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The European Parliament hitting the UK headlines – People, policies & petitions

Here we look at some of the stories that made the headlines in the UK since the last European Parliament elections in 2004.  We look at people (Tony Blair, Prince Charles, the McCanns); at policy-based stories (mobile roaming; working time; whisky labelling; cat and dog fur; mercury ban; driving licences; the ‘pinta’); and at petitions dealt with in the European Parliament (Spanish land law; Equitable Life).

PEOPLE

Gordon Brown / Tony Blair

In March 2009, Gordon Brown told MEPs in a speech in Strasbourg that Europe must take the lead in finding solutions to the global crisis at the G20 summit.  When Tony Blair presented the UK EU Presidency programme to MEPs in June 2005, the UK press pack was there in force:  House of Commons sketch writers sat alongside UK political editors in the European Parliament press gallery.  Mr Blair's lively debates with MEPs at the start and end of the UK Presidency gave the European Parliament the visibility normally only afforded to Westminster.  Throughout the six months of the Presidency, from July-December 2005, UK government ministers appeared before parliamentary committees and the full Parliament, from the Home Secretary on counter-terrorism, to the Secretary of State for Transport on aviation safety.

Prince Charles

Prince Charles visited the European Parliament in February 2008 to help raise the profile of climate change in the EU.  He sat alongside representatives of various organisations campaigning on climate change in the UK and the rest of Europe.  His visit meant a rare appearance in the European Parliament for the UK media’s royal watchers.

Gerry and Kate McCann

As part of their campaign for a child-alert system to be set up across the EU, the parents of Madeleine McCann visited the European Parliament in May 2008.  Their objective was to urge MEPs to sign up to a Written Declaration which was ultimately supported by more than half the 785 MEPs and called for an EU amber alert system for missing children. Media interest in their visit was not just restricted to the UK, but involved correspondents the world over who had followed the McCanns’ story since the abduction of Madeleine in May 2007.

POLICIES

Cheaper mobile calls, SMS and data roaming from abroad

Cheaper mobile roaming rates became a reality in September 2007 as new EU rules capped the price mobile phone companies can charge for calls within the EU.  The European Parliament’s vote on the Regulation in May 2007 made it to the main TV news bulletins and the front page of the Daily Mail.  As a follow-up, the MEPs and the Council Presidency agreed with the Commission that a roamed text message (SMS) should cost a maximum of €0.11 (excluding VAT) from 1 July 2009.  Data roaming services will be regulated at wholesale level –, calculated on a kilobyte basis:  from 1 July 2009: a maximum of €1.00 per megabyte (excluding VAT);

No agreement reached on the reform of Working Time Directive after conciliation

The working time directive limits the working week to 48 hours averaged out over a 17-week period, but it allows member states to opt out from that provision. It also regulates resting time and on-call time. After years of negotiations to reform the directive, the European Parliament and Council could not find a compromise on three crucial points: the opt-out, on-call time and multiple contracts. Since there is no agreement, the current directive remains into force. The Commission can draft a new proposal from scratch to take account the rulings of the European Court of Justice on on-call time.
MEPs adopt strict conditions for the placing on the market of seal products in the European Union

The placing on the market of seal products should not be allowed say MEPs. It is permitted only where the seal products result from hunts traditionally conducted by Inuit and other indigenous communities. Otherwise the import is permitted where it is of an occasional nature and consists exclusively of goods for the personal use of the travellers.  Furthermore it is allowed to place on the market products that result from by-products of hunting [and] conducted for the purpose of sustainable management of marine resources on a non-profit basis.

Adopted by the EP: 5.5.2009

Applicable: This Regulation shall enter into force on the 20th day following that of its publication in the Official Journal of the European Union.

The article on conditions for placing on the market enters into force nine months from the date of entry into force of this Regulation.

Patio heaters in from the cold?

In January 2008, the European Parliament adopted a report making recommendations on how the EU should best meet its energy efficiency targets by 2020.  A ban on patio heaters, which use an enormous amount of energy, was among the many suggestions contained in the report. This sparked a heated debate in many parts of the media, from Breakfast TV through national newspapers to trade magazines for the catering industry.  The more general recommendations on energy efficient buildings, energy-saving stand-by buttons and smart meters were largely ignored by the media.

Labelling whisky, what’s in vodka?

A spirited debate was had on new rules governing the labelling of drinks such as whisky and vodka.  MEPs voted to allow traditional vodka to be made from either grain or potatoes, but added that if made from other ingredients, these must be stated on the label. Regional specifications such as ‘Highland Whisky’ or ‘single malt’ must be justified by national rules.

Ban on cat and dog fur trade

Such was the UK interest in the European Parliament vote on banning the trade in cat and dog fur that even Heather Mills McCartney visited Brussels to support the MEPs’ position.  The vote, in June 2007, scrapped a loophole in existing rules which allowed trade in cat or dog fur provided they were not ‘bred or killed for fur production’. The ban came into effect on 1 January 2009.

Ban on mercury

A heated debate took place in June and July 2007 as MEPs adopted new rules ending the use of mercury in measuring instruments and banning mercury exports.  From 2010 new barometers can no longer be sold if they contain mercury, while the ban on ‘fever thermometers’ will come in six months earlier.  This will not, though, affect barometers already on the market.

New driving licences

MEPs voted in December 2006 for all newly-issued or replacement driving licences to be in a single EU-wide credit card format from 2013.  This will replace the 110 different models of driving licence currently used in the 27 EU Member States.  Some of the UK media reported that this would mean all drivers having to retake their driving test every ten years.  In fact, the new rules merely suggest driving licences be renewed every 10 years, with no mention of re-testing drivers.

The ‘pinta’ is safe

UK headlines in February 2006 spoke of a ‘threat to the pinta on your doorstep’ ahead of a European Parliament vote on pre-packed product sizes.  In fact, the proposal was to deregulate sizes of packaged food and drink, except for basic products such as milk and bread.  MEPs spotted that no mention was made of pint measurements for milk and quickly adopted amendments to rectify this. Pints of milk are still to this day being delivered across the UK and the European Parliament endorsed a proposal in December 2008 to confirm this is perfectly legal.

Safety first for pesticides

A new regulation on pesticides adopted by Parliament will phase out the use of certain highly toxic chemicals in the manufacture of these products. Other risky substances will have to be replaced with safer alternatives. However, manufacturers will gain speedier approval for new pesticides that meet the safety rules.  A directive adopted at the same time will reduce the amount of pesticides used, by prohibiting most aerial crop spraying with pesticides as well as the use of these products near parks and playgrounds and in buffer zones around rivers and lakes.

PETITIONS

Britons in Spain – urban development laws

Thousands of Britons living in Spain petitioned the European Parliament arguing that the Spanish urban ‘Land Law’ infringed EU environmental legislation.  "Extensive urbanisation" practices in Spain were criticised in a report adopted by the European Parliament in March 2009 , which suggests interrupting EU aid for the country until the problem is solved.  The report drawn up by Margrete AUKEN (Greens/EFA, DK) deals with problems associated with "extensive urbanisation" in Spain and suggests interrupting the provision of EU aid to the country until these are solved. It says Spain should "suspend and review" all the new urbanisation plans which do not respect the right to legitimate ownership "suspend and review". The report also calls for "adequate compensation" for those affected.

Equitable Life

Victims of the Equitable Life financial collapse petitioned the European Parliament in 2004-5 alleging that the UK had not complied with the existing EU insurance directives.  The Parliament set up a Temporary Committee of Inquiry into Equitable Life, which reported in June 2007.  Evidence sessions with government ministers, the parliamentary ombudsman, Equitable Life management and the petitioners themselves all led to extensive UK media coverage.
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