Wojciech Gagatek

Warsaw University

British Conservative Party and the Group of the European People’s Party – European Democrats in the European Parliament – an analysis of the history and present shape of difficult relationships

Abstract: this paper analyzes the most recent developments in difficult relationships between British Conservative Party and the Group of the European People’ Party-European Democrats in the European Parliament. By looking at these relations the long-standing and complex problems of the Conservative party's relationship with Europe are more fully revealed. Since the beginning of leadership of eurosceptic William Hague and Ian Duncan Smith, which coincided with the inflow of eurosceptic, Conservative Members of European Parliament in 1999, the bilateral contacts between the Conservative Party and the EPP-ED Group worsened. At the moment, the Tories face the dilemma where to find themselves on European party stage – inside or outside the EPP-ED. This essay provides data assuming that it is likely that the Conservative Party will leave the EPP-ED Group and form a new, conservative group in the European Parliament.
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It has become commonplace to state that British Conservative Party enormously suffered because of its ambivalent position towards Europe. There are huge volumes of literature on this subject (e.g. Morris 1996, Sowemimo 1996, Berrington and Hague 1998, Turner 2000, Buller 2000). Whilst interesting and comprehensive, this literature, for the most part, concentrates on the domestic agenda, emphasises the Westminster perspective and largely omits the position and views of Members of European Parliament (MEPs). To some extent such an academic approach reflects the reality that MEPs have little influence in the British political system (Stafford 1992). Yet ignoring to consider the views and behaviour of MEPs leaves the analysis of the European question under-researched and means that we are left with only a partial understanding. In 1994, David Baker et al. (1996) conducted a survey to show the opinions of then Tory MPs and MEPs on various aspect of European integration. The outcome of this survey clearly showed that then Conservative MEPs had a much more positive approach towards Europe than their colleagues at Westminster. 
By looking at the relations between the Conservative Party in London and the Conservative Party in Strasbourg the long-standing and complex problems of the party's relationship with Europe are more fully revealed. In particular, by considering the nature of the Conservative party's relationship with the Christian Democrats in the European Parliament, the Conservative party's difficulties with Europe are exposed: Conservative MEPs engage with and participate in European institutions whose responsibilities and direction are questioned by some, if not many, eurosceptic Conservative MPs

These relationships are quite complex in that there are many actors – Tory MEPs and MPs, the leader of the Conservative Party and until 1997, the Prime Minister, Conservative Central Office, the EPP Group executive, the EPP Member Parties and its leaders, and many arenas – Britain and Westminster Parliament, Strasbourg and the European Parliament. Most notably, the electoral arena – both domestically and in the European elections – plays a crucial role. 

It is possible to distinguish 4 periods of relations between the British Conservative party and the EPP (Christian Democrats) since the 1970s:

1.
until 1979 - characterised by the Conservative party’s attempts to join forces with Christian Democrats aimed at creating a common group for the first directly elected European Parliament. Eventually, the fusion did not happen.

2.
1979-1990 – identified with a Europe-wide uneasiness and growing distrust of Margaret Thatcher European policy and at the same time by an informal co-operation between the Conservative MEPs and the EPP Group.

3. 1990 - 1997 – marked by Conservative MEPs’ successful attempt to become an allied member of the EPP Group in the European Parliament under the leadership of John Major.

4. since 1997 - characterised by the Conservative party increasing eurosceptic agenda as well as by growing disillusion on both sides and debate about whether to terminate British allied membership in the EPP-ED Group under the leadership of William Hague and Ian Duncan Smith.
This essay will largely skip the first three periods and focus on the last one. However, a brief introduction is necessary in order to introduce certain subjects which became apparent since the seventies, when the first attempts to create a common group were commenced. It is also necessary to explain the reasons behind the establishment of allied membership of Conservative MEPs in the EPP Group in 1992. Due to the limits of this essay, these relationships will be tackled mainly from the British perspective. 

The heart of the problem

Within the context of British and Conservative Party euroscepticism, a decision to join a very pro-integrationist EPP Group seemed somewhat strange. At this time, the EPP was proudly declaring its federalist views. For example, its manifesto for the 1989 European Elections called for a ‘United States of Europe’ (Jansen 1998: 103). However, in terms of the position of MEPs, the membership of a bigger parliamentary group can bring access to positions of influence in the EP and several financial benefits (Ladrech 1996: 291-3). In the late eighties, relatively pro-European Conservative MEPs had to ask themselves very difficult questions: how to exert influence in the European Parliament with a relatively small representation, how to function, if at all, in a pro-federalist EPP Group while representing anti-federalist party, and how to find a solution to domestic political problems, including conflicts with their colleagues at Westminster and with the party leadership. Their attempts to join the EPP reflected the will to change the Conservative party into a more open and pro-European party, certainly not as pro-European as the EPP itself, but more pro-European than the Conservative party used to be. In this sense, their attempts were quite ambitious. However, domestic politics, certain aspects of different history and different political institutions combined with traditions of British semi-detachment and the isolationist, eurosceptic mood in the country clearly did not create a welcoming atmosphere for an easy co-operation in this field (See e.g. George 1998, Gowland 2000). It is agreed that this alliance has always been ‘against’ something than ‘for’ something (Johansson 1997: 149). It might be said that this alliance has been against tradition of semi-detachment, against awareness of different views on fundamental political ideas, finally against the Eurosceptics in the party. Officially though, the alliance has been established to fight together the socialists. On the other hand, as mentioned, for a Conservative 
Party, a decision to join the EPP Group reflected a reasonably positive programme - ‘for’ a relatively pro-European party, fighting together with like-minded parties for a Europe they wanted to create. The pro-European side did not succeed in diluting party euroscepticism – it might be currently even stronger than ever. The opposition to the alliance with the EPP expressed by many Conservative politicians has reflected in turn their hostility towards a closer European integration and the EPP itself, which has had an enormous importance in fostering steps to successive European developments.

After more than 10 years of formal allied membership of Conservative MEPs in the EPP Group, the new generation of eurosceptic leaders – William Hague and Ian Duncan Smith - was taking steps to review the Conservative relationship with the EPP-ED Group. This essay predicts that the Conservative party is likely to withdraw from the EPP-ED Group. The end of a formal relationship and then possible fragmentation of the right into two camps may have significant consequences in allowing the Socialists to regain their position as the biggest group in the EP. Therefore, less than half a year ahead of the next European elections, the current state and prospects of this alliance are definitely worth analysing.
I. A brief outline of the events until 1997

The origins of the relationships

Ideological differences between British Conservatives and European Christian Democrats, and not the different visions for the future of European integration, were initially the main bone of contention and the main reason why both sides did not form a coalition before the first direct elections to the European Parliament in 1979. 

Christian Democratic parties believed at that time that the British Conservatives are ‘too secular, too right-wing and too class-based’(Ashford 1992: 134). The Christian Democrats supposed that, because of the winner takes all British electoral system, and the adversarial and zero sum game British parliamentary tradition, the British Conservatives were unable to compromise. On the other hand, the Conservatives were quite suspicious about co-operating with Christian Democratic parties, which on the whole embraced a social agenda, proposed state-interventionism, had strong trade union wings, and last but not least, used to establish national coalitions with the left. Furthermore, Christian Democrats disapproved of the secular Conservative Party, who lack the objective of promoting a Christian vision of man and society. For their part, the Conservatives disliked the explicit link between religion and politics (Ashford 1980: 119-129; Johansson 1997: 157-185). 

Despite the significant differences, the Conservative MEPs – supported first by their leader Edward Heath and from 1975, be noted, by Margaret Thatcher - were actively seeking an alliance with Christian Democratic parties. The rationale for the merger was to make the Conservatives stronger in terms of their domestic campaigns, and to become more influential in the European Parliament. Together they had a better chance of defeating the socialists (Pridham 1982). 

These efforts were to no avail due to fierce opposition expressed by some Christian Democratic parties, especially from Belgium and the Netherlands. Only German Christian Democrats were supportive, due to some shared beliefs and a good tradition of bilateral co-operation (Johansson 1997: 66-73)

In the end, the European People’s Party was established in 1976 without the British Conservatives, who, together with two Danish Conservative MEPs established their own European Conservative Group, later renamed for the European Democratic Group.

Informal co-operation in the 1980s and allied membership of 1992

Conservative MEPs and the EPP worked together informally in many parliamentary activities in the 1980s. Both sides co-operated on committees, sent representatives to each other’s meetings, engaged in extensive consultation before voting, and sometimes had joint spokesmen and joint group meetings (Ashford 1992: 134).

As time passed, the Tory MEPs came to the conclusion that it would be beneficial to formally join forces with the EPP Group. The need for the alliance became particularly significant in the context of the outcome of the 1989 European elections, when the European Democrats Group saw its position fall from being the third to the fifth biggest group in the EP, thus depriving Tory MEPs of much influence. On the other hand, the expansion of the European Communities compelled the EPP to ask itself whether it was willing and able to open itself up for representing different political traditions (Jansen 1998: 110-20). Some successful incorporations, e.g. with the Spanish Partido Popular, proved to be beneficial for both sides. However, even if then British Conservative MEPs expressed positive views about European integration, the EPP leaders could not agree on the fusion because of most of Europe was united in its distaste for Margaret Thatcher, whose vision of European integration as well as the style of politics were completely at odds with the Christian Democrats (Butler and Westlake 1995: 28-30; Jansen 1998: 117; Lodge 1990: 7). However, when Margaret Thatcher was forced to resign in November 1990, and when new leadership under John Major promised to take a less confrontational style towards Europe, the chances improved greatly. After more than 3 years of negotiation, and despite disagreement on many issues, in April 1992, the EPP Group voted by 66-28 with five abstentions to admit individual Conservatives into the group (Jacobs et al. 1992: 66). Conservative MEPs became allied members of the EPP Group, on the basis of acceptance of the Group's Basic Programme. Such allied members are not obliged by the Political Programme, on the whole much more detailed and thorough than the EPP Basic Programme, as is the case with full members. Since the beginning, they very often used this flexible status, which whilst giving them a position of influence in the EP, was helpful to explain the Tory MEPs’ independence from the EPP line to domestic UK audiences. In both the 1994 and 1999 European elections, the Conservatives fought campaigns on their distinct Tory manifesto, thus not committing themselves to pan-European manifesto presented by the EPP. During parliamentary voting, in case of a difference of views Conservative MEPs were allowed to vote differently from the Group.

However, such a status did not please many politicians within the Conservative Party. Bearing in mind the Maastricht and post-Maastricht quarrels, the Conservative Eurosceptics in Westminster accused their colleagues in Strasbourg of promoting federalist EPP polices being at odds with Conservative vision of politics, economy and the future of Europe, and above all, aiming at creating a single European state. Likewise in the EPP, some members expressed uneasiness over inviting the Conservatives and then realigning with them in 1994, especially due to their in fact eurosceptic positions, increasing especially since 1997, when a Eurosceptic William Hague took the lead of the party (Johansson 1997: 192-207).

II. The crisis after 1997

William Hague and hardening of the eurosceptic line
From the outset William Hague decided to settle the European dispute within the party, notorious since the Maastricht revolts, by establishing a firmer eurosceptic policy line (Turner 1999: 247). The general mood within the country at that time indicated some euroscepticism, so this could benefit a eurosceptic party (Mather 2000: 219). His major speeches on Europe, notably the one in Budapest, clearly gave the signal that the party from the ambivalent European stance of John Major is returning to the rigid eurosceptic agenda, associated with Margaret Thatcher. ’Save the pound’ and ‘in Europe, not run by Europe’ became his and his party two major European slogans. Hague rejected any notion of federalism, expressing the conviction for Europe of nation states. In this respect, he wanted to grant the member states the right to opt-out from any further European Treaty or some points of these treaties (flexibility clause). He also proposed to reject the single currency for the lifetime of the then current and next Westminster Parliament. Such an agenda reflected the general mood within the party, but did not make happy its pro-Europeans, both in Westminster and in Strasbourg, and those of Conservative pro-European supporters (Baker 2001: 279-81; Turner 1999: 249-56). So the aim of the 1999 European elections campaign was to clearly manifest party’s euroscepticism, as a radical alternative to Blarite Labour, while not allowing to alienate the party too much from its pro-European supporters (Mather 2000: 219-20). 

The 1999 European Elections manifestos

William Hague decided to choose a famous slogan for the 1999 European Elections ‘In Europe, not run by Europe’. Although the manifesto contained some vigorously eurosceptical rhetoric, its specific proposals for reform were more pragmatic (Butler and Westlake 2000: 55). In the foreword to this manifesto, his positive remarks like ‘Europe matters to Britain’, ‘Britain’s place lies firmly within the European Union’, are interestingly balanced with reservations such as ‘we believe there should be limits to European integration, and that we are near those limits now’ (The Conservative Party 1999). 

Conservative manifesto claims that creation of a single European state is likely to happen ‘with a combination of ever more majority voting, one currency, one tax policy, one employment policy, one defence policy and one legal area’. By the slogan ‘Europe should do less and do it better’, the Conservatives made their pledge to oppose creation of a single European state in the above-mentioned shape. European Community institutions should not be given more responsibilities, but concentrate on doing the current ones more efficiently. While expressing their views on top-priority of EU enlargement, the Tories called for a Europe of free trade, free markets, deregulation, and co-operation.

The Conservatives in their manifesto in the majority of cases strongly advocate intergovernmental co-operation, notably in defence and foreign policy and concerning common actions in justice and home affairs. According to the Conservatives, at the same time it is important to limit the political significance of EU institutions. The extension of the Qualified Majority Voting in the Council is against Britain’s interests. Throughout the entire manifesto the Conservatives warned against the left, who either domestically or through European institutions pursues to create a more regulated, more social-oriented and more community-based European Union. Neither the EPP nor European alliance are directly mentioned in the manifesto, but the Conservatives emphasise that ‘the centre-right can regain control of the European Parliament with a swing of only 15 seats. By voting Conservative, you will be voting for change in Europe’.

What kind of Europe the EPP wants? The EPP Action Programme 1999-2004 answers:

We want a communitarian Europe which is democratic, transparent, and capable of taking action. We do not want a super-state, but rather - following the principles of subsidiarity and federalism - a division of responsibilities and duties between the Union, Member States, and regional and municipal institutions, based on solidarity (The EPP 1999a).

EPP 1999 Manifesto can be described as a mixture of traditional social-Christian themes, slightly influenced by liberal economic thinking and politically expressing widening of European integration (The EPP 1999b). 

It mentions support for family, right to education, desire to achieve full employment, dialogue between social partners, greater social integration, including equality between women and men. On the other hand, some traditionally liberal points can be noticed, e.g. opposition to regulation, intervention and bureaucracy as well as calls for lower taxation. Referring to the euro, EPP Manifesto states:

The euro is not the final objective, nor a mere technical improvement. For the EPP it is the foundation stone of what we intend to be a new era, one which will bring Europe closer to its citizens in a bewildering time.

With this conviction goes support for an independent European Central Bank and the Stability Pact. However, many problems are also noticed, e.g. too high tax levels that hinder competitiveness of the European Union in a globalized world.

The EPP expresses its overwhelming backing for a radical institutional reform in order to make the EU more democratic and transparent. This is important also in term of EPP’s principle of enlargement. Subsidiarity is mentioned as the bedrock of the European Union. The EPP calls for widening of the European integration through, inter alia, encouragement to a more integrated Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP), harmonisation of laws in the areas of asylum and immigration, closer judicial co-operation in order to create ‘a genuine area of freedom, security, and justice’. However, the EPP Manifesto emphasises that all these steps should be read in line with conviction to preserve diversity of identities and cultures of the member states.

Fundamental differences

From this description, it is evident that both sides have two differing visions of the European integration and its aims. Certainly, some common points are apparent, e.g. regarding principle of enlargement, support for family, low taxation, co-operation in environmental protection, tackling together international crime, maintenance of close transatlantic relationship, opposition to intervention and regulation and the principle of subsidiarity. Even though, the very understanding of these points can be different. Subsidiarity for the Conservative Party is arguably considered mainly as a means to diminish the power of European institutions, whereas the EPP in its Action Programme 1999-2004 stresses that ‘the principle of subsidiarity must not be used to dilute or reduce the powers of the Commission’

It is much easier to spot the differences. As mentioned above, the EPP advocates a social market economy with social-Christian agenda of e.g. full employment, social integrity, etc. Such ideas run counter to Conservative agenda of the new right, liberal economic approach, championed since the Thatcher era (Kavanagh 1997). 

Conservative minimal-state approach is also reflected in their calls for much stronger deregulation, against red tape as well as against harmonisation of economic instruments. In short, EPP Manifesto considers economic difficulties and the welfare of the EU citizens as the problem for the entire EU and calls for common EU polices in this respect based on solidarity and social responsibility, whereas the British Conservatives signal that by and large the member states should keep most of their economic instruments and polices on domestic level with a parallel reduction of EU powers.

To that extent, Conservatives are clearly against EPP approval for the single currency, increased EU budget, harmonisation of taxes and common transport policy. 

To spot two different visions of institutional development is the easiest task. The Conservatives have always been against EPP proposals for a constitution for Europe, a strong and independent European Commission, increased majority voting in the Council, and finally against more responsibilities and influence for the European Parliament. From time immemorial the Conservatives have been also opposed to the growth of powers of regions, known in Britain under the term ‘devolution’. In the context of the 1999 manifesto, Conservatives repeated their conviction to limit the range and scope of further EU developments by introducing a flexibility clause, which would give the member states the right to choose which aspects of EU policy they adopt. Furthermore, Tory manifesto calls against an advanced CFSP, enthusiastically supported by the EPP. The difference is also visible when the EPP argues for reinforcement of judicial co-operation and afterwards for e.g. the progressive harmonisation of national penalty norms. The same applies to harmonisation of European legislation in the areas of asylum and immigration, with uniform criteria at all European borders, which Conservatives vehemently opposed to.

Above all, since the 1990s the main bone of contention has always concerned institutional developments and Tory fears of creation of a single European state (Butler and Westlake 1995: 93-112; Johansson 1997: 179-82). However, support for a federal Europe has been recently skipped over in the official declarations of the EPP leaders, probably bearing in mind the allergy of European Conservatives to this term (Hanley and Ysmal 2002: 153). 

However, it is not true that the EPP as such supports the creation of a single European state, as is repeated constantly by the Eurosceptics. As mentioned, what the EPP does is try to build European co-operation based on federal principles of division of power and responsibility between Member States and the European Union, which is nevertheless different from creating a single European state.

The only one reference in Conservative Manifesto to the centre-right co-operation in the EP shows that there is some proximity which arguably reflects antipathy towards the common enemy, namely the socialists. Paradoxically, one could fight the case that the ideological difference between the Christian Democrats and the European Socialists is less noticeable than between the EPP and British Conservatives.

The British campaign and elections to the European Parliament in 1999 did not attract much attention. Concerning the Conservatives European alliance, Labour applied the same tactics as in the 1994 European elections campaign and was quick to spot a chance to attack Tory ambivalence and alleged double-talk, once in domestic affairs, and once in a federal group in the EP. And again, then Leader of the Conservatives in the EP, Edward McMillan-Scott had sought out clear statements from the EPP Group Chairman, Wilfred Martens, confirming the Conservatives independence from the Group (Butler and Westlake 2000: 81). 

The results of elections became a great surprise. Even just before the elections date the ICM poll of the 8th of June predicted a small victory for the Labour Party. The Tories achieved a significant growth of seats, improving their result from the worst-ever 18 seats achieved in 1994 to 36 MEPs, whereas the number of Labour MEPs fell down from 62 to 29. The Labour Party campaign stressed the openness towards changes in Europe and the need to finish with eurosceptic ambivalence about the EU. The Tories, as outlined above, took a clear, eurosceptic view, notably arguing for preserving domestic competencies in many areas or fighting in defence of the pound. Such steps brought a success, because this approach reflected the lack of enthusiasm felt by the British toward European integration, especially concerning the national currency, and thus touching their long-standing and still flourishing euroscepticism (Hanley and Ysmal 2002: 158). 

In this context it is important to notice that a new generation of Tory MEPs elected for the first time in 1999 present vividly eurosceptic views, and traditionally pro-European character of almost all members of Tory team in the EP has been forgotten.

Structural bonds

The usual situation with such freely associated MEPs like the Conservatives is that every EP term they are forced to seek readmittance to the group. Under William Hague, the first Tory internal discussions in this field started before the 1999 European elections. The Eurosceptics in the party during the electoral campaign and soon afterwards were not stopped by the leadership to publicly wage another, internal campaign: to withdraw from the EPP Group and align the Conservative MEPs with more sceptical right-wing parties. On 3 February 1999, the then leader of Conservatives in the EP, Edward McMillan-Scott said:

‘Everybody is trying to find out what the Centre Right alternative is, but it has not yet found a voice’ (The Times, 4 Februar 1999). 

Soon before the election, the arch-eurosceptic Bruges Group published a pamphlet calling for the end of the alliance. Martin Ball and Jonathan Colette (1999) repeated the already-known eurosceptic arguments on the Conservatives being completely at odds with the EPP in fundamental matters:

What can be the point of sitting in a group for ‘influence’ when you do not agree with it? Perhaps, according to this argument, Conservative MEPs should be actually sitting with the Party of European Socialists who, before the 1999 European elections, are an even bigger grouping.

As an alternative, they outlined three, in their opinion, better options for Conservative MEPs. 

First option called for establishing a new group in the EP around the themes of defence of a Europe of nation states. Such option would be beneficial also in terms of better control of the group speaking time, press officers and finances.

Second option recommended joining the Union for Europe of Nations Group (UEN), and the third encouraged formation of coalition with like-minded MEPs of Gaullists orientation, mainly from France.

However, as Martin Ball explained to the author of this essay, in the context of current situation as well, even if none of these options were possible, it would still be better than sit with the EPP Group to be outside, even if this meant sitting alone, even without a recognised parliamentary group. It is more important to hold the banner of Conservatives in the EP, be totally free in promoting the party’s real beliefs and be considered by the public to promote your own beliefs than to have a few committee chairmanships for old federalist Conservative MEPs. Apart from this, the question of having alleged influence in the EP is less important than the bulk of other things. According to Ball, pro-European Conservative MEPs after more than 10 years of allied membership in the EPP Group did very little to hinder progress towards creation of a single European state, even though they argue that they have had more influence by sitting with a bigger group in the EP (Interview with Martin Ball, London, 31 July 2003).

Just before the elections, William Hague was reported to be considering a plan to terminate all formal links with the EPP Group. In his opinion, the continuation of the agreement was only possible if the Conservatives would be able to promote their own policies when these were different from those of the EPP (The Times, 5 June 1999). However, the then leader of the Conservatives in the EP, Edward Mr McMillan-Scott stated publicly that he expected to retain the EPP link and would fight to do so. He was able to count on the support of the majority of MEPs who have been either moderately Euro-enthusiastic or loyalist (Daily Telegraph, 15 June 1999). The speculations about withdrawal ended finally on 30th June, when a shadow cabinet meeting approved a compromise deal negotiated by William Hague, Foreign Shadow Secretary John Maples and McMillan-Scott. On the 7 July William Hague signed to Marbella Declaration, which gave notice that the name of the Group will be changed to the European People’s Party and European Democrats, so as to reflect the change in the membership and policies of the group (The Times, 8 July 1999). Thirty-six Tory MEPs rejoined a renamed EPP-ED Group, now including the French Gaullists and the Italian Forza Italia. The British Conservatives, as ‘allied members’, were granted the right to vote free in a situation of a difference of views. William Hague won the membership of the largest group in the EP, giving access to committee chairmanships and other positions of influence, on the one hand, and political independence for domestic consumption, on the other (Butler and Westlake 2000: 206). 

However, some voices within the EPP Group objected to the readmittance of Tory MEPs and against the change of name of the group itself. Soon after the elections some traditional Christian Democrats established a loose Schuman Group to argue for traditional Chrisitian democratic themes and stand against the rightward drift of the EPP Group (Judge and Ernshaw 2003: 133). In December that year the mini summit of EPP leaders were reported to warn Mr Hague that due to his party highly eurosceptic behaviour and lack of commitment to compromise within the EPP-ED, they might sever relations with Conservative MEPs (The Times, 10 December 1999).

III. The attempts to withdraw from the Group since 2001

The confrontational style of Ian Duncan Smith

The Eurosceptics have continued their efforts to withdraw from the EPP-ED throughout the current EP term. As mentioned above, some newly elected MEPs present fiercely eurosceptic beliefs and have called for withdrawal from the EPP. According to the Times (23 February 2001), a group of eurosceptic MEPs, some quite influential and with close links to the then Shadow Cabinet were to meet in February 2001 to discuss the prospects of withdrawing from the EPP-ED and joining other more right-wing and eurosceptic parties. The meeting, said to be hosted by Martin Callanan, a North East MEP, included 11 MEPs, and inter alia, Roger Helmer, Daniel Hannan and Chris Heaton-Harris.

After the election of Mr Duncan Smith for the Tory leader in September 2001, Roger Helmer MEP said that ‘a significant number of British Conservative MEPs are deeply embarrassed to find themselves sitting with the most obsessively federalist group in the Parliament and would far prefer to sit elsewhere [...]. Now that the Conservative Party has elected Ian Duncan Smith as leader [...] it is increasingly difficult to see how we can continue to sit with this centrist, federalist group’ (The European Voice, 20 September 2001).

Officially though, Conservatives have been proud to say that they sit within the largest group in the EP, stressing that the group that the Labour Party belongs to, ranks only second. However, whenever else possible, they emphasise their independence from the EPP-ED line. The Conservatives have underlined that both the Labour and Liberal Democrats, as full members of the respective EP groups, are bound by their group manifestos and policies, whereas the Conservatives, as ‘allied members’ are free to vote differently from their group (Conservative Party Website 2003).

Yet, even such level of independence has not been satisfactory for many Conservative politicians. 

The following Conservative leader, Ian Duncan Smith continued or even hardened the approach instituted by William Hague. Since the beginning of his leadership, he sought to achieve even a more advanced level of independence within the EPP-ED Group. Therefore, he took some steps to pursue this goal.  Firstly, Theresa Villiers, a eurosceptic London MEP was reported to have been asked by Conservative Central Office to canvass opinion informally among Tory MEPs on their support for a clearer split from the EPP-ED. Her alleged mission failed, because only 6 MEPs were believed to offer her a backing (The Independent, 13 December 2002). Secondly, in a number of letters, notably from November 2001, addressed to the chairman of the EPP-ED Group, Mr Duncan Smith revealed his willingness for the Tory MEPs to remain the ‘associates’ of the EPP, but operating under a ‘European Democrats’ tag, giving them a more distinct voice in opposition to the federalist agenda of the EPP (Press Association, 10 December 2001). Furthermore, Mr Duncan Smith called for Tory MEPs to have courage to express their distinction, to promote different policies from the rest of the EPP-ED Group, and finally to have their own structures and finances (The Independent, 10 December 2001). He was even believed to have set a deadline to the EPP-ED for granting more autonomy (The Guardian, 4 December 2001).

However, the chairmanship of the EPP-ED has stood very firmly on their positions, stating that the concessions granted in 1999 are an absolute maximum that they could afford. From the Strasbourg perspective, it may look unclear whether the Tories are members of the EPP-ED group, even the associate ones, so much their behaviour and self-identification is often different from the group. It is enough to point out that during the first six months of the current EP term, the majority of British Conservatives voted against the EPP-ED line in almost 1/3 of votes (Hix 2000: 3).

From the other point of view, the above-mentioned letters and confrontational policy toward the EPP-ED executive can be explained by Duncan Smith’s efforts to maintain unity within his own party. Undoubtedly, Mr Duncan Smith is a strong Eurosceptic, but the MEPs like Helmer or Hannan or influential Lord Tebbit in Westminster are even more eurosceptical. He therefore had to take some steps, even symbolic ones, to appease the party’s internal tensions. Specifically, as the Daily Telegraph (28 October 2002) pointed out, Mr Duncan Smith believed that his principled conduct as a backbencher throughout the 1990s, where he, as a Maastricht rebel, opposed the party line in most crucial points has earned him ‘the benefit of the doubt from what today is his party's mainstream’

Possible scenarios 

Centre-right parties from new member states can add a new dimension to ideological disputes within the EPP-ED Group. Most probably, at least in political matters, they will advocate for more moderate policies and proposals than Christian Democratic parties from old member states. Even a brief analysis of their political position lead to such an assumption. Some of right-wing newcomers are likely to support a vision of Europe revealed by Ian Duncan Smith in Prague in July 2003. Repeating traditional Tory beliefs, he also revealed opposition to further losses of sovereignty, especially in the context of the Draft Constitutional Treaty. The Prague declaration, based on such themes, was signed together by the British Conservatives and two parties from Central and Eastern Europe – Polish Law and Justice and Czech ODS (Conservative Party Website 2003b). It is very likely that the British Conservatives will encourage these and other parties to form a new group in the next EP, especially because the two above-mentioned parties do not want to align themselves with the EPP-ED Group.

However, as mentioned, any radical changes will depend on the character of the next representation of Conservative MEPs. Provided that eurosceptic Conservatives form the majority in the Conservative team in the next EP term, notably if they manage to push through their candidate for the position of the Leader of Conservatives in the EP, then it is very likely that Conservative MEPs will finally withdraw from the EPP-ED. In the context of latest European hustings for the 2004 European Elections, it was suggested that as the party membership had decreased in recent years, the net effect of this was that profile of party members was more strongly eurosceptic in 2002 than it had been in the 1998 European hustings, and that such eurosceptic party members had tended to dominate the hustings (Independent Commission to review Britain’s experience of PR voting systems 2003). Since 1999, for the European elections the British (apart from Northern Irleand) have chosen a regional list system, where the voter in the multi-member constituencies simply chooses between the lists of different parties but cannot choose an individual candidate. In such case, the high position on the electoral list is absolutely essential to win the seat.

The already mentioned Bruges Group called for voting in the hustings for sound, eurosceptic candidates. They even prepared the list of 15 Conservative MEPs, some of key importance, who in their opinion embraced community life and went native. The Bruges Group were sending e-mails to Conservative party members asking to reject such Europhile candidates during the European hustings. Certainly, one of the most important factors in preparing their list must have been the attitude of the Tory MEPs towards the realignment with the EPP-ED (The Independent, 8 October 2002).

This sequence helped to practically eliminate some pro-European MEPs or pro-European candidates for MEPs. In most cases, pro-European candidates achieved lower positions on the electoral lists, except for the current MEPs, who had been guaranteed their places (The Guardian, 9 September 2002). It does not mean, however, that current MEPs were to be given secure, winnable positions. In the South East region, for example, pro-European Roy Perry MEP achieved 6th position on the list of his party, after 4 MEPs and one candidate who is not an MEP at the moment. The similar situation happened in the South West to pro-European Lord Stockton MEP, grandson of the Conservative Prime Minister Harold Macmillan. In last elections, Conservatives took 5 out of 10 seats in these regions. If Roy Perry or Lord Stockton is to be re-elected, then the list of Conservatives must receive even better results than in 1999. In other regions, if the Conservatives improve their results from the successful 1999 European Elections, it will logically mean that due to the general advantage of eurosceptic candidates on the electoral lists, newly elected MEPs will be Eurosceptics. Furthermore, some veteran MEPs, e.g. Lord Bethell, who always supported European alliance with the EPP, are retiring. This sequence altogether will build the eurosceptic majority among the British Conservatives in the EP with significant consequences for their relationships with the EPP-ED Group.

Everything discussed above would look much more plausible and sound had the Conservative Party not removed from office its leader, Ian Duncan Smith in November 2003. With Michael Howard on the lead, the picture concerning Tory European alliance looks more complex. Notwithstanding, it is still reasonable to suppose that the above scenarios will come into being. First, as the Financial Times assumed (4 December 2003), although Michael Howard, like both of his two predecessors, is a well-known Eurosceptic, he is, unlike Hague and Duncan Smith, keen on making a bigger effort on the international stage in order to make the Tories ‘internationalist in outlook’ and to loose their ‘little Englander’ image. So Mr Howard went to Paris in December 2003 for the EPP Summit in order to exchange views with other EPP leaders, including Silvio Berlusconi of Italy and Jose Maria Aznar of Spain. On the other hand, as many visits and talks have shown, Mr Howard is eager to maintain the relationship with right-wing EU newcomers, including the above-mentioned Polish Law and Justice Party and Czech ODS. Both of these parties had initially applied for membership in the EPP and in the EPP-ED, but last year decided to withdraw their applications, taking into account the fundamental differences in the vision for the future of European integration

This in turn offers a comfortable situation for the Conservative leadership: it can steer a middle course and take ‘wait and see’ approach, and then, choose the best option. First, the easiest option would be to withdraw from the EPP-ED Group and form a new group with the Conservatives from newcoming member states, while assuming that this has been done in order to open the possibilities for both more active and ‘true to life’ Conservative position on the European party stage. Second, they may in spite of all difficulties remain the associate of the EPP-ED Group. Furthermore, by convincing the above-mentioned Conservative parties from newcoming countries to change their views and align themselves with the EPP-ED, the British Conservatives would significantly strengthen their internal position in the EPP-ED Group, and steer it towards more right-wing positions. The only problem that emerges here is that such a ‘wait and see’ approach will not gain the Tories much credibility on the international stage, but only confirm their lack of commitment to any long-lasting international alliances. However, as assumed above, if the majority of British Conservative team is formed by the Eurosceptics, then they will most probably strongly advocate withdrawing from the EPP-ED. To summarise, although the change of leadership has made the picture more puzzled, the overall assumptions remain corresponding.

It seems, however, that the some members of the EPP-ED Group will not be very depressed about finishing formal co-operation with the Conservatives provided that their Group achieves satisfactory amount of votes to again outnumber the Group of the Party of European Socialists. This is quite likely to happen, especially because the EPP-ED Group managed to build fruitful relations with centre-right parties in all candidate countries, which are to choose their MEPs in June 2004, and it seems the EPP-ED will benefit rather better from the inflow of the MEPs from new EU countries than the socialists. For example, during experimental period since 1 May 2003, when a number of MPs from new EU countries have been observing the EP’s works, 69 such MPs joined the EPP-ED Group, whereas 57 singed up to the Party of European Socialists.

This does not mean, however, that the EPP will make the first step to sever the relationships with the Conservatives, as has shown the recent stance of the leader of the EPP, Wilfred Martens, who called for unity among centre-right parties in Europe, probably bearing in mind the Tories too (Fincial Times, 22 September 2003). Therefore, the overall situation before and just after the 2004 European Elections may resemble the diplomatic horse-trading between both sides, well known from the period of the 1999 European Elections.
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