the
Commission allows them to challenge its actions when deemed
inadequate (Kreppel, 2002).

Political groups are essential in the European Parliament
because they ensure transparency and accountability in EU gov-
ernance. These groups monitor and challenge executive actions,
extending their oversight over other European institutions in a
constant effort to promote democratic accountability at the supra-
national level (Rittberger, 2014, p. 1175). Their oversight activities
help maintain the balance of power and prevent authoritarian
tendencies within the European Union.

Political groups' influence also extends to the appointment
of senior officials in the European Union, such as the President of
the European Central Bank, the High Representative of the Union
for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, and other important posi-
tions. These groups negotiate and form coalitions to support or
oppose candidates for these positions in line with their strategic

priorities and ideological orientations.
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MEPs who are not affiliated with a political group have a
much more limited impact on EU policies, given the restrictive
framework imposed by the Rules of Procedure. Their capacity to
significantly influence political decisions is limited due to their

exclusion from negotiation forums.

Institutional Structure

The second dimension considered in explaining the activities of
MEDPs is the institutional structure of the European Parliament.
The highly complex and sophisticated system that has developed
over decades of evolution challenges MEPs to find the tools and
mechanisms to make their voices heard. We have observed the
overwhelming role played by political groups in shaping MEPs'
behaviour and determining the actions of the EP. However, they
represent only the support function. Parliamentary committees
and plenary sessions are the actual arenas that voters most often
observe. The political support an MEP gains from their group helps
them demonstrate their parliamentary value at the European level.
A MEP's negotiation skills must be demonstrated both within the
political group and in committees and plenary sessions. Otherwise,

it is merely rhetoric without results.

Leadership and Committees

The leadership of the European Parliament includes the President,
Vice-Presidents, and the Conference of Presidents. The President
of Parliament is elected by MEPs for a two-and-a-half-year term

(see Table 5). The President's responsibilities are not limited to
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ceremonial duties but extend to representing Parliament in inter-
institutional negotiations, overseeing parliamentary sessions, and
ensuring the observance of parliamentary rules and procedures
(Corbett et al., 2016). The election of the President is a highly im-
portant political process, reflecting the balance of power between

the political groups within the European Parliament.

Table 5. Chronological List of Presidents of the European Parliament (1952-2024)

Term President Country Political Group
1952-1954 | Paul-Henri Spaak Belgium Socialist
1954-1956 | Alcide De Gasperi Italy Christian Democrat
1956-1958 | Robert Schuman France Christian Democrat
1958-1960 | Hans Furler West Germany Christian Democrat
1960-1962 |Jean Duvieusart Belgium Christian Democrat
1962-1964 | Gaetano Martino Italy Liberal
1964-1966 | Victor Leemans Belgium Christian Democrat
1966-1969 | Alain Poher France Christian Democrat
1969-1971 | Mario Scelba Italy Christian Democrat
1971-1973 | Walter Behrendt West Germany Socialist
1973-1975 | Cornelis Berkhouwer | Netherlands Liberal
1975-1977 | Georges Spénale France Socialist
1977-1979 | Emilio Colombo Italy Christian Democrat
1979-1982 | Simone Veil France Liberal
1982-1984 | Piet Dankert Netherlands Socialist
1984-1987 | Pierre Pflimlin France Christian Democrat
1987-1989 | Lord Henry Plumb United Kingdom | Conservative
1989-1992 | Enrique Barén Crespo | Spain Socialist
1992-1994 |Egon Klepsch Germany Christian Democrat
1994-1997 | Klaus Hansch Germany Socialist
1997-1999 | José Maria Gil-Robles | Spain Christian Democrat
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Term President Country Political Group
1999-2002 |Nicole Fontaine France Christian Democrat
2002-2004 |Pat Cox Ireland Liberal
2004-2007 |Josep Borrell Spain Socialist
2007-2009 | Hans-Gert Pottering Germany Christian Democrat
2009-2012 | Jerzy Buzek Poland Christian Democrat
2012-2017 | Martin Schulz Germany Socialist
2017-2019 | Antonio Tajani Italy Christian Democrat
2019-2022 | David Sassoli Italy Socialist
2022-2024 |Roberta Metsola Malta Christian Democrat
2024-2027 |Roberta Metsola Malta Christian Democrat

The European Parliament appoints 14 vice-presidents who sup-
port the President in fulfilling their Treaty-assigned duties. Each
vice-president has specific responsibilities, such as presiding over
sessions in the President's absence, overseeing administrative
functions, and representing the Parliament at various official
events. The distribution of these 14 positions involves sophisti-
cated political negotiations aimed at ensuring the representation
of various political factions, thus promoting a more inclusive
governance model that reflects the dynamic political balance
within the institution (Nugent, 2017; Olsen & McCormick, 2020).
The Conference of Presidents plays a crucial role in setting the
legislative agenda, allocating speaking time during plenary sessions,
and overseeing the composition of committees and delegations.
This body includes the President of the Parliament and the leaders
of all political groups actively participating in political negotiation
and consensus-building. The power and influence exercised by

the Conference of Presidents over legislative priorities can vary

34



The Role of the European Parliament Member: Between Election and Parliamentary Duties

depending on the evolution of political coalitions and strategic
alliances. This dynamic becomes particularly evident during the
formation of new legislatures when political groups attempt to
assert their positions and influence (Hix & Heoyland, 2011).

The legislative function of the European Parliament is pri-
marily carried out through the work conducted in parliamentary
committees. The Parliament has 20 standing committees, each
specializing in distinct public policy areas such as foreign affairs,
economic and monetary affairs, and environmental issues. These
committees meet in Brussels and include members of Parliament
from various political groups, generally reflecting the political pro-
portions of the entire institution. The chairs of these committees
are appointed according to the political distribution in Parliament
and exercise considerable influence over setting the legislative
agenda within the committees (Raunio, 1999; Whitaker, 2011).

Table 6. Committee System of the European Parliament

Committee Influence

Type

Primary
Responsibilities

Key Roles

Standing Specialize in policy areas | Committee | Draft reports, propose

Committees | (e.g., foreign affairs, eco- | Chairs, amendments, negotiate

(20) nomic issues); conduct Rapporteurs | compromises.
detailed review of legis-
lative proposals.

Special Address specificissues | Appointed | Conduct in-depth

Committees | or temporary tasks not by EP investigations, provide
covered by standing recommendations.
committees.

Petitions Reviews petitions sub- Appointed | Ensures citizens' con-

Committee | mitted by EU citizens; by EP cerns are addressed,
monitors the implemen- oversees the enforce-
tation of EU legislation. ment of EU laws.

35



European Parliament: Between Elections and Action

The European Parliament's committees appoint rapporteurs to draft
detailed reports on legislative proposals coming from the Euro-
pean Commission. Through these reports, they have the ability to
shape the course of debates as they propose and collect amend-
ments to the European Commission's text, which they then nego-
tiate piece by piece to reach compromises between political groups.
The role of rapporteurs is particularly important, as their reports
form the basis of deliberations and final decisions, both at the com-
mittee level and in the plenary sessions of the European Parliament.
The selection of rapporteurs is a complex and strategic process
influenced by two main factors: expertise and political prestige.
Generally, rapporteurs are chosen from among Members of the
European Parliament who have worked in the relevant field and
who have gained in-depth knowledge of the sector, enabling them
to contribute meaningfully to the efficient resolution of the files they
handle. Ultimately, the goal is to increase the legitimacy of the
committee's outcomes and gain the trust of other members not
directly involved. Each political group has a system for allocating
rapporteur positions based on the size of the group and the im-
portance of the legislative file through a points-based mechanism
that allows smaller groups to accumulate points to bid on high-
visibility European topics. This process ensures balanced represen-
tation between national delegations and political groups (Neuhold,
2001).

Parliamentary committees are not limited to the legislative
dimension; they also function as oversight bodies for the European
Commission and other EU institutions, ensuring transparency and
adherence to legislative intentions. The exercise of this oversight

competence has the potential to increase the European executive's
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accountability and maintain democratic control over the imple-

mentation of European policies (Olsen & McCormick, 2020).

Plenary Sessions

The plenary sessions of the European Parliament represent the
most visible moments from a media exposure perspective, hold-
ing significant importance in the decision-making process of the
European Union. Unlike national parliaments, where competition
between the government and opposition is well-defined, the plenary
sessions of the European Parliament function more as a public fo-
rum for debates and collective decision-making. These sessions,
held alternately in Brussels and Strasbourg, are structured to cover
a wide range of topics according to an agenda set by the Conference
of Presidents (Hix & Heyland, 2011; Olsen & McCormick, 2020).
The ability of political groups to influence the setting of this agenda
is a key power tool in the European Parliament, allowing them to
steer legislative debates in line with their priorities.

The debates in plenary sessions are carefully organized, with
speaking time for MEPs allocated based on the size of each politi-
cal group and the relevance of the topic being discussed. Every
Member of the European Parliament has the right to speak in any
of the 24 official languages, supported by the Parliament's transla-
tion services. These debates reflect the complex dynamics of power
and alliances within the Parliament, where political groups seek to
assert their positions and influence legislative outcomes (Ringe,
2010). Although formal rules govern speaking time and the order
of debates, the content of these discussions often reveals major

political conflicts that manifest at the EU level.
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A typical legislative debate begins with an introductory state-
ment from the European Commission, followed by the presenta-
tion of the report prepared by the rapporteur from the relevant
committee in the European Parliament. If necessary, rapporteurs
from other committees present their views as well. Subsequently,
the general debate follows, where each political group expresses its
position, with the order of interventions determined by the size of
each group, starting with the largest political group. The structure
of these debates is designed to ensure balance and strict organiza-
tion, with each intervention regularly limited to a maximum of three
minutes. This time constraint encourages clarity and conciseness
in the speeches of MEPs while ensuring the efficiency of the debates
(Proksch & Slapin, 2010).

Forming alliances and strategic coalitions is a key feature of
plenary sessions. Political groups must collaborate to secure the
majorities necessary to pass legislation. These coalitions are often
fluid, varying depending on the topic and the interests of the groups
involved. Coalition-building fosters compromise and consensus,
contributing to a more collaborative and efficient legislative envi-
ronment (Hix et al., 2007). The legislative outcomes typically reflect
complex negotiations, where concessions are made to harmonize
different perspectives and interests.

Plenary sessions, with significantly higher media visibility
than committee meetings, also serve as a platform for expressing
political positions. MEPs publicly present their stances, both to their
electoral constituencies and to the broader public. Debates and votes
on important issues attract considerable media attention, providing

political groups and MEPs with visibility and the opportunity to
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communicate their positions on key European Union issues (Hix
et al., 2007; Neuhold, 2001).

Frequent dialogues with the European Commission and the
Council of the European Union demonstrate the European Parlia-
ment's status in the EU decision-making process. Representatives
of these institutions participate in plenary debates and respond to
questions posed by MEPs, reinforcing the Parliament's role as a
co-legislator alongside the Council. This ability to directly influ-
ence legislation through inter-institutional debates is a gain achieved
by the Parliament through successive EU treaties after decades
of limited impact on European policies (Nugent, 2017; Olsen &
McCormick, 2020).

The Legislative Process as a Shaper
of Member of the European Parliament

From this studyj, it is evident that the European Parliament holds a
complex range of functions and powers that position it at the centre
of European Union governance. These powers, as defined by the
founding treaties of the EU (most recently by the Treaty of Lisbon),
include legislative, budgetary, oversight, and international relations
duties. Each of these is the result of the European Parliament's long
evolution in the Union's decision-making process.

In the legislative sphere, the Parliament has become a co-
legislator, sharing responsibility with the Council of the European
Union under the ordinary legislative procedure. Through this pro-
cedure, the EP could amend, approve, or reject legislative proposals

initiated by the European Commission. Parliamentary committees
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and rapporteurs play a key role in this process, influencing political
dynamics and negotiating necessary compromises (Hix & Hoyland,
2011). Additionally, the Parliament has the power to approve in-
ternational agreements, ensuring that they align with the strategic
values of the Union (Hill & Smith, 2005).

Through its budgetary authority, the EP can directly influ-
ence the Union's financial allocations (see also Todorescu, 2024).
The Treaty of Lisbon strengthened the EP's role in this process,
establishing a balance of power with the Council. The Parliament
has the right to reject the entire budget, and this leverage is crucial
in imposing revisions aligned with its political priorities (Lindner,
2006). Budgetary oversight is reinforced through the discharge
procedure, which allows the EP to monitor the efficient use of
European funds (Busuioc, 2013).

In its oversight competencies, the Parliament plays a vital role
in maintaining democratic accountability within the EU. Through
the power to approve the appointments of the President of the
Commission and commissioners, the Parliament can influence the
composition and direction of the Commission (Neuhold, 2001;
Hartel, 2012). The EP also exercises constant oversight through
question sessions and hearings, compelling the Commission to
remain transparent and accountable to European citizens.

In international relations, the EP ensures that the Union's
foreign policies uphold democratic values and human rights (see
also Popa, 2024). It also actively monitors the implementation of
international agreements and exercises significant control over the
EU's trade and foreign policy (Hill & Smith, 2005). The Parliament

is involved in responding to international crises, playing a crucial
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role in formulating the EU's strategic reactions (Schimmelfennig
& Thomas, 2012).

All these attributes define the EP's scope of action and, by
extension, that of its members. Therefore, the third primary dimen-
sion shaping the activities of MEPs is determined by the legislative
process within the EP. From the initiation of a legislative proposal
to the detailed analysis carried out in committees, debates, and
plenary votes, as well as subsequent negotiations with the Council
of the European Union, all these phases require active involvement
from MEPs. Constant political negotiations, both between political
groups in the EP and between Parliament and other EU institutions,
often highlight the inherent tensions between member states' in-
terests and those of the Union.

The legislative process generally begins with a proposal from
the European Commission, which holds exclusive competence to
initiate legislation in most areas (Craig & Burca, 2011). In Parliament,
the document is referred to a specialized committee, which becomes
responsible for its detailed examination. The decision on which
committee will analyse the proposal is based on its nature and the
expertise of the committee members (see details in Corbett et al.,
2016; Craig & Burca, 2011; Nugent, 2017). The importance of the
rapporteur in the committee was discussed in a previous section.

The detailed analysis conducted by the parliamentary com-
mittee is an essential step in shaping the final form of the legisla-
tive act. The lead committee may hold hearings with experts,
consult stakeholders, and engage directly with European Com-
mission representatives to gain a clearer understanding of the
proposal's implications for EU policies (Raunio, 1999). The rappor-

teur appointed by the committee drafts a report that may include
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proposed amendments, becoming the main document on which
the debates and votes in the EP plenary will be based (Neuhold,
2001).

Negotiations within the lead committee are often intense,
requiring compromises between various political groups. In the
end, the committee presents a report that includes both the final
text of the proposal and any necessary amendments, as negotiated
by the political groups represented in the committee.

Once the lead committee finalizes its report, the legislative
proposal is brought before the European Parliament's plenary,
where debates and voting take place. At this stage, the plenary
debate becomes a platform for discussing the political implications
of the proposal. MEPs express their views on the draft law, dis-
cussing its advantages and potential issues, and may even pro-
pose new amendments (Ringe, 2010). The plenary vote determines
whether the proposal will proceed or needs revision.

If the Parliament approves the proposal, negotiations with
the Council of the European Union follow under the ordinary legis-
lative procedure. Both the Parliament and the Council must agree
on the final form of the law. These negotiations often involve in-
formal tripartite meetings, known as trilogues, with representatives
from Parliament, the Council, and the European Commission, to
clarify points of divergence and reach a compromise (Neuhold,
2001; Olsen & McCormick, 2020).

The trilogue process highlights the complex interactions be-
tween the EU institutions and how political power is expressed
through strategy. The Parliament seeks to influence the final out-
come, relying on negotiation strategy, the cohesion of its delegation,

and its ability to build effective alliances with other institutions
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(Tsebelis & Garrett, 1997). Successful negotiations produce a com-
promise text that both the Parliament and the Council must then
approve.

The legislative process continues after the legislation is
adopted. After this stage, the European Parliament remains in-
volved through its oversight function, ensuring that the legisla-
tion is implemented effectively. Parliament's committees monitor
the implementation of legislative acts, hold hearings with officials,
and request reports from the European Commission. This over-
sight aims to ensure that the legislation is applied efficiently and
in accordance with the objectives set (Nugent, 2017).

Throughout this lengthy and sophisticated process, the ex-
pertise and negotiation skills of MEPs are essential. These are the
main drivers of an efficient legislative process through which the
EP maintains its political legitimacy in relation to the other insti-

tutions of the European Union.

Final Remarks

Even though the European Parliament somewhat follows certain
parliamentary law traditions, it is not a plenary debate parliament
but rather a working parliament, where the majority of activities
take place in committees (Hartel, 2012). Nevertheless, the consoli-
dation of the EP's role in the institutional architecture of the Euro-
pean Union provides this organization with a democratic foun-
dation for the development of the European integration process.
Member states benefit, at the governmental level, from the respect of

the international principle of equality, which implicitly acknowledges
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national sovereignty. The construction of the European Union was
not achieved through the cession of sovereignty but through the
decision of states to pool their sovereignties, committing to loyal
and equitable participation and contribution to the process of
economic integration.

In this process, the citizen has become the main actor, and the
philosophy of post-Maastricht integration has placed the axiom
of the European Union citizen as the final beneficiary of common
policies supporting the development of the fundamental freedoms
of the Internal Market at the foundation of the European con-
struction. Direct citizen participation in the process of European
integration does not undermine sovereign states but rather en-
hances the degree of democratization, which is unprecedented in
the evolution of any international organization.

Nevertheless, the EP faces major challenges in terms of rep-
resentation, which profoundly affect its legitimacy and effective-
ness. These challenges stem from structural issues within the EU's
electoral framework and the broader socio-political dynamics that
affect voter engagement and participation. One issue of represen-
tation is the principle of degressive proportionality, which governs
the allocation of seats in the EP. This principle raises legitimate
questions regarding equality in representation. The disparities
created by this system may undermine the perceived fairness of
the electoral process, potentially eroding trust in the EP's ability to
represent all EU citizens equitably.

Additionally, the EP's electoral system varies significantly
across member states, highlighting an inconsistency that complicates
efforts to create a coherent and uniform electoral system that could

enhance the EP's democratic legitimacy. The issue of voter turnout
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must also be integrated into this paradigm. Low voter turnout un-
dermines the EP's claim to democratic legitimacy, as it suggests a
lack of engagement and interest among EU citizens in the legisla-
tive processes that directly affect them. This disengagement may
be exacerbated by the complexity of EU governance and a per-
ceived disconnect between the EP and citizens' daily concerns.
The representation of political and gender diversity within
the EP also presents challenges. While the EP is designed to reflect
a broad range of political ideologies through its political groups,
the real influence of smaller parties may be limited. The dominance
of larger political groups often marginalizes smaller parties and
minority voices, neglecting significant segments of the electorate.
On the other hand, despite efforts to promote gender equality,
women remain underrepresented in the EP relative to their pro-
portion in the general population. Initiatives such as gender quotas
have had some success, but disparities persist, particularly in
leadership positions within the Parliament (Horst et al., 2022).
These reforms could be more easily achieved through a
better understanding of the EP's duties and functions, both by the
European electorate and by the political class at the member state
level. The first step is clarifying the difference between the EP
and national parliaments to mitigate the syndrome of secondary
elections. The second step could involve citizens' engagement in
the European political debate, not only during electoral campaigns
but especially throughout the EP's legislative term. In this case,
the MEP, in addition to the solid expertise that supports their
parliamentary activity, needs political creativity in their dialogue
with the electorate to engage them through consultations and citi-

zen initiatives in influencing the European agenda.
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European Parliament’s International Role in Promoting and Protecting Human Rights

Among the main institutions of the European Union, in recent
years, the European Parliament, as the pillar of the EU’s democracy,
has gained more and more influence in establishing and modifying
the internal agenda of the Union, but especially that of the Member
States. Having a firm position regarding some Member States, such
as the case of Poland (European Parliament, 2016) or Hungary
(European Parliament, 2024a), in which the policies regarding
fundamental rights were evaluated negatively, the European Par-
liament assumed, under the prerogatives of the Treaty of Lisbon,
an increasingly active role in assessing the protection of human
rights outside the European Union. The European Parliament has
become a “strong voice” both in terms of the negotiation policies
regarding accession to the European Union but also for other non-
candidate states, imposing balance, predictability and coherence
between the protection of fundamental rights and the interests
outlined around economic policies.

The position of the European Parliament in the assessment
of human rights in third countries must be evaluated since its active
role assumed in the protection of fundamental rights influences the
positions of the other Union institutions in establishing or modi-
tying relations with them. With an undisputed role at the Union
level, the Parliament has firmly positioned itself in foreign policy
through its own mechanisms. This article wants to present the
main instruments used by the European Parliament in the protection
of human rights outside the European Union, but also to analyse
what are the effects, mainly legal, of the EP positions, especially
regarding the situation of non-binding resolutions, and how they
can create limitations and constraints in the political agendas of

negotiation between the EU and third countries.
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The importance of this external role of the Parliament is
caused precisely by the model it manages to impose compared to
other types of national legislation, but especially the creation of
specific frameworks for the promotion and protection of human
rights in states where this tradition does not exist, the EP suc-
ceeding, thus, to stand out as a genuine international actor in the
protection of fundamental rights, and through the political and
economic effects it creates to surpass numerous other international
institutions and organisations with a role of recommendation and

supervision.

Literature Review
and Main Analysis Framework

Initially, the European Parliament, as the Joint Assembly of the
Treaty since 1952, was considered a “checking and controlling,
not decision-making institution.” However, with many limited
powers over decades, unlike the national Parliaments, the EP
proved very concerned with using the prerogatives granted to the
maximum (Neunreither, 2000).

The process of European integration, the role of the institu-
tions, and especially the position of the European Parliament have
been analysed by specialised literature that takes into account po-
litical, sociological, anthropological, and economic criteria etc.
Nevertheless, as the Parliament’s role within the European Union
strengthened, its internationalisation ability was noticed. Some
authors note how the Parliament succeeded in this internationali-

sation process on several levels, developing, especially after the
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Treaty of Lisbon, into an actor with a strong international voice
which does not limit its subjects of analysis and decision. From clear
positions on the democratisation or legitimisation processes to crisis
management and nuclear non-proliferation. An analysis of the EU
parliamentarianism needs to be subjected to reflection by scholars,
not only because it calls attention to the need for constant evalua-
tion of political legitimacy on the stage of international relations,
but because it ends up playing a vital role in the globalisation—
regionalisation—decentralisation triangle (Irrera, 2015, pp. 2-3).

The mainstream humanist trends appeared after the Second
World War, when the leading international organisations, the UNGA-
UNU or the Council of Europe, had limited decision-making powers,
so they focused their attention on the development of the protection
of human rights. Since more than half of the member states, for
example, in the UNGA, were from Europe, human rights were
seen as a European identity value. Likewise, the European Com-
munities wanted to highlight the central role in creating an image
around protecting human dignity, with the European Parliament
wanting to be its expression. Concerning this post-war civilian
power ideology, the European Parliament not only had the oppor-
tunity to consolidate this European identity but also had the obli-
gation to promote the tools of a successful political system free
from extremist tendencies (Feliu & Serra, 2015, pp. 20-23).

The 1970s were the ones that laid the foundations for more
robust mechanisms regarding the protection of human rights, where
the EP directly elected by the citizens had the obligation to give it
consistency. It followed steps to elaborate on its own EU Charter
of Fundamental Rights, which was adopted in 2000. With the end
of the Cold War, the EP turned its attention to other European
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states to reappropriate them from Western political systems. Article
F.2 of the Treaty on the European Union (TEU), one which came
into force on 1 November 1993, emphasised that the activities of the
Union should be made , with respect for human rights, democratic
principles and the rule of law. Article F(1) of the 1993 Treaty of
Amsterdam reaffirms the commitment to protecting human rights.
Article 3 mentions the relations with the wider world considering
the founding principles of the EU’s activities” (Feliu & Serra, 2015,
pp- 20-23).

The treaties have equipped EP with several political control
instruments, as established by (Article 14(1) Treaty on the Functioning
of the European Union (TFEU)) having the possibility to impose a
“motion of censure of the Commission (Article 234 TFEU), the
power of inquiry (Article 226 TFEU), oral and written questions
(article 230 TFEU), budgetary control (Article 319 TFEU) and, in-
directly, through the possibility to lodge complaints with the Court
of Justice of the EU” (Poptcheva, 2019, p. 29).

All these mechanisms ended up being used successfully by
the Parliament, which maintained its active role as a civilian power
tool and demonstrated as a political entity, that regardless of the
majority composition of the political groups, the trend of protecting

human rights worldwide will remain its mission.

EP’s Instruments for Human Rights

Ever since its establishment in 1952 and its first assembly in 1958, the
European Parliament wanted to be an expression of representa-
tive democracy specific to Western States. Its role is to protect the

popular will on the policies of the European community, having a
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major involvement of the citizens” voice in the decision-making
process that inevitably affects them. This position has always
claimed an active presence of the Parliament to ensure that the
Member States respect fundamental human rights and that their
policies will not restrict; on the contrary, they will develop their
connection with the citizens. At the level of the European Com-
munities and later in the structure of the European Union, the
European Parliament has permanently strengthened its position,
projecting its capacity to be the leading promoter of the individual.
With all the results obtained within the community block and later
the expansion within the European Union, the Parliament did not
remain indifferent to human rights policies outside these structures,
assuming an active and progressive role to strengthen and defend
the human rights of the people and their activists worldwide.
Thus, if we are to consider a timeline, from its consultative
role until 1970, the Parliament was granted budget supervision
rights in time, and later, after the Maastricht Treaty, it was in-
cluded in the co-decision procedure. Over time, a parliamentary
network of relations between political groups at the member
states” level was created, and the Parliament had an important role,
including its positions in the Helsinki Agreements. If the Western
States emphasized the importance of civil and political liberties,
the communist states tried to emphasize the need for some social
and economic rights. However, the European Parliament estab-
lished itself as an advocate of human rights, defining the political
agenda of the Western States. For example, in the Bilkerbach Report
from 1961, the Parliament emphasized the importance of democracy,
human rights and fundamental freedoms as the core values of the

European Communities (European Parliament, 1961).
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Not only did the Member States include these criteria in the
Declaration of European Identity (European Communities, 1973),
but the representatives of the EP requested to be involved in the
work of the Helsinki Conferences, insisting on its role to protect
human rights. Also, the first free elections for the European Parlia-
ment in 1979 strengthened the European Parliament’s argument
of assumption and responsibility in developing the human rights
and fundamental liberties agenda. The activity of the European
Parliament proved tireless in the international promotion of human
rights through MEP’s political statements, emphasizing the need
to bring Eastern European states to European values (De Angelis,
2011), resolutions against the USSR regarding the human rights
situation in the communist satellite states (European Parliament,
1980a), boycott of international representation, such as participa-
tion in the Olympic Games in Moscow, due to the invasion of
Afghanistan (European Parliament, 1980b) or granting political
merits and recognitions to human rights activists (establishment
of the Sakharov Prize in 1985) (European Parliament, 1985).

These numerous resolutions of the Parliament, together with
other initiatives of dialogue and political interaction, led to the
development of complex mechanisms of the European Parliament
through which it positioned itself at the centre of debates on
human rights. I will present these few mechanisms below, speci-
fying that they do not have in mind the evaluation of all the political
positions of the European Parliament through statements and
resolutions made over time, as they are the subject of an entire
monography, but with the attempt to captures the main levers
that the Parliament uses in its capacity as promoter and defender

of human rights worldwide.
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Political Platforms

The European Parliament has developed political instruments to
evaluate the status of human rights, along with concerns regarding
democracy and the rule of law. Suppose that, at the EU level, the
verification tools of the relevant institutions, such as the European
Agency for Fundamental Rights, are clear and consistent. In that
case, several EP subcommittees are focusing on constantly evalu-
ating criteria on how these topics are respected in third countries,
having the missions to elaborate reports and propose any policies
that the Commission should consider in its partnerships. Thus, nu-
merous committees have analysed to what extent EU policies are
consistent with respect for human rights, minorities, and interna-
tional law. The Committee on Foreign Affairs (AFET), the Committee
on International Trade (INTA), the Committee on Development
(DEVE) and the Committee on Women'’s Rights and Gender Equality
(FEMM) ensure that human rights are equally an essential element
of the work of Parliament’s standing delegations, which interact with
non-EU parliaments bilaterally or in the context of parliamentary
assemblies (Kaskina, 2024).

The role of the Subcommittee on Human Rights (DROI) is all
the more important as it is the one that has the main responsibility
for evaluating and re-evaluating specific measures adopted by the
European institutions, and which creates a coherence between all
the EU’s external policies and its human rights protection instru-
ments (Kaskina, 2024). Through these evaluations, DROI ensures
that the human rights protection mechanisms align with the prin-
ciples and values of EU policies, and it also has the possibility to

hold the Commission and the Council accountable for the measures
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adopted in this sector. DROI creates the necessary dialogue be-
tween the central Union bodies working in the field of human
rights protection in order to create consistency in the joint action
of the EU at the international level, taking into account both the
EU agenda and the principles of international law. In this sense,
DROI represents the debate platform for various regional and
international situations, which are later inserted in the reports of
the Committee for Foreign Affairs and also of the Plenary of the
Parliament for a broad debate on how measures are adopted
towards third countries (EU Monitor, 2024).

These reports can be made by DROI and on its own initiative,
launching debates on different topics of human rights protection
and being able to submit these topics to debate in any other EU
committees or bodies. Being endowed with the ability to organize
delegations in third countries for the evaluation of human rights
policies, DROI also has attributions regarding the organization of
meetings with specific delegations for any matter and concern
related to its field of activity (EU Monitor, 2024).

Day-to-day human rights dossiers are the DROI's concern
and are realized through external monitoring and regular meet-
ings. These meetings occur not only with states where human rights
are flagrantly violated but the dialogue can also be held about states
where these rights are traditionally respected. The framework of
periodic meetings with the EEAS member states represents an
opportunity to get actively involved in the positive monitoring or
the exchange of good practices, constantly monitoring the resolu-
tions adopted by the plenary of the European Parliament (Kaskina,
2024). Being at the forefront of EU action regarding the interna-

tional protection of human rights, DROI also has an obligation to
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maintain a constant dialogue with civil society, being the one that
initiates or offers the possibility of debates of interest for different
target groups. In this sense, DROI stands out as an EU body that
aims to evaluate the files and prepare the procedure for awarding
the Sakharov Prize, which I will discuss below (EU Monitor, 2024).
DROI represents the responsibility with which the European Par-
liament assumes an essential role in promoting human rights at
the international level, organizing a body meant to monitor these
dynamics permanently, and once again underlining the constant

concern for promoting European values.

Building Democracy and Human Rights Dialogue

Another important role the European Parliament assumes is to
ensure that the political rights of citizens of third countries are
respected. Thus, the mechanism developed by the European Par-
liament, Democracy Support and Election Coordination Group
(DEG), has the mission of sending an observatory group to moni-
tor the way in which elections in some third countries are carried
out and are in accordance with respect for human rights. In this
sense, the European Parliament created a working group made up
of MEPs to coordinate the activity carried out by the delegates sent
to different countries. It is made up of 15 members and advises the
Vice-President of the Commission/High Representative or Foreign
Affairs through a Declaration of Principles for International Election
Observation, as adopted by the EP in 2007 (EP-DEG, 2023).

The European Parliament sends delegates only to those states
where they are invited by the national authorities, especially in

connection with the elections of heads of state and parliamentary
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elections. Exceptionally, an observation mission can be assigned
to local elections or national referendums. Through this participa-
tion, the European Parliament wants to ensure minimum demo-
cratic standards in the electoral process so that the rights of the
citizens of the host states are respected. First, they have the right
to vote, which is to be carried out within a universal suffrage. The
right to freedom of speech, freedom of assembly and movements,
and freedom of the press should not be restricted. This participa-
tion occurs in the context of meetings with political candidates,
civil society, and other international observers (European Union
Election Observation Mission, 2023), monitoring how the elections
are held and organizing press conferences (European Parliament,
2019a).

Thus, in the last parliamentary elections in Serbia in 2023, it
was noted that some people were legally deprived of the right to
vote, a suspicious ban, compared to some standards of the Venice
Commission (European Parliament, 2023, December) or in Moldova,
these measures were taken against people with disabilities, for
which recommendations were made to evaluate the criteria by
which some people are denied the right to vote. In the case of other
states, the election procedures for voter registration were evaluated,
and the possibility of extra-nationally challenging some judicial
measures was evaluated (European Parliament, 2023, November).

Since 1984, over 75 observation missions have been carried
out in over 200 electoral processes. The main effects pursued by the
European Parliament are mainly related to promotion and aware-
ness, which will subsequently lead to the advancement of politi-
cal rights and the confidence of citizen involvement in electoral

processes. With an observation from the European Parliament,
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international attention is drawn to how the country in question
understands to respect the rights of its own citizens. Moreover, some
states are inclined to invite the European Parliament to evaluate
the elections precisely in order to be able to create a dialogue and
even an economic cooperation framework with the European Union,
ensuring, in this sense, a favourable position from the European
Parliament in order to conclude some agreements (European Par-
liament, 2019Db).

These actions of the European Parliament also aim at par-
liamentary capacity building so that the citizens of third countries
are represented democratically, and their rights are debated and
inserted into the legislative procedures. For this reason, the Euro-
pean Parliament provides platforms for mediation and dialogue
between the authorities and representatives of civil society. It helps
that after the election, parliaments assume a healthy and adequate
role in the purpose for which they were elected. Although these
mechanisms mostly have an awareness role, they create the con-
ditions for advancing, even with small steps, the respect of human
rights by raising awareness of the political capacity assumed by
citizens and internalizing the importance of their fundamental
rights (European Parliament, 2019b).

In this sense, Jean Monnet Dialogues for Peace and De-
mocracy represents another step by which the European Parliament
strengthens its international role in promoting human rights. They
were launched in 2016 with the aim of creating dialogue and media-
tion platforms so as to build the consensus necessary for generating
a democratic parliamentary culture and trust. Being named after
the great architect of the European Union, Jean Monnet, they are

usually held in the Jean Monnet House in Bazoches-sur-Guyonne,
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France, with different concerned actors, in order to implement the
inter-parties dialogue to obtain the best results in the adoption of
policies consensual, intended to ensure representativeness and
inclusion. For example, the dialogues that started with Ukraine in
2015 focused on anti-corruption policies and institutional reform.
Also, the dialogues with the Republic of North Macedonia and
Serbia focused on the parliamentary culture of dialogue (EP-GDS,
2024). The purpose of these dialogues is to create the necessary
contexts for projects of political representatives to be included in
legislative packages so that there is a correspondence between the
political act and the rights and freedoms of citizens, which different

political parties promote.

Awarding Humanity

For an appreciation of the individual effort to promote human rights,
the European Parliament assumed a ceremonial role of recognising
those who share the values assiduously supported by the European
legislature. Since 1988, the European Parliament annually awards
the Sakharov Prize for Freedom of Thought (European Parliament,
2024a). This award is part of a complex system of initiatives through
which the European Parliament tries to create awareness about the
role that human rights should have in each country; the award
creates a position of international recognition of the way in which
the European Parliament monitors and gets involved in the pro-
motion of human rights. In this sense, several aspects must be
mentioned that underline the political and civic effects that the
award creates.

The “Freedom of Thought” award has a major implication,

recognising the right to freedom of expression as a foundation for
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respecting and protecting other types of rights. The European
Parliament emphasises that the award “reflects its conviction that
fundamental freedoms include not only the right to life and physi-
cal integrity but also freedom of expression and the press, two of the
most effective means of fighting oppression and key yardsticks
by which to judge whether a society is democratic and open”
(European Parliament, 2006). The prize is named after Soviet
nuclear physicist Andrei Sakharov (1921-1989). He was laureate
of the Nobel Peace Prize in 1975, being among the founders of the
Moscow Helsinki Group and one of the best-known Soviet dissi-
dents. His civic activity and his critical position against the use
of nuclear weapons were realised in close connection with civic
activism for the promotion of human rights in the USSR.

It is no coincidence that the name of the award is that of a
European citizen but not a citizen of any Member State of the Eu-
ropean Union, underlining the desire of the Parliament to pro-
mote human rights outside the Union and to issue an invitation
to those who fight for human rights outside EU borders, to get
involved in an activism meant to be recognised and appreciated
by the European Parliament and the international community,
precisely in order to be considered a model of civic and political
conduct of the citizens in the international community.

Keeping with this idea, over its 25-year history, the Sakharov
Prize has been awarded to 35 individuals and organisations (many
co-laureates) from 27 different countries. Among them, five prizes
were awarded in Asia, MENA and Eastern Europe, four in Africa
and Latin America, three prizes in the Balkans area and only two
for the EU (France and Spain) and 1 for international organisa-
tions (UN) (European Parliament, 2013, p. 21). Thus, the award is
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given to individuals and organisations, many of whom are non-
citizens or non-residents of the EU, for their courage in promoting
human rights values; the European Parliament emphasises that it
remains vigilant and grateful for these efforts, the award becoming
over time a reference and a looked-for recognition in the interna-
tional community. Nevertheless, what are the effects of this award
on the international human rights agenda?

First of all, many of the benefits for the prize winners can
be obvious: visibility and recognition, access to the international
community, moral support, personal security, and perhaps among
the most important, empowerment and support of activities. All
this is intended to ensure and grant visibility and support for their
human rights activism, creating a state of awareness and recogni-
tion of human values (European Parliament, 2013, pp. 13-14).

Although it is difficult to establish an apparent political
effect of the prize on civic activity, some important nuances were
observed once the prize was awarded. First of all, the reaction of
the laureates’ state of origin was mostly hostile, by ignoring the
whole event or, on the contrary, launching accusations that the
prize is awarded only on grounds of political hostility between the
EU and the government of the state of origin (case of PRC 2008).
In other situations, governments resorted to disinformation cam-
paigns, creating a distorted image of the laureate in the country
of origin or in the international community (cases of Cuba and
Belarus). Such positions have only created platforms for debates
regarding the situation of human rights in the laureates’ country
of origin. Also, regarding the debates, the award generated new
discussions or energised the pre-existing debates on specific topics

(case of Basque). This led to civil society reactions and mobilisation
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for effervescent and complex activism (European Parliament, 2013,
pp- 15-17).

However, some criticisms of the award highlight the lack of
concrete effect on civil society and, even more, the tightening of the
actions of the state of origin through political and legal instruments
that further hinder the freedom of thought in the respective coun-
try (e.g. the case of Russian Federation or the Egyptian laureate
Asmaa Mahfouz-who was placed under investigation by the
Supreme State Security Prosecutor on charges of espionage for
receiving ‘foreign money’). From this point of view, a reflection
should be made on three dimensions of reaction to awarding the
Sakharov prize: a country’s geopolitical position (Russian Federation
and People’s Republic of China) determines the introduction and
integration of these subjects in the dialogue report and bilateral
relations. The degree and nature of linkage to the European Union
claim a firmer position in the negotiations for a common interest
(the case of Kosovo). Also, the domestic political opportunity struc-
ture offers the possibility of cooperation with states open to change
and experiencing a certain degree of opening and political reform
(such as in the case of Cuba, where the prize was awarded three
times). Some future developments remain to be considered: aspects
related to improving the impact on laureates’” personal circum-
stances, improving the impact on the diplomatic/government level,
improving the impact on public debate, improving the impact on
civil society or definitely tapping into the potential of the Sakharov
Community Network (European Parliament, 2013, pp. 18-20).

This network is composed of award winners, creating the
possibility of an intense dialogue to promote human rights world-

wide. As appointed Ambassadors for Freedom of Thought, they
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have the role of creating awareness regarding respecting human
rights and including constant dialogue between politicians and

citizens (European Parliament, 2018).

The Constraining Role of the EP

From all of the above, it emerges the active role that the European
Parliament has understood to assume the promotion of human
rights in third countries. Although they are mainly outlined around
some recommendations and political interactions intended to lead
to an awareness process, this aspect leaves the impression of a
European Parliament that promotes fundamental rights only at the
declarative level, without having the real possibility to sanction
and compel the actors to assume effectively the content of human
rights. However, the European Parliament is not without tools to
ensure that its statements are not taken into account, creating over
decades the legal framework necessary for its position on the vio-
lation of human rights outside the EU to be not only understood
but even assumed as a priority.

In the European institutional architecture, the role of the
Parliament is legitimized through the elections by the European
citizens. Over time, it was necessary to increase its contribution to
the legislative process significantly. Even if, at first sight, the dis-
cussion about the determined and influential role of the Parliament
in relation to the Commission and the Council can be doubted, the
way in which the Parliament understood to capitalize the provi-
sions of the treaties that give it certain prerogatives, suggests
the assumption of increasing involvement of Parliament in inter-

national negotiations. In this sense, many of the international
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agreements receive an opinion from the Parliament, which is
focused that certain elements of major importance, such as condi-
tions related to the respect of human rights, are assumed in the
policies and agenda of the Commission and of third country states
in their negotiations.

Firstly, annual reports on human rights represent a way in
which the European Parliament summarizes the situation of human
rights globally. Through the mechanism of Annual Reports, the
Parliament creates not only an update of the main issues related
to fundamental rights but also evaluates the results of the imple-
mentation of the various instruments and policies approved and
assigned to the Commission to be carried out. For example, in the
annual report for 2022 (European Parliament, 2022a), The Parlia-
ment is concerned about the way in which fundamental rights are
violated, carrying out an analysis that will create awareness, but
also objectives that the European Union must follow in the com-
ing years on the political agenda. Below, I will analyse the other
main instruments the European Parliament has at its disposal for

promoting and respecting human rights worldwide.

The Power of EP's Non-Binding Resolutions

The main mechanism used is urgent resolutions. However, their
non-binding character leaves the impression of a weak European
Parliament, a simple procedure in the overall decision-making
process between the Commission and the Council. As we will see
below, resolutions do not remain without political effects and, even
more, legal consequences, but they greatly influence the economy

of the European decision-making process.
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The importance of the non-binding Resolution is decisive
precisely because it provides the transparency of a plenary debate,
where it is also voted on, and which emphasizes the position of the
Parliament as a representative of the European citizens regarding
a particular subject, determining that this position is taken into
account and consideration by the Commission and the Council in
concluding some international treaties, precisely to give them a
democratic legitimacy (Hart, 2020, p. 329). Through resolutions,
Parliament has the opportunity to make the decision-making pro-
cess transparent, inviting additional debates, such as the civil so-
ciety, for a substantial contribution to the legislative package or the
concluded international agreement. Likewise, using resolutions
to establish the framework that Parliament wants to achieve cre-
ates conditions of negotiation that the Commission must consider,
establishing a direct and continuous link with the relevant com-
missioners and generating a legitimate consensual authority.

Article 295 TFEU allows EP members to access the specific
documentation of an international agreement precisely to ensure
the possibility of observations intended to influence the final content
of the act (European Parliament, 2015, December 2). For example,
in the EU-Japan agreement, the Parliament asked the Council to
postpone the debates until new observations regarding the agree-
ment's content can be made. This position of the Parliament to
request a delay in the signing of international agreements, such
as the one with India (European Parliament, 2011a) or Vietnam
(European Parliament, 2014a), only after the prior evaluation of
the Parliament, was found in numerous situations, the Parliament
becoming very firm in its role as evaluator of the content of the

treaties (European Parliament, 2012a).
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Moreover, the Treaty of European Union (TEU) establishes
through Article 36 that for any policy on the common foreign and
security policy, the High Representative of the Union for Foreign
Affairs and Security Policy, as the vice-president of the European
Commission, should inform the European Parliament on the evolu-
tion of their agenda, in order for the EP to question it and recom-
mend, if case, new directions. European Parliament's resolutions
have the mission “to raise awareness of human rights abuses,
support human rights defenders, shape the EU's human rights
policy through concrete policy proposals, and highlight flagrant

violations of human rights across the world” (Kaskina, 2024).

Financing Human Rights

In order to maintain coherence regarding the assumption of the
role of the European Union as a promoter of human rights in the
world, a budget is allocated annually for projects that create plat-
forms for awareness, promotion and consolidation of fundamental
rights. In this sense, the European Parliament also has a dominant
position conferred particularly by Article 14 of the TEU (European
Union, 2016a) and Article 310(1) of the TFEU (European Union,
2008), through which the Parliament has the opportunity to be in
projects such as Global Europe and other financing instruments
used for the promotion of human rights. In addition, Parliament
is a co-legislator for the external financing instruments that benefit
the target groups, keeping an active role in determining EU policies
regarding fundamental rights.

At the ingenuity of the Parliament, the European Initiative
for Democracy and Human Rights (EIDHR I) was created in 1994
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to promote the rule of law and human rights worldwide, together
with the recognition of civil society as a key actor in the process.
This instrument was re-adapted in 2006, becoming the European
Instrument for Democracy and Human Rights (EIDHR II), having
similar approaches to protecting civil society and human rights.
Through specific instruments of the European Neighbourhood
Policy, EIDHR II managed to finance over 1000 million euros in
human rights projects in the financial plan 2007-2013. Between
2013 and 2020, it was over 1.4 billion euros, the programs being
extended especially on human rights and some on good govern-
ance, capacity-building for parliamentarians, institution building,
or democratic/civic education (Babayan & Viviani, 2013).

Having a legal foundation such as Regulation (EU) No 235/
2014 (European Parliament, & Council of the European Union,
2014a) and Regulation (EU) No 236/2014 (European Parliament &
Council of the European Union, 2014b), the Parliament has con-
tributed to numerous projects for the promotion and consolida-
tion of human rights, through the European Initiative for Democracy
and Human Rights (2000-2006) having as main objectives: support
to Human Rights and Human Rights Defenders (HRD), support
to other priorities of the EU in the field of Human Rights, support
to Democracy, EU election observation missions, support to tar-
geted key actors and processes; having various implementation
programs such as Supporting 101 Calls for Proposals, targeting
local civil society through country-based support schemes (CBSS)
or supporting human rights priorities. Among the beneficiaries of
the programs were states from the Mediterranean area (Bicchi, 2009),
but also Afghanistan (SAHRA), Media freedom support in Russia,

Ukraine and Azerbaijan, and Green Voices Cambodia: Enhancing
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free speech for Cambodia's environmental HRD. To these were
added other types of projects and programs in the form of the
External Financial Instruments Package through which the instru-
ment contributing to Stability and Peace, the Partnership Instrument
(PI), the European Neighborhood Instrument (ENI), the instrument
for Pre-accession Assistance II (IPA II), the Instrument for Devel-
opment Cooperation (DCI), all totalling over 6% of the annual EU
budget (Dobreva, 2015).

In the Global Europe agenda for the period 2021-2027, the
Parliament assumed the role of approving the financing of over 79
billion euros for development, neighbourhood and international
cooperation over the next seven years. These projects will have as
their target the development of democracy and human rights in the
neighbouring states, but also other states in the global regions, and
which will have in mind the high-level dialogue of Human Rights,

civil society and global challenges (European Parliament, 2021a).

EU Accession On a Human Rights Foundation

One of the leading cases in which the European Parliament has a
decisive say is the case of states that wish to accede as members
of the Union, based on the Copenhagen criteria, as adopted by
the European Council. The negotiations carried out by the Euro-
pean Commission, as well as the evaluations of other Union bodies,
are carefully supervised by the Parliament. Its resolutions are able
to change the course of negotiations, to suspend them or, on the
contrary, to accelerate them, creating the mechanisms of a position
of strength of the Parliament, which, on the other hand, cannot be

overlooked. In this sense, numerous negotiation files for accession
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to the European Union have in mind an unshakable foundation
for the respect of human rights, the candidate states being asked
to adopt legislation and measures implemented through institu-
tions to ensure that fundamental rights are respected. The evalua-
tion process towards which the European Parliament proved vigi-
lant, sanctioning any deviation from the principles that govern the
functioning of the European Union.

Thus, as an example, it can be noted that in the case of
Montenegro, the evolutionary nature of the European Parliament’s
discourse regarding the measures adopted by the state authorities
can be observed, compared to what the 2014 report notes, among
other things, that anti-discrimination policies must be eliminated,
or strengthening the role of the Ombudsman, but also the timid
role of the Constitutional Court to solve the cases that foresee the
systematic violations of Human Rights (European Parliament, 2014).
Recent reports insist on respect for freedom of expression and
condemn policies regarding national minorities but nevertheless
praise Montenegro’s visible and advanced efforts to implement
the acquis, encouraging the continuation of negotiations for future
accession (European Parliament, 2021).

An important case is that of the Republic of Turkiye, whose
candidacy process started in 1999, and which was, on numerous
occasions, subjected to rigorous evaluations, especially regarding
the dimension of human rights. Turkiye’s candidacy file is one of
the most representative in the way the European Parliament un-
derstood to assume the role of rigorous evaluator of human rights
policies. Thus, in 2016, the European Parliament agreed to sus-
pend the accession negotiations with Turkiye temporarily, strongly

condemned the failed military coup, and recalled that “the Turkish
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Government’s repressive measures under the state of emergency
are disproportionate and in breach of basic rights and freedoms
protected by the Turkish Constitution, of democratic values upon
which the European Union. Thus, according to paragraph 5 of the
Negotiating Framework stipulates that, in the case of a serious and
persistent breach in Turkey of the principles of liberty, democracy,
respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms and the rule
of law on which the Union is founded, the Commission will, on
its own initiative or the request of one-third of the Member States,
recommend the suspension of negotiations and propose the con-
ditions for eventual resumption” (European Parliament, 2016).
The European Parliament can request the European Commis-
sion to start the negotiation procedure with other states, being the
one that confers the position of candidate states. In the case of the
Republic of Moldova, the European Parliament retained the steps
taken in the protection of human rights, emphasizes the importance
of continuing these mechanisms, and understands to offer the posi-
tion of a candidate state, considering that the steps for the protection
of human rights can be carried out under the careful supervision
of the Parliament in the process of accession (European Parlia-
ment, 2023). This approach was also carried in relation to Georgia
and Ukraine, offering them also the status of candidate countries,
requesting the Commission to start negotiations, to which the
European Parliament underlines that “accession to the EU must
take place in accordance with Article 49 TEU, based on respect for
the relevant procedures and conditional upon the fulfilment of
the established criteria, in particular the so-called Copenhagen
criteria for EU membership, and remains a merit-based process

that requires adoption and implementation of relevant reforms,
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notably in the areas of democracy, the rule of law, human rights,
a market economy and implementation of the EU acquis” (Euro-
pean Parliament, 2022).

It is not unusual for the European Parliament to have such
firm positions regarding a state’s accession process. The above
examples note the role of the European Parliament in encourag-
ing or suspending, as the case may be, the accession process and
granting the status of a candidate country. Parliament will con-
tinue to play an active role in evaluating human rights policies as

a fundamental landmark.

Conditioning International Agreements

The Lisbon Treaty has also offered enhanced powers to the Euro-
pean Parliament regarding the conclusion of international agree-
ments. Although it is not directly involved in these international
negotiations and agreements, the European Parliament has the
possibility to influence the process, being able also, as in the case
of the EU accession of some states, to block or suspend the proce-
dures. Thus, the decision-making procedures of the European
Parliament (108-109) (European Parliament, 2015), but also arti-
cles 207 and 208 TFEU to which are added other procedures such
as points 23, 24 and 25 of the Framework Agreement on relations
between the European Parliament and the European Commission
(European Parliament & European Commission, 2010), gives the
European Parliament the right to be informed during the proce-
dures, having the possibility to monitor the entire process and at
the end, to approve or refuse the adoption of the entire agreement.
As an example, I mention that numerous international agree-

ments have been evaluated by the European Parliament, which
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can have an objection position regarding the conclusion of an
agreement precisely because of concerns regarding the violation
of human rights. Thus, in May 2010, the European Parliament, in
its resolution, decided to “postpone its consent for renewal of the
Passengers Name Record agreements (PNR) with the USA and
Australia. Later, in November 2010, the EP requested that PNR
agreements with the US, Australia and Canada should be renego-
tiated since existing ones do not provide an adequate level of pro-
tection for the passenger’s personal data. Moreover, the European
Parliament rejected the Anti-Counterfeiting Trade Agreement
(ACTA) in July 2012. ACTA is an international agreement (on
the protection of intellectual property rights) between the EU, its
Member States and ten other countries. The EP rejected the agree-
ment mainly due to concerns about the endangerment of civil
liberties if the agreement was enforced” (Anosovs, 2013; Vutz,
2012; Stull, 2011).

TFEU, through articles 207 and 218, gives the European
Parliament the possibility to approve international commercial
agreements. In this sense, the European Parliament can analyse
the conditions for implementing a future commercial agreement
and even impose preliminary reports on the human rights situation
before it is signed. Regarding the trade agreement with Colombia,
the European Parliament proved very firm during the negotia-
tions, insisting that there be clear clauses regarding the respect of
human rights, putting pressure that in the future, there should be
a clear line in the development of policies to respect fundamental
rights (European Parliament, 2007; Brando et al., 2015, pp. 140-142).

Moreover, on another occasion, the European Parliament chose

to block the effects of some commercial collaboration protocols
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against the background of suspicions of human rights violations
by third partner states. In 2011, the European Parliament accepted
the unanimous position of the Foreign Affairs Committee to block
the export of textiles based on the Partnership and Cooperation
Agreement (PCA) concluded with Uzbekistan in 1999 (European
Communities, 1999), on the background of suspicions of the MEPs’
(Bearder & Donskis, 2011, May 12; Jozwiak, 2011, October 4) of forced
child labour in the cotton harvest industry (European Parliament,
2011).

Moreover, in certain cases, the European Parliament, through
its own committees, understands to draw the attention of the
Commission or other Union bodies in order to take the necessary
measures so that relations with third countries are carried out with
great care, considering the human rights situation. For example,
regarding Mauritania, Parliament recommended that the Com-
mission be careful in taking dialogue measures as long as serious
human rights concerns exist. Also, in this sense, FRONTEX was
invited to strengthen its role in the protection of its own employees
but also not to participate in joint actions with Mauritania, con-
sidering the negative report on human rights made by the Parlia-
ment (European Parliament, 2023).

The Parliament's role is visible in that it resorts to sanction-
ing and coercive measures by which it understands to promote the
respect of human rights, remaining a reference in evaluating the
way in which they are respected by states that want to create part-
nerships with the European Union. The Parliament undertakes to
maintain its consolidated role as the main pillar in the defence
of fundamental rights in its capacity as a democratically elected

representative body.
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Addressing Next Generations

As a representative body of European citizens, the European Par-
liament has not neglected its democratic role, being very active
and decisive in the way the political system existing in the EU
ends up being promoted and consolidated outside the EU. The
political mechanisms, the financial instruments, and the legal po-
sitions considered by the Parliament confirm its assumed role and
the tireless work to align itself with the policies that determined
its establishment.

In this sense, the Parliament’s programs are also addressed
to the next generations, creating the necessary framework for
young people to be included in the political and civic awareness
and education agenda launched by the European legislature. The
projects in which young people from different third countries are
involved are meant to design for the future the way in which the
development of human rights is assured. The Parliament has built
country-specific programs to facilitate a constructive dialogue with
individuals or various organizations from third countries, being
found within the EP Comprehensive Democracy Support Approach
(CDSA), or ad hoc initiatives such as Sudan. There are also country-
to-country programs designed to support and develop an open
dialogue, such as those between Israel and Palestine or between
the two states of Sudan. Regional programs are focused on youth
from the neighbourhood of the EU, creating partnerships in Eastern
Europe, the Maghreb or the Balkans (European Parliament, 2024A).

The Young Political Leaders Program has an assumed goal
to create long-term relations with countries outside of the EU

by initiating joint programs with young people who stand out in
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order to strengthen policies within the country of origin. The
Annual Fora for Young Leaders from the European Neighbour-
hood (Maghreb, Middle East, Eastern Partnership) and the Young
Political Leaders initiative for the Sudan represent instruments
endorsed by the European Parliament’s Democracy Support and
Election Coordination Group (DEG) in April 2015, having as ob-
jectives “to target young political activists, including political par-
ty representatives, civil society actors and young business leaders
in the European Neighbourhood countries, priority countries
agreed under the European Parliament’s Comprehensive Democ-
racy Support Approach (CDSA), and ad hoc countries requiring
assistance in the area of parliamentary conflict prevention and
democracy support” (European Parliament, 2024b).

Starting in 2016, meetings were held among young political
activists, whose mission is not only to create awareness about their
rights but also the ability for them to play an active role in promoting
fundamental rights, both in the capacity they have it now but also in
the perspective that they will represent political leaders in the future,
with key positions in their democracies. In this way, the European
Parliament ensures that new generations are created for the future,
meant to consolidate what has been created so far, where the dia-
logue on the human rights agenda will remain a key dimension

in political debates, not only in the EU but also in third countries.
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The Power of the European
Parliament in Budgetary Negotiations:
A Case Study of the MFF and NGEU

Doru TODORESCU*

Introduction

Since the inception of European integration, the European Par-
liament (EP) has undergone significant changes regarding its role
and powers. One of the most notable areas of evolution is its
budgetary powers, which have transformed from a largely consul-
tative function into a fundamental component of the EU's legisla-
tive and financial governance. This article examines the devel-
opment of the EP's budgetary powers, focusing on key moments
such as the Lisbon Treaty, the Multiannual Financial Framework
(MFF), and the introduction of the Next Generation EU (NGEU)
instrument. By tracing the historical context and recent develop-
ments, we aim to highlight the growing influence of the EP in
shaping and defining the EU budget, as well as the implications

of this evolution for the Union’s governance.

* Dr. Doru Todorescu is an Associate Lecturer at the Department of International
Studies and Contemporary History of the Faculty of History and Philosophy
(Babes-Bolyai University, Cluj-Napoca).
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Budgetary Powers
of the EP before the Lisbon Treaty

The European Parliament’s (EP) budgetary powers have under-
gone constant transformation since the institution's establishment,
leading to broader changes in the governance structure of the
European Union (EU). Initially, as the Common Assembly of the
European Coal and Steel Community in 1952, the EP’s role was
largely consultative, with limited capacity to influence the budgetary
process. The Treaty of Rome (1957), which founded the Euro-
pean Economic Community (EEC), granted the EP only minimal
budgetary authority, allowing it to issue opinions on the budget
proposed by the Council of Ministers but without the power to
amend or reject it (Nugent, 2017; Hix & Heyland, 2011).

The first significant expansion of the EP’s budgetary powers
came with the budgetary treaties of 1970 and 1975, which intro-
duced a distinction between compulsory and non-compulsory
expenditures. Compulsory expenditures, which included the Com-
mon Agricultural Policy, remained under the control of the Council
of Ministers, while the EP was granted the right to amend non-
compulsory expenditures. This division marked an important stage
in the gradual empowerment of the EP, as it provided a formal
mechanism for the EP to impact resource allocation, albeit in a
limited domain (Roederer-Rynning & Schimmelfennig, 2012).

The Treaty of Brussels (1975) further strengthened the EP’s
role, granting it the power to reject the entire budget, a right it
exercised for the first time in 1979. Although rarely used, this power
foreshadowed the EP’s later legislative and budgetary authority.
The establishment of the European Court of Auditors through
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this treaty also reinforced the institutional framework for financial
accountability within the European Communities, highlighting the
growing importance of sound financial management in European
governance (Roederer-Rynning & Schimmelfennig, 2012; Schout
et al., 2020).

Table 1. Key Milestones in the Expansion of the EP’s Budgetary Powers

Period Treaty Description
1970 | Budgetary | These treaties distinguished between compulsory and
and | Treaties non-compulsory expenditures. They allowed the EP to
1975 amend the latter.
1986 | Single The SEA introduced the cooperation procedure,

European increasing the EP's legislative influence, including on
Act (SEA) | budgetary matters, though the final decision remained
with the Council.

1992 | Maastricht | The Maastricht Treaty introduced the co-decision
Treaty procedure, significantly enhancing the EP's legislative
role. While the EP's direct influence on the budget
remained limited, the treaty's provisions on Economic
and Monetary Union strengthened the Parliament’s
role in fiscal oversight.

1997 | Amsterdam | The Amsterdam Treaty extended co-decision to more
Treaty policy areas and strengthened the EP's role in certain
budgetary matters, particularly in relation to the Common
Foreign and Security Policy and Justice and Home Affairs.

2001 | Nice Treaty | The Nice Treaty further extended the EP's competences,
though significant budgetary authority remained
concentrated within the Council.

The Single European Act (SEA) of 1986 marked another major
step in the evolution of the EP’s budgetary powers. Although the
SEA primarily focused on completing the single market, it also
introduced the cooperation procedure, allowing the EP to pro-

pose amendments to legislation, including those with budgetary
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implications. While the Council retained the final say, this devel-
opment led to greater active involvement of the EP in the legislative
process (Hix & Hoyland, 2011). From this perspective, the SEA
can be seen as a precursor to the broader changes that would be
formalized by the Maastricht Treaty.

The Maastricht Treaty (1992), through the introduction of
the co-decision procedure, gave the Parliament equal legislative
power with the Council in many policy areas. However, budgetary
matters remained somewhat outside the scope of co-decision,
limiting the EP’s ability to directly influence budgetary decisions
(Benedetto, 2013). Nevertheless, the Maastricht Treaty laid the
groundwork for future expansions of the EP’s budgetary powers,
particularly in the context of the Economic and Monetary Union
(EMU), where fiscal oversight and budgetary discipline became
increasingly important (Hix & Heyland, 2011).

The Lisbon Treaty
and the Reconfiguration of Budgetary Authority

The Lisbon Treaty, which came into force in December 2009, repre-
sents the most significant reform of the EP budgetary powers
to date. This treaty marked a decisive shift in the balance of power
between EU institutions, particularly in budgetary matters, where
the EP became an equal authority alongside the Council (Piris, 2010).

Under the Lisbon Treaty, the distinction between compulsory
and non-compulsory expenditures was eliminated, further increasing
the EP's influence over EU finances. The treaty also introduced the
Multiannual Financial Framework as a legally binding instrument

that sets the EU's long-term budgetary priorities. The EP gained
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the right to approve the MFF, although the Council retained the
final decision-making power regarding the specific allocation
of funds within it (De Feo, 2020). This reform allowed the EP to
exercise greater control over the entire budget, leading to an im-
plicit increase in its legislative and political authority within the EU
(Benedetto, 2013).

The Lisbon Treaty also introduced the concept of "budgetary
discipline," regulated under Article 310 of the Treaty on the Func-
tioning of the European Union (TFEU). This provision requires that
the EU budget be balanced and that no commitment or payment
appropriations exceed the amounts set in the MFF. The principle
of budgetary discipline has significant implications for the EP's
budgetary powers, as it compels the Parliament to make its deci-
sions within the constraints of the MFF when negotiating the annual
budget. This condition tempered the EP's ambitions, as it must
balance its policy goals with the fiscal realities set by the MFF (Piris,
2010).

At the same time, the Lisbon Treaty strengthened the EP's
role in overseeing budget implementation. The Parliament was
granted enhanced powers to monitor the European Commission's
management of EU funds and to hold the Commission accountable
through the discharge procedure. This process allows the EP to
assess whether the budget has been implemented effectively and
in compliance with EU law, giving the Parliament a decisive role
in ensuring transparency and accountability in the use of EU funds
(Fabbrini, 2013).

Article 314 TFEU defines the procedure for adopting the
EU's annual budget and is crucial for understanding the role of

the European Parliament in the post-Lisbon budgetary process. This
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Article codifies the ordinary legislative procedure in budgetary
matters, outlining the steps that the European Commission, the
Council, and the European Parliament must follow in preparing,
negotiating, and adopting the budget (European Union, 2012).

According to Article 314, the budgetary procedure begins
with a proposal from the European Commission, which is then
presented to both the Council and the EP for review. The proce-
dure emphasizes the equal role of the EP and the Council, with both
institutions required to agree on the budget. If the EP proposes
amendments to the Council's position, a conciliation committee is
convened to reach a compromise. If an agreement is reached, the
budget is adopted according to the terms of the compromise. If no
agreement is reached, the Commission must present a new draft
budget, and the process starts again (European Union, 2012).

The procedure outlined in Article 314 demonstrates that the
EP plays a crucial role through its budgetary powers. Since the
Lisbon Treaty, the EP has gained increased negotiating power in
relation to other EU institutions. The requirement for the EP's
agreement in the adoption of community budgetary measures
places the Parliament in a position to negotiate on equal terms
with the Council, using its veto power to promote amendments
aligned with its policy priorities.

On the other hand, this procedure introduces greater trans-
parency and accountability in the budgetary process. As an in-
stitution composed of members directly elected by EU citizens,
the EP has an obligation to ensure that the budget reflects public
concerns and priorities (Roederer-Rynning & Schimmelfennig, 2012).

At the same time, Article 314 TFEU, in conjunction with

the discharge procedure, provides the EP with stronger oversight
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mechanisms. This has strengthened the EP's capacity to monitor
budget execution, ensuring that EU funds are used efficiently and
in line with sound financial management principles (Crum, 2019).
To better understand the scope of this responsibility, the next sec-
tion will explain the major role the MFF plays within the overall

logic of European governance.

The Multiannual Financial Framework:
Institutionalizing the EP's Role

Before the Lisbon Treaty came into effect (December 1, 2009), there
was no legal basis in the treaties for establishing the procedure for
adopting the MFF. The first MFF (1988-1992) was created through
an Interinstitutional Agreement between the Council, the Commis-
sion, and the European Parliament. Prior to the 2013-2020 MFF,
the EU institutions created "financial perspectives" to outline the
Union's multiannual priorities (Todorescu, 2023).

Article 312 TFEU stipulates that the MFF must cover at least
five years. By imposing this minimum period, the Treaty aims to
maintain the EU's fiscal discipline by setting the spending top limits
for commitment and payment appropriations. These maximums
prevent excessive spending while allowing structured management
of long-term projects. In this sense, the MFF can be seen as both a
financial planning tool and an institutional coordination mechanism
between EU entities (Heinemann et al., 2010).

Adopting the MFF requires the consensus of all major EU
institutions: the European Commission, the European Council, and
the European Parliament. This institutional interaction is necessary

to ensure the MFF's legitimacy, as it reflects both the EU's collective
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interests and the various priorities of individual member states
(Becker, 2019).

Unlike national budgets, which are subject to annual review
and may face short-term political pressures, the MFF provides a
stable financial framework over several years. This long-term cycle
is important for EU-funded projects with long-term goals, such
as infrastructure investments, research initiatives, and regional
development programs.

However, the rigidity of the MFF has drawn criticism, as it
limits the EU's ability to respond flexibly to unforeseen challenges
or shifts in political priorities. For example, the 2008 financial cri-
sis and the subsequent eurozone crisis exposed the limitations of
a fixed budget framework as the EU struggled to mobilize addi-
tional resources to address these crises effectively (Becker et al.,
2017). To mitigate these limitations, mechanisms such as the Flexi-
bility Instrument and the Emergency Margin have been introduced,
allowing the EU to allocate additional funds beyond the agreed
ceilings in response to emergencies (European Commission, 2020).

The last three rounds of MFF negotiations occurred in very
different contexts, each with unique challenges shaping the final
decisions. In 2006, discussions for the 2007-2013 budget were
marked by two major events: the enlargement of the European
Union with the accession of 12 new member states and the rejec-
tion of the Constitutional Treaty by the citizens of the Netherlands
and France. Although the EU's enlargement was expected to be a
moment of great enthusiasm, the rejection of the Treaty cast doubt
on the future of European integration (Schild, 2008).

By 2013, circumstances had changed significantly. Negotiations

for the new MFF were heavily influenced by the global economic
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crisis, which had severely impacted the European economy. It was
also the first time the MFF was negotiated under the new rules
introduced by the Lisbon Treaty, which brought new challenges and
opportunities to the process (Berkowitz, 2015; Leen, 2015).

In 2020, the negotiation context shifted again, this time un-
der the strong impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. The health and
economic crisis created an urgent need for recovery across the
European Union. Initially, the European Commission aimed for
the new MFF to support the EU's transformation into a climate-
neutral economy by 2050 under the ambitious Green Deal project
(Rubio, 2020). However, the pandemic and the subsequent war in
Ukraine reshaped priorities, forcing the EU to adjust its goals and
reallocate budgetary resources to address new realities (Todorescu,
2023).

What we can observe is that the MFF's role in European policy
planning is particularly evident in its ability to adapt to evolving
priorities. Each MFF cycle offers the opportunity to reassess the
EU's strategic needs and adjust financial allocations accordingly.
This adaptability illustrates how the MFF can be both a stable and
dynamic instrument, capable of supporting the EU's long-term
strategies while responding to new challenges.

From the European Parliament's perspective, the introduc-
tion of the MFF under the Lisbon Treaty represents the institution-
alization of the EP's role in shaping the EU's long-term financial
planning. The EP's involvement in MFF negotiations allows it to
influence the EU's strategic priorities and ensure that the budget
reflects the interests of European citizens (De Feo, 2020).

The MFF has also been a significant moment in the EP's efforts

to expand its budgetary powers. During the negotiations for the

96



The Power of the European Parliament in Budgetary Negotiations: A Case Study...

2014-2020 MFF, the EP succeeded in securing greater flexibility in
the EU budget, allowing for the reallocation of funds between
different policy areas in response to changing circumstances. This
flexibility was further expanded in the 2021-2027 MFF (Schout et
al., 2020).

However, the EP's active and decisive presence in MFF nego-
tiations is not without challenges. The process is often marked by
intense interinstitutional negotiations, where the EP must navigate
between the differing priorities of the Council and the Commission.
The EP has leveraged this formal negotiation framework to assert
and consolidate its position relative to the other two institutions,
using its budgetary powers to secure concessions and influence the
final outcome (Roederer-Rynning & Schimmelfennig, 2012).

Finally, the EU crises highlight a trend of marginalizing the
EP by member states. For example, the euro crisis led to an increase
in intergovernmentalism within the EU, a decision-making model
formalized by the Maastricht Treaty and later reinforced by the
Lisbon Treaty. This crisis led to a "verticalization" of power, concen-
trating decisions at the level of the European Council and the Council,
resulting in the marginalization of the community method and the
European Parliament (Piattoni, 2016). This trend was also observed

during the crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic.

The Negotiation Process of the 2021-2027 MFF

The 2021-2027 MFF was particularly important as it had to address
the financial gap left by the United Kingdom's withdrawal from
the EU, estimated at approximately €11 billion annually (Bartha,
2018). The European Commission's proposal, presented by Budg-
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et Commissioner Giinther Oettinger in May 2018, sought to balance
the need for continued investment in key areas with the reality of a
smaller overall budget.

The political context within the EU also influenced the MFF
negotiations. Traditional power structures within the European
Parliament (EP), such as the dominance of the European People's
Party (EPP) and the Progressive Alliance of Socialists and Democrats
(S&D), were declining, while new movements, including Eurosceptic
parties, were gaining ground. This shifting power dynamic added

an extra layer of complexity to the negotiations (Bartha, 2018).

Institutional Positions
The European Commission's Proposal

The negotiations for the 2021-2027 MFF officially began on May
2, 2018, when the European Commission, under the leadership of
President Jean-Claude Juncker and Budget Commissioner Giinther
Oettinger, presented a proposal for a pragmatic and modern budget.
The Commission's proposal included a financial framework of ap-
proximately €1.3 trillion, representing a substantial increase from the
previous MFF, and suggested a reorientation of spending priorities
toward areas such as external security, migration management, and
digitalization. The Commission emphasized the need to balance
these new priorities with traditional ones like the Common Agricul-
tural Policy (CAP) and Cohesion Policy but proposed a gradual
reduction in funding for these areas (Becker, 2019).

For the new financial cycle, the goal was to address both the
financial shortfall caused by Brexit and the need to finance new

priorities such as climate change and digital transformation (De Feo,
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2020). In this context, the Commission proposed increasing the
budget to 1.11% of the EU's Gross National Income (GNI), a modest
increase viewed by some but a point of contention among member
states. Net contributors such as Denmark, the Netherlands, and
Austria argued that the budget should be reduced in line with a
post-Brexit, smaller EU (Bartha, 2018).

The Commission also proposed the introduction of new own
resources, such as a plastic waste tax and a digital tax, to diversify
the EU's revenue sources and reduce dependence on member state
contributions. However, these proposals faced strong resistance
from some member states, particularly those with significant national
interests in protecting their fiscal autonomy (European Commission,
2018).

The UK's departure, as the second-largest net contributor to
the EU budget, reduced the EU's GNI by approximately 15%, cre-
ating an estimated annual budget shortfall of €13-14 billion. This
financial gap further complicated the negotiations, placing additional
pressure on the remaining EU members to contribute more or find

ways to reduce spending (Becker, 2019).

The European Parliament

In its interim report on the MFF, the EP expressed concern that
the proposed budget was insufficient to meet the EU's ambitions
and called for an increase to 1.3% of GNI (European Parliament,
2018). The Parliament's position was clear: without adequate fund-
ing, the EU would be unable to meet its promises, particularly in
areas such as climate change and social inclusion. The Parliament
also emphasized the importance of introducing new own resources

to reduce the Union's dependence on national contributions and
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to ensure a more sustainable financial model (European Parliament,
2020).

Antonio Tajani, as rapporteur from the Committee on Consti-
tutional Affairs (AFCO), consistently stressed the need to reform
the procedures for adopting the MFF and the EU's own resource
system to overcome recurring deadlocks in budget negotiations.
He warned that the Union's budget must be sufficient to finance the
competencies attributed to it by the treaties, which had increased
significantly over time (European Parliament Committee on Consti-
tutional Affairs, 2020a). Additionally, AFCO advocated for the swift
introduction of genuine own resources, in accordance with Article
311 of the TFEU, to ensure a European budget capable of addressing
challenges and delivering meaningful results for European citizens
(European Parliament Committee on Constitutional Affairs, 2020a).

Another important aspect of the EP's position was promot-
ing transparency and democratic accountability in managing the
Union's public funds. AFCO highlighted ongoing difficulties in
obtaining responses from the Council due to a lack of cooperation,
which hindered the proper evaluation of the use of approximately
€6 billion in public funds (European Parliament Committee on
Constitutional Affairs, 2021).

The EP's 2020 resolution emphasized the need to reform the
EU's own resource system to ensure a sustainable budget and
reduce reliance on GNI-based contributions from member states.
Proposed new own resources included a common consolidated
corporate tax base, a digital services tax, a financial transaction tax,
revenues from the emissions trading scheme, a contribution for
plastics, and a carbon border adjustment mechanism (European
Parliament, 2020).
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The European Council and Member States

Within the budgetary procedure defined by the Lisbon Treaty,
following the Commission's submission of the MFF draft, the Council
of the European Union created dedicated working structures to
facilitate negotiations. These structures included an ad hoc work-
ing group on the MFF under the General Affairs Council, which was
the primary negotiating body. The European Council, representing
member states, became the arena for the most intense negotia-
tions (Becker, 2019). The Council's role was to reconcile the diver-
gent interests of member states, which ranged from the fiscal con-
servatism of the "Frugal Group" (Austria, Denmark, the Netherlands,
and Sweden) to demands for increased funding for cohesion and
agriculture from Southern and Eastern European countries (Fabbrini,
2023).

Member states were divided into three main groups: the status
quo conservatives, who sought to maintain current funding levels
for agricultural and cohesion policies; moderate modernizers, who
supported modernizing EU policies but with adequate funding for
traditional areas; and the fiscally rigid group, which called for re-
duced spending and rejected any increase in national contributions
(Becker, 2019).

One of the most controversial issues during the negotiations
was the level of flexibility in the MFF. The EP and several mem-
ber states supported greater flexibility to allow the reallocation of
funds in response to unforeseen challenges such as the pandemic.
However, other states were concerned that too much flexibility
could lead to a lack of financial discipline and undermine the pre-
dictability of EU funding (Benedetto, 2019).
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The negotiation process for the MFF was significantly influ-
enced by the rotating presidencies of the Council of the European
Union. Each presidency, held by a different member state every six
months, played a relevant role in guiding discussions, mediating
between divergent national interests, and pushing negotiations
toward consensus.

Austria's presidency (second half of 2018) focused on estab-
lishing a "negotiating box", a draft document outlining possible
compromises on key issues. The first version of this box was sent to
member states on November 30, 2018, and discussed at a political
level in the General Affairs Council on December 11, 2018. This box
already contained all the horizontal themes and substantive priori-
ties that would be included in the European Council's conclusions at
the end of negotiations. However, substantial agreements were not
reached due to member states' divergent positions on essential
budgetary areas such as cohesion policy and the CAP (Becker, 2019).

Romania took over the presidency in the first half of 2019,
at a time when member states' positions were still highly divergent.
Despite Romania's efforts to narrow the differences, member states'
rigidity on critical budgetary issues made it difficult to advance
negotiations significantly. This period highlighted the difficulty of
reaching a consensus, particularly given entrenched positions on
funding levels for traditional policies versus new priorities (Becker,
2019).

Finland's presidency (second half of 2019) played a more
decisive role in negotiations, emphasizing the need for a balanced
approach that would ensure sufficient funding for the EU's new
priorities while maintaining fiscal responsibility. Under Finland's

leadership, discussions on the MFF structure and the reform of the
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EU's own resource system advanced, although substantial com-
promises were left to subsequent presidencies (Becker, 2019).
Croatia's presidency (first half of 2020) faced the unprece-
dented challenge of negotiating the final stages of the MFF amid
the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic. This crisis completely
shifted the focus of the negotiations, with member states recog-
nizing the need for an extraordinary financial response. Croatia's
presidency was instrumental in advancing discussions on the Next
Generation EU (NGEU) recovery fund, paving the way for the final

agreement (European Council, 2020).

The Alteration of the Negotiation Environment

The negotiations for the 2021-2027 MFF were marked by a series of
challenges that tested the EU's capacity to reach a consensus. The
most significant challenges that altered the environment of the MFF
negotiations were:

(1) Brexit: The financial gap left by the United Kingdom's depar-
ture forced difficult decisions on where to cut spending and
how to generate additional revenue.

(2) COVID-19 Pandemic: The economic crisis triggered by the
pandemic led to the creation of the NGEU, introducing new
complexities into the negotiations.

(3) Divergent National Interests: The varying priorities of mem-
ber states, ranging from budgetary restraint to demands for
increased cohesion funding, made it difficult to reach an

agreement that satisfied all parties.

One of the most complex elements discussed was the im-

pact of Brexit on the EU budget. The assumption was that the
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withdrawal of the UK, which had been the second-largest net
contributor, would reduce EU revenues and create a financial deficit
estimated between €13 and €14 billion annually. This perspective
added further tensions to the negotiations, as member states had
to discuss ways to offset this deficit, either by increasing their own
contributions or by cutting spending (Becker, 2019).

However, it was the COVID-19 pandemic that hit Europe at
the most critical moments of the MFF negotiations and completely
changed the game. The pandemic caused a major economic con-
traction, with the EU's GDP forecasted to drop by 8.3% in 2020. In
this context, the EU prioritized economic recovery, emergency
assistance, public health spending, and investments in research
and innovation to rebuild the economy and internal market to
pre-crisis levels and to build resilience against future cross-border
threats (Echebarria Fernandez, 2020).

European leaders recognized the need for an exceptional
financial response to address the economic crisis generated by the
pandemic. In this context, alongside the MFF, the NGEU recovery
fund was created, a €750 billion package aimed at supporting the
member states most affected by the crisis, with a special focus on
green and digital transitions (European Council, 2020). The excep-
tional nature of this recovery fund lies in the fact that it allowed
the European Commission, for the first time, to issue joint debt on
the capital market, amounting to €750 billion.

The integration of NGEU into the MFF negotiations was not
simple. Although all European actors agreed on the need for a
recovery fund, opinions differed significantly regarding the distri-
bution of funds. For example, the northern countries, known as the

"Frugal Four" (Austria, Denmark, the Netherlands, and Sweden),
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demanded more loans and stricter conditions, while southern Euro-
pean states, heavily impacted by the pandemic, pushed for grants
with fewer conditions (European Council, 2020).

In this framework, NGEU represented a major challenge to
the solidarity of EU member states (Echebarria Fernandez, 2020,
p- 1400). This financial instrument was adopted after intense po-
litical battles among EU member state leaders, divided into three
distinct regional coalitions: the Frugal coalition (northern countries),
the Solidarity coalition (southern European countries, alongside
France and Germany), and the Sovereignty coalition (Poland and
Hungary). These coalitions adopted different and coherent ap-
proaches to crisis management, shaping the policy-making process
in 2020 (see Fabbrini, 2023).

In the end, a compromise was reached: €390 billion in grants
and €360 billion in loans. This decision was presented as an ex-
ample of European solidarity but also revealed deep divisions within
the EU regarding fiscal policy and shared responsibility (European
Council, 2020).

Even after the European Council reached a compromise, the
European Parliament was not fully satisfied. In December 2020,
the EP expressed concern that the MFF would not adequately ad-
dress the EU's long-term challenges (European Parliament, 2020).
The Parliament criticized cuts to important programs such as
Horizon Europe and Erasmus+, which it viewed as essential for
the EU's future competitiveness and social cohesion.

A significant point of divergence was the conditionality of
the rule of law. The Parliament also insisted on the need for a strong
mechanism that would condition the allocation of EU funds with

respect to democratic principles and the rule of law (European
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Parliament, 2020). This issue became a major point of tension be-
tween the Sovereignty coalition and the rest of the EU. Essentially,
Hungary and Poland, the leaders of the Sovereignty coalition, op-
posed conditionality mechanisms that would link access to NGEU
funds to adherence to the rule of law principles. This opposition
triggered a conflict that was resolved only through a temporary
compromise, allowing the NGEU program to be adopted in Decem-
ber 2020 (Fabbrini, 2023). The EP secured an agreement stipulating
that the rule of law mechanism would be applied from January
2021, with the possibility of suspending funds for member states
violating EU values (European Council, 2020).

The final negotiations between the European Parliament and
the European Council led to an agreement that included addi-
tional funds for essential programs, the introduction of new own
resources, and a commitment to a mid-term review of the MFF.
These concessions were necessary to gain the Parliament's approval
and to enable the implementation of the MFF and NGEU from the
beginning of 2021 (European Parliament, 2020).

The Role of the Interinstitutional Agreement
and the Rule of Law Regulation

The Interinstitutional Agreement (IIA) and the Rule of Law Regula-
tion were key elements of the final MFF package. The IIA, agreed
upon by the European Parliament, the Council, and the Commis-
sion, set out how the MFF and NGEU would be implemented,
including the roles of each institution and the mechanisms for
ensuring transparency and accountability (European Parliament,

2020). This agreement also formalized the Parliament's involvement
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in monitoring NGEU funds, ensuring that they would be spent
correctly and efficiently.

These agreements, which were reached through negotiations,
were seen by the Committee on Constitutional Affairs (AFCO) as
a historic step in the integration process of the European Union.
However, AFCO warned that attention still needed to be paid to re-
specting the principle of sincere cooperation in the implementation
of all elements of the MFF package and emphasized that adherence
to the EU's fundamental values is essential for accessing funds
(European Parliament Committee on Constitutional Affairs, 2020b).

The Rule of Law Regulation introduced a mechanism to
protect the EU budget, ensuring that funds are not used in member
states that violate the EU's fundamental principles. According to
this regulation, the European Commission can suspend payments
to member states if breaches of the rule of law threaten the EU's
financial interests (European Parliament, 2020). This was a signifi-
cant victory for the European Parliament, which had long advo-
cated for such safeguards.

The final agreement on NGEU included a mix of grants and
loans, with a significant portion of the funds allocated to green and
digital transitions. This outcome was seen as a major success for
the European Parliament, which had pushed for the inclusion of
ambitious climate targets and greater flexibility in the use of funds
(Benedetto, 2013).

Final Remarks

Despite the challenges, the final agreement on the Multiannual Finan-
cial Framework 2021-2027 represented a significant achievement
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for the EU. The current MFF covers the period 2021-2027 and in-
cludes a financial package of €1.216 trillion, complemented by the
extraordinary recovery instrument Next Generation EU, amount-
ing to €807 billion (see Table 2). The agreement featured increased
funding for climate action, digital innovation, and social cohesion,
as well as new own resources to diversify the EU's revenue streams

(European Commission, 2023; European Council, 2023).

Table 2. Allocation of Community
Budgetary Resources through the MFF (2021-2027)

Chapters MFF NGEU TOTAL
1. Single market, innovation, €149.5bn €11.5bn €161.0bn
and digital sector
2. Cohesion, resilience, and values €426.7bn €776.5bn | €1,203.2bn

3. Natural resources and environment | €401.0bn €18.9bn €419.9bn

4. Migration and border management | €25.7bn - €25.7bn
5. Security and defense €14.9bn - €14.9bn
6. Neighborhood and the world €110.6bn - €110.6bn
7. European public administration €82.5bn - €82.5 bn
TOTAL €1,210.9bn | €806.9bn | €2,017.8bn

Source: European Commission (2023)

NGEU is based on a fairly complex legal structure consisting
of several secondary acts of EU law. These include the EU Recovery
Instrument (EURI) and the Own Resources Decision (ORD), which
authorize the financing of both NGEU and the MFF (2021-2027
Multiannual Financial Framework). In addition, NGEU is tied to an
interinstitutional agreement between the European Parliament, the
Council, and the Commission, which provides for the introduction

of new European taxes to repay the joint debts (Fabbrini, 2022).
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We can affirm that through the entire framework, NGEU
has established a new system of economic governance in the EU
based on the idea that the EU must lead economic recovery through
new financial support mechanisms for member states. The measures
adopted under this massive recovery program were necessary for
stabilizing the European economy in the face of the pandemic,
but they also highlighted ongoing challenges regarding solidarity
among member states and the efficiency of recovery measures. By
issuing joint debt, the EU overcomes the fundamental issue of its
budget, which was largely financed through transfers from mem-
ber states. This provides the EU with increased fiscal autonomy,
allowing it to stabilize the macroeconomic cycle and pursue Euro-
pean public objectives, such as environmental protection and social
inclusion (Fabbrini, 2022).

In this context, the role of the European Parliament within
NGEU and the 2021-2027 MFF was complex yet still limited, pri-
marily focused on oversight and consultation. While Parliament
succeeded in influencing the increase in funding for EU programs
and advocated for greater accountability in the use of funds, its
influence on the actual implementation of these funds remains
constrained by the institutional structures of the EU (Fabbrini, 2023).

Through the Lisbon Treaty, the European Parliament holds
two essential functions in the EU budgetary process: the power to
approve the Union's annual budget and the right to consent to the
MFF. While Parliament can consent to or reject MFF proposals, it
does not have the power to directly modify the budgetary figures
proposed by the Council and Commission. This means that Parlia-
ment must negotiate intensively to secure concessions and be ready

to use the threat of rejection to impose its viewpoint. Throughout
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the 2021-2027 MFF negotiations, the EP used this power to gain
important concessions from the Council and the Commission,
including additional funding for essential programs and the intro-
duction of a rule-of-law conditionality mechanism.

Additionally, the diversity of opinions and interests within
Parliament can complicate internal negotiations and the formation
of a united front against the Council. Moreover, the fact that the EP
must collaborate with two other powerful institutions — the Council
and the Commission — sometimes limits its ability to achieve all its
proposed objectives.

The 2021-2027 MFF negotiations demonstrated that the
European Parliament is not merely a passive observer in the EU
budgetary process but an active and influential actor. Throughout
the negotiations, the EP managed to assert its views and signifi-
cantly modify both the Commission's initial proposal and the
Council's position. Moreover, the Parliament has shown that it can
play a relevant role in mediating conflicts among member states by
offering compromise solutions that ensure the stability and cohe-
sion of the Union. For example, its active involvement in the final
negotiations was crucial in reaching an agreement on the EU's own
resources, a critical aspect of the Union's financial future.

Likely encouraged by these successes, AFCO sees the insti-
tutional and procedural reforms discussed at the Conference on
the Future of Europe as an opportunity to strengthen the European
Parliament's role in decision-making processes concerning the MFF
and own resources (European Parliament Committee on Consti-
tutional Affairs, 2020c¢).

The lessons learned from the 2021-2027 MFF negotiation
process should prompt the EU to define better its approaches to
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the challenges that will arise in discussions for the future 2028-2034
MEFF. One of the most pressing issues is balancing the demands of
new and emerging priorities with the need to continue supporting
traditional policy areas, such as agriculture and cohesion (D'Alfonso
et al,, 2024). Another major challenge is ensuring the long-term sus-
tainability of EU finances, particularly considering the debt con-
tracted through NGEU. The EU will need to develop strategies for
repaying this debt without compromising its ability to finance other
essential areas (De Feo, 2020).

As political discussions open the prospect of future EU
enlargements, the MFF will also need to be flexible enough to ac-
commodate the integration of new member states. This requires
careful planning to ensure that the MFF supports cohesion and
stability within the Union while effectively integrating new mem-
bers (D'Alfonso et al., 2024).

Ultimately, the concept of shared and responsible sovereignty,
as discussed by Piattoni (2016), will become increasingly important
as the EU faces these challenges. The future MFF must reflect a
balance between national sovereignty and collective action, en-
suring that the EU can address common challenges while respect-
ing the diversity of its member states (De Feo, 2020; D'Alfonso et
al., 2024).

In all these perspectives, the European Parliament has the
opportunity to solidify its role as an active player, even within
the intergovernmental limits of the Lisbon Treaty. By insisting on
adequate funding for flagship European initiatives and support-
ing a robust mechanism for protecting the rule of law, the Par-
liament has demonstrated that it is a guardian of the interests of

European citizens and the fundamental values of the Union. This
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role can be further exploited and strengthened in the negotiations
for the future MFF.
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Participatory Democracy
and the Conference on the Future
of Europe. Can the EU Institutions
Translate Citizens' Ideas into Concrete
Action and Be a Voice of Reform?

Natalia CUGLESAN”

Introduction

The Conference on the Future of Europe (CFoE) represented one
of the first genuinely transnational initiatives that allowed citizens
across the European Union to participate in the democratic reform
of the EU. Announced by President Emanuel Macron in an open
letter to European citizens in 2019, the French President called for
a Conference of Europe based on a wide range of consultations
(Johansson & Raunio, 2022, p. 283); the Conference on the Future
of Europe debuted on 9 May 2021 and ended a year later. However,
the process was not without challenges. First, the pan-European
consultation process was delayed by one year due to the COVID-19
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pandemic and ran only for one year instead of two. Second, the
meetings followed a virtual format due to the COVID-19 restrictions,
which did not allow the attendance of many people and probably
discouraged participation. Second, EU institutions and member states
were divided on how to implement the outcome of this participatory
and deliberative exercise and were caught in the dilemma if the
results could be implemented without treaty reform. Third, there
was limited media attention, and the entire process was over-
shadowed by the Russian aggression against Ukraine, which di-
verted the attention of the EU. And not lastly, participation was
below expectations, with only 50.000 active users on the Multi-
lingual platform.

Although the CFoE represents the first major initiative to
reform the EU after 2007 by "following a different logic, format
and legal basis than in the past" (Alemanno, 2021, p. 2), it was not
the first initiative of the EU to embark on a democratic innovation
path. In 2018, through the European Citizens Consultation (EEC),
the EU aimed to consult the citizens on the future of the EU. The
EEC were to be organised by the European Commission and the
member states. The European Commission launched an online
survey open from May 2018 until May 2019, but only 50.000 people
responded (Stratulat & Butcher, 2018). The member states embraced
the flexibility card regarding the format of the events, timeline or
agenda (Stratulat & Butcher, 2018). Most EU member states con-
cluded the consultation in late 2018 to meet the calendar and discuss
the outcome in the December 2018 European Council context.

However, the European citizens' consultations were a some-
what flawed process. First, the Commission wanted to play a con-

sistent role in the project and introduced the Citizen's dialogues,
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a distinct participatory instrument which created additional con-
fusion among participants. Second, the EEC lacked a common
identity and was unstructured and underfunded, with the member
states using a different brand for the organised events. Third, mem-
ber states were reluctant to use the EU questionnaire, and the
consultation results might not produce a coherent message for the
policy-makers (Stratulat & Butcher, 2018). Finally, member states
have failed to take action and create cohesive media strategies to
promote and attract citizens' engagement. Additionally, without a
unified approach to the Future of Europe project, the citizens' con-
sultations could include any events organised by the member states.

The CFoE differed significantly from the 2018-2019 experi-
ment in that it followed a more structured format. The consultation
process involved a hybrid design, incorporating a Multilingual
Platform as a central tool to encourage participation and collect
input from European citizens. The EU recognised the importance
of creating a functional and user-friendly platform. According to
Zheng, these platforms must incorporate specific tools and features,
like discussion forums or online chatting, to enable effective par-
ticipation (Zheng, 2017, p. 428). The Multi-lingual Platform was
created to be an interactive tool that enables citizens and stake-
holders to share their ideas and events horizontally while automat-
ically translating their input (Alemanno, 2021, p. 14). This approach
has created a transnational space for the production of ideas and
dialogue among the citizens, transcending national boundaries and
eliminating language barriers.

Nevertheless, the Multilingual Digital Platform had its short-
comings. As Alberto Alemano evidenced, the platform suffered from

a visibility deficit, unequal access, and a lack of representativeness
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of the collected input (Alemanno, 2021, p. 15). Moreover, it attracted
individuals with strong EU or anti-EU feelings. Available in the 24
official languages of the EU, the platform enabled EU citizens to
advance ideas and respond to ideas by placing comments, adver-
tising or live streaming the events organised in the framework of
the CFoE. It also aimed to capture input from just countries out-
side the EU. It was an essential tool as only a handful of EU coun-
tries organised national panels designed by following the criteria
used by the EU to manage the European panels. Also, the input
served for the Citizens Panels and the Conference Plenary.

The second pivotal component of this pan-European partic-
ipatory democratic exercise included four Citizens Panels!, bringing
together 800 citizens. These panels were organised around specific
themes (democracy and the rule of law; climate change and the
environment; economy, social justice and digital transformation;
the EU in the world), allowing citizens to deliberate and propose
ideas within these areas. This was a more than welcome oppor-
tunity, as citizens have fewer avenues for participation compared
to organised interests. Establishing a stronger connection with EU
citizens is now crucial more than ever, given that 170 million Euro-
pean citizens live in countries where populist or Eurosceptic parties
are in power (Sgueo, 2020, p. 5).

However, evaluations of e-participation tools show that the
EU needs to address the barriers affecting citizens' participation
across EU countries. According to a report by the European Parlia-

ment on the challenges to e-participation, one of the major barriers

! For more information on the structure and work of the Citizen, visit the page:
European Citizens' Panels - Conference on the Future of Europe (archive-it.org)
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to e-democracy is the digital divide in terms of infrastructure and
experience with e-participation, as well as a general lack of interest
in policy-making (Lironi, 2016, p. 50). These initiatives have not
received enough publicity, and the media's lack of interest has re-
sulted in outcomes that have not met expectations. Despite these
challenges, the Panels succeeded based on the input from the
Multi-lingual Digital Platform and deliberation in the assemblies
to generate fresh ideas from the citizens.

The final crucial element of the CFoE was the Conference
Plenary. Based on a multi-level governance approach, the plenary
reunited representatives from supranational institutions such as
the European Parliament, EU Council or European Commission,
delegates from the National Parliaments, and citizens from the
National and European Citizens Panel. Furthermore, it included
members of consultative bodies such as the European Economic and
Social Committee, the Committee of the Regions, and other key
stakeholders. The role of the Plenary was to discuss the recom-
mendations received from EU citizens via the multiple channels
of engagement discussed above and send them to the Executive
Board of the Plenary, which takes decisions by consensus based on
the work of the Conference.

In this context, considering the substantial role of EU institu-
tions in the CFoE project as a pan-European participatory initia-
tive, the paper examines the extent to which EU decision-making
actors, including the European Commission, European Parliament,
and the member states through the EU Council and European
Council, were dedicated to implementing the proposals and rec-
ommendations put forth by EU citizens. This is particularly im-

portant as these entities play a crucial role in translating citizens'
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proposals into concrete actions through legislation. The success of
such consultation processes largely depends on the accountability
of these institutional actors.

The chapter analyses the institutional responses to the pro-
posals put forth by the Working Group? on European Democracy.
The Working Group prepared five proposals, but the analysis fo-
cuses only on two specific ones (Citizens information, participation,
and youth I and II) and the measures aimed at strengthening partici-
patory and deliberative democracy. The EU institutions demon-
strated strong commitment to the process, with all three institu-
tions signing a Joint Statement in March 2021 to kickstart the EU
reshaping process. They were actively involved in the Conference
Plenary and co-chaired the Executive Board, responsible for over-
seeing the work of the Plenary. Additionally, the feedback event
organised by the institutional trio in December 2022 with citizens
to discuss the follow-up process reflects their dedication.

However, many proposed changes to enhance European de-
mocracy required treaty modifications, leading to divisions within
the EU institutions. The paper suggests that the European Com-
mission and the European Parliament prioritised European de-
mocracy and sought to achieve these goals using existing powers
as well as through treaty reforms. On the other hand, the European
Council prioritised other issues and was reluctant to support treaty
changes due to the lack of political will among EU member states.

The chapter is structured as follows: first, the article discusses

the concept of citizen participation and the EU's past experiences

2 The Conference Plenary has established nine Working Groups in March 2022.
Their role was to lay out draft proposals based on the recommendations from
the input via the Citizens and National Panels or the Multi-lingual Platform.
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with participatory democracy. The following sections scrutinise
the institutional reactions to the recommendations for augmenting

participatory democracy.

EU Experimentation
with Citizen E-Participation

E-participation has emerged as a prominent trend in governmental
practices over the past two decades. More governments are de-
veloping democratic innovation tools to improve the quality of
democratic processes, introduce new participation instruments,
increase citizens' satisfaction and foster greater governmental ac-
countability. Originating in the '60s and extended as a practice in
the '80s, e-participation tools with the support of Information and
Communication Technology (ICT) (Wirtz et al., 2018, p.2) have
become a fashionable instrument used worldwide. Despite the pro-
liferation of these initiatives, there is still a lack of a shared under-
standing of this concept in the e-participation literature (Peristeras
et al., 2009, p.15). However, e-participation is commonly defined as
the use of ICT to allow citizens to participate in consultation and
dialogue processes with their governments (Medaglia, 2012, p. 346).
Additionally, e-participation entails the use of ICT to promote
democratic decision-making (Macintosh, 2004), and the interac-
tion between citizens and governmental actors should involve
e-information, e-consultation and e-decision-making.

In the last decade, The EU has experienced the introduction
of diverse instruments of citizens' e-participatory instruments, such
as the Your Voice Consultation Platform, The Citizens Initiative,

The European Citizens Consultations or the European panels.
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However, the results are mixed. The evidence shows that these
tools, although empowering and used as a civic instrument, still
need to become a policy instrument. Also, previous experiences
with democratic innovations have highlighted that organised inter-
ests, rather than ordinary citizens, tend to be the main participants.
This trend is highly visible in the case of the European Citizen
Initiative. Designed to facilitate EU citizens' engagement in decision-
making, the results indicate that organised citizens exploit this par-
ticipatory tool, as it requires regulatory competencies and organi-
sational and financial capacity (Aichholzer & Rose, 2020, p. 340).

Additional challenges posed by these democratic innova-
tions include their large scale, language diversity, and transna-
tional character (Aichholzer & Rose, 2020, p. 129). The language
barrier can be a significant obstacle. The EU addresses language
diversity, but not in an all-encompassing approach in the partici-
patory or deliberative tools. The documentation of participatory
tools employed at the EU level shows that the EU offers translation
of key information in the 24 official languages of the EU. Still, only
25% of the consultation content is translated into other EU official
languages, like the Your Voice in Europe instrument (Aichholzer
& Rose, 2020, p. 224). Also, for citizens from the new member
states, especially from Central and Eastern Europe, the availa-
bility of consultation documents in the official national languages
leads to greater participation or contribution, as research shows
(Aichholzer & Rose, 2020, p. 224). And finally, the language bar-
rier impacts citizens' mobilisation. As such, one of the solutions
is to embed the digital translation feature in the e-participation
platforms to stimulate greater participation (Aichholzer & Rose,
2020, p. 335).
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Due to its transnational character, the EU has struggled to
ensure inclusivity in its e-participation mechanisms. The consul-
tation processes often require expertise as many of the issues citi-
zens contribute to are technocratic and regularly mobilise higher
educated citizens and exclude those less involved with the EU.
Inclusive e-participation processes should design methods that
implicate a more diverse EU audience. This should encompass
young people, individuals with fewer opportunities or disabilities,
and minority groups impacted by EU policies (Panopoulou et al.,
2014, p. 209). Embracing this approach will enhance the represent-
ativeness of e-participation initiatives and give voice to citizens
from various backgrounds.

Inclusiveness and accessibility are closely intertwined. One
of the critical challenges to accessibility is the digital divide across
EU member states. It is crucial for the EU to avoid the extensive
involvement of the "already privileged technology-literate elite"
(Panopoulou et al., 2014, p. 209). Therefore, the design of interactive
digital platforms should consider the various levels of digital com-
petencies among EU citizens and complement the digital compo-
nent with offline participatory activities. This issue is particularly
significant for citizens from Eastern Europe. According to Eurostat,
43% of Romanians aged 16 to 74 have low digital skills, ranking the
lowest among EU citizens, closely followed by Bulgaria with 38%
(European Commission, 2020a).

The academic literature on e-participation emphasises the
need for governmental actors to create publicity plans to generate
interest among citizens and other stakeholders involved in the
consultation process. Panopolou et al., in their extensive literature

review on the success factors in e-participation efforts or schemes,
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show that these communication strategies are a crucial factor, and
their role is to explain the "participation process, policy-making
stage and roles" (Panopoulou et al., 2014, p. 210). However, the
EU has not consistently supplemented its initiatives with publicity
or information plans. For example, in the case of the European
Citizens Consultations, the EU needed to establish a common iden-
tity for the Future of Europe project. It has failed to provide a
common name for the action, goal, or methodological approaches
to respond to the initiative in the implementation process (Stratulat
& Butcher, 2018, p. 40).

Several proposals have been put forward. Due to the EU's
distinctive institutional framework, it is difficult to replicate prac-
tices directly; hence, successful models must be adapted. Moreover,
empowering the European Parliament by fostering connections with
citizens and enabling their participation in EU policy-making through

digital platforms could serve as additional solutions.

The Response
of EU Institutions to Citizens' Proposals
in the Area of Participatory Mechanisms
and Deliberative Democracy

The preferences of the EU member states

One of the problematic issues of the Conference of the Future of
EU was that the member states questioned the "raison d'étre of the
Conference" (Greubel & Emmanouilidis, 2021, p. 2) and were di-

vided on the role the Conference should adopt, except for France
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and Germany. Some countries® adopted non-papers, stating they
did not want the conference to impose legal obligations on mem-
ber states (Department of European Affairs, 2021). Other countries,
such as Romania and Bulgaria, echoed the same sentiments and,
together with eleven countries, argued in a non-paper that the
implementation process should not involve treaty revision or lead
to the emergence of new treaties. They cited the ongoing COVID-19
pandemic and the external crises at the Eastern border of the EU,
specifically the Russian aggression against Ukraine, "have clearly
shown how much the EU can deliver in the current Treaty frame-
work" (Swedish Presidency of the Council of the EU, 2022). President
Klaus Iohannis also expressed opposition to treaty changes, refer-
encing the unsuccessful 2004 Convention on the Treaty establishing
a Constitution for Europe as a cautionary example. Additionally,
new member states from Central and Eastern Europe were hesitant
to relinquish their sovereignty in new areas further, particularly
considering their relatively recent status as new member states.

Given this situation, the European Council did not provide
clear guidance on following up on the Conference. Instead, it sug-
gested that each institution should act according to its competencies
rather than promoting a joint institutional response (European
Parliament, 2024a, p. 23). Additionally, the European Parliament's
requests to convene a convention to revise EU treaties were not
included in the agenda of the two European Councils held in
December 2023 and February 2024 (European Parliament, 2024a,
p- 23-24).

3 Austria, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Ireland, Latvia, Lithuania,
Malta, Netherlands, Slovakia, and Sweden
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However, it is essential to consider the compatibility between
citizens' proposals and their inclusion in the EU Council Strategic
Agenda when examining how the European Council responded to
citizen feedback. An analysis of the alignment between EU Council
priorities and the proposals of the CoFoE shows that there is a low
level of convergence in the area of European democracy, with oth-
er topics such as digital transformation, climate change or migra-
tion taking priority (Drachenberg, 2022, pp. 2-3). This might be due
to the attention given to the recent crises, such as the COVID-19
pandemic, Russian aggression against Ukraine, and challenges the
EU is facing, such as digital sovereignty or autonomy. Additionally,
the divergent stances of member states on the question of treaty
revisions or democratic backsliding in some member states may
provide further explanations.

Despite this, the EU member states in the EU Council remained
committed to the citizens' agenda. They were unwilling to endorse
treaty revisions but were open to taking action within the confines
of existing treaties. The EU Council stated that more than 95% of
the citizens' proposals could be implemented as part of the current
framework (EU Council, 2024). Thus, the EU Council played a key
role, especially in the EU legislation process where it has supported

the European Commission initiatives.

The European Commission

"Treaties: Making the most of what we have, changing if we need"
(European Commission, 2022).

The European Commission has voiced strong support for the

EU institutions to act accountably and effectively in translating
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citizens' proposals into concrete action. It has also backed achieving
this goal within the existing treaties framework while endorsing the
European Parliament's call for treaty amendments in the case of
innovative proposals. The EC was particularly supportive, as this
was the first time since the adoption of the Lisbon Treaty that the
European Parliament had the opportunity to take advantage of this
power.

The European Commission has demonstrated its efficiency by
successfully implementing nearly 95% of the Conference measures
by following this approach. Additionally, four out of five new ini-
tiatives have been included in the Commission Work Programme
for 2023. Out of the 43 initiatives announced last year, 35 were
closely linked with the proposals advanced by EU citizens (Euro-
pean Commission. Secretariat General., 2023).

The European Commission has also achieved notable suc-
cess in the area of European democracy. This can be attributed to
the 2019-2024 VdL Commission program, which has prioritised
revitalising the European democracy project and implemented
numerous initiatives to address this goal. Thus, the Commission
has already implemented several initiatives to strengthen partici-
patory democracy that citizens advanced as part of this extended
consultation exercise. One noteworthy initiative was the creation
of the Competence Centre on Participatory and Deliberative De-
mocracy, which provides expertise to policy-makers and contributes
to "enriching the EU knowledge base on participatory and deliber-
ative practices" (European Commission, 2020b). Another notable
example was the redesign of the Have Your Say portal in 2020, aimed
at improving the consultation process at different stages of the legis-

lative process (European Commission, 2020c). Hence, the European
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Commission was already proactively strengthening participatory
and deliberative democracy.

At the same time, the European Commission was also pre-
pared to explore new areas of action, as the Conference offered a
window of opportunity to revamp participatory and deliberative
democracy. A key focus was on citizens' panels, which European
Union Commission President Ursula von der Leyen emphasised
in her 2022 State of the Union Address, stating that "the citizens'
panels will become a regular feature of our democratic life" (Von
Der Leyen, 2022). As a result, the European Commission has suc-
cessfully integrated the citizens' panels as a tool of EU policy-making,.
From December 2022 and April 2023, the Commission organised
three new generations of panels on food waste, virtual worlds and
learning mobility, engaging 429 participants. The citizens were
entrusted with advancing recommendations for legislative revi-
sions and new proposals ahead of their launch by the European
Commission (European Commission. Secretariat General, 2023).

Even though specific recommendations were incorporated
in the new pieces of legislation, such as the case of the EU Waste
Framework Directive and the European Commission, according to
vice-president Dubravka Suica, was "the first executive body any-
where to introduce citizen panels as an integral part of the design-
ing of policy" (European Commission. Secretariat General, 2023),
this upgraded tool of deliberative democracy was not immune to
criticism. According to Citizens Takeover Europe, a coalition of civil
society organisations, problematic were, among others, the lack of
a public sphere, with the panels operating in isolation, the inade-
quate representation of vulnerable groups, and limited space for

contestation and deliberation (Citizens Take Over Europe, 2023).
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As one of the most important outcomes of the Conference,
the citizen panels have continued to be organised in 2024, follow-
ing the format defined by the European Commission. Over the course
of three weekends, citizens convened for three sessions to deliberate
on the agenda of energy efficiency established by the European
Commission. This highlights the European Commission's preference
to align the consultation and deliberation process with the legislative
agenda despite the critique that citizens should have a say on the
topic of deliberation. One potential explanation is that it incentivises
the participation of selected citizens, as they can witness the tangible
results of their work. Notably, their ideas are set to be incorpo-
rated into a forthcoming EU Recommendation on Energy Efficiency

scheduled for late 2024 (European Commission, 2024).

The European Parliament

Of the three institutions, the European Parliament was particular-
ly ambitious in its efforts to incorporate citizens' proposals and
was an ardent advocate for treaty change. The proposed revisions
aimed to boost European Democracy by advocating for a more
substantial role for the European Parliament in EU decision-making,
including the right of legislative initiative, establishing a bicameral
system for the EU, and introducing requirements for the member
states to implement participatory tools. One perspective is that
the EU is the institution that represents citizen interests, and
the Conference was an opportunity to empower the European
Parliament and to "domesticate EU politics and develop the EU in
a democratic polity" (Wolff et al., 2021).

Although the topic of European Democracy registered the

lowest number of follow-up initiatives of the CFoE and required
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the introduction of the highest number of initiatives (10) via treaty
change (European Parliament, 2024b, p. 7), the European Parliament
has shown a solid commitment to the democratisation agenda. The
European Parliament has a track record of supporting the enhance-
ment of participatory mechanisms and has, prior to the CFoE,
adopted several resolutions calling for regular consultation pro-
cesses with citizens by employing a wide range of participatory
instruments, as well as the engagement of young people in shaping
the future of the EU and the development of an EU civic curriculum
as a critical factor stimulating civic participation (Kotanidis & Del
Monte, 2022, pp. 6-7).

In the context of the CFoE follow-up initiatives and lever-
aging the powers granted by the treaties, the EP contributed to the
adoption of the Recommendation on promoting the engagement and
effective participation of citizens and civil society organisations in public
policy-making processes in December 2023, which urged member
states to set up participatory and deliberative practices in specific
policies.

Additionally, the establishment of the EU Children's Platform,
in partnership with the European Parliament, aims to facilitate the
participation of children and young people in decision-making and
give them a voice in matters that affect them. However, the adoption

of an EU Charter for Citizens' Involvement has not been realised.

Conclusion

The Conference on the Future of Europe marked the first transna-
tional participatory democracy initiative. It provided an oppor-

tunity for citizens from EU member states to engage in one-year-
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long online and offline debates on EU reform. The CFoE was a
vivid endeavour as it generated 49 proposals and 326 specific
measures. It is considered a successful project, with EU institu-
tions announcing that 75% of implementation measures have
been adopted (European Parliament, 2024b, p. 3) as a response to
citizens’ proposals.

In light of these positive results, the paper has raised the
question of the extent of variation across different areas regarding
follow-up implementation measures, especially as topics such as
Economy, Climate, or Digital were the sectors where most initia-
tives were adopted. To address this issue, the paper selected the
case of European Democracy for analysis. It aimed to explain whether
the EU institutions were united in their views and instruments to
strengthen participatory and deliberative democracy.

Out of the three institutions being examined, the European
Parliament and European Commission demonstrated a solid com-
mitment to translating citizens' proposals into concrete action in
the realm of European democracy. The paper has argued that in
the case of the European Commission, strengthening EU democracy
was a priority under the VAL 2019-2014 Commission programme
and had already begun implementing measures to enhance partici-
patory mechanisms. The CFoE offered the ideal platform to con-
tinue prioritising this issue on the political agenda. As a result, it
has incorporated several follow-up implementation measures in
the European Commission Work Programme for 2023 and has
adopted the Communication Putting Vision into Concrete Action, a
blueprint outlining the necessary actions to be taken. Notably, one
of the most significant tools was the integration of citizen panels

as a regular instrument of EU policy-making.
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The European Commission has proven to be an effective ac-
tor by adopting a pragmatic approach and implementing follow-
up actions within the framework of existing treaties. Furthermore,
it remained open to treaty changes for proposals that could only
be adopted through revisions, particularly in the area of European
democracy, which has seen the highest number of implementa-
tion measures necessitating treaty changes. The Commission has
demonstrated its close partnership with the European Parliament
in supporting these objectives.

The European Parliament was also an institutional actor with
a solid record of strengthening participatory processes. For the
European Parliament, the CFoE was the perfect opportunity for
self-empowerment, and it has been a leading advocate urging
treaty changes. The proposals advanced in the area of European
democracy envisaged structural reforms of the EU. With the up-
coming 2024 European Parliament elections, it was eager to achieve
meaningful results to send a message to European citizens that
their voices are heard, and the EP is an institution committed to
the reform of the European Union.

Finally, the member states failed to reach a consensus on the
next steps of the CFoE. Most member states issued non-papers,
stipulating that the consultation process should not result in treaty
changes or impose legal obligations on the member states. Only
a few countries, including France, Germany, and Italy, supported
substantial EU reform via treaty change, which would have sig-
nificant implications for the area of European democracy. Conse-
quently, the European Council acknowledged the citizens' pro-
posals but needed to include on the agenda the call for treaty revi-

sions expressed by the European Parliament. The prevailing lack
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of political will amid long-term and overlapping crises, including
the crisis of democracy in several member states, did not create a
conducive context for a structural reform of the EU.

In summary, European democracy has proved to be a sen-
sitive subject, necessitating numerous treaty changes and facing
challenges in gaining the support of member states. Core issues on
the political agenda, such as the economy, climate change, migration
or digital policies, have been viewed as crucial matters, as demon-
strated by the EU Council's work. However, encouraging has been
the entire process, which underlined that large-scale participatory
consultation can produce meaningful ideas leading to palpable
results, even though it was organised during the COVID-19 pandemic
and the external crisis at the Eastern border of the EU. Simultane-
ously, it has served as a valuable learning experience for advancing
participatory democracy. Still, the question of what the future holds

for EU reform remains uncertain.
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The First
European Parliament Elections
in Romania (2007)
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Introduction

The European Parliament (EP) is the institution that politically
represents the peoples of the states united in the European Union
(EU) and deliberates within political groups that bring together
representatives from various states. Through its transnational de-
liberations, it differs from the Parliamentary Assemblies of other
international organizations, which deliberate in national groups
(Pop, 2007, p. 19). Since 1979, members of the European Parliament
have been directly elected through universal suffrage. However,
there has been no procedural uniformity among member states in
the election of national representatives to the European legislature.

The legal framework regarding participation in EP elections has
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been modified several times since 1979. Most EU states apply a pro-
portional representation system, but each member state has the
right to choose whether to use an open-list or closed-list system.
In the first case, voters can select one or more candidates, while in
the second system, political parties rank candidates on lists accord-
ing to their own criteria. The term of office for European Parliament
members is five years, and membership in the EP is incompatible
with national ministerial positions as well as political or adminis-
trative roles within EU institutions (Alexandrescu, 2010, p. 169).
The signing of the Accession Treaty in Luxembourg (April
25, 2005) and Romania's subsequent accession to the EU (January
1, 2007) modified, among other things, the legislative framework
related to electoral matters. Thus, Romania, as a full-fledged mem-
ber state of the EU, participates in the composition and organiza-
tion of all community bodies. The prospect of integration into Eu-
ropean structures required, in addition to numerous regulations
aimed at aligning with the community level, a constitutional ad-
justment of electoral issues. Consequently, under the conditions
of Romania's EU accession, Romanian citizens have the right to
vote and to be elected to the EP in accordance with Article 38 of

the Romanian Constitution (Romanian Constitution, 2003).

Romanian Observers
in the European Parliament

In Romania, according to the Accession Treaty, the first elections for
the European Parliament were supposed to be organized no later
than December 31, 2007. However, before Romania could desig-

nate its first representatives to the EP through national elections
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following the signing of the Accession Treaty, the President of the
European Parliament, Josep Borrell, extended an invitation to both
Romania and Bulgaria, which were set to become EU member states
on January 1, 2007, to appoint observers for the European legisla-
ture, whose mandate would begin in September 2005. According
to the European Parliament's rules of procedure, observers had the
opportunity to affiliate with existing political groups and partici-
pate in their activities. They could attend plenary sessions of the
European Parliament but were not allowed to speak, vote, or run
in internal elections. This applied to committees and delegations,
where they could only intervene if invited to speak by the chair
(Chamber of Deputies, 2006).

Romania was allocated 35 seats, and the political algorithm
used to determine mandates in the Romanian Parliament allocated
the following distribution: the Social Democratic Party (PSD) — 12
representatives/observers, the National Liberal Party (PNL) - 7,
the Democratic Party (PD) — 5, the Greater Romania Party (PRM) - 5,
the Democratic Union of Hungarians in Romania (UDMR) - 3,
the Conservative Party (PC) — 2, and minorities other than the
Hungarian minority — 1. In a joint session of the Chamber of Deputies
and the Senate on June 27, 2005, the list of Romanian parliamentarians
appointed as observers to the EP was voted on.

An investigation conducted by the Romdania Liberd (en. Free
Romania) newspaper sought to highlight the expectations politi-
cians had for Romania's first representatives in the EP and to out-
line the profile of the ideal candidate through political actors'
statements. Radu Berceanu, Vice President of the PD, stated that
the observers designated by his party would also be the candi-

dates in the upcoming elections, and they were expected to know
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at least two foreign languages, refrain from active domestic poli-

tics, and have political experience. He added, "If it's a 24-year-old

kid, they might not realize they are an MEP and be sent for coffee."

Table 1.

Names of Members of the Romanian Parliament Appointed as Observers

Political Party Names of Representatives/Observers

Social Democratic Party (PSD) —
Chamber of Deputies/ Senate

Titus Corldtean, Gabriela Cretu, Cristian-
Sorin Dumitrescu, Ioan Mircea Pascu, Radu
Podgorean, Daciana Octavia Sarbu, Adrian
Severin, Sorin Dan Mihalache.

Senators: Alexandru Athanasiu, Corina
Cretu, Vasile Dancu, Silvia Adriana Ticau

National Liberal Party (PNL) -

Tiberiu Barbuletiu, Dumitru Gheorghe,

Chamber of Deputies Mircea Cosea, Adina Ioana Valean, Ovidiu
Ioan Silaghi

Democratic Party (PD) - Roberta Alma Anastase, Marian-Jean

Chamber of Deputies Marinescu, Monica Maria Iacob Ridzi

PNL-PD Justice
and Truth Alliance (DA) -
Senate

Ioan Alexandru Mortun, Adrian Mihai
Cioroianu, Maria Petre, Nicolae-Vlad Popa,
Radu Tarle

Greater Romania Party (PRM) -
Chamber of Deputies

Daniela Buruiand Aprodu, Vlad Gabriel
Hogea, Petre Popeanga, Viorel Senior Duca

Democratic Union of Hungarians
in Romania (UDMR) -
Chamber of Deputies / Senate

Kelemen Atilla Bela Ladislau, Konya-
Hamar Sandor.
Senator: Szabo Karoly Ferenc

Conservative Party (PC) —
Chamber of Deputies / Senate

Dumitru Becseneanu;
Senator: Silvia Ciornei

National Minorities
(except Hungarian minority) —
Chamber of Deputies

Ovidiu Victor Gant

Source: (Parliament of Romania, 2005)

From the PSD, Viorel Hrebenciuc believed that observers should

have experience with the EP, while Cristian Diaconescu stressed

142



The First European Parliament Elections in Romania (2007)

the need to appoint observers based on professional criteria, not
just political ones, a topic discussed in the EP after the previous
enlargement wave. Corneliu Ciontu, the president of PRM, stated
that his party would nominate "good professionals, knowledgeable

about Romanian society's issues, and charismatic" (Ristache, 2005).

Establishing the Legal Framework
for Organizing the Elections and
Appointing Romania's First MEPS

Preparations for organizing the first elections to designate repre-
sentatives to the European Parliament took place in a positive atmos-
phere, as Romania was the most Euro-optimistic country among
the Member States, with over 60% national support (HotNews.ro,
January 8, 2007). Euro-optimism was particularly evident in the
discourse of Romanian politicians (in both national and European
policy matters) and had been present several years before 2007, as
well as in public opinion. However, as seen in 2007, Euro-optimism
was not enough to generate sufficient interest among Romanians
to ensure a satisfactory turnout in the first European Parliament
elections, an issue we will return to later in this text.

Regarding the procedure for organizing and conducting the
elections for the European Parliament, two main proposals were
in contention: one from the Government of Romania and one from
the Opposition. The Opposition's proposal was put forward by
Vasile Puscas, who, between December 2000 and December 2004,
led Romania's National Negotiation Delegation for EU Accession.
Understanding the European dimension of the elections for the

European Parliament, the former chief negotiator with the EU
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initiated efforts to reform and modernize Romania's electoral
process. The proposed system adopted the voting method used in
Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Italy, and the Netherlands, namely
proportional representation with preferential voting. Under this
system, parties that held at least one group in the national parlia-
ment could participate in the elections for the European Parliament,
ensuring a dual legitimacy for elected representatives. It was pro-
posed that electoral districts be structured based on development
regions, following the European Union's recommendation that states
with more than 20 million inhabitants should organize multiple
constituencies. Based on the number of resident voters, each con-
stituency would be allocated a certain number of Members of the
European Parliament (MEPs) from the 35 seats Romania was enti-
tled to. The Romanian Parliament rejected this initiative, and the
elections were conducted using the classic closed-list voting system
(Alexandrescu, 2010, pp. 169-170).

On December 20, 2006, the plenary session of the Chamber
of Deputies adopted the legislative proposal regarding the organ-
ization and conduct of the elections for the European Parliament.
On January 16, 2007, the President of Romania, Traian Basescu,
signed the decree promulgating Law No. 33/2007 on the organi-
zation and conduct of the elections for the European Parliament
(Plugaru & Cristea, 2014).

The law consisted of four chapters, comprising 76 articles.
According to the general provisions in Chapter I, the territory
of Romania became a single national constituency, the mandate
of Romanian members in the European Parliament was set at five
years, and they were to be elected "by universal, equal, direct, secret,

and freely expressed vote," either through a list voting system,
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where the principle of proportional representation applied or
through independent candidacies. The act introduced new termi-
nology for the Romanian electoral system, such as "community
voter" and "resident voter," designed to ensure the voting rights of
citizens of EU Member States residing in Romania and of Roma-
nian citizens residing in Romania or abroad who were entitled to
elect Romanian representatives to the European forum. Voting
rights were granted to Romanian citizens aged 18 and over, while
the right to run as a candidate was extended to voting citizens
who had reached the age of 23. Ineligible categories included in-
dividuals in the following positions: "judges of the Constitutional
Court, the ombudsman, magistrates, active military personnel,
police officers, and other categories of public officials, including
those with special status, as established by organic law." The
Central Electoral Bureau played an important role during both
the pre-electoral period and in ensuring the smooth running of
the campaign and the voting process. Candidature proposals had
to be submitted and registered with the Central Electoral Bureau,
which was specially established to organize and conduct the spe-
cific electoral operations, no later than 60 days before the reference
date (Parliament of Romania, 2007). This date had to be set by a
Government decision within the period indicated by the Council
of the European Union, i.e., by December 31, 2007.

Chapter 2, titled "Exercising the Right to Vote and Be Elected
as a Member from Romania in the European Parliament," stipulated
that access to the European legislative body required 200,000 sig-
natures for each party to register candidates, while independent
candidates needed the support of 100,000 voters. The order of candi-

dates on the ballots was determined by a random draw conducted
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by the president of the Central Electoral Bureau. The functioning
of this body and the smooth conduct of the electoral process were
ensured through the organization of county electoral bureaus, the
electoral bureau for polling stations abroad, the electoral bureaus
of Bucharest's sectors, and the electoral bureaus of polling stations.

Chapter 3 sets out the conditions for organizing and conduct-
ing the elections, the composition and main duties of the Central
Electoral Bureau, as well as the functioning of electoral bureaus at
the local level. The law provided for a 30-day election campaign
period and specific rules regarding access to mass media. For ex-
ample, parties already represented in the European Parliament were
given an advantage, as they were allocated 4/5 of airtime, while
1/5 was reserved for parties without MEPs and independent can-
didates. Finally, an electoral threshold of 5% of the total national
vote was established for parties and party alliances. At the same
time, independent candidates had to obtain a number of votes at
least equal to the national electoral coefficient. This was calculated
by dividing the total number of votes cast by the number of seats
allocated to Romania in the European Parliament.

In Chapter 4, "Transitional and Final Provisions," the powers
of the Permanent Electoral Authority, as applied to national elec-
tions, were extended to the vote for the European Parliament.
Additionally, the Government was responsible for setting the elec-
toral calendar, as well as the budget and expenses required for
the electoral process. Although the regular terms for MEPs were
set at five years, the terms of those elected by Romanian citizens
in 2007 were limited in duration, as Article 74 provided for the
termination of their terms at the end of the 2004-2009 European

Parliament legislative term.
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Since the elections were not held before January 1, 2007,
Romania's first MEPs were appointed by the Romanian Parlia-
ment, with their term beginning on the date of Romania's accession
to the EU. The list was voted on in a joint session of the Chamber
of Deputies and the Senate on November 23, 2006 (Parliament of
Romania, 2006). Upon analysing the list, we observe only three
changes compared to the composition of the observer delegation
to the European Parliament. While the PSD, UDMR, PD, and na-
tional minorities maintained their nominations, each of the other
parties — PNL, PC, and PRM — made one replacement for political
reasons. Vlad Hogea from PRM and Dumitru Bocseneanu from
PC were replaced because they resigned from their parties, being
substituted by Cristian Stanescu and Eduard Helvig, respectively
(Pirvu, 2006).

The exclusion of Senator Nicolae Vlad Popa from the PNL lists
was due to a split within the party, which impacted subsequent
election cycles. This was related to events involving the PNL, the
party of Prime Minister Calin Popescu Tariceanu. Following his
criticism of the party leadership, Theodor Stolojan, former Prime
Minister of Romania, was expelled from the PNL, alleging a decision
made by the party leadership with the direct involvement of the sit-
ting prime minister. Tariceanu was accused of not being interested
in reforming the party but rather in preserving a status quo where
personal interests took precedence over those of party members.
Stolojan was the fourth prominent member of the PNL to be expelled
in 2006, after Mona Musca, Cristian Boureanu, and Raluca Turcan,
all considered close to President Traian Basescu (Mihai, 2006).

In these circumstances, Theodor Stolojan and Valeriu Stoica

announced the creation of a new centre-right platform, a "federative"
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formation intended to include the PNL, PD, and PNTCD. One of
those who joined the new "liberal platform" was the liberal senator
Nicolae Vlad Popa, although he did not resign from the party. As a
result of this decision, the PNL replaced him as an MEP with Senator
Gheorghe Vergil Serbu. After his replacement, the senator accused
the leadership of the PNL of abuse and criticized, in turn, the party
leadership: "That is why they fired Stolojan and Stoica because they
are afraid of an alternative to the party leadership" (Adevarul.ro,
2006).

The Political Crisis of 2007: Postponement
of the European Parliament Elections

The initial date set for the elections was May 13, 2007. After the
candidates were nominated, it was expected that the authorities
would focus on ensuring the proper organization of everything
that the first European Parliament elections entailed. However, this
did not happen due to the disagreements within the Romanian
political class, which had been manifesting for some time.

The history of European Parliament elections in Romania
began with a postponement. Initially, the elections were supposed
to be held immediately after accession in the spring of 2007. However,
due to an internal political conflict that led to the suspension of the
President of Romania and the exclusion of the Democratic Party
(PD) from the government, the elections were postponed to late
November. Thus, Romania's first European election was entirely
marked by this internal conflict (Suciu, 2011, pp. 215-216).

March 12, 2007, can be recorded as the day the decision was

made to postpone the first European elections, although discussions
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about such a measure had already been circulating in the public
sphere and reflected in the Romanian media. To help readers un-
derstand the atmosphere and context in which these events took
place, we will provide two illustrative examples.

According to the newspaper Romania Libera on March 10,
2007, Adriean Videanu, the executive president of the Democratic
Party (PD), stated that Prime Minister Tariceanu must fully assume
the decision to postpone the European Parliament elections, which
the Democrats would not support, as there were no political rea-
sons for such a decision. "We are surprised that the prime minister,
once again, without consulting the governing partners, has changed
his mind," stated Videanu, who also emphasized that PD did not
support the prime minister and that there were not enough reasons
for postponing the European elections. He also underlined that
Romania risked falling behind Bulgaria, which had decided to hold
its elections on May 20 (Iamandi, 2007).

In contrast to the PD leader, Mircea Geoanad, president of the
Social Democratic Party (PSD), stated that the prime minister's
decision to request the postponement of the European elections was
rational and that, at that moment, the priority was to resolve the
governmental and constitutional crisis Romania was facing. "It is
a rational decision. From now on, we all need to focus on more
quickly resolving the crisis," said Geoana right after the prime
minister's statement. Geoand maintained that the postponement
of the elections was not a PSD desire and that the prime minister's
argument that the social democrats had not abandoned their effort
to suspend the president was unfounded. At the same time, Geoana
suggested that March should be dedicated to resolving the gov-

ernmental and constitutional crisis, not election preparations. He
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also highlighted that a stable government was necessary for the
benefit of the citizens. Geoana further argued that postponing the
elections would clarify internal matters and that, had the original
date been kept, Romania risked making internal issues like corrup-
tion allegations between the president and prime minister campaign
topics for the European elections. Moreover, Romania would have
sent a clear signal of instability if it held the campaign during a
time when the president was on the verge of being suspended, and
the prime minister risked facing a similar fate due to an ongoing
investigation, Geoand added. In conclusion, Geoana suggested that
October would be a more appropriate month for the elections
(Iamandi, 2007).

UDMR president Marko Béla was also unhappy about the
possibility of postponing the elections. He stated that the potential
delay of the elections was unappealing to him and that he would
discuss the Union's stance with its ministers at the extraordinary
government meeting. PRM senator Gheorghe Funar suggested
that the European elections would most likely be rescheduled for
October 14. "This is a request that was presented to the prime minis-
ter last week, supported by the PSD and PC, and from what I know,
the Liberals also want the elections to take place in the fall," Funar
said (Iamandi, 2007).

PC senator Codrut Seres declared that Prime Minister Tariceanu
made a "wise decision" by proposing the postponement of the Euro-
pean Parliament elections, as they could not be organized in May
given that the public agenda contained "entirely different topics,
unrelated to the European Parliament elections." Seres reminded
that the PC had called for the postponement of the European elec-

tions since the topic was first raised for public debate, with the
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Conservatives citing Romania's unfavourable political context for
holding European elections. In Seres's opinion, the prime minister's
decision to postpone the European elections would not change the
relationship between the PNL and PD within the DA Alliance. "As
we have come to expect, the PD will complain and express indig-
nation, but I do not believe they will leave the government," he
said. "We invite the PD if they are dissatisfied with this decision by
the prime minister, to clearly express their displeasure and leave
the government if they are so troubled by the prime minister's
stance," Seres added. The PC senator also suggested that it was
possible that the president would express disagreement with the
election postponement but noted that "unfortunately for Traian
Basescu, this decision belongs solely to the prime minister, and
any contradictory opinion on this matter only serves to disrupt the
public agenda further and demonstrate the ongoing power struggle
between the two Palaces," Seres pointed out. PD vice-president Ioan
Oltean considered the prime minister's decision to postpone the date
of the European elections to be a "frivolous," "demagogic" political
gesture that "played into the hands of the PSD" and was motivated
by the prime minister's fear of the consequences of his own policies.
He also emphasized that this was a unilateral decision by Tariceanu,
implying a unilateral responsibility on the part of the prime minister.
Oltean added that the PD was not consulted and would not par-
ticipate in the implementation of this measure (Iamandi, 2007).

In Libertatea (en. Freedom) on March 11, 2007, under the title
"Election Postponement Blows Up the Alliance," Petre Dobrescu
noted that Prime Minister Calin Popescu Tariceanu's announcement
to postpone the European elections had completely displeased PD

representatives. In that context, readers of Dobrescu's article learned
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that PD leader Emil Boc had called an Alliance meeting that same
morning to try to stop the prime minister's plan. Additionally,
President Basescu announced his participation in the Executive's
meeting, sending a letter to Prime Minister Tariceanu. Dobrescu
concluded that postponing the European elections could result in
the PD leaving the government, as Tariceanu had challenged the
Democrats to either stand in solidarity with the government or,
failing that, join the opposition. The article also included the per-
spective of PC deputy secretary general Codrin Stefdnescu, who,
on March 10, called for the PD to exit the government. "It is very
important to see what will happen after the government meeting,
whether the Democratic Party will leave the government, or it is
possible that the Democratic Party may be rejected from the gov-
ernment," Stefanescu said (Dobrescu, 2007).

The next day, on March 12, 2007, Prime Minister Célin Popescu-
Tdriceanu announced that, during the government meeting held that
day, he would propose the postponement of the European elections,
initially scheduled for May 13. The prime minister justified his deci-
sion by noting that his appeal for a European electoral campaign
aligned with the real agenda of Romanians had been ignored. On
the same day, the government decided, through an Emergency
Ordinance, to postpone the European Parliament elections to the
second half of 2007. The ordinance specified that the process for
electing Romania's members to the European Parliament in 2007
must be conducted under optimal conditions, which were not met
at that time. It was not until August 22, 2007, that the government
set a date for the elections to select Romania's representatives in the
European Parliament for November 25, 2007 (Plugaru & Cristea,
2014).
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After the prime minister announced his decision to post-
pone the elections, President Traian Basescu, during a press con-
ference held at Cotroceni Palace (Hotnews, May 13, 2007), referred
to the government's decision as a mistake with two main conse-
quences. On the one hand, externally, Romania failed its first test
as a full member of the European Union, as the failure to organize
elections meant that the country's representatives in the European
Parliament lacked the legitimacy conferred by a popular vote. On
the other hand, internally, Basescu identified a multilayered crisis,
with disputes between parties and institutions, opaque agreements
between government and opposition representatives, and the will-
ingness of those in power to make compromises in relation to
democracy —all revealing the political class's refusal to reform.
The president also responded to the two arguments used by Calin
Popescu-Tdriceanu, pointing out that he had expressed his willing-
ness to postpone the referendum on uninominal voting, while the
president's suspension was part of the democratic process and
could not be prohibited. Basescu concluded that the government's
decision was "an act of political mystification," which ambivalently
sought to maintain a politician in office by violating the rules of
democracy while justifying these decisions by the need to respect
European obligations (BBC-Romanian, 2007).

Romanian news sites and press agencies could not remain
indifferent to the announcement of the postponement of the Euro-
pean elections. For example, on March 12, 2007, HotNews published
several articles, one of which, titled "European Elections Postponed
by Decision Assumed by Prime Minister Céalin Popescu Tdriceanu,"

authored by B. Blagu, described the events as follows:
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"The government adopted the Emergency Ordinance postponing
the organization of the European Parliament elections, a decision
assumed by the prime minister, despite continued opposition
from PD ministers. The decision was made after the departure of
President Traian Basescu. Calin Popescu Tdriceanu stated, after
the president left that the meeting attended by Badsescu was not
actually a government meeting. However, sources from Victoria
Palace claimed that when the president entered the room, the
ministers were aware of the agenda for the government meeting.
According to the same sources, the prime minister did not utter a
word for the entire hour during which Traian Bésescu was present.
President Traian Basescu arrived at Victoria Palace shortly after 11:00
and left after an hour. Inside the building, shortly before 11:00, were
also party leaders Emil Boc and Adriean Videanu, who discussed
the idea of postponing the European elections with Deputy Prime
Minister Marké Béla, UDMR president. According to sources close
to the deputy prime minister, he agreed to support the Democrats'
position of avoiding the postponement of the elections. Traian
Bdsescu's arrival at Victoria Palace occurred after the prime minis-
ter sent him a letter stating that his presence was constitutionally
unjustified. During the hour Basescu was present, only cabinet
members were in the room, with no advisors or secretaries of state,
as is customary during a government meeting. After the president's
arguments in favour of holding the elections on May 13, the min-
isters presented their opinions in line with the positions of their
parties. Thus, the Liberals supported the prime minister's position,
while the Democrats backed the president. Marké Béla stated that
he supported the idea of holding the elections on May 13 but did
not consider the current political climate suitable for such an event."
(Blagu, 2007)

The article continued by noting that under the provisions of
the Law on the Functioning of the Government of Romania and
Ministries, the government adopts ordinances and decisions by

consensus. In the absence of consensus, decisions are made by the
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prime minister. In this case, Blagu wrote that, given the opposition
from PD ministers and the abstention from UDMR, Calin Popescu
Tériceanu had to assume responsibility for the decision. Conse-
quently, the text of the Government Ordinance emphasized that
given the inappropriate internal political climate and the importance
of the event, measures were required, namely the postponement of
the European Parliament elections to the second half of the year.
The ordinance also provided that the elections would take place on
a date to be set after consultations with political parties (Blagu, 2007).

The Western media also covered the postponement of Ro-
mania's first European Parliament elections. On March 12, 2007,
at the German radio station Deutsche Welle, Horatiu Pepine stated
that the election postponement had been announced by the prime
minister a few days earlier, but still, President Traian Basescu tried
to convince the head of the government to hold the elections on the
initially scheduled date of May 13, and announced his presence at
the Cabinet meeting, which represented an unresolved authority
conflict. The statement continued by noting that the prime minis-
ter contested the president's right to attend a government meeting
on the topic of the European elections and consequently refused
to acknowledge that the first part of the cabinet meeting, during
which Traian Basescu was present, could be considered a govern-
ment meeting (Pepine, 2007).

The article, titled "The President Leaves, the Prime Minister
Issues the Ordinance," at Deutsche Welle noted that it was only after
the president's departure that Calin Popescu Tariceanu took out
the text of an Emergency Ordinance postponing the elections to a
date to be set later through consultations with political parties. It

added that the prime minister sent the text of the document to the
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cabinet members but avoided an actual debate, as a debate had taken
place right before the government meeting, during an extraordinary
session of the DA Alliance Coordination Council, where the leader-
ships of the PNL and PD met. During the extraordinary meeting,
the PD unsuccessfully tried to convince the Liberals to abandon
their project, and the president failed in this attempt (Pepine, 2007).

Of particular interest, in terms of evoking the mood of
Romania's political class in March 2007, is the second part of the
Deutsche Welle report. It highlighted the fact that the prime minister
enjoyed broad support from the opposition, with the PSD and
PC providing the most backing. Toward the end of the analysis,
*Deutsche Welle* also brought up a few other positions opposing
the prime minister's decision, such as that of Valeriu Stoica, who
explained that, from a legal standpoint, the prime minister's as-
sumption of the postponement of the European Parliament elec-
tions was unconstitutional, as the elections could not be rescheduled
once the formation of the Central Electoral Bureau had triggered
the electoral mechanism. However, the most illustrative aspect
highlighted by Deutsche Welle came at the end when it was noted
that there was also a conflict during the government meeting when
Vasile Blaga, the Interior Minister and vice-president of the PD,
refused to countersign the ordinance postponing the elections. As a
result, the prime minister allegedly threatened him with dismissal.
It was further reported by Deutsche Welle that immediately after
the Victoria Palace meeting, the PD leadership, along with all party
ministers, held an extraordinary meeting (Pepine, 2007).

The Romanian press also reported on the extraordinary meet-
ing held by the PD after the government session. This took place
at the party's headquarters on Aleea Modrogan, where both PD
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ministers and party leaders, including president Emil Boc and
executive president Adriean Videanu, were present. One by one,
Vasile Blaga, Monica Macovei, Sulfina Barbu, Gheorghe Barbu,
Sorin Frunzaverde, Anca Boagiu, as well as Mayor Liviu Negoitd,
MP Ioan Oltean, and Secretary of State Mircea Toader arrived at
the PD headquarters. PD leaders discussed the prime minister's
decision to postpone the European Parliament elections and opted
against the postponement. It was decided that PD ministers would
not sign any draft legislation aimed at postponing the European
elections, according to Emil Boc, following the PD leadership's ex-
traordinary meeting. According to the PD leader, at the Alliance's
headquarters, PD representatives proposed to Prime Minister
Calin Popescu-Tariceanu that the Alliance reject in Parliament the
proposal to suspend President Traian Basescu while maintaining
the May 13 date for the European elections and in parallel, the
president would postpone the referendum on uninominal voting
until that date. Referring to the prime minister's decision to post-
pone the European elections, the PD president deemed it a unilateral
act, serving the PSD and distancing the prime minister from the
Alliance and the coalition. The Democrats also criticized the prime
minister and the Alliance partners for making the decision to post-
pone the elections without prior consultation with the DA Alliance
partners (Ziare.com, March 12, 2007).

The postponement of the European elections was not only
reported in the Romanian media on March 12, 2007 but also in the
following days, with the press filled with articles on the subject.
However, these analyses were primarily carried out from the per-
spective of their impact on domestic politics, which is why they

were not included in the current analysis.
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The 2007 European Parliament Elections

Initially postponed, Romania's first European elections took place
on November 25, 2007. The final results showed that the Demo-
cratic Party (PD) won 28.81% of the votes, the Social Democratic
Party (PSD) — 23.11%, the National Liberal Party (PNL) — 13.44%,
the Liberal Democratic Party (PLD) —7.78%, and the Democratic
Union of Hungarians in Romania (UDMR) - 5.52% (Euractiv, 2007).
The elections saw a low voter turnout of 29.47%. This participation
rate was low even compared to other Member States that held
elections in 2004, although it surpassed some of the countries from
the most recent wave of accession, such as Slovakia (16.97%),
Poland (20.87%), Estonia (26.83%), and the Czech Republic (28.3%)
(Alexandrescu, 2010, p. 179). The significant difference between
attitudes toward the EU and, specifically, toward the European
Parliament and the election in which Romanians elected their rep-
resentatives to the EP can be explained by multiple factors, both
related to the European political context and internal factors (Suciu,
2011, pp. 205-206).

Referring to Romanian voters' participation in the 2007 Eu-
ropean Parliament elections, Adrian Cioroianu noted in a study
published in the journal Sfera Politicii (en. Political Sphere) that
"in Romania's case, the low turnout also has a positive aspect. At
least we have the chance to let go of one of the great self-deceptive
fantasies of post-communist Romania: our apparent enthusiasm for
joining the EU, for re-entering the European family, etc. All of these
are nice phrases and sounded good, but that does not mean they
are reflected in reality." Cioroianu further explained that the truth

is that Eurosceptics exist in Romania (as they do in all European
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states), but in Romania, they were hidden behind a veil of false pro-
European enthusiasm (Cioroianu, 2009). Regarding Romania's first
European elections, in an interview conducted on November 26,
2007, by Victor Iulian Tuca, exclusively for Deutsche Welle, with a
German MP from the European People's Party (EPP), the German
politician was asked about the relatively low voter turnout in

Romania. He responded:

"Unfortunately, it is a 'normal’ result that we see when it comes to
European elections. In 2004, we recorded the lowest percentage,
and in this sense, Romania is quickly becoming a normal' Member
State. President Basescu's hope of increasing turnout in the Euro-
pean elections by organizing a referendum at the same time failed.
In any case, on average, the percentage for European elections is
40-45%. People do not see the importance of European elections.
Romania has also obtained EU membership, so the main goal has
been achieved. The election was viewed more from the perspec-
tive of national elections rather than a European ballot. Therefore,
there was no effective communication from politicians to convince
citizens to vote" (Tuca, 2007).

Comparing with the list of Romanian Euro-observers, we find
(in Table 2) that few of them were elected in the European Par-
liament elections: Roberta-Alma Anastase, Monica lacob Ridzi,
Marian Jean Marinescu, Maria Petre, Nicolae Vlad Popa, Corina
Cretu, Silvia Adriana Ticau, Titus Corlatean, Gabriela Cretu, Ioan
Mircea Pascu, Daciana Sarbu, Adrian Severin. This situation is due
to a variety of factors, including the weak performance of some
political parties, the distribution of mandates after the elections,
personal reasons, and, notably, the lack of promotion of certain can-
didates by their parties. Another noteworthy aspect is the insuffi-

cient promotion of those who were active as observers in Brussels.
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Table 2. Romanian Members
of the European Parliament Elected in the November 2007 Elections

Political Party Members of the European Parliament

PD Sorin Frunzaverde, Roberta Anastase, Petru Filip, Monica
(13 representatives) | Iacob Ridzi, Marian Jean Marinescu, Maria Petre, Rares

Niculescu, Marian Zlotea, Dragos David, Mihaela Popa,
Constantin Dumitriu, Nicodim Bulzesc, Sebastian Bodu

PSD (10 Titus Corlédtean, Adrian Severin, Rovana Plumb, Daciana
representatives) Sarbu, Catdlin Nechifor, Silvia Adriana Ticau, loan Mircea
Pascu, Gabriela Cretu, Corina Cretu, Victor Bostinaru

PNL Renate Weber, Daniel Daianu, Adina Valean, Cristian
(6 representatives) | Busoi, Ramona Manescu, Magor Imre Csibi

Liberal Democratic | Theodor Stolojan, Dumitru Oprea, Nicolae Vlad Popa
Party (PLD)
(3 representatives)

UDMR Frunda Gyorgy, Soégor Csaba
(2 representatives)

1independent T6kés Laszlo

This reason is highlighted in a report by the Institute for Public
Policies (2007). According to the report, the candidate lists did not
promote the most active observers. The report examined the activi-
ties of 19 Euro-observers who were candidates for a mandate in the
November 25, 2007 elections. Those with above-average activity
included Adrian Severin, Gabriela Cretu, Roberta Anastase, Marian
Jean Marinescu, Maria Petre, Silvia Ciorei, Adina Vilean, and Silvia
Adriana Ticdu. Some of them demonstrated their interest in the
topics debated in the European Parliament. They continued to do so
as MEPs through numerous interventions (either in plenary or in
committees), submitted amendments, opinions, or questions, with
Silvia Adriana Ticau, Marian Jean Marinescu, and Gabriela Cretu

being among the most active. While this group of Euro-observers
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showed above-average activity, on the opposite end, with below-
average activity, were Rovana Plumb, Daciana Sarbu, Monica Iacob
Ridzi, and Silviu Busoi (Euractiv, November 19, 2007). These names
also appeared on the final list of elected MEPs. Some of these in-
dividuals' activity increased during their time as MEPs.

The distribution of mandates and membership in European
political groups occurred as follows: The Democratic Liberal Party
(PD-L) and UDMR in the European People's Party (EPP) — 18; PNL
in the Alliance of Liberals and Democrats for Europe (ALDE) — 6;
PSD in the Party of European Socialists (PES) — 10, and one unaffil-
iated. Following this distribution of mandates in the EP, Romania's
national delegation was fully and legitimately elected. Unfortu-
nately, for Romania's image following the appointment of its first
MEPs, internal national disagreements were transferred to the com-
munity level, leading the President of the European Parliament to
decide that none of the 35 new deputies would deliver the opening
speech on behalf of the national delegation.

Assigned to the 20 committees of the European Parliament,
the newly elected MEPs began their actual work, but not all retained
their mandates. In the June 2008 elections, many MEPs decided to
run, after less than five months, in the local elections. The most un-
stable group in this regard was the PD-L (7 MEPs), followed by the
PSD (2 MEPs). This dynamic could be interpreted as a sign that the
nine MEPs viewed the European Parliament as a stepping stone for
(re)launching their national political careers. The same situation
occurred in subsequent years/mandates when other MEPs decided
to run for the Romanian Parliament, abandoning their seats in the
European Parliament (Alexandrescu, 2010, pp. 180-181). Another

possible reason could be found in the Romanian electoral calendar
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of that period. After the 2004 parliamentary and presidential elec-
tions, the 2007 European elections were the first in a series of five
elections held within approximately two years. Their objective may
have been to test or even change the electoral weight of the parties
in preparation for the local and parliamentary elections of 2008
(Suciu, 2011, pp. 215-216).
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Populism in the 2024 European
Parliament elections in Romania.
Case study: Alliance for the Union
of Romanians (AUR)

Stefan MAROSAN*

Introduction

In the current Romanian political landscape, populism has become
a topic of great interest for both analysts and the public. Populism,
based on the opposition between elites perceived as corrupt and the
"real people", is a discursive strategy used by various political par-
ties to attract and mobilize the disaffected electorate. In this context,
the Alliance for the Union of Romanians (AUR) and its leader,
George Simion, are clear examples of political actors who use this
type of discourse.

This study explores how George Simion uses social media,
particularly Facebook, to construct and disseminate his political
messages. Social networks are now essential tools for political

communication, and a leader's ability to frame events and topics
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of interest in a way that resonates with the public is crucial. Fram-
ing theory, which examines how information is presented to in-
fluence public perception and behaviour, provides a solid theo-
retical framework for this research.

The context of this analysis is the elections for the European
Parliament on June 9, 2024. In this electoral period, political rheto-
ric and messages intensify, and social platforms become the main
arena for political campaigns. George Simion, the leader of the AUR,
actively used Facebook to communicate with his supporters and
amplify his political messages.

By applying framing theory to the AUR party's Facebook posts,
this study will detail the communication strategies, recurring themes
and rhetorical techniques used to mobilize and polarize the audi-
ence. The analysis will identify discursive patterns and narrative
frames in the AUR leader's posts, exploring how these frames
are used to create a dualistic picture of political reality, in which
elites are presented as corrupt and disconnected from the needs
of the people and the "real people" are portrayed as virtuous and

oppressed.

Literature Review

The study of populism in Europe, particularly in the context of the
elections for the European Parliament, has increasingly focused
on the intersection between populism, Euroscepticism, and author-
itarianism. However, some of the existing literature remains too
descriptive, often failing to identify the factors fuelling the rise of

populism.
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Defining Populism: Beyond the Simplistic Framework

The definition of populism by Cas Mudde as a "thin-centred ide-
ology" has been a reference point in political literature, arguing that
this phenomenon is explained mainly through a binary opposition
between "the pure people" and "the corrupt elite" (Mudde, 2004,
p. 544). However, this definition does not capture the diverse man-
ifestations of populism in different political contexts. In a recent
study on the anticipated influence of the far-right in the 2024
European Parliament elections, the same author emphasizes the
importance of better understanding how populist ideology inter-
acts with regional politics (Mudde, 2024).

While potentially useful, the attempt to find a minimal defi-
nition of populism through characteristics such as a focus on "the
people" and anti-elitism risks reducing the phenomenon to a few
easily recognizable traits, neglecting the contextual factors that
influence populist movements (Rooduijn, 2014).

Other authors, such as Paris Aslanidis, employ a discursive
analysis of populism to highlight how populist rhetoric can create
political identities and realities (Aslanidis, 2016). This perspective is
useful for analysing the 2024 European Parliament elections, where
populist narratives may influence electoral behaviour. However,
this approach may also be limited if it does not take into account

the specific electoral and cultural contexts of each country.

Populism and Democracy

The relationship between populism and democracy is another
central point of debate on this topic. Jan-Werner Miiller (2016) asserts

that populism profoundly undermines liberal democracy by eroding
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institutional checks and balances. However, this view can be criti-
cized for portraying populism in an overly negative light. Such an
interpretation overlooks past situations in which populism played
a corrective role when traditional parties failed to represent certain
segments of the electorate adequately.

Kriesi (2014) offers a more balanced interpretation, highlight-
ing that populism can provoke necessary reforms within democratic
systems. Nevertheless, such an analysis may underestimate the
long-term risks posed by the normalization of populist rhetoric,
especially in a context like the European Parliament, where the rise
of Eurosceptic populist parties could destabilize the balance between
national sovereignty and European integration (Kriesi, 2014). This
trend is evident in Central and Eastern Europe, where democratic
backsliding has been accompanied by the rise of populist and au-
thoritarian regimes (Alexandrescu & Stoica, 2024).

Hernandez and Kriesi's (2016) analysis of the electoral effects
of the financial crisis seeks to broaden the understanding of popu-
lism's impact on party systems. Although these authors emphasize
the importance of economic factors, they overlook the ideological
shifts that contributed to populism's rise. This approach needs to be
complemented by an analysis of the role of identity politics and
cultural reactions, which have had a significant impact in countries

such as Hungary and Romania (Hernandez & Kriesi, 2016).

Euroscepticism and Populism: A Complicated Relationship

Euroscepticism is a recurring element in the populist discourse
within the European Union, but the specialized literature tends to

treat this phenomenon as homogeneous. However, Euroscepticism
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is no longer confined to marginal parties; it has permeated the
discourse of traditional parties, prompting a re-evaluation of the
EU's position within national and transnational policies (Stoica,
2023; Brack & Startin, 2015). Pirro, Taggart, and van Kessel (2018)
offer a more detailed approach, analysing how various crises have
influenced Euroscepticism in different national contexts. For example,
in Romania, Euroscepticism is less evident in mainstream political
discourse despite public dissatisfaction with EU policies, such as
the debate over Romania and Bulgaria's accession to Schengen
(Stefanel et al., 2023).

Oliver Treib notes that Euroscepticism is not just a temporary
reaction to European crises but also a response to the centralization
of power at the European level. This suggests that pro-integration
parties need to rethink their strategy of isolating Eurosceptic parties
and, instead, attempt to integrate them into the European decision-
making process. In doing so, political tensions could be mitigated,
and a constructive dialogue between different political forces in
Europe could be facilitated (Treib, 2020). The observation that Euro-
scepticism is a permanent feature of European politics accurately
underscores the deepening of this phenomenon. The 2024 elections
tested this permanence, especially as Eurosceptic parties had to
adapt to a political landscape that included both traditional Euro-

scepticism and other forms of populist nationalism.

Populism in Romania: between resistance and acceptance

Romania presents an interesting case for the study of populism
and Euroscepticism. While it has experienced significant populist

mobilization, it has not followed the same path as Hungary, where
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Viktor Orbén has established a strong illiberal regime. Bretter (2022)
provides a comparison between Romania and Hungary, arguing
that institutional and cultural differences have prevented Romania
from developing a similar populist autocracy (Bretter, 2022). The
author highlights that Romania's semi-presidential system has
created a more fragmented political landscape, preventing the gov-
ernment from being dominated by a single party, as Fidesz did in
Hungary after 2010.

Moreover, Romania has not had a charismatic populist leader
to unify the political scene, which has hindered the consolidation of
a populist regime (see Corbu & Balaban-Bdlas, 2016; Soare & Tulfis,
2018). In Romania, populism combines radical nationalism with
communist nostalgia, creating a "populism of contradictions" marked
by confused attitudes towards the state, the European Union, the
church, and minorities (Stoica, 2018). Unlike Hungary, where Orban
has created a nationalist community and marginalized the oppo-
sition, Romania's political culture, characterized by institutional
conflicts and frequent government changes, has made it difficult
for populist forces to dominate.

Despite these differences, Romania is not immune to the
broader regional trends of democratic backsliding and rising au-
thoritarianism. There is growing support among the electorate for
authoritarian leaders in Romania, fuelled by anti-elitism, economic
anxiety, and perceptions of social injustice (Alexandrescu & Stoica,
2024). These factors suggest that while Romania has not yet suc-
cumbed to full-fledged populist authoritarianism, the potential for
such a development remains, especially in the context of economic

and political crises.
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The Impact of Digitization and the "Post-Truth" Era
on Populism

In recent decades, political communication strategies have changed,
mainly through the introduction of the online environment, espe-
cially social media, in electoral campaigns. This new reality has led
some authors to claim that understanding democracy in the 21st
century becomes clearer by explaining how social media and com-
munication technologies are used by political parties to mobilize
the electorate (Hassler et al., 2021). In this regard, research has also
considered the case of Romania, where, starting in 2016, electoral
campaigns have increasingly shifted online (Grad & Marian, 2020;
Sasu & Androniciuc, 2017). There is a growing concern in analysing
the role of platforms like Facebook in defining and transmitting po-
litical identity in debates regarding European integration (Momoc,
2018; Doicar & Cretan, 2021; Marosan, 2023).

Populist movements have increasingly been influenced by
digitalization, and the literature has begun to examine whether this
new dimension has an impact on communication with the elec-
torate. For example, Arias Maldonado (2017) highlights how digital
platforms have enabled populists to communicate directly with the
public, bypassing traditional media. Although his analysis does
not specifically focus on the impact on democratic discourse and
accountability, it opens the way for an important discussion about
the role technology can play in shaping political communication
(Arias Maldonado, 2017). In the "post-truth" era, characterized by
strong emotional appeals, populists have found a favourable me-
dium in online social platforms to express their messages, and the
implications of this trend for European politics remain a subject

of interest.
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The profile of populist voters does not seem to differ greatly
from that of traditional party voters (Dassonneville & McAllister,
2023). The attraction to populism may be more about rhetorical
style and ideological positioning than about representing previ-
ously unrepresented groups (Dassonneville & McAllister, 2023).

Fear plays an important role in supporting populism, especially
in the context of globalization, and digital platforms amplify these
fears by creating echo chambers where populist rhetoric can spread
uncontrollably (De Vries & Hoffmann, 2016). This phenomenon can
also be observed in the context of the 2024 European Parliament
elections, when digital platforms promoted sensitive issues from
regional and national social, economic, and political agendas, often
leading to a certain level of public anxiety and contestation.

The study by Stier, Froio, and Ho (2023) on the impact of ex-
posure to online news on voting behaviour in the 2019 European
Parliament elections further illustrates the complex relationship
between media consumption and populist support. The authors'
findings suggest that exposure to news about EU-related issues
influences the support voters give to populist radical right-wing
parties, challenging the hypothesis that immigration is the main

driver of populist support (Stier et al., 2023).

Populism, Euroscepticism, and the European Parliament:

Fragmentation and Contestation

The literature addressing the relationship between populism, Euro-
scepticism, and the European Parliament has found it characterized
by both cooperation and fragmentation. Although Eurosceptic popu-
list parties have gradually gained more ground in the European

Parliament since 2009, their ability to influence EU policy is limited
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by internal divisions and institutional barriers. In his study, Cas
Mudde anticipated further gains for far-right and Eurosceptic parties
in the 2024 elections but warned that these gains may not translate
into sufficient political influence due to the fragmented nature of the
Eurosceptic camp (Mudde, 2024).

Building a coherent Eurosceptic bloc within the European
Parliament remains a challenge for populist parties from EU countries
that manage to send European deputies after elections. Despite their
shared opposition to European integration, these parties struggle to
form stable alliances as differences in national interests and ideo-
logical positions continue to hinder effective cooperation (Chiru &
Wunsch, 2023). This fragmentation persists even after the 2024
elections, limiting Eurosceptic populists' ability to initiate a coherent
political movement at the EU level. The European Parliament elec-
tions are, in fact, 27 national elections held under different electoral
systems and regional political agendas (see Mudde, 2024 and
Alexandrescu, 2024).

The rise of Euroscepticism has led to deeper polarization in
the European Parliament, and efforts to reach consensus on major
EU issues are increasing (Hix et al., 2024). However, the resilience
of pro-European forces has been evident, as they have managed to
maintain a majority in Parliament.

Integrating regional case studies, such as those from Romania,
into broader analyses of populism and authoritarianism can reveal
the conditions that favour populist movements. After the 2024
European Parliament elections, it is important to analyse how
populist parties have adapted their strategies in response to politi-
cal and economic changes and how pro-European forces have

responded to these challenges. This study represents a first step in
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this direction by exploring how a political party in Romania uses
online social media platforms to promote its populist and Euro-

sceptic electoral agenda.

Research Design

The methodology of this study is designed to analyse the framing
strategies used by George Simion, the leader of the Alliance for the
Union of Romanians (AUR), on Facebook during the campaign
for the 2024 European Parliament elections. Given the increasingly
important role of digital media in political communication, this
study focuses on how populist leaders use framing techniques to
mobilize supporters, polarize the public, and influence public dis-
course. The research is grounded in the framing theory developed
by Goffman (1974) and Entman (1993), with a particular focus on

its application in the communication strategies of populists.

Theoretical Framework

According to Entman (1993), framing involves selecting and high-
lighting certain aspects of reality within a message, thereby influ-
encing how the issue is defined, how causes are interpreted, how
a moral evaluation is made, and how solutions are proposed.
Entman explains that framing can be observed at four points in
the communication process: with the communicator, in the text,
at the receiver, and within the broader culture.

Framing theory is useful for analysing populist discourse,
where it is used to create a dichotomy between the "pure people" and
the "corrupt elite" (Mudde, 2004). Populist leaders, such as George

Simion, use framing to dramatize crises and present themselves
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as the only solution. Additionally, opposition to a political iden-
tity for the EU is the primary predictor favouring Euroscepticism
in Romania, which the AUR leader uses in his political discourse
(Stoica, 2023).

This study is guided by the taxonomy created by Semetko and
Valkenburg (2000), who described five narrative strategies through
which the media and politicians attempt to influence how people
interpret events:

(1) Responsibility: attributing responsibility for an event to a
specific actor, such as a government or organization.

(2) Conflict: highlighting disputes and tensions between indi-
viduals, groups, or nations.

(38) Human Interest: personalizing the news, bringing individual
stories and emotions to the forefront to capture public attention.

(4) Economic Impact: emphasizing the financial impact of an event
or policy, focusing on costs and benefits.

(5) Morality: interpreting events through the lens of what is

considered ethically right or wrong.

This study will analyse how AUR uses these strategies in its
social media posts. Additionally, we will examine how populism,
digital media, and political communication intersect and how these
framing strategies can amplify populist messages and polarize
society (Arias Maldonado, 2017).

Populism, seen as a strategy that divides society by criticiz-
ing elites and supporting the idea of the "true people," frequently
employs these narrative strategies to mobilize supporters. The
populist style and discourse influence perceptions of political legit-
imacy, particularly targeting voters with lower levels of education

and those sceptical of the political class (Bos et al., 2012). In times of
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crisis, populists often present themselves as saviours, using simple
and direct language to offer seemingly straightforward solutions to
complex problems. This aims to create an image where the elites
are portrayed as the source of all problems and the people as victims
(Mickiewicz, 2020).

Framing theory helps us understand how populist leaders
manipulate public perceptions and steer political discourse. By
selecting and emphasizing certain aspects of reality, leaders like
George Simion succeed in attracting supporters and consolidat-
ing their position on the political stage, using framing techniques

adapted to the political and social context.

Research Design and Methodology

To examine the framing techniques used by George Simion in his
Facebook posts, we employed both qualitative and quantitative
content analysis. The research is structured around a systematic
analysis of the content posted on AUR's official Facebook page
during the European Parliament election campaign from May 9,
2024, to June 7, 2024. This period was strategically selected to
capture a broader perspective on the campaign's communication

strategies, including responses to key political and social events.

Data Collection

The data were manually collected from AUR's official Facebook
page, focusing on posts that prominently feature George Simion.
The data collection process involved three key steps:
(1) Identifying Relevant Posts: All posts published on AUR's
Facebook page during the specified period were reviewed,

and those prominently featuring George Simion were selected
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for analysis. This selection was based on Simion's promi-
nence in the visual or textual content of the posts.

Capturing Content: The content of each selected post, including
text, images, videos, and links, was captured and organized
in a database.

Collecting Metadata: Additional metadata, such as the number
of likes, shares, and comments, were also recorded to provide

context and facilitate quantitative analysis.

Analytical Techniques

To explore the framing strategies used in George Simion's posts,

the following techniques were employed:

ey

)

©)
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Qualitative Discourse Analysis to identify recurring themes,
rhetorical styles, and linguistic patterns in the posts. This aimed
to identify key framing devices, metaphors, tone, and narrative
structures. The goal was to understand how Simion constructs
his messages to resonate with his audience, emphasizing
themes such as anti-elitism, nationalism, and religiosity.
Thematic Coding of the posts based on the framing categories
identified by Semetko and Valkenburg (2000). Each post was
classified into one or more of the following frames: respon-
sibility, conflict, human interest, economic consequences, and
morality.

Quantitative Content Analysis was conducted to measure the
frequency and distribution of the identified frames in the
posts. This involved calculating the frequency of key themes
and phrases to statistically observe the framing strategies used
by Simion. Quantitative data were analysed to identify pat-

terns and trends in framing throughout the campaign.
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Analysis Grid

An analytical framework was developed to systematically filter and
categorize the content of each post. Table 1 presents the five pre-

dominant themes that will be examined in AUR's electoral discourse.

Table 1. Thematic Coding Framework

Type of Framing Description Examples
Responsibility | Assigns blame or credit for Criticizing the EU for
Framing events or situations to specific | Romania's economic
actors. difficulties.
Conflict It emphasizes disagreements Posts discussing the political
Framing or confrontations, often empha- | opposition between the
sizing the struggle between AUR and the Romanian
"the people” and "elites." government.
Human Interest | Personalize and dramatize Stories about individuals
Framing events to evoke emotional suffering because of gov-
responses. ernment policies.
Economic It focuses on the financial impli- | Discussions about the
Framing cations of events or policies. economic impact of EU
policies on Romania's
sovereignty.
Moral They provide ethical assessments | Posts that emphasize
Framing of events and policies, often traditional family values
related to cultural or religious | against progressive EU
values. positions.

Each post was analysed using this grid to determine how it
fit into Simion's larger narrative. The grid facilitated a systematic
approach to identifying the framing techniques used and provided
a basis for comparing different post types and themes.

Research Question and Hypotheses

This study aims to answer the following central research question:
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What framing strategies are used in George Simion’s political

speech on the AUR Facebook page?

Table 2. Research question and hypotheses

Research Question

RQ - What are the
dominant framing
strategies used in
George Simion's
political communi-
cation on Facebook
during the campaign
for the 2024 European
elections?

Hypothesis

H1: His communication is
predominantly characterized
by sovereign framing.

Expected Findings

Strong emphasis on national
sovereignty, frequent criticism
of the EU.

H2: Anti Elitism is a cen-
tral element in framing
strategies.

High frequency of posts
criticizing political elites and
the establishment, frequent
criticism of the EU.

H3: Religious themes and
moral framing are used
extensively in framing

Frequent references to tradi-
tional values, religious holi-
days and moral judgments.

strategies.

Table 2 includes three central hypotheses (H1, H2, H3), each
addressing a different dimension of George Simion's political dis-
course, to clearly represent this analysis's approach.

Hypothesis 1 (H1). This hypothesis posits that George Simion's
discourse is predominantly sovereignist, with a major emphasis
on national sovereignty and resistance to external influences, es-
pecially those of the European Union. This reflects Eurosceptic
tendencies frequently found in populist discourses in Central and
Eastern Europe. Through this hypothesis, I suggest that sover-
eignty will be a recurring frame in Simion's posts, used to rein-
force a sense of national autonomy and to criticize dependence on
supranational institutions.

Hypothesis 2 (H2). The second hypothesis proposes that anti-
elitism is central to George Simion's framing strategies. Anti-elitism,

a defining characteristic of populism, is used to construct a dichotomy
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between "pure people" and "corrupt elites." In this context, I expect
Simion's speech to constantly criticize the Romanian and European
political elites, portraying them as opposed to the interests of the
"real people."

Hypothesis 3 (H3). This hypothesis suggests that re-religious
themes and morality are used extensively in Simion's speech to
mobilize support by appealing to traditional values and Romanian
cultural identity. In a country where religion plays a significant
role in public life, I expect Simion's political messages to contain
frequent references to religion and morality and to protect tradi-

tional values in the face of perceived harmful Western influences.

Methodological Considerations and Limitations

This study aims to analyse how George Simion used framing strate-
gies on social networks during the electoral campaign. However,
it is essential to highlight some possible methodological limitations
that may influence the interpretation of the results.

Subjectivity in thematic coding: Although considerable effort
was made to ensure consistent and accurate coding, any thematic
analysis process involves a certain amount of subjectivity. The
interpretation of political messages inevitably depends on the re
theoretical searcher's perspective, which is influenced by the
researcher's background and the way he perceives the messages,
including the nuances of language. To minimize this aspect, the
coding was based on the features of populism described in the
specialized literature, using the taxonomy proposed by Semetko
and Valkenburg (2000) as a benchmark.

The limitations of the time interval: The study focuses on a

strictly defined period, namely the electoral campaign, which allows
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a specific analysis of the communication strategies used in this stage.
However, this approach may not capture the full range of commu-
nication strategies that AURs use outside of the campaign, thus
making it difficult to generalize the findings to a wider period of
political activity.

Limitations related to the analysed platform: The research focuses
on the activity carried out on Facebook, a popular but not unique
platform among social networks used by political actors. Because
of this, the results obtained cannot necessarily be considered repre-
sentative of communication on other platforms, such as Twitter,
Instagram, YouTube or Tik-Tok, where approaches and framing
strategies could be different.

Engagement metrics: The study evaluates user engagement
through indicators such as the number of likes, shares and comments
to estimate the impact of posts. However, these metrics do not always
accurately reflect the effectiveness of engagement strategies, as
several factors, such as the timing of posts or the social and political
context of the period in question, can influence online engagement.

Despite these limitations, the proposed methodology provides
a useful framework for exploring how framing is used in populist
political communication. Therefore, the study makes a valuable
contribution to the understanding of the strategies adopted by
George Simion and the AUR in the campaign for the 2024 Euro-

pean Parliament elections.

Results

The results obtained based on the analysis of the posts on the AUR's
official Facebook page highlight some relevant aspects that can help
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create an image of this party's online manifestation during the
electoral campaign for the EP in 2024.
25 AUR posts were identified between May 9 and June 7,

2024, in which the leader was present regarding the EP elections.

Table 3. Overview of Data Collection

Comments Shares

Data Collection Number of Total ‘ Total Total

Period Posts Analysed Likes
May 9, 2024 - June 7, 2024 25 \ 70,338 \ 19,406 | 18,833

Most of the posts on the AUR Facebook page, in which George
Simion is also present, have a message based on the appeal to his-
tory. The electoral campaign emphasized the personification of
values through historical figures as a determinant of the urge to vote
against a political class. The series of historical reenactments through
monologues invented by the directors of the election rallies in each
county of the country had a double purpose: to transmit an electoral
message dressed in nationalist historical metaphors and to be the
preamble of the AUR leader's speeches. He then created an imagi-
nary dialogue with the historical characters in the electoral sce-
nography, through which he assumed the role of saviour of the
nation. Relevant, in this sense, is that at every election rally, Simion

repeated the message: "United we fight the fight of our age".

"We are reborn from the remains dispersed in history and regroup
like the Romanian armies destroyed at Stalingrad. Lead the struggle
of our age for independence, for sovereignty." (Simion, 2024a)

This struggle is imagined against the system and the na-
tional political elites who submitted to foreign rule, betraying

national values. Table 4 synthesizes the main directions of attack
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against political opponents through the use of nationalist historical

symbols.

Table 4. Framing of AUR’s Main Electoral Messages

Message  Value Symbol Framing
"United, faith | Stephen against a political class that supports
we fight the Great LGBTQ+ values and sex education.
e (i . | unity | Michael against a political class: that sold out to
S the Brave outsiders (economically and politically).
justice | Vlad against a political class: which is corrupt
the Impaler | and against the economic and social interests
of the majority of Romanians, many of
whom (6 million) had to leave the country.

The main framing strategies used in the AUR leader's
speeches are responsibility, conflict and morality. In the framework
of "responsibility”, the message was conveyed to the electorate to
go to the polls and vote for the AUR candidates as an act of trans-
generational responsibility towards the ancestors who created a
country and towards the descendants. In the last week of the elec-
tion campaign, in the same register of accountability, the calls were
sent to the AUR voters to defend the election result because there
is a tendency for fraud in the elections by the system.

Attacks against the system and corrupt leaders re-present the
main elements of the conflict strategy in Simion's messages. These
attacks can be grouped as follows: (a) anti-elite, (b) anti-system,
(c) anti-EU, and (d) anti-media. Used together in the same discourse,
these conflict sub-frames aim to show that the AUR is the only po-
litical party fighting against a corrupt system led by weak leaders
who have submitted to foreign interests (mainly from Brussels),

making Romania a colony and which, through the mainstream
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media tries to annihilate any nationalist and patriotic manifestation
in the interest of the citizens. In this case, the favourite metaphor
that Simion repeated was:

"They tried to bury us, but they did not know we were seeds!"
(Simion, 2024b).

In the moral register of Simion's electoral narrative, several
sub-frames can be found: (a) the appeal to the glorious past, (b) the
appeal to faith, (c) the appeal to sovereignty and (d) anti-LGBTQ+
and anti-sex education. Relevant to this recruitment strategy is the
message he repeatedly sent in his election speeches:

"It is time to make a shield around family, faith, freedom and the

people, as our ancestors did, who sacrificed themselves for the
country so many times." (Simion, 2024c)

These messages are repetitive in all of Simion's election
speeches between May 9 and June 7, 2024. Table 5 records the
frequencies of using these framing strategies, and Table 6 shows
the level of involvement of Facebook users who follow the official
page of AUR.

Table 5. Frequency of Frames in Facebook Posts

Frame Type Number of Posts  Percentage (%)
Using Frame of Total Posts
Responsibility Framing 25 100
Conflict Framing 20 80
Human Interest Framing 3 12
Economic Framing 10 40
Moral Framing 14 56
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Table 6. Engagement Values by Frame Type

Frame Type Average Average Average
Likes Comments Shares
Responsibility Framing 2,813 882 753
Conflict Framing 2,258 625 614
Human Interest Framing 131 117 117
Economic Framing 1,244 399 370
Moral Framing 1,591 434 400

Analysis and Conclusions

The analysis of 25 posts on AUR's official Facebook page, where
George Simion delivers his electoral message during the European
Parliament campaign, highlights several particularities. The mes-
sage is structured to be repeated in almost all electoral speeches.
Essentially, this message is built around historical metaphors that
present the glorious and virtuous past of the nation in contrast
with a hopeless, morally decadent present, where the people are
impoverished by the corrupt elites in Bucharest and Brussels. The
anti-EU message is masked through the narrative of the fight against
corruption in Brussels, personified by Ursula von der Leyen, and the
need to send as many patriotic MEPs as possible to fix what previous
MEPs have ruined due to their lack of courage and involvement.
AUR's social media electoral discourse reveals a populist ori-
entation, clearly emphasizing the difference between the people
and the elites. George Simion, the party leader, remains the central
image of the party and its main communicator with the electorate.
This analysis validated all three research hypotheses formu-

lated at the beginning of the study.
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This study identified three major themes that are omnipresent
in AUR's discourse: criticism of the elites, national sovereignty,
and the protection of traditional national values (faith, family). In
response to all the problems highlighted, AUR's leader proposes
a direct approach and simple solutions, which are presented as
effective for any issue, especially against the elites. This approach
is characteristic of genuine populist manifestations.

Finally, through his discourse, Simion aims to present himself
in various social media roles that portray him as determined, fear-
less, and deeply religious. In other words, the AUR leader presents
himself and the team he has built as the only solution to all the
country's problems.

The main conclusion of this article is that during the European
Parliament electoral campaign, the populist message in Romania
had a strong Eurosceptic component, driven by the identification
of the Brussels authorities as promoters of policies that incite social

fears and endanger elements of national and cultural identity.
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