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CRITICAL THINKING AT THE CRITICAL TIME™ 

INTRODUCTION 

Europe goes to the polls as the European economy 

slowly emerges from recession. The crisis has left a trail 

of social and economic detritus in its wake: limited 

growth for the coming years; high unemployment, in 

particular amongst the young; growing income 

inequality; a potential deflationary spiral; loss of public 

trust in government, and an even bigger resentment 

towards ‘Europe’. In this fifth edition of our series of 

snapshots on the forthcoming European elections, FTI 

Consulting looks at the impact the fallout from the crisis 

may have on the elections, the EP and the EU. 

 

The slow recovery 

The European economy and the euro zone seem to be finally 

on the road to recovery. There is reason to be cautiously 

optimistic, but optimism is muted by fears that the crisis will 

continue to affect the EU economy – and its politics – in the 

coming years. The economies of many EU Member States 

remain weak and the eurozone as a whole could soon 

experience deflation, a self-reinforcing phenomenon that 

cripples economies by making it harder for governments and 

borrowers to repay debts and disincentivising consumer 

spending. 

Fears of a deflationary spiral are coupled with sustained high 

levels of unemployment – slowly decreasing but still at a 

significant 12%. Youth unemployment is a particular blot on 

the European copybook, which in the eurozone hit a record 

high of 24.4% in 2013. Rates in many countries are well above 

this: Spain’s stands at a staggering 57%.  

These historic levels of youth unemployment will have a direct 

impact on the outcome of the European elections. As the Irish 

Minister of Finance Michael Noonan noted recently, youth 

unemployment “puts the wind beneath the wings of every 

extremist in Europe”. As discussed in an earlier snapshot, it is 

expected that the new European Parliament will see a drastic 

rise in the number of MEPs from extremist and eurosceptic 

parties, capturing up to 30% of the vote. 

Fighting fires at the expense of democracy? 

Some commentators argue that Europe’s response to the 

crisis has been as slow as the region’s recovery. A decision on 

how to reform the European banking sector has not yet been 

taken, and European officials have delayed and watered down 

plans to create a eurozone banking union, needed to 

recapitalise or shut down troubled financial institutions that 

have become a burden on strained economies. 

On the other hand, the financial crisis has forced the EU to 

take creative emergency measures, many of which were 

adopted through complex systems. Unanimity on treaty 

changes was unrealistic and governments could not justify 

actions within existing treaty provisions. The response 

consisted then of a mix of intergovernmental measures and 

actions adopted within the EU framework. Consensus was 

reached to strengthen the Commission’s oversight of national 

budgets and find a way of pooling the Union’s resources to 

attenuate the growing divergences in borrowing costs for 

different countries.  

But decisions taken by European Council members outside the 

framework of the European Union (EU) has led to debate about 

the democratic deficit in the area of economic governance. 

There has not been as much scrutiny as many MEPs would 

have liked, as Parliament has had only a minimal role in 

creating these new instruments. This has been exploited by 

Eurosceptic parties to demonise the EU in toto and blame all 

national austerity measures on it. Despite agreeing these 

deals in Council, Member State national governments have 

added fuel to the eurosceptic fire with that hoary old chestnut 

of blaming Brussels. 

Criticisms of democratic accountability have surfaced in other 

areas of EU politics too. To address the alleged sluggishness of 

the legislative process, in recent years we have seen a 

dramatic increase in first-reading agreements – from 28% in 

the 1999-2004 legislature to around 80% in the current one1. 

These early agreements promote efficiency and reduce the 

length of time it takes the EU to finalise a legislative proposal 

(around 19 months). However these early agreements are 

controversial because they are negotiated before the EP 

adopts an official position in plenary and because they rely on 

deals struck in trilogues2 behind closed doors. 

Looking ahead 

The incoming European Parliament and Commission will need 

to quickly find solutions while at the same time ensuring 

increased democratic accountability and popular support of 

the decisions they take. A question of squaring the circle? 

The challenge of the new European Parliament will be on the 

one hand to gain oversight powers over the Union’s economic 

governance tools in order to tame criticisms from eurosceptic 

parties, and on the other to push a positive message on the 

constructive role that the EU is playing in pursuing a strategy 

focused on jobs and growth as well as fiscal discipline.  

A review of the Parliament’s rules of procedures concluded in 

2013 aimed to reverse the trend in favour of more second 

reading agreements. While this would ensure a more 

transparent process, this will be at the expense of speed. In 

light of the tough decisions that the EU will need to take in the 

coming years, the new Parliament will need to carefully 

balance these two demands. 

                                                                 
1 Obholzer L. and Reh C., How to Negotiate under Co-decision in the EU, ceps 

Policy Brief, May 2012 
2 Between the Commission, the Council Rotating Presidency, and normally the 

rapporteur of the file and the President of the Committee from the European 

Parliament 

http://www.fticonsulting.com/global2/critical-thinking/white-papers/archive.aspx
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What has Europe ever done for us? Selling Europe to 

Europeans 

Current debates on what Europe should represent tend to 

focus on practical and, unsurprisingly in the current 

environment, economic questions. For example, should a new 

Europe be built around the hope for an innovative and 

ecological European economy, as the Greens have been 

calling for, or the promise of jobs and maintaining our envied 

welfare system, the mantra of the S&D Group? However, what 

is missing from the political discourse is any sense of a bigger 

vision or purpose for Europe. To paraphrase what Bas Eickhout 

said at a recent debate organised by FTI Consulting Brussels, 

when we focus on economic questions, we appeal to the head: 

it’s time the political discourse appealed to the heart. This is 

what eurosceptics have been incredibly good at doing. 

At that debate, two candidates in the upcoming elections – 

Bas Eickhout (Green MEP) and Richard Corbett (currently 

adviser for institutional relations in Van Rompuy’s cabinet) – 

and Karel Lannoo, CEO of the Think Tank CEPS, all agreed that 

the EU must work on its communications towards citizens in 

order to construct a vision which all Europeans can buy into. If 

there is one thing that the EU has been without for some time, 

it is a unifying narrative to sell to its citizens. 

After the Second World War this narrative existed. The 

prospect of creating a region free from war and economic 

recovery driven by the pooling of resources and a single 

market appealed to the European citizen of 50 years ago. Now 

that peace within Europe is a given and the benefits of the 

single market long enjoyed, that dream no longer resonates. 

MEPs work on very detailed and technical dossiers. Candidate 

MEPs need to be able to step back, see the wood from the 

trees, and explain the big picture in simple terms to their 

constituents. They also need to explain how important the 

European Parliament is in terms of making the laws that 

impact their constituents’ lives, be it around banking union, 

data privacy or cross-border healthcare. MEPs and the wider 

EU should also concentrate on talking about the positive 

impact the EU has on citizens’ everyday lives in a really 

tangible way (ease of cross-border travel; residency rights in 

other EU states; greater choice at cheaper prices; high levels 

of consumer protection, etc).  

Conclusion  

The incoming European Parliament will enjoy more power than 

any before, and the next European Commission President is 

likely to be chosen by the political group winning the most 

seats in Parliament. On the other hand, it’s also likely to be the 

most anti-European Parliament in its history, with up to a fifth 

of all seats expected to go to extremist, anti-EU parties. Some 

hot political potatoes and tough reforms await incoming MEPs 

in the Parliament’s in-tray. 

 

Some pundits suggest that the EP’s strengthened role will 

result in increased citizen participation and buy-in to EU 

politics, and will also strengthen both the Parliament and 

Commission’s legitimacy. The projected prevalence of anti-EU 

parties in the next EP would seem to give the lie to that 

assertion. The truth is that the vast majority of European 

citizens neither understands nor cares about the rather 

technical balance of power and political horse-trading between 

the EP and the EC. Neither do they appreciate how important 

the Parliament is in shaping the rules that affect their lives. It’s 

too late for the upcoming European elections, but it behooves 

not just incoming MEPs but also the EC to communicate the 

very real importance and impact of the EU to European 

citizens.  
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