European governance – the US parallels
Europe doesn’t have a constitution. Indeed there’s always a lively debate about what the term “Europe” actually means. But a big part of it did try to get a “constitution” and the whole process ended in a muddle, recriminations and some would argue the further political rise of parties who’d rather not “be in Europe” at all, thank you very much. So what’s it all about, and what are the parallels with the governance of the USA?
Although Europe is a diverse continent stretching geographically from the Atlantic to the Ural Mountains and from the Arctic to the Mediterranean Sea, increasingly the term “Europe” is becoming synonymous with 27 of its separate nations (Member States) who are banded together as the European Union of over 500 million people.
The way the states come together is governed by Treaties (including Rome; Brussels; Maastricht; Lisbon etc) which all the states have to ratify in their own way, rather like Amendments to the  US Constitution. Such ratification can be by parliamentary or by popular referenda, which generally lead to a lot of political heat – just as a Treaty being ratified by the US Senate may.

The EU has a flag, but nobody feels the need to salute it. The anthem is Beethoven’s “Ode to Joy” from his 9th Symphony, composed in 1823 eight years after the end of the Napoleonic Wars, and used on official occasions. Very few Europeans know the words that go with it, Schiller’s poem about the brotherhood of man.

Our D.C is Brussels. There you’ll find the institutions which echo those of the US, with its separation of powers. We have the European Parliament; the European Commission (an enhanced Government Bureaucracy); the European Court; and on the outskirts, the NATO headquarters – although its buildings are nothing like as swanky as the Pentagon. (see the photograph of the author outside it during a recent visit). It must be stressed however that NATO is not part of the European Union, there is no standing European Army and no Commander in Chief or War Powers Acts.
The leaders of the 27 nations are constantly pushed and pulled. They see the value of acting together, but there are just as many who seek to protect “states rights”. There is a constant debate about how far the EU writ should run, what powers it should be allowed to take, what regulations it should introduce. Originally a free trade area, it now has a common currency, the Euro, adopted by most countries – but not the UK, which keeps to its Pounds Sterling. The Euro is worth about 90 British pence or a dollar and 35 US cents.
The Schengen Agreement abolishes border controls between many of the countries so that they are as significant as the State line between California and Arizona. But not the UK. We have “opt outs” on a range of issues which we think erode our national sovereignty too much. But all new entrants – and there’s quite a long queue from Turkey through the former Soviet states to Iceland – have to accept all of the rules without opt outs.
The European Union has evolved. Some of its democratic deficit has been plugged by the direct election of a European Parliament by all the adults in the 27 nations. Since it is all by a form of proportional representation, the 736 members come from the whole political spectrum from crypto-Communist to neo-Fascist. But most belong to one of the four big transnational blocs. These are the Christian Democrat/Conservatives (266 members from 26 countries – the UK Conservatives quit the group last year), the Liberal Democrats (84 members from 19 countries), the Social Democrats (184 members from 27 countries) and the Greens (55 members from 14 countries). There are three other groups plus some MEPs who belong to no group.
The consequence of course is that no one party grouping has control. Decisions have to be reached on a consensus basis. And while there is no European pork-barrel, horse trading is not a uniquely American process. The European Parliament is a part of the co-decision making process whereby the Council of Ministers makes the laws and rules drafted by the appointed European Commission and they usually require endorsement by the Parliament.
The real clout however rests with the Council of Ministers. The Council is where all the Heads of State or Government of the member states come together. The Council system is the main decision making body of the European Union. Depending on the issue, each country is represented by its minister responsible for that subject (eg finance, crime, transport, agriculture, industry, social affairs)
The voting in Council meetings is set up so that big states can’t gang up on little ones and little ones can’t force the big ones to do their bidding. Depending on the importance of the issue, some decisions can be made by a simple majority (173 votes out of a possible 345 needed) Some issues are decided by qualified majority (a simple or two thirds majority of the 27 states AND a minimum of 255 votes) And some things need unanimity. This means that for the most important decisions of all, Malta with its 3 votes is as important as Sweden with its 10 or the UK with its 29 votes.

All of which are the built in checks and balances, just as in the USA where the President can propose but Congress disposes (sometimes with a 60% vote in the Senate) and the Supreme Court can overturn.
The European Court of Justice is the Supreme Court of the European Union. It is often confused with the European Court of Human Rights, which is not an EU institution and which was established before it under the European Convention of Human Rights in 1950. Now 47 European nations representing 800 million people have signed up to it. For instance, Russia and many former Soviet Union countries are signatories, as well as Turkey, a NATO member who would also like to join the EU, and even neutral Switzerland.
The European Court of Justice was part of the Treaty of Paris in 1951 when the war-torn nations of Europe first started to co-operate rather than fight. It has one judge from each member state, who usually work in small panels. Its tasks are to interpret EU law and ensure its equal application across all member states. It has pronounced on laws for the free movement of people, goods and services across state lines; competition; protectionism and unfair state aid and taxation; and cross border criminals. It maintains the primacy of Community law over members states own domestic law, and generally prevents back-slding.

Is the European Union worth it? It’s on the verge of becoming an economic superpower but not a military one. But most importantly, it has helped keep the peace. We fought what were in effect European civil wars for a hundred and fifty years, from the French Revolution to the fall of Hitler, latterly with your help. My parents both served in World War II. Both my grandparents were on the Western Front in World War I. I’ve never been called into the army, nor have my sons, and hopefully my grandchildren won’t either unless they volunteer. 
It may cost some money, but jaw jaw is better than war. I’ve been able to accumulate a little wealth and not lost my offspring to a German or French or Italian bullet or bomb. I for one am prepared to pay the price for keeping things that way!
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