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First time in the European Parliament
Elections: Central and Eastern Europe in the
2004 European Parliament Elections

ABSTRACT: The first European Parliament elections in the new Member States in Central
and Eastern Europe demonstrated a profound paradox in terms of being a feedback
process of European integration. At the elite level, the accession to the European Union
has offered political parties and their leaders both new opportunities as well as a new
set of issues with the emergence of a significant divide over the meanings of European
integration. At the mass level, however, the first European Parliament elections were
ignored by a vast majority of voters. This paper serves as a systematic analysis of the
subject. Our objective is three-fold: to explain a lack of interest in the polls, to examine
the domestic political dynamics leading to the elections and to consider the implications
of the elections for the workings of the enlarged European Union. As for the prospects for
European integration, it is important to note that one may no longer assume a supportive
cross-party consensus in the new Member States on the EU. Rather, popular antipathy
towards the EU is expected to rise.
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1. Introduction

The 2004 European Parliament elections were the first elections since the EU
expanded to 25 Member States on 1 May 2004. With around 350 million eligible vo-
ters, it was the world’s biggest transnational election. The unprecedented democratic
exercise presented a good opportunity to have a genuine debate on issues such as the
EU budget, Stability and Growth Pact, Common Agricultural Policy reforms, labour
market flexibility, the Constitutional Treaty and the EU’s relationship with the United
States in the aftermath of the Iraqi War. Before the polls, the outgoing President of the
European Parliament Pat Cox had urged Europe’s politicians to “speak to people in
plain language” and “to talk about a Europe of values and a European Union which has
a direct impact on their lives.”!

Andrew Moravcsik rightly points out that the EU “is not a system of parliamentary
democracy but one of separation of powers.”(Moravcisk, 2002:610) But that does not
prevent the European Parliament from progressively growing into a strong supranational
institutions vis-a-vis the inter-governmental Council of Ministers in the EU legislative
process. The conventional wisdom holds that the EU can be measured against the type
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of parliamentary democracy that exists at the national level in Europe. One of the “de-
sirable objectives” would be to turn the EU into a genuine supranational parliamentary
democracy. Paradoxically, the 2004 European Parliament elections witnessed the lowest
average turnout across the EU since the introduction of elections to the chamber by
direct universal suffrage (See Table 1).

Table 1: Turnout Trends at European Parliament Elections 1979—2004

Member States | 1979 | 1984 | 1987 | 1989 | 1994 | 1995 | 1996 | 1999 | 2004
Germany 65.7 | 56.8 62.3 60 45.2 43

France 60.7 | 56.7 487 | 527 46.8 | 42.8
Belgium 914 | 922 90.7 | 90.7 91 90.8
Italy 849 | 834 815 | 748 70.8 | 73.1
Luxembourg 889 | 8838 874 | 885 87.3 89

Netherlands 57.8 | 50.6 472 | 356 30 39.3
United Kingdom | 32.2 | 32,6 36.2 | 364 24 38.8
Ireland 63.6 | 47.6 68.3 44 50.2 | 58.8
Denmark 478 | 52.4 46.2 | 52.9 505 | 47.9
Greece 77.2 79.9 71.2 753 | 63.2
Spain 68.9 | 546 | 59.1 63 45.1
Portugal 724 | 512 | 355 40 38.6
Sweden 41.6 388 | 37.8
Austria 67.7 | 494 | 424
Finland 603 | 314 | 394
AVERAGE EU 63 61 58.5 | 56.8 49.8 | 45.7*

* See also Table 1 for the turnout in the ten new Members States in 2004.

Source: The European Union

Available: http://www.elections2004.eu.int/ep-election/sites/en/index.html

In the event, the turnout reached a record low, with just above 45% of EU voters

casting ballots. The turnout amongst the 15 existing Member States was just above the
average at 47.7%. The level of participation dropped to a mere 26.4% on average in the
ten new Member States whose citizens took part for the first time in the elections of the
European Parliament. The atmosphere in the eight Central and East European Member
States just a few weeks after joining the EU was distinctively subdued. The highest
was in Lithuania with just over 48%, where voters also voted to replace the impeached
President Rolandas Paksas. The lowest turnout was in Slovakia, where fewer than 17%
of voters cast their votes.? Against this background, parties adopting “Eurosceptical
rhetoric™ attracted a significant proportion of votes in the region, thanks partly to the
anti-government trend across Europe and the tenaciously national nature of the European
Parliament elections ever since their inception in 1979 (See Table 2).
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Table 2: European Parliament Elections Turnout

Country Date No. of % Votes Valid votes Invalid
voters votes
Austria 13/06/2004 6049129 | 42,4 | 2566639 2500610 66 029
Belgium 13/06/2004 7552240 | 90,8 | 6857986 6 489 991 367 995
Denmark 13/06/2004 4012 663 479 1921 541 1894 346 27195
Finland 13/06/2004 4227 987 39,4 1666 932 1656 584 10 348
France 13/06/2004 41518582 | 42,8 17 752 582 17 167 379 585203
Germany 13/06/2004 | 61682394 | 43 26523104 | 25783678 739 426
Greece 13/06/2004 9909955 | 634 | 6283525 6122 548 160 977
Ireland 11/06/2004 3131540 | 58,8 | 1841335 1780786 60 567
Italy 12-13/06/2004 | 49854299 | 73,1 | 3559749 32460082 | 3137414
Luxembourg 13/06/2004 214 318 89 209 689 192 185 17 504
Netherlands 10/06/2004 12168 878 | 39,3 4777121 4765 677 11444
Portugal 13/06/2004 8821456 | 386 | 3404782 3270116 134 666
Spain 13/06/2004 | 34706044 | 45,1 | 15666507 15512 282 154 209
Sweden 13/06/2004 6827870 | 37,8 | 2584464 2512 069 72 395
UK 10/06/2004 | 44157400 | 38,8 | 17146559 | 17007703 | 138856
Cyprus 13/06/2004 483 311 71,2 350 387 334 268 16119
Malta 12/06/2004 304 283 82,4 250 691 245722 4969
Czech Republic | 11-12/06/2004 | 8283485 | 28,3 | 2346010 2332862 13148
Estonia 13/06/2004 873 809 26,8 234 485 232230 2255
Hungary 13/06/2004 8046247 | 385 | 3097657 3075450 20729
Latvia 12/06/2004 1397736 41,3 577 879 572 981 4898
Lithuania 13/06/2004 2654311 | 48.4 | 1284050 1207 070 76 980
Poland 13/06/2004 | 29986109 | 20,9 | 6258550 6091531 167 019
Slovakia 13/06/2004 4210463 | 16,9 714508 701 595 12913
Slovenia 13/06/2004 1628918 | 28,3 461 879 435 869 25938
TOTAL 25 10-13/06/2004 | 352 703 427 ‘ 45,7 ‘ 160 376 358 | 154345596 | 6 030 746

Source: European Union
Available: http://www.elections2004.eu.int/ep-election/sites/en/index. html

Until recently, anti-EU feelings have been difficult to gauge in Central and Eastern
Europe due to the nations’ strong desire to “return to Europe”. There was also a sense
that “there is no alternative” to the EU or that the alternative, if there were, is even less
desirable. However strong these feelings may be, the controversies over the terms on
which the Central and Eastern Europeans should join the EU have not gone unnoti-
ced.

After the accession, supranational idealism is no longer sufficient to capture voters’
imagination, whilst political parties advocating strong nationalism or intergovernmen-
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talism have become more willing to battle for media publicity and public recognition.
One may therefore expect the European Parliament elections to reflect the level of
Euroscepticism amongst voters in the new Member States more accurately than the
accession referendums in 2003 (See Table 3).

In fact, the polls demonstrated a profound paradox in terms of being a feedback
process of European integration in Eastern and Central Europe. At the elite level, the
accession to the EU has offered political parties and their leaders both new opportunities
to advance their career at the EU level as well as a new set of issues deriving from a
significant divide over the meanings of European integration. At the mass level, however,
the first European Parliament elections were ignored by a vast majority of voters in the
region. The gap between the citizens and their representatives grows further despite a
progressive augmentation of the European Parliament’s powers.

Table 3: EU Accession Referendums 2003

Country Date Yes No Votes
Cast (%)

Cyprus No referendum n.a. n.a n.a

Czech Republic | June 13-14 77.3 22.7 55.2
Estonia* September 14 66.9 33.1 64.0
Hungary April 12 83.8 16.2 45.6
Latvia September 20 67.0 323 72,5
Lithuania May 10-11 91.0 9.0 63.3
Malta* March 3 53.7 46.4 90.9
Poland June 8 77.5 22.6 58.9
Slovakia May 16-17 93.7 6.3 52.2
Slovenia March 23 89.6 10.4 60.3

* The referendum is not binding
Source: European Union
What lessons can one draw from Central and East Europe in the 2004 European

Parliament elections? This paper serves as an introduction to the subject. We are not
aiming at a complete documentation of the elections in all new Member States, but
rather a systematic comparison of a few cases—Poland, the Czech Republic, Hungary
and Slovenia*—with a view to highlighting the political dynamics in the region and the
implications of the growing unease about the process of European integration for the
workings of EU. Our objective is three-fold: to explain a lack of interest in the polls,
to examine the domestic political dynamics leading to the elections and to consider the
implications of the elections for the workings of the enlarged European Union. As for
the prospects for European integration, it is important to note that one may no longer
assume a supportive cross-party consensus in the new Member States on the deepening
of the EU. Rather, popular antipathy towards the EU is expected to rise in the region.
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2. The National Accent of the European Elections:
Institutional Explanation

To the extent that electoral systems shape the scope of citizens’ choice and give in-
centives to some particular voting behaviours, electoral reform matters for the structure
and performance of democratic governance in the EU. In fact, the setting of electoral
rules for the European Parliament elections has been one of the challenges faced by EU
reformers. Article 138 of the EEC Treaty originally required the European Parliament
to “draw up a proposal for elections by direct universal suffrage in accordance with
a uniform procedure in all Member States.” It further stipulated that “the Council [of
Ministers] shall, acting unanimously after obtaining the assent of the European Parlia-
ment which shall act by a majority of its component members, lay down the appropriate
provisions, which it shall recommend in Member States for adoption in accordance with
their respective constitutional requirements.”

But the movement towards a “uniform electoral procedure” has turned out to be a
long and difficult one.> Over the years the European Parliament has adopted numerous
reports, proposals and decisions under Article 138 in order to harmonise the electoral
procedures for European Parliament elections. Yet none of them found much favour
in the Council. In the meantime, Member States were free to set their own rules for
the election of their Members of European Parliament (MEPs). During the 1996 Inter-
governmental Conference, participants were more attracted to what was referred to as
“principles common to all Member States”, an idea which was subsequently incorporated
into the Amsterdam Treaty, than the harmonisation of very aspect of the electoral rules
across the EU.

In June 2002, the Council of Ministers resolved that the European Parliament
should be elected “in accordance with principles common to all Member States”. The
major provisions included: (1) elections to be held by direct universal suffrage, freely
and in secret; (2) MEPs to be elected on the basis of Proportional Representative (PR),
using the list system or the single transferable vote; (3) Member States may establish
constituencies or subdivide the electoral area in a different manner, without affecting
the essentially proportional nature of the voting system; (4) Member States may set a
minimum threshold for the allocation of seats, which, at national level, may not exceed
5% of votes cast and (5) from the European Parliament elections in 2004, the office of
Member of the European Parliament will not be compatible with that of member of a
national parliament. The Council further explained that Member States were allowed
to apply national provisions in respect of aspects not covered by the decision.

Theoretically, the alternatives available within the norm of PR are restricted to
fine-tunings of seat distribution mechanics and technical details. For example, some
countries further distributed their seats in various regions. In others the whole country
formed a single constituency. In some countries voters were free to express their pre-
ferences for candidates. In others a closed ballot structure was used. As in the previous
polls, the elections took place over a four-day period from a Thursday morning to the
following Sunday evening. Evidence suggests the different versions of PR used for the
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European Parliament elections were based on existing electoral laws and practices in
the new Member States.

For example, Poland’s 54 MEPs were to be elected from 13 electoral districts that
correspond broadly to the country’s 16 provinces. The seats were to be divided up
using the d’Hondt formula at the national level between lists that crossed a 5% elec-
toral threshold. There was no fixed number of seats allocated to each electoral district
in advance. This would be determined after the election on the basis of turnout in that
district. Political parties, coalitions of parties or groups may register a district list with
the support of 10,000 voters in the area. Those managed to register in seven of the 13
districts would also be allowed to field candidates in the rest of the country. However,
parliamentary parties, which won 5% of the votes in the 2001 parliamentary election,
were exempted from these requirements. Voters were required to pick one candidate
from the lists at the district level.®

In the Czech Republic, only registered political parties or movements were allowed
to submit their own lists of candidates or to run as electoral coalitions. No signatures
were needed. Each party had to pay a low registration fee of 15,000 Czech crowns as
a contribution to the cost of holding the election. The 24 European Parliament seats
for the Czech Republic were to be allocated according to d’Hondt at the national level.
Similar to the Polish law, there was a 5% electoral threshold. Voters were allowed to
mark up to two candidates on a single list.”

In Hungary, 24 MEPs were to be elected. Under the electoral law only registered
political parties were entitled to field candidates. Each list would have to be supported
by at least 20,000 voters. Two or more political parties may submit a joint list. There
was a 5% threshold. The d’Hondt formula was adopted to translate votes of the winning
lists into seats at the national level. Candidates were to be declared elected in the order
originally notified by the party.?

In Slovenia, where seven MEPs were to be elected, seats were to be divided at the
national level using PR-list system with the d’Hondt formula. Following the practice
for the national elections, there was also 4% threshold requirement for the European
Parliament election even though that was not specified in the law. Party lists may be
submitted either individually with the support of four members of the National Assem-
bly or at least 1,000 voters, or jointly with the support of six members of the National
Assembly or at least 1,500 voters. Other groupings and individuals with the support
of 3,000 voters may also join the race. There was a quota of 40% for both genders on
each of the party list. Voters were allowed to express their preference for a candidate
on the ballot regardless of the order suggested by the parties or groupings.9

Interestingly, the adoption of the so-called “common principles” per se did not make
the 2004 elections more supranational or to make them appeal more directly to EU ci-
tizens than the previous ones. As in the previous polls, the elections took place over a
four-day period from a Thursday morning to the following Sunday evening. Moreover,
the European Parliament does not represent citizens on the basis of one vote, one value.
There is one MEP for every 232,703 voters in Slovenia, for every 335,260 voters in
Hungary and for every 345,145 voters in the Czech Republic, while in Poland there
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are 555,298 voters for each MEP. In the 732-strong European Parliament, however,
representatives from smaller nations such as Estonia (6 votes), Slovenia (7 voters) and
Latvia (9 votes) will hardly play a decisive role in the chamber.

From the outset, the national nature of the elections has been determined by what
Valentine Herman and Juliet Lodge called its “legal basis” which included: (1) the di-
stribution of seats within national boundaries and (2) each Member States determining
its own legislation for the elections.!” In practice, the making of the electoral rules in
the new Member States was national events dominated by partisan considerations. The
reason being that electoral systems are matters of choice that bestow benefits differen-
tially on political parties and groupings of a given country. It is not uncommon that the
electoral systems were biased in favour of larger, parliamentary parties. In some cases the
open ballot structure further provides contenders with the possibility of candidate—based
campaign strategies. In any case, the degree of proportionality and, in consequence, the
meaning of the European Parliament elections the different sets of rules created in the
electorates still varied considerably across the EU.

3. The National Accent of the European Elections:
The Campaigns

In addition to the institutional factors, there were strong incentives for parties to
fight EP elections as concurrent by-elections where voters were asked to cast their
ballots on the basis of national manifestos (instead of European manifestos), and on
the performance of the national governments (not on the performance of the EP or the
Commission).

The transnational party federations hardly played any role in the elections. In fact,
their functions in the European Parliament have not been very visible at the national
level and amongst voters. During the campaigns, there was neither a proper debate
between the trans-European groupings concerning the prospects for “an ever closer
union”, nor was there public deliberation about specific policy areas such as CAP, the
budget, EMU, regional funding or external relations. The controversial Constitutional
Treaty was not really much in evidence during the campaigns.

In fact, national parties took all the important decisions from candidate selection,
through agenda-setting to campaign strategies. Not surprisingly, then, the campaigns
were dominated by familiar party formations which fought each other on domestic themes
in the respective countries rather than on the broader, EU-wide issues. It appears that
the most obvious option for individual parties was to fight the campaigns on domestic
problems, rather than outlining one’s “vision for Europe”. As far as was possible, par-
ties also tried to highlight the qualities of their candidates in terms of their experiences
in European and/or in domestic politics, foreign languages, educational qualifications
and personal careers. Among the candidates, there were retired astronauts, Olympic
medallists, athletes, television celebrities, and (as far as we know) a supermodel.

Moreover, in the EU’s Eurobarometer opinion survey, citizens of the new Member
States thought that the main focus of the campaigns should be employment (70%), agri-
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culture (56%) and “country-specific issues” (49%). As such, the European Parliament
elections were not going to be about choosing the kind of Europe its inhabitants wanted.
Rather, for those who bothered going to vote the elections had been first and foremost
an evaluation of the government’s record. There was no European election, but a panel
of national elections that can be characterised as ‘second order’ elections or ‘midterm’
elections.!!

But it is not true that the European issues were completely absent during the campa-
igns, not least because this round of enlargement has posed a series of challenges to the
commitment in the Preamble to the Treaty of Rome to “reduce the differences existing
between the various regions and the backwardness of the less-favoured regions”. To
give a few examples:

- Enlargement has raised the population of the EU by one-quarter, but its total eco-
nomic output increases only by 4%.

- The cost of employing a worker in the 15 Member States of the EU is more than 5
times higher than the average in the new ones. With more than 18 million citizens out
of job, unemployment is one of the EU’s biggest problems. On the EU’s insistence,
a transitional period of up to seven years has been established (,,2+3+2” formula),
restricting freedom of employment in the EU for Central and East European citi-
zZens.

- After enlargement, a quarter of the EU population now lives in regions that the EU
describes as poor, where output per capita is less than 75% of the EU average. The
Commission also warns that the gap between the richest regions and the poorest
ones will double.

- Full agricultural subsidies for the new members will be phased in over 10 years,
starting at 25% of the level paid to existing members states, increasing by 5% per

year.!2

It goes without saying that the EU has presented both opportunities and challenges
to the new Member States, incurring costs for some sectors of society but bringing be-
nefits for others. But during the campaigns the EU tended to be portrayed in a negative
way. Brussels was frequently criticised and the rhetoric of standing up for “the national
interests” was common. This is because the national nature of the European Parliament
elections required parties to compete with one another for the mantle of most unswer-
ving champions of national interests. Some parties were deliberately ambiguous about
their positions on European issues. Moreover, the EU provided a convenient excuse
for parties, be they in power or in opposition, trying to shift the blame for the negative
consequences of socio-economic adjustments by claiming that these were forced upon
them by having to conform to the acquis. Consequently, even some pro-integration
parties were deliberately ambiguous about their positions on European issues. The
overall atmosphere was not conducive to informed debates about EU policy reforms
and institutional developments.

Apart from a difficult campaign of persuasion, there was also a campaign of mobili-
sation. Unfortunately for the European Parliament elections, the structure of incentives
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was not particularly conducive to electoral mobilisation or turnout either. In principle,
voters will only take part if they think elections matter. At the national level, it is achi-
eved by determining how likely elections can decide who will be in government and
what policy will be introduced. The 2003 referendums concerning EU membership had
mobilised a large part of the society in Eastern and Central Europe. But the European
Parliament polls per se were simply not important enough for voters. Opinion polls have
shown that many EU citizens felt badly informed about how the European Parliament
works.!? In some of the Member States, a feeling of insignificance was reinforced by
weak involvement of both the parties and the mass media.

At the end of the day, the turnout was expected to be low, except in countries where
the European Parliament elections were held together with other elections (such as
in the United Kingdom and Lithuania), or in countries where voting was compulsory
(Belgium, Luxembourg, Greece).

Yet there were national differences, too. Poland has traditionally had one of the
highest levels of support for EU membership, which is seen as a necessary step towards
the nation’s quest for the return to Europe (Szczerbiak, 2001). But Poles in general
have never been enthusiastic about the EU itself. In a CBOS poll, for example, 64% of
respondents were in favour of accession, with only 29% opposing EU membership. The
same poll noted that Poles were not interested in the on-going debate about the draft
Constitutional Treaty.14 In another poll conducted in Spring 2004 by Eurobarometer,
the number of people who said they would take part in the European Parliament election
was 41%, with only 31% saying that they would definitely do so. In big cities, campa-
ign posters on giant billboards could be seen. Parties organised rallies and barbeques
for supporters and voters. Yet still, most Poles did not understand the purpose of the
election. Nor did they know enough about the role of the European Parliament. There
was no systematic effort to encourage turnout and explain the functions of the election.
The Polish state Radio and TV did not show much interest in the poll either.

The European Parliament election attracted a total of 19 lists. But pre-election polls
suggested that only eight of them, mostly presented by parliamentary parties, were
serious contenders. National party leaders invariably led the campaigns, focusing on
their trustworthiness, experience, and charisma. But candidates were drawn mostly from
regional and local levels because under the new rules government ministers, national
deputies and senators must not retain their seats if they were elected to the European
Parliament. It goes without saying that opposition leaders who tended to see themselves
as key players in the next governing coalition were not interested in a political career
in Europe. The Polish Peasant Party (PSL) and the non-parliamentary Freedom Union
(UW) were exceptional in the sense that they presented high calibre candidates on its
list. The PSL selected all of the party’s top leadership as candidates. The post-Solida-
rity UW list featured several prominent figures such as ex-Foreign Minister Bronistaw
Geremek, ex-Defence Minister Janusz Onyszkiewicz, and Jan Kulakowski, Poland’s
Chief Negotiator for EU membership.

As far as European issues were concerned, party programmes varied considerably
from brief statements and all-purpose appeals to substantive policy proposals and special
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European programmes. The pro-EU PO, for example, called for an end to discriminatory
measures against Polish farmers and entrepreneurs, a bigger EU budget for the new
Member States, removal of barriers to the Polish employees, as well as the retention of
the Council of Ministers voting system under the Nice Treaty which has given Poland a
stronger role in the decision-making process than it will be under the terms of the draft
Constitutional Treaty. The crisis-ridden SLD-UP envisaged a caring, united, modern
Europe where Poland could benefit from the EU’s regional development, anti-poverty
and job-creation programmes. In the same vein, “Let’s take advantage of European
opportunity” was the SdPI’s campaign slogan. The three-month old left-wing party
called for a higher level of structural funds for Poland, new strategies to tackle social
exclusion, and the right of Polish citizens to work anywhere in the EU. These parties,
together with the UW, presented the EU in largely positive light as an opportunity for
Poland.

On the other hand, Self-Defence (Samoobrona), the League of Polish Families
(LPR) and, to a lesser extent, the Law and Justice Party (PiS) made Euroscepticism the
mainstay of the campaign. Self-Defence leader Andzrej Lepper called for a complete
re-negotiation of the accession terms and eventual withdrawal from the EU if the new
terms were still unsatisfactory. Another radical Eurosceptical party, the Catholic LPR,
had categorically rejected EU membership on nationalist-ideological grounds during
the 2003 referendum, as its slogan “Yesterday Moscow, Today Brussels” suggested. It
retained its hostility towards the EU in this election. For example, one LPR candidate
campaigned with a powerful message: “I will never betray my country!” Both parties
saw the EU more as a threat to the Polish national interests than an opportunity. For
its part, the more moderate PiS championed what it called “a Europe for Solidaristic
Nations’, whereby strong re-distributive European policies were purported to reinforce
the independence of the poorer nations. In its view, Poland’s terms of accession were
not good enough but it would need a change of government to sort things out. Both the
PiS and LPR were strong advocates for an explicit reference to Christian values in the
draft Constitutional Treaty. The rightist parties also pledged to reject any moves towards
the construction of a European “super-state”.

In the Czech Republic, 31 parties joined the campaign, including the Independent
(Erotic) Initiative led by a former adult entertainment star, the Ostrava-Is-Having-a-
Good-Time Party, and a monarchist party. Some of the contenders were counting on
the financial compensation to parties obtaining more than 1% of the votes. Moreover,
according to the electoral law, they were given altogether 14 hours of free air-time on
the public television and radio channels, to be divided evenly among themselves.!>

Euroscepticism was evident across the political spectrum from the left to the right.
The Civic Democratic Party (ODS) has always been a leading Eurosceptical political
force in the region. In this campaign, the ODS restated its preference for a multi-speed,
intergovernmental model for the EU. The party disapproved Europe’s federalization and
those supranational elements in the draft Constitutional Treaty. It promised to defend
the nation’s interests in the EU not only by objecting to the emergence of a common EU
fiscal, taxation and welfare policy, but also by calling for a more deregulated common
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agricultural market and the fastest possible withdrawal of obstacles to movement of
Czech people and services.

Apart from the ODS, the Movement of Independents (Nezavisli) was not satisfied
with the terms of accession, which in its view had been compromised by the left-wing
government’s desire to enter the EU “as fast as possible, no matter the costs”. The
Movement stood up for the interests of regions, cities and municipalities and called for
consistent control over the use of EU funds and an end to unfair agricultural measures
against Czech producers. Former Director of TV NOVA Vladimir Zelezny and journalist
Jana Bobosikova led the Movement’s list. Other candidates were mainly mayors and
councilors of small towns, as well as villages of up to 5,000 inhabitants.

In a similar vein, the Communist Party of Bohemia and Moravia (KSCM) highlighted
what it saw the unfavourable position of the Czech Republic within the EU as a result
of the one-sided accession negotiations. The Communists’ manifesto also criticized the
domination of the biggest Member States, the undue influence exercised by the European
bureaucracy and the growing remit of the European legislation.

On the other hand, the pro-EU camp was represented by the three-party coalition
government including the Social Democratic Party (CSSD), the Christian and Democratic
Party-Czechoslovak People’s Party (KDU-CSL) and the Freedom Union-Democratic
Union (US-DEU). It was this pro-EU coalition that oversaw the accession negotiations
and brought the Czech Republic into the EU.

The CSSD regarded the Czech accession into the EU as a unique opportunity for
socioeconomic development and for the strengthening of national security. The party’s
programme reflected a strong pro-EU vision by demanding common foreign, security
and defence policies, concerted measures against international terrorism, organised
crime, illegal migration and economic crimes, closer cooperation between Europe’s
intelligence services, police and justice. The CSSD called for the development of a
European welfare model, the continuation of common agricultural policy reform and a
proactive regional development policy.

The Union of Liberal Democrats (ULD) supported deregulation of the common
market, knowledge-based economy, and the faster adoption of the euro by the Czech
Republic. It advocated the establishment of a new EU body for research and develop-
ment in Prague, as well as the removal of barriers to free movement of Czech citizens
in the EU labour market. The Liberal Democrats went on to propose political reforms
aiming at the creation of a bi-cameral European Parliament, a directly elected European
President (for ex-President Vaclav Havel), and the establishment of real parliamentary
democracy at the European level.

Another pro-EU party, the KDU-CSL, called for a proactive social market economic
strategy based on systematic support for education and research, favourable environ-
ment for small and medium enterprises, better structural policy and the harmonisation
of the legal and administrative arrangements for tax collection across the EU. The party
supported the establishment of the European Ministry of Foreign Affairs and closer
collaboration between the EU and the NATO.
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Finally, the Coalition Association of Independents—European Democrats (SNK-
ED) presented a very short, one-page manifesto. Led by former Foreign Minister Jozef
Zieleniec, the association was against what it called a “double-speed Europe” where the
Czech Republic would continue to suffer from discriminatory measures. It called for
re-negotiation of the accession terms that contradicted the EU principles of free mar-
ket, fair competition and equal opportunities. In foreign policy, it advocated a stronger
common foreign and security policy as a pillar of, not as a rival to, NATO.

During the Czech campaigns, European issues were intertwined with domestic
issues. The government’s record on the economic front was specifically targeted. The
CSSD-led coalition has presided over a new around of economic and financial imba-
lances involving high levels of unemployment, rapid rise of public spending on social
welfare, housing and transport, slower GDP growth, high budget deficit and growing
public debt. Austerity measures and tax reforms are being implemented in order to bring
deficit and public debt under control.' It is hoped that the country would be able to
meet the Maastricht criteria for the introduction of the single currency by 2010. All this
contributed to an anti-government mood in general and a growing disillusionment with
the CSSD in particular. According to pre-election polls, six parties would share the seats
in the European Parliament, including the ODS (29%), KSCM (14%), CSSD (13%),
the Movement of Independents (8%), KDU-CSL (7%) and the SNK-ED (5%)."

In Hungary, the campaigns were characterized by negative party propaganda and a
lack of voters’ interest. The main parties made “trustworthiness” the central theme in
this election. The conservative Fidesz-Hungarian Civic Alliance (Fidesz-MPSZ) tried
to turn this election into a confidence vote on Prime Minster Péter Medgyessy and
his Socialist-Liberal government. The party launched the campaign with a “National
Petition” to attack the government’s fiscal policy. According to the party, the petition
enjoyed the support of more than one million Hungarians. Fidesz leader Viktor Orban
also criticized the government’s policy towards ethnic Hungarians in Transylvania. On
another occasion, he called for the withdrawal of Hungarian troops from Iraq. Fidesz’s
programme, entitied ““We can only succeed together”, expressed the party’s Euroscepti-
cismin a “yes...but” manner. Fidesz’s flirting with anti-EU sentiments was a temporary
aberration from its otherwise strong pro-EU membership and pro-integration positions.
In the words of Zoltan Pokorni, Deputy President of Fidesz, “Hungary joined the EU in
a very difficult period, because its people no longer enjoy that predictability and daily
security they once did.”®

On the other hand, the governing Hungarian Socialist Party (MSZP) stressed the
positive economic results of the Medgyessy government. The party ran full-page ad-
vertisements with a slogan reading “Let’s us stop Fidesz’s factory of lies together!”
The Prime Minster cited as achievements increases in pensions and family allowances,
investment in education, and pay rise in public healthcare and education sectors. Further-
more, the MSZP’s commitment to European integration was clearly stronger than that
of the Fidesz. The Prime Minster was quoted as saying “Can the people trust those who
said there is life outside the EU but are now jostling amongst themselves be first into
the European Parliament?”!? Claims and counter-claims were made in a parliamentary
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debate initiated by the opposition Fidesz in the last week of the campaign period. But
the government was roundly criticized for generating high budget deficits which would
have to be sorted out with unpopular spending cuts and public sector reform.

However, the Socialists also demonstrated its readiness to take a tough stance to-
wards the EU if necessary. During the campaign, the Prime Minister told visiting Irish
Prime Minister Bertie Ahern that the principle of “one country, one commissioner” and
the retention of the Nice voting system were the only way to encourage big and small
countries to work together. Moreover, Hungary decided to apply reciprocal measures
to Member States which place restrictions on Hungarian workers after the accession.
Defending the government’s position, Foreign Ministry spokesman Tamas Toéth con-
tended that Hungary was “just reacting to, not initiating, unreasonable limitations on
the free movement of Hungarian workers.”?"

The MSZP’s junior partner in government, the liberal Alliance of Free Democrats
(SZDSZ), stood independently. By the same token, the right-wing Hungarian Demo-
cratic Forum (MDF) presented itself as the “third force” in contrast to the two largest
parties. The SZDSZ Mayor of Budapest Gabor Demszky led the party’s candidates.The
MDF list was led by the party leader Ibolya David. She has consistently been the most
popular politician in opinion polls.

Other well-known candidates included former Prime Minister Gyula Horn and
Foreign Minister Laszlé6 Kovécs. Both of them represented the MSZP. In fact, there
were doubts about the candidature of national political figures who almost certainly
were not going to the European Parliament. The Supreme Court had found nothing
wrong with such practice. Pre-election polls in Hungary suggested that a 46% turnout
was possible. The polls also predicted a very close race between the MSZP (39-46%)
and the Fidesz (42-49%), with the SZDSZ (6-7%) trailing far behind in the third place.
The MDF was hovering just below the 5% threshold.?! The four parliamentary parties
were joined by the radical right-wing Hungarian Justice and Life Party (MIEP), the
Communist Workers’ Party (Munkéspart), the Hungarian National Alliance (MNS),
and the centrist Social Democratic Party.

In Slovenia, seven parliamentary and six non-parliamentary parties and groupings
fielded 91 candidates for the seven seats in the European Parliament. The major con-
tenders included the joint list of the ruling Liberal Democracy of Slovenia (LDS) and
the Democratic Party of Pensioners (DeSUS), the United List of Social Democrats
(ZLSD), the People’s Party (SLS), New Slovenia—Christian People’s Party (NSi), the
Slovenian Democratic Party (SDS), the Party of the Young (SMS), and the National
Party (SNS).?

It should be noted that Slovenia gained independence for the first time in 1991. Being
the youngest country in Europe, it is natural for political leaders to capitalise on the
rhetoric of national interests in the context of European integration. As the Slovenian
Foreign Minister Dimitrij Rupel put it, “whoever will represent Slovenia in Brussels
should be first and foremost the representative of the nation, whilst party ideology should
be in the second place.”?> However, it goes without saying that radical Euroscepticism
would do more harms than goods to the small and open economy that Slovenia is. Thus,
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all the major parties saw Slovenia’s participation in the EU as mutually beneficial. They
saw in the EU both opportunities and difficulties for the Slovene economy and ordinary
people. Still, two lists took a stronger nationalist stance. Zmago Jelin¢i¢, President of
the SNS party, portrayed himself as “the defender of Slovenian national rights in EU”".
For its part, the non-parliamentary Party of Slovenian People pledged to defend the
national interests in the European Parliament by “keeping an eye on other Slovenian
MEPs”.

By and large, the campaign in Slovenia was a low-key affair. Most of the contending
parties produced brief and general statements to re-assure voters their determination
to defend Slovenian national interests in the EU. News about the election tended to be
repetitive with simple information such as names of the candidates, their chances of
winning seats or the pay package for Slovene MEPs. Few journalists wrote seriously
about the programmes of parties, even less about the workings of the European Parli-
ament. During the campaign, there were altogether 12 televised debates on the public
“Televizija Slovenija 1” and “Televizija Slovenija 2”, as well as the commercial “POP
TV”. But none of these debates seemed to have aroused the public’s interest in the
election. Pre-elections polls indicated a low turnout of 32%-35%. An opinion poll con-
ducted a week before the elections by Graliteo indicated a clear lead by the governing
LDS—DeSUS coalition (15.7%). In the same poll, the SDS came second (10.6%), NSi
came third (7.1%) and the ZLSD came fourth (6.6%). In addition, the SLS and SNS
would also clear the 4% electoral threshold.?* These parliamentary parties had recruited
well-respected candidates in the election. As we shall see below, the personal qualities
of these candidates turned out to be a decisive factor in the electoral outcome.

4. Results: Low Turnout, Eurosceptism and
Anti-government Trend

The turnout in the 2004 European Parliament elections registered a new low. For the
second time in a row, the level of participation was below 50%. The higher turnout in
Belgium, Luxembourg, Greece and Italy was attained with the help of legal traditions
of compulsory or quasi-compulsory voting.

The lack of enthusiasm in European Parliament elections is not a novel phenomenon.
The European polls have long been regarded as “second order elections”, the impor-
tance of which is no more than local elections or by-elections in the Member States.
But the growing “Party of Abstention” (Delwit, 2002:207) — a term coined by Pascal
Delwit after the 1999 polls — is no doubt a worrying development, not least because the
mood of apathy was partly attributable to the growing disillusionment with the EU. The
former Enlargement Commissioner Guenter Verheugen reportedly warned that “a low
turnout everywhere could produce very strange results and even result in anti-European
organisations being elected.”

His fear was borne out by the fact that in Central and East Europe, where less people
now describe the EU as “a good thing” than a year ago, the Eurosceptical/pro-sovereignty
message won OVer many Voters.
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In the newly elected European Parliament, the “supranationalism versus nationa-
lism” division is expected to intensify before the upcoming referendums on the EU
Constitutional Treaty. On the one hand, the overall balance of the 732-member European
Parliament was not radically different from the previous terms, with the centre-right
European People’s Party being the biggest group (268 seats), followed by the European
Socialists (200 seats). In an increasingly diverse and disparate EU, it is reassuring to see
that broadly pro-integration parties will still be able to dominate the decision-making
process. On the other hand, the Euroscepitcs (also known as Eurorealists or Eurocritics
during the campaigns) scored their best results ever in the 2004 polls, thanks partly to
media publicity and a deep-seated ambivalence about further deepening and widening
of the EU in many parts of the continent. The British Conservatives, the Czech ODS
and the Hungarian Fidesz-MPSZ, who are officially affiliated with the broadly pro-
integration EPP, have spoken out against “a federal Europe”. They will be able to find
support in four other openly anti-EU political groupings that are characterised by their
stance against the Constitutional Treaty and further integration along supranational lines.
These include the European United Left / Nordic Green Left on the far left, a group of
ten “Non-Affiliated” MEPs from Poland, Slovakia and the Czech Republic, as well as
the Union for Europe of Nations and the new parliamentary group “Independence and
Democracy”? on the right. (See Table 4).

Table 4: Distribution of Central & East European MEPs in Transnational
Political Groups

Political Group in European Parliament CEE Members
(Ideological Position) (Total
Membership)
EEP-ED: European People’s Party-European Democrats (Centre-Right) 66 (268)
PES: Party of European Socialists (Socialists) 28 (200)
ALDE: European Liberals, Democratic and Reform Party (Liberals) 18 (88)
Greens/EFA: Greens / European Free Alliance (Greens and regionalists / nationalists) 1(42)
EUL/NGL: European United Left / Nordic Green Left (Far Left) 6(41)
IND/DEM: Independent and Democracy (Eurosceptics) 11 (37)
UEN: Europe of Demoracies and Diversities (Eurosceptics) 13 (27)
NA: Non-Affiliated (Eurosceptics) 10 (29)

Source: The European Union
Available: http://www.elections2004.eu.int/ep-election/sites/en/index.html

But given the unequivocally national nature of the polls, domestic political dynamics
must be held ultimately responsible for both the dismal turnout and the electoral outcomes
in individual Member States. In reality, the elections to the European Parliament was
more about what people thought about the incumbent governments than about the future
of the EU. On this occasion, governing parties across Europe received significant pro-
test votes again them. The anti-government tendency was evident in Germany, France,
Italy, the United Kingdom, Denmark, Finland, Estonia, Poland, the Czech Republic,
Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Portugal, and Slovenia.
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In Poland, electoral mobilisation was an uphill battle from the start against a backdrop
of corruption scandals involving the government, the split of the governing party, and a
20% unemployment. Many Poles, having lost faith in the entire political establishment,
disengaged themselves from the campaigns. President Alexander Kwasniewski called
Poland’s 20.9% turnout “the defect of our civil society and democracy”.? It was the se-
cond lowest in EU and the worst turnout ever for a nation-wide election since 1989.

However, the impact of protest votes was clearly felt in the results, in which go-
verning SLD-UP came only fifth with 9.3% of the votes and five seats. The SLD-UP’s
major rival, the liberal-conservative PO, topped the poll with 24% and 15 seats.

But the PO’s victory was overshadowed by the performance of Eurosceptical right-
wing parties and the populists. For example, the Catholic, anti-EU LPR did surprisingly
well with 15.9% and ten seats. The party campaigned against Poland’s accession in
the 2003 referendum and argued that Poland would have to quit the EU to regain real
independence. During the campaign, LPR leader Roman Giertych would prefer to be
known as a “pragmatist” and said his party would no longer support Poland’s withdrawal
from the EU because “the Polish nation decided otherwise (in the 2003 referendum).”
In the European Parliament, the LPR has joined forces with the UK Independent Party
to form a clearly anti-integration fraction known as “Independent and Democracy”.

Another strong anti-EU party from Poland, Self-Defence, gained six seats. Its
MEPs did not join any transnational groups in the European Parliament. The PiS is a
moderate right-wing party. It gained 12.7% of the votes and seven seats. Both the PiS
and Self-Defence apparently lost votes to the LPR. In the 2003 referendum on Poland’s
accession to the EU, exist polls found that two-thirds of LPR supporters, together with
almost half of Self-Defence followers were against EU membership, whereas above
90% of PO and SLD voters were in favour.?’

The remaining seats were shared between three smaller parties. The PSL and the
three-month old SdPl—a splinter group from the governing SLD-UP, won four and
three seats, respectively. The extra-parliamentary liberal party UW got 7.3% of the votes
and four seats. In other words, Poland’s voters are now represented by eight parties in
the European Parliament, but only the SLD-UP, the PO, and the UW are in favour of
European integration as a matter of principle (See Table 5). A total of 17 Sejm deputies
and four senators were elected to the European Parliament. They would have to give
up their seats in the national parliament under the new incompatibility rule.
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Table 5: Results of European Parliament Elections 2004 in Poland

. Greens/| EUL/ | IND/
Parties % Seats |EPP-ED| PES ALDE EFA NGL DEM UEN NA
PO 24 15 15
LPR 15.9 10 10
PiS 12.7 7 7
SO 10.8 6 6
SLD-UP 9.3 5 5
uw 7.3 4 4
PSL 6.3 4 4
SdPI 5.3 3 3
Others 8.4 0
Total 100 54 19 8 4 0 0 10 7 6

Source: The European Union
Available: http://www.elections2004.eu.int/ep-election/sites/en/index.html

Turning to the Czech Republic, “the anti-integration parties won” was Prime Mi-
nister Vladimir Spidla’s verdict. His social democratic CSSD received less than 9% of
the vote and merely two seats (out of 24). Czech political parties are divided over the
future prospects of the EU in terms a pro-integration/federalist orientation and anti-inte-
gration/intergovernmentalist orientation. This division corresponds roughly to the more
familiar “Euroenthusiasts vs. Eurosceptics” pattern. In view of the party manifestoes,
the CSSD, the KDU-CSL, the Liberals, and the SNK-ED belonged to the first group.
The pro-integration parties took only seven seats with 34% of the vote. On the other
hand, the anti-integration ODS, the KSCM and the Independents (Nezavisli) did quite
well with 61% of the vote and 17 seats in the European Parliament.

The European poll in the Czech Republic was also marked by a record low turnout.
Only 28.3% of eligible voters cast their ballots. But the opposition stood to gain from a
strong anti-government mood. The ODS and the Communist KSCM emerged victorious
with 30% and 20.3% of the vote, respectively. The three-party governing coalition led
by the CSSD, which included the KDU-CSL and the ULD, received just above 20% of
the vote altogether (see Table 6).
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Table 6: Results of European Parliament Elections 2004 in Czech Republic

. Greens/| EUL/ | IND/
Parties % | Seats |EPP-ED | PES | ALDE |~ ™| N | [oo | UEN | NA
oDs 30 9 9
ksCMm 203 6 6
SNK/ED 11 3 3
KDU-CsL 9.6 2 2
CssD 8.8 2 2
Nezavisli 8.2 2 1 1
Others 121 0
Total 100 24 14 2 0 0 6 1 0 1

Source: The European Union
Available: http://www.elections2004.eu.int/ep-election/sites/en/index.html

In Hungary, where the campaigns were fierce, the turnout was just above 38%. As
mentioned earlier, the parties fought over domestic issues such as the country’s eco-
nomic performance and fiscal reforms, rather than European affairs. The conservative
opposition parties Fidesz-MPSZ and MDF picked up a total of 13 seats (out of 24),
against eleven for the ruling Socialist—Liberal coalition. The remaining four parties
did not clear the 5% threshold.

Table 7: Results of European Parliament Elections 2004 in Hungary

. Greens/| EUL/ | IND/
Parties % Seats | EPP-ED | PES | ALDE EFA NGL | DEM UEN | NA
FIDESZ 47.4 12 12
MSzP 343 9 9
SZDSZ 7.7 2 2
MDF 5.3 1 1
Others 5.3 0
Total 100 24 13 9 2 0 0 0 0 0

Source: The European Union
Available: http://www.elections2004.eu.int/ep-election/sites/en/index.html

The strong performance of the nationalist Fidesz-MPSZ is unlikely to turn Hungary
into a difficult Member State to accommodate for the time being. The two most pro-
integration groupings—the Socialists and the Liberals—won over 40% of the popular
vote between them. Moreover, the radically anti-EU Justice and Life Party (MIEP) and
the Communist Workers’ Party (Munkaspart) were marginal parties with very limited
appeal. Eventually, Hungary’s policy towards the EU will depend on the outcomes of
the referendum on the Constitutional Treaty and the parliamentary election in 2006.
Should Hungarians become increasingly cynical about the EU, the next government
will be expected to take a tougher stance in the Council of Ministers and during the
European summits.
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In Slovenia, 28.3% of eligible voters turned out to vote. In a post-election opinion
survey, 46% of respondents explained non-participation in terms of “disappointment with
politics”, whilst for 22% of respondents, voters did not show up because “people did
not understand what the election was about” and “the election seemed unimportant”.8

Slovenia’s opposition centre-right NSi came in first with nearly a quarter of the vote,
but the combined list of the governing centre-left LDS and DeSUS coalition came in
a close second; each party took two seats in the European Parliament. The centre-right
SDS also won two seats, while the centre-left ZLSD picked up the last seat. Three other
lists also managed to clear the 4% threshold, but they did not receive enough support

to win seats under the d” Hondt system (See Table 8).

Table 8: Results of European Parliament Elections 2004 in Slovenia

. Greens/| EUL/ IND/
Parties % Seats | EPP-ED | PES | ALDE EFA NGL | DEM UEN | NA
NSi 23.6 2 2
LDS 219 2 2
SDS 17.7 2 2
ZLSD 14.2 1 1
Others 22.6 0
Total 100 7 4 1 2 0 0 0 0 0

Source: The European Union
Available: http://www.elections2004.eu.int/ep-election/sites/en/index.html

More than half of those voted indicated their preference for individual candidates.
Naturally, personal charisma was a key factor in the poll. For example, the winning NSi
list was led by Lojze Peterle, a Christian Democrat who was the Prime Minister of the
first democratically elected government in May 1990. Perhaps more pertinently, he was
the only person from the new Member States to become a member of the Presidium of
the European Convention. In 2003, he was awarded the title of “European Achiever of
the Year” by European Voice in Brussels.

Borut Pahor, the Speaker of the Slovenian Parliament and President of the ZLSD,
was elected to the European Parliament despite (or because of) being the last candidate
on the ZLSD list. Clearly the ZLSD intended to boost its share of votes by captialising
on Pahor’s popularity and charisma—a successful strategy as it turned out. What was
not expected to happen was that a majority of social democrats preferred to cast their
ballots specifically for Pahor.

None of the parties elected to the European Parliament are anti-EU. But of course
they reassured voters that their representatives will stand firm for Slovenian national
interest in the face of many (unspecified) dangers ensuing from the politics of European
integration. In the words of Lojze Peterle,

MEPs do their best for their countries, but not as national teams but through their (Trans-

European) political parties. ... I’'m however quite aware ... that when we agree on a

definitive Slovene interest, every representative will follow that goal regardless of which
grouping they belong to0.?
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In general, the centre-right parties such as NSi display a stronger intergovernmentalist
orientation towards the process of European integration than their centre-left rivals. But
by and large, Slovenia is now represented in the European Parliament by parties which
see Slovenia’s participation in the EU compatible with national interests.

Notwithstanding the disappointing turnout, political parties treated the results serio-
usly as a dress rehearsal for the upcoming parliamentary election in October 2004. The
Christian Democratic NSi and the conservative SDS, both centre-right parties in the
opposition, were satisfied with the outcome. It goes without saying that the governing
centre-left LDS--DeSUS coalition remains a formidable political force. In any case,
the European Parliament election presaged a close race for the National Assembly
election.

5. Conclusion: Lessons from Central and Eastern Europe

To sum up, the 2004 European Parliament elections were not “European” elections,
but rather separate elections in each of the 25 Member States organised according to
nationally determined electoral rules and behavioural patterns. From the start, the elec-
tions appeared to have suffered from a lack of focus and political significance in order
to mobilise voters. The campaign was decentralised, mostly low-key affairs, in which
a relatively small number of voters selected among national parties and leaders on the
basis of national issues. The only visible “European” aspect of these elections was the
fact that the winners were elected to a uniquely supranational European Parliament.

The struggle for recognition by the European Parliament has been a long and difficult
one. It has gained power with the expansion of the co-decision procedure and become a
significant institution at the heart of the European Union. The paradox is that the public
has remained “rationally ignorant” and apathetic. Although the influence of the EU on
the Member States and their citizens continues to grow, the level of participation in the
European elections is unlikely to improve in ensuing elections.

In consequence, the relations between the European Parliament and EU citizens are
tenuous. The legitimacy of the European Parliament is adversely affected by the falling
turnout as well as poor understanding of the decision-making process at the mass level.
In Central and Eastern Europe, in particular, the 2004 European Parliament elections
witnessed a surge of Euroscepticism, whose impact can be felt in mainstream parties as
much as fringe groupings. With the formal accession of the Central and East European
countries into the EU on May 1, critics had become increasingly vocal. The rise of Eu-
rosceptical rhetoric in the region reflected deep-seated ambivalence about the process of
European integration in general and the policies of EU in particular. Anti-supranational
sentiments were couched in terms of the preservation of national sovereignty, and its
embodiment in national institutions. It remains to be seen if it is more likely that greater
heterogeneity of interests along national lines would undermine the cohesion of the
transnational parties within the EP, making pro-integration legislation more difficult.

Against this background, public attitudes towards “an ever closer union” are far from
reassuring. More specifically, the electoral outcomes have shown how difficult it will
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be to gain citizens’ approval for the Constitutional Treaty in referendums in many of
the new (and old) Member States. At the moment there is very little interest in the EU
Constitutional Treaty. But the positive outcomes of the 2003 accession referendums,
which were well-publicised and well-attended events, suggest how EU policy-makers
may proceed with the proposed Constitutional Treaty. It may well be that pro-integration
voters are more inclined to show up when it really matters.

At any rate, the pre-accession cross-party support for membership in most of the
new Member States has already given way to a more dynamic, but at the same time less
predictable, debate about the future of Europe. At the mass level, too, pro-EU feelings
can no longer be taken for granted. Different shades of opinion on a whole range of EU
matters are expected to come to the fore. There may well be no alternative to the EU’s
monopolistic domination in the continent, but the new Member States do not appear to
be happy with political integration in accordance with the supranational—federal ideal
either.

In all, the “return to Europe” that had taken Central and East European nations 15
years is finally completed with their transformation from being compliant candidates
with little bargaining power into full-fledged stakeholders and, if necessary, defiant
veto-players in the EU. In an increasingly multi-national EU, unity, not diversity, should
surprise us. It goes without saying that EU leaders must take both unity and diversity
seriously.

Footnote
Pat Cox (2004).

2. Insharp contrast, the Mediterranean islands—Malta and Cyprus—showed greater enthusiasm
about the European polls and produced higher turnouts of 82.4% and 71.2%, respectively.
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Aleks Szczerbiak and Paul Taggart (2003).

4. Poland, Hungary and the Czech Republic are the largest of the post-communist states. Slov-
enia is one of the smallest and is the only former Yugoslav republic to have joined the EU so
far.

Electoral Systems in Europe (2000).
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contribution to the EU budget. The extra money could be used as the recipients wished, even
as a CAP top-up payments to farmers up to 40% of the level received by farmers in existing
EU countries.
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