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French Parliamentary Elections

Following his success in the Presidential elections, President Sarkozy's centre-right UMP party secured a majority in the French Parliament following the results of the second round of voting on Sunday.  The new 577 seat National Assembly comprises 314 Members from the UMP, 185 Socialists, the centrist Democratic Movement led by Presidential candidate Francois Bayrou retained three seats and while the far right now has no representation at all the extreme left has 18 seats.  Although the size of the UMP is smaller than opinion polls predicted and smaller than before the elections it is the first time in 29 years that a governing party has retained its majority in the Lower House.  This majority, coupled with President Sarkozy's own result in the Presidential elections gives the centre-right a clear mandate to carry out the economic and political reforms articulated by President Sarkozy prior and during the successive election campaigns.  Domestic economic reform in France would not only re-invigorate the French economy but increased dynamism would have a positive effect on the European economy in general, with obvious benefits for all.  Similarly, on the EU stage, a new President supported by a strong Parliamentary Party should usher a return to active French engagement in European politics.  
European Summit

As the Heads of Government prepare to meet in Brussels this weekend for the Intergovernmental Conference (IGC), the final curtain finally falls on the Blair era in Britain.  Tony Blair will attend the IGC as one of his final acts as Prime Minister.  There will be a well publicised discussion at the Summit to find agreement on institutional reform for the EU, following the stalling of the EU Constitutional Treaty prompted by the No votes in the French and Dutch referenda two years ago.  It is expected that agreement will be found on institutional reform needed after more than a decade of EU enlargements, taking EU membership from 12 in 1994 to 27 today.  While, in the run-up to the IGC, there has been disagreement between governments over certain issues, for example, the Council voting system and the structure and powers of the EU's foreign policy instrument, there seems to be consensus that an agreement to make the EU institutions function more efficiently is required.  It is expected that the new "Reform Treaty" will combine the existing Rome and Maastricht Treaties.   The Constitutional Treaty is abandoned and with it references to the European flag and anthem which have already been adopted many years ago.  The Intergovernmental Conference will attempt to forge agreement on areas such as the role of National Parliaments, expected to have greater involvement in draft EU legislation, the voting system in the Council of Ministers, EU foreign policy instruments and structures, changes to the rotating six month EU Presidency and a reformed Commission and President.  It is likely that there will also be articles in the new Treaty covering legal personality for the Union, voluntary withdrawal from the EU and an article making it clear that the Treaties can be revised to increase or decrease the competences of the Union.  On foreign policy, an external action service with a single person responsible and structured co-operation on defence may feature in the Treaty.  However, it is equally expected that the scope for EU action governing this area of policy will be subject to specific procedures and rules and will not replace individual foreign policy instruments of the Member States.

As always, it is essential that the British Government seeks the best possible outcome and is not distracted by the transition from Blair to Brown.  Party politics should not be put before country and Members of the Government and officials involved in the IGC should act accordingly.

If agreement is reached by EU Governments, this long process of updating the EU's structures to cope with the enlargements of the last two decades may finally be concluded.  The result of the debate which has taken place may well be a European public more aware of what the EU does and why.  The EU's institutions and member Governments may be more aware of the need to inform public opinion in a responsible way and to promote clear debate in future.

