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7% in the European Parliament





     Parliamentary Highlights – August 2008

French Presidency
On 10 July, French President Nicolas Sarkozy addressed MEPs to set out his priorities for France's presidency of the EU which began on 1 July. He called for the EU to develop distinct policies on climate change, energy, immigration and defence. New employment legislation covering working time, temporary workers and the creation of works councils are also part of the Presidency priorities.
Responding for the Conservative Delegation, Philip Bushill-Matthews MEP highlighted a passage in M Sarkozy’s book ‘Temoignage’ (‘Testimony’) in which he describes the follies of the 35-hour week, introduced in France by a socialist Prime Minister. M. Sarkozy wrote:  ‘Rather than the uniform and rigid policy of the 35 hours…I think our fellow citizens expect a policy of free choice, which permits those that wish to earn more to work more, and for everyone to regulate their own working hours according to their lifestyle.’

Quoting this passage, Mr Bushill-Matthews said:  “Mr President, you have got it in one. It is not for Governments to force people to work more. But it is for Governments to enable people to work more if people choose to work more.  So if these principles guide your Presidency, we shall be alongside you all the way.  When the Working Time Directive is revised: we shall be on the side of freedom and choice.  When the Temporary Workers Directive is reviewed: we shall again be on the side of freedom and choice.”
Turning to the issue of the Irish referendum on the Lisbon Treaty, Mr Bushill-Matthews said:  “I urge you to respect the choice of the people of Ireland in their recent referendum.  I urge you to regard their decision not as a problem to be addressed but as an opportunity to be grasped - an opportunity for Europe to reconnect with its people.”
Majority of MEPs back ‘Amber Alert’

 

A majority of MEPs have signed a Written Declaration tabled by Edward McMillan-Scott MEP which calls for and EU-wide missing child alert system.  The proposal, which has also received support from French President Nicolas Sarkozy, must now be debated in full session by the Parliament and should lead to EU-wide legislation with the backing of the incoming French Presidency of the Council.  Since the ‘Amber Alert’ began in the USA in 2003, nearly 400 children have been recovered, 80 per cent within the crucial first 72 hours.  Mr McMillan-Scott has fought to establish an Amber Alert system in Europe with the support of Kate and Gerry McCann, whose daughter Madeleine was abducted in May 2007.  The European Commission has been pressing governments to set up a system which requires blanket warnings in the media and on motorway signs following a child abduction, but only France currently has one. 

 

Mr McMillan-Scott said: “I am delighted that the majority of MEPs have backed this important initiative, started by Kate and Gerry McCann after their personal tragedy. Now the Amber Alert concept has real impetus across the EU.  In most countries, including the UK, there is a patchwork of children's charities and police schemes which claim to have an alert, but only France and the US have a serious system. Sometimes a missing child may be taken across frontiers, so inter-operability is essential too.  If we can afford to put out Severe Weather Warnings, we can afford to save children's lives. This is a perfect example of what the EU can achieve when countries work together.”
Action to tackle aviation emissions 

In July, the European Parliament adopted legislation that will mean all flights starting and/or landing in Europe (including intercontinental flights) will be included in the EU Emissions Trading System (ETS) from 1 January 2012.  John Bowis MEP, Conservative Environment Spokesman, welcomed the move.  He said: “The aviation sector is currently responsible for roughly 7% of the UK's emissions - more than the combined emissions from oil refineries and steel plants. Incorporating the aviation industry into the EU's emissions trading scheme will be an effective mechanism to reduce CO2 emissions.  We have struck the right balance between the big national carriers and low cost airlines; looked after those in remote areas dependent on local air transport; protected humanitarian and research flights. We also rejected the attempt by the British Government and others to exempt their own air travel from the scheme. The end result is that now we have a scheme that can fly and one that is fair both to people's transport needs and the need for a healthy environment.”
Victory for passengers on airline ticketing 
The European Parliament has approved new legislation that will force airlines to include all airport taxes, fees and surcharges in the basic ticket price advertised to customers.  The new law, which comes into effect at the end of the year, is intended to end the situation where someone clicks on a fare advertised at 99p only to end up paying many times that once additional costs are added in.  Last year, a study by the European Commission found 137 travel websites were breaking existing EU consumer rules by deliberately misleading customers over price and fare availability.  Transport spokesman Timothy Kirkhope MEP said: “This adds much needed transparency for passengers. It means that website prices and brochure prices will become open and clear. It is the right approach to ensure that price rises are not hidden any longer.”
Resolution on Kashmir 
In a resolution adopted at the end of the July Strasbourg session, drafted by James Elles MEP, the European Parliament called for an independent and impartial investigation into suspected sites of mass graves in Jammu and Kashmir.

New Expenses Guidelines for MEPs

On Wednesday 9 July David Cameron set out a new code for all Conservative MEPs on the use of expenses and allowances, which will take effect on 1 September 2008.  Launching the code, David Cameron said:  “Recent months have revealed a series of loopholes and inadequate controls governing the allowances and expenses claimed by MEPs.  This is unacceptable.  So today I am setting out a series of measures to bring more detail, more transparency, and more honesty to a system widely regarded - at best - as seriously flawed. I worked on these together with our MEPs.  I believe these changes will help to ensure that the delegation of British Conservative MEPs are committed – and as importantly are seen to be committed – to high standards of propriety in public life.  I do not pretend that any party is whiter than white or purer than pure. But my job, with the MEPs, is to sort our own stuff out.”

Philip Bushill-Matthews MEP, Leader of the Conservatives in the European Parliament, added: “I welcome today's announcement and fully support the Party's initiative to ensure greater transparency of the expenses and allowances system.  The new proposals give us equivalence with MPs in Westminster and will allow a much more open system in the future.”  The proposals, which are published on the Conservative MEPs’ website, go far beyond the efforts of other Parties to restore trust.  Labour have not updated their rules and the LibDems, who have published new guidance, won’t implement it until 2009 when the rules change anyway.

The European Parliament is in recess from Friday 25 July to Monday 25 August and next meets in plenary on 1-4 September in Strasbourg.  The agenda includes the draft EU Budget for 2009, a series of reports on Justice and Home Affairs issues and a major debate on electronic communications.
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