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the course of reforming treaties, Parliament's powers have been considerably strengthened,
the European elections have been characterised by significant and growing abstentions.

Between 23-26 May 2019 (26 May in France) European citizens will vote to elect the
next European Parliament (EP), the institution representing the people of European Union
(EU) Member States, i.e. some 380 million voters for 500 million citizens from the 28 Member
States (27 excluding the UK). The EU’s only democratic structure, the EP consists of 751
members (705 excluding the UK), who, since 1979, have been elected for a term of 5 years
under a proportional representation system. The number of seats per country is proportional
to the population and cannot be less than 6 seats. After the elections in May 2019, the
elected French members will have a little over 10% of the seats, all parties combined.
What are the objectives of this election? They are not very important according to Valéry
Giscard d’Estaing who, on 18 October 2018, stated during an interview on the French radio
station Europe 1: “Make no mistake, they are not very important elections because the
European Parliament is not very important”.
Designed originally to be a consultative body with virtually no powers, the European
Parliament has seen its legislative and budgetary prerogatives constantly
strengthened in the course of reforming treaties. The Lisbon treaty, which came into
force on 1 December 2009, enhanced the powers of the European Parliament, which now
has real powers.
The European Parliament has three main roles:
▪

Legislative: it is a co-legislator on an equal footing with the Council of the European
Union1 in the vast majority of areas; consultation is now only used in a limited
number of cases. Unlike national parliaments, it does not have the right of legislative
initiative, which is the monopoly of the Commission, but it has a real capacity to
amend or reject proposals.

▪

Budgetary: it is a co-decision maker on an equal footing with the Council for all
budget expenditure2. However, its budgetary powers remain limited because it has
no remit with regard to the determination of revenue – therefore it only has a
consultative role concerning taxation.

1 The Council of the European Union (also referred to as “Council of Ministers of the European Union” or “Council”) represents
the Member States of the EU and brings together ministers of Member States who, depending on the subjects being discussed, meet
in specialised configurations.
2
Its powers regarding expenditure were extended by the Lisbon treaty as a consequence of the removal of the distinction between
“compulsory expenditure” (the section of the budget, consisting essentially of agricultural expenditure, on which the Council had the
last word) and “non-compulsory expenditure”.

Please refer to the disclaimer at the end of the document.

ECONOMICSFORALL

▪

Supervisory: it can censure the Commission (the EU’s executive body), forcing the
commissioners to collectively resign. Since the application of the Lisbon treaty, it
elects the Commission president; however, it does not have the powers to choose
the president as the European Council3 puts forward a single candidate “taking into
account the results of the European elections”. It has considerable capacity to
conduct investigations: written or oral questions to the Council and the Commission;
temporary committees of inquiry; access to the EU Court of Justice, etc.

The increased power of the European Parliament has, perhaps paradoxically, been
accompanied by the considerable and growing disaffection of European citizens for
the European elections. Since the first elections of directly-elected MEPs in 1979, the
average participation rate has fallen significantly: in 1979, 62% of registered voters voted
throughout the European Union, a figure that fell to 43% in 2014.
How can we explain the fact that the European Parliament, which today has important
formal powers, does not (or no longer) interests voters? Firstly, it can be noted that the
decline in the participation rate for the European elections also affects national elections.
That said, the abstention rate for the European elections is higher than for national elections.
There are numerous possible explanations, in particular:
▪

The EP, like the EU, remains sometimes misunderstood or even unknown

▪

The European campaigns are characterised by the prominence of national issues
– “for or against Macron?” – rather than European issues

▪

The impact of the vote remains limited; it does not enable the European agenda to
be significantly changed and even less so the nature of the European system since
the EP does not have any constituent power

▪

The EP is not involved in major issues that concern European citizens such as fiscal
and trade policies

The European Union is a unique organisation: neither a federation, nor a confederation of
States, nor an international organisation, the European structure is a supranational
organisation, where the Member States must (in particular) ensure they do not break
the rules set by the treaties4 in order to achieve the common objective. However, the
treaties, which the European Parliament has no possibility of modifying, contain, amongst
other things, aspects of economic and trade policy that are at the heart of the concerns of
EU citizens.
While the European Parliament clearly has increasing powers, little clarity and visibility in
the use of its prerogatives could, once again, struggle to convince European citizens to
go to the polling stations to elect their MEPs.

3 The European Council, which consists of the heads of state or government of the Member States, must not be confused with
the Council of the European Union (see note 1).
4 The EU is governed by two separate and complementary treaties: the Treaty on European Union (TEU, commonly called
Maastricht Treaty) and the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU, which has its origin in the Treaty of Rome).

2

ECONOMICSFORALL

CONTACTS
Michala Marcussen
Group Chief Economist
+33 1 42 13 00 34
michala.marcussen@socgen.com
Olivier de Boysson
Emerging Markets Chief Economist
+33 1 42 14 41 46
olivier.de-boysson@socgen.com
Marie-Hélène Duprat
Senior Advisor to the Chief Economist
+33 1 42 14 16 04
marie-helene.duprat@socgen.com
Ariel Emirian
Macroeconomic analysis / CIS countries
+33 1 42 13 08 49
ariel.emirian@socgen.com
François Letondu
Macro-sectoral analysis
+33 1 57 29 18 43
francois.letondu@socgen.com
Constance Boublil-Groh
Central and Eastern Europe
+33 1 58 98 98 69
constance.boublil-groh@socgen.com
Salma Dahir
Economist Assistant, Editing
+33 1 57 29 07 15
salma.dahir@socgen.com
Juan Carlos Diaz Mendoza
Latin America
+33 1 57 29 61 77
juan-carlos.diaz-mendoza@socgen.com

Aurélien Duthoit
Macro-sectoral analysis
+33 1 58 98 82 18
aurelien.duthoit@socgen.com
Elyas Galou
United States and United Kingdom
+33 1 57 29 43 33
elyas.galou@socgen.com
Clément Gillet
Africa
+33 1 42 14 31 43
clement.gillet@socgen.com
Alan Lemangnen
Euro Zone, France, Germany
+33 1 42 14 72 88
alan.lemangnen@socgen.com
Nikolina Nophal Bankova
Macro-sectoral analysis
+33 1 58 98 89 09
nikolina.nophal-bankova@socgen.com
Danielle Schweisguth
Euro Zone, Italy, Spain
+33 1 57 29 63 99
danielle.schweisguth@socgen.com
Edgardo Torija Zane
Middle East, Turkey and Central Asia
+33 1 42 14 92 87
edgardo.torija-zane@socgen.com
Bei Xu
Asia
+33 1 58 98 23 14
bei.xu@socgen.com
Yolande Narjou
Assistant
+33 1 42 14 83 29
yolande.narjou@socgen.com
Sigrid Millereux-Beziaud
Documentalist
+33 1 42 14 46 45
sigrid.millereux-beziaud@socgen.com

Societe Generale | SG Economic and Sector Research | 75886 PARIS CEDEX 18 | France
https://www.societegenerale.com/en/news-and-media/economic-studies

3

ECONOMICSFORALL

DISCLAIMER
This publication reflects the opinion of Societe Generale S. A.'s Economic and Sector Research department at the date of publication. This opinion
is subject to change at any time without notice. It is provided for information purposes only, and does not constitute an investment recommendation
or an investment advice within the meaning of current regulations. This publication has no contractual value.
Neither the information contained in, nor the analyses expressed therein constitute in any way an offer to sell or a solicitation to offer to subscribe,
purchase, sell a product or execute a transaction and shall not engage the liability of Société Générale S. A. or any of its entities, in compliance
with current regulations. Then, should a retail or a professional client, or eligible counterparty obtain this publication, they should not base any
investment decisions solely on the basis of this publication, and must seek independent financial advice.
The accuracy, completeness or relevance of information derived from external sources is not warranted, even if it comes from sources reasonably
believed to be reliable. Subject to the current regulations, Societe Generale S. A. does not accept any liability in this respect. The economic
information mentioned in this document is based on data valid at a given time, and may therefore change at any time.
Societe Generale S. A. is a French credit institution authorized and supervised by the Autorité de Contrôle Prudentiel et de Resolution ("ACPR"),
regulated by the Autorité des Marchés Financiers ("AMF") and under the prudential supervision of the European Central Bank ("ECB").
Societe Generale S.A. is also authorized by the Prudential Regulation Authority and subject to limited regulation by the Financial Conduct Authority
and Prudential Regulation Authority. Details about the extent of our authorization and regulation by the Prudential Regulation Authority, and
regulation by the Financial Conduct Authority are available from us on request.
Notice to US Investors: this document is issued by non-US SG economic analysts or affiliates on economic studies are issued solely to major US
institutional investors pursuant to SEC Rule 15a-6. Any US person wishing to discuss this report or effect transactions should do so with or through
SG Americas Securities, LLC. SG Americas Securities LLC has its registered office at 1221 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY, 10020. (212)
278-6000.
Notice to Asian investors: this document is prepared for and intended to be distributed in Asia solely to sophisticated and professional clients. You
should therefore be appropriately qualified as a professional, accredited, wholesale, expert or institutional investor (however defined in your local
jurisdiction).
This publication may not in any way be reproduced (in whole or in part) or transmitted to any other person or entity without the prior written consent
of Societe Generale SA.
© 2018

4

