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L'Europe
en
débat

Le blog L’Europe en débat, fruit d’'un partenariat entre ARTE et le Collége d’Europe,
aborde en frangais et en anglais I'actualité européenne sur une base thématique. Son
équipe, composée d’étudiants, d'assistants et de professeurs du Collége, privilégie dans
ses analyses la comparaison, la mise en perspective et le recul. Elle vous invite a
participer a ce travail collectif via les commentaires. Elle cherche ainsi, a dégager dans
le débat des intéréts communs aux citoyens européens en dépassant les intéréts
nationaux, préalable indispensable a la constitution d’une opinion publique
européenne.
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Beside recession and regional elections: which way out for the
European elections? - Belgium - Perspective

Historicist picture of a meeting at the Althing, Iceland's Parliament , the oldest in the world.

Author : W.G. Collingwood, Source : Wikimedia Commons

At the end of December 2008, Yves Leterme (CD&V — Flemish Christian Democrat party) has given up
his place as Prime Minister. His resignation has put an end to the political crisis in Belgium. Yves Leterme
has been replaced by Herman Van Rompuy (CD&V). On the 7th of June there will be two kinds of
elections in Belgium: European and regional elections. What is really at stake in this context? Can a
European issue emerge among the omnipresent discussions on the future of Belgium?

Regional elections are clearly in the foreground. Usually, scholars consider that European elections are «
second-order elections » because they tend to be about national political issues but without political
consequences. In Belgium, on the 7th June, there will be other elections on national, or, to be more
precise, on regional issues. In this context it is not sure that European elections can even be considered
as second-order election. What can explain the devaluation of the European elections?

Firstly, Belgium is confronted with a severe economic crisis, which the current Prime Minister considers
to be the biggest since the Second World War. Even the ongoing political crisis has taken a back seat,
against this background. Secondly, there is also a political reason. In French-speaking Belgium, the fight
between the two biggest parties clearly undermines the importance of European elections. Indeed, the
liberal party and the socialist party both want to be the first party in the regional elections, relegating
European issues to the fringe. Thirdly, the media do not give preeminence to the European elections. In
fact, it is the reverse. For most of the journalists, these elections are clearly peripheral because two
topics prevail: the economic crisis and especially the problem of Fortis (one of the major banks in
Belgium which has been recently bought by a French bank, BNP Paribas) and regional elections.

In this economic and political context, European elections are doubly hidden. Can an intermediate way
be found between overemphasizing them and totally neglecting them for economic and political reasons?
Perhaps in the Flemish Community? Indeed, European elections seem to play a more important role in
the north of Belgium. An example can illuminate this statement: the compilation of party lists. Two
famous politicians pull the European lists. For the Flemish liberal party (openVLD), Guy Verhofstadt
(former Prime Minister) is very engaged for these elections. Recently he published another book (« De
weg uit de crisis. Hoe Europa de wereld kan redden »/« The way out of the crisis. How Europe can
rescue the world ») in which he promotes the role of the European Union for solving the current
economic crisis. Jean-Luc Dehaene (another former Prime Minister, CD&V) is the number one candidate
for the Flemish Christian Democrats. European elections thus seem to play a more important role in
Flanders and raise more prominent media coverage. This situation is clearly opposed to the one in the
French-speaking Community.

To conclude, the European elections have to compete with two points on the agenda: the economic
crisis and the regional elections. These current issues do not seem to confirm the importance of
European elections, even as second-order elections. But — and it is perhaps the exception which proves
the rule — there are clues in Flanders stating a relatively high importance of these elections. One thing is
clear, however: most probably the European Union will be the loser.

Geoffrey Grandjean

Find out more:

An electronic file is available on the site of La Libre Belgique (the second most important newspaper in
the French-speaking Community).

Another link on the political crisis can also be found here (La Libre Belgique).

The book by Simon Hix, 7he political system of the European Union, Houndmills, Palgrave Macmillan, 2nd
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ed., 2005, has become a reference in EU politics. He elaborates as well on the notion of second order
elections.
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