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7% in the European Parliament





     Parliamentary Highlights – April 2008


Referendum call renewed

The European Parliament has voted by 525 votes to 115 (with 29 abstentions) to rubber-stamp the Lisbon Treaty.  The Parliament’s report, drafted by Labour MEP Richard Corbett, described the new Treaty as a “substantial improvement” on existing treaties and called for it to be ratified as soon as possible.  Labour and Liberal Democrat MEPs voted for the report.  Conservatives voted against.

The day before the vote, Conservative MEPs launched a new poster campaign which showed how Gordon Brown had reneged on Labour’s manifesto commitment to hold a referendum on the EU Constitution.  On the day of the vote, Conservative MEPs held a mock referendum outside the European Parliament’s debating Chamber.  MEPs voted on mocked-up ballot papers to call for a referendum in the UK and to reject the EU Treaty.

Leader of the Conservatives in the European Parliament, Giles Chichester MEP, said: “Gordon Brown continues to peddle the myth that the Lisbon Treaty and the European Constitution are different. But they are not.  And the British people know that the Prime Minister is not being straight with them.  By failing to honour his commitment to a referendum, the Prime Minister is fatally undermining trust in his Government’s word.”

Mr Chichester added that, if the campaign for a referendum were successful, Conservative MEPs would campaign vigorously for a ‘No’ vote.  He said: “Without widespread public support, the European Union will lack proper legitimacy for what it is doing. It needs to move on from its obsession with institutions. Our Party has a different vision for the future of Europe - a Europe that is more open, dynamic and transparent and less centralised, less uniform and inflexible.  To be fit for the 21st century, the EU needs to focus on issues like the environment, on economic competitiveness and global poverty, to demonstrate it is worthy of public support. It is these things that the future of Europe should be about.”

Prince Charles visits Brussels

His Royal Highness The Prince of Wales paid an official visit to the European Parliament and called for “courageous and revolutionary” measures to be taken in the war against “the doomsday clock of climate change.” 

His Royal Highness highlighted figures showing that every year 20 million hectares of rainforests - an area the size of England, Wales and Scotland combined - are destroyed or degraded. “In the simplest of terms, we have to find a way to make the forests worth more alive than dead,” he said.  “Unbelievable as it might seem, we are destroying our planet’s air-conditioning system. But the loss of biodiversity is also terrifying. It has been compared to burning down a library of previous knowledge without first reading the books.” His Royal Highness praised the European Parliament and Commission for their work in tackling climate change,  “Determined and principled leadership has never been more needed,” he said.  “Surely, this is just the moment in history for which the European Union was created.”

Before giving his address, His Royal Highness met privately with Leader of the Conservatives in the European Parliament and member of the European Parliament’s Committee on Climate Change, Giles Chichester MEP. Mr Chichester said: "I was most interested in His Royal Highness’ call for a tripartite approach to climate change with insurance, pensions and banking sectors joining forces to develop new approaches to help tackle the challenges that face us. Everyone has their part to play in meeting these major environmental challenges.  We, as Conservatives in the European Parliament, will continue our fight and commitment to tackling climate change across the EU.”

Conservatives welcome free trade laws

Conservative MEPs have welcomed the adoption by the European Parliament of a package of measures that will enable businesses across the EU to sell their products far more freely.  The legislation includes a more vigorous enforcement of the mutual recognition principle – whereby if a product is accepted in one EU country it must be accepted in others too.  Individual Member States have often prevented goods being sold in their country with a range of protectionist measures, leaving affected businesses to argue the contrary at their own, and frequently prohibitive, expense. The new regulation reverses the burden of proof, putting the onus on the Member State authorities to justify their stance.

 

Internal Market Spokesman Malcolm Harbour MEP said:  “This package will remove unnecessary burdens and cut costs for manufacturers and importers, while at the same time ensuring high safety standards. Consumers will have more choice and businesses will face less red tape.”
Flood Aid welcomed

Conservative MEPs have welcomed the European Parliament’s vote which formally approved the granting of £123 million from the EU Solidarity Fund to the UK to help offset part of the costs of the flood damage in 2007. This is the first application from the UK for financial assistance after a major natural disaster.  Conservatives pointed out that the Government’s application for this funding only came after weeks of pressure from them last summer. Members are now calling on the Government to ensure that all affected areas across the UK receive their fair share and that this extra funding should indeed be extra and not replace funding due from the Government.  Budgets Spokesman Richard Ashworth MEP, who represents the South East of England, said:  “Much of this flooding happened in my region, and I can testify to the appalling damage and hardship which it brought on many residents.  I shall watch with interest over the next weeks and months to see how the UK Government disburses those funds.”

Conservative victory over fish discards

Conservative MEPs have won an important victory in their battle to end the grotesque practice of discarding unintentionally-caught fish.  More than one million tonnes of healthy fish are dumped back into the sea every year because of EU rules.  But now the European Parliament has approved amendments calling for a total ban on discards and an effective monitoring system, including the installation of CCTV cameras on fishing boats.

Conservative Fisheries Spokesman Struan Stevenson MEP has long argued for a policy allowing fishermen to land everything they catch during a set period. Undersize fish or other species that previously would have been dumped overboard could then be sold to the processing sector, desperate for raw material to supply the fishmeal and fish oil industry.  He said: "Now we have won this key vote against fierce opposition, we expect to see rapid change. The EU cannot continue to condone a policy which leads to more than one million tonnes of healthy fish being discarded every year. We now look forward to the introduction of legislation aimed at putting an end to the discards debate."

The European Parliament next meets in plenary on 9-10 April in Brussels and 21-24 April in Strasbourg.   The agenda includes the Climate Change Green Paper; Discharge of the EU’s 2006 accounts; and Relations with the US, Latin America and the Caribbean. 
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