
1. Tugging the purse strings: the battle
for the budget

It took twenty years for the member states to agree on direct elections to
the European Parliament, despite the fact that the principle had been agreed
at the outset. The battle was within Council, although the non-elected
Parliament supported the idea and came up with a blue-print for the elec-
tions. The French President, Giscard d’Estaing, gave the necessary leader-
ship; the British were reluctant, but in the end accepted that they had
acquiesced to the principle in signing up to the European Community. Even
some stalwart pro-Europeans like British Prime Minister Edward Heath
were sceptical about direct elections, believing that they should only be
organised once the Parliament had developed real powers, not just powers
over the Community’s budget. 

One of the very first things the Parliament did following the first direct
elections in June 1979 was to reject the European Community budget in its
entirety and thereby plunge Europe into a political and potentially a
financial crisis. Some observers, with the advantage of hindsight, would see
this as a deliberate but perhaps irresponsible act of affirmation – the
defiance of a fledgling Parliament announcing its existence to the world.
The reality was somewhat different.

The Parliament that met for the first time in July 1979 was extraordinarily
heterogeneous, as if member states or national parties had produced mem-
bers for different bodies. An exotic collection of former prime ministers, a
former German Chancellor, ex-ministers and ex-party leaders joined the
hunt for their new offices with a significant number of political novices with,
at most, only local political experience.  Some conveyed the impression that
they had dropped into a kind of souped-up Congress of the European
Movement, rather indifferent to the more humdrum tasks of scrutiny and
control which had already been conferred by treaty on the Assembly. The
main challenge for these ‘institutionalists’ appeared to be to grab more
powers for Parliament rather than to exploit its existing responsibilities.

At the outset, it is worth recalling that if the elections had changed the
method of designation of MEPs and the composition of Parliament (up from
198 to 410 members, with no requirement that they be national parliamen-
tarians but with as yet no incompatibility either), its powers and preroga-
tives were unaltered. Parliament could dismiss the Commission, as a whole
(a right already granted under the Rome Treaty). It was systematically con-
sulted by Council on nearly all new legislative proposals, and although it
had no last word or equality of decision with Council over legislation, only
a unanimous decision of Council could override it where the Commission
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‘took over’ its amendments. Where a proposal had significant financial con-
sequences, and where there were differences of view between the institu-
tions, Parliament could insist on convening a tripartite ‘conciliation’
procedure during a three-month cool-off period, but in the end, for all legis-
lation, ministers had the last word.

Most significantly, under the relatively recent Budgetary Powers Treaty
(which only came into force in January 1977) Parliament had won important
powers over the Communities’ budget, comparable, in some ways, to those
enjoyed by national parliaments over national budgets. For discretionary
expenditure it had the last word and could, within strict limits, increase
expenditure levels even above those proposed by the Commission. For other
areas the spending was classified as ‘compulsory’ because it theoretically
flowed from the Treaty or from legal acts of the Community. In practice this
meant principally the financing of the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP),
which accounted for the lion’s share of the budget: here, the last word was
with ministers. But even then, provided Parliament’s modification did not
increase expenditure levels, Parliament could only be overridden by a quali-
fied majority of member states. And, finally, by a majority of its members, and
by two thirds of the votes cast, Parliament could ‘for important reasons’ reject
the whole budget. Some of these budgetary powers – but not rejection – had
already been used by Parliament before the first elections. In 1978 it succeeded
in obtaining a 50% increase in Regional Fund spending in the teeth of the hos-
tility of most member states’ governments.

So, even in 1979, the Parliament was not quite the toothless animal often
depicted. The challenge for the newly elected Parliament was to exploit its
new-found legitimacy not just to bemoan the ‘democratic deficit’ and cam-
paign for new powers through radical Treaty changes, but to use the powers
it had already in an intelligent manner to further its political and institu-
tional aims. Was this group of politicians going to be sufficiently coherent,
imaginative and persevering to accomplish this?

A few MEPs had had significant national parliamentary experience, had
also been members of the nominated Parliament pre-1979, but now saw
their membership of the new Parliament not as a possibly agreeable inter-
lude or a springboard to national office, but as their future.

In the carve-up of posts in the early days after the elections, two MEPs
with national and European parliamentary experience landed the key jobs
in the standing Budgets Committee. As Chairman of the committee and
general rapporteur for the 1980 budget, they became Parliament’s principal
protagonists in its first battle – for the 1980 budget. 

Erwin Lange (SPD) was a short, white-haired dour German from Essen.
He exercised a rare moral authority, in no small measure thanks to his
extraordinary personal story. A committed trade unionist, he became a con-
scientious objector in Nazi Germany, got sent to the Russian front, ended up
as a POW, and finished the war less unhappily incarcerated in Canada. 

He had secured the Chair of the committee in the four years prior to the
elections, and established an iron control over it through his political and
moral seriousness, the austerity of his style, and sheer application. Younger
members of the committee – and, indeed, the secretariat – almost quaked
before him. He rarely went to his office. If someone wanted to find the Chair
of the Budgets Committee, they went to the parliamentary chamber where
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he would be sitting, often in almost total isolation, quite literally gavel-to-
gavel, barely visible behind a mound of, invariably, budgetary documents.

While Lange was confirmed as Chair of the committee, the rapporteur-
ship went to Piet Dankert (PvdA, Netherlands). He had made some impact
as a keen young radical in the Tweede Kamer, before coming to the
Parliament, in the last couple of years before the first elections. He had grav-
itated towards the Budgets Committee where he developed a good under-
standing of the mechanics of the budget, the complexities of the procedures,
and a network of contacts in the Commission and the other institutions. He
also had the advantage of quite extraordinary linguistic skills, effortlessly
switching languages (Dutch, German, English, impeccable French), and a
somewhat greater gregariousness and conviviality than his Chairman.

This was to be the new style for the successful MEPs: develop expertise on
certain European policies or activities, master procedures, build contacts
beyond your own national groupings, both in Parliament and beyond. And
then use to the hilt the powers and the competencies Parliament already
had. Dankert was the forerunner. And, in 1979, the Budgets Committee
tended to attract a younger, ambitious membership, rather focussed on their
objectives, predominantly German, British and Dutch from across the pol-
itical spectrum.

With the distinguished exception of Altiero Spinelli, the committee held
little attraction for the great and the good, and for those with big national
reputations or ambitions. But through their experience and skill, Lange and
Dankert started off this marathon streets ahead of all the other committee
members. This gave them authority in setting the strategy and the commit-
tee a degree of coherence which became essential as the heat was turned up.

Immediately upon his appointment as rapporteur, Dankert began work-
ing up his critique of Europe’s budget. He had a wide variety of contacts:
with the cabinet of Gundelach, the Danish Commissioner responsible for the
CAP; with officials in both the Budgets and Agriculture Directorates
General of the Commission; with quite a few of the budgets specialists from
several of the Permanent Representations, who sat on the Budgets Working
Group of Council preparing ministerial meetings; and with staff from the
Court of Auditors. These officials were often extraordinarily frank and
open, doubtless flattered to be sounded out, listened to and even under-
stood by a parliamentarian beginning to gain respect for the seriousness of
his approach and who never took someone’s administrative seniority as an
indicator of the quality of their views, information or judgment.

Although some of the ground had been prepared in the committee, prior
to the elections, with growing criticism of the explosion of Common
Agricultural Policy spending and the inadequacy of provision for other poli-
cies, the comprehensive assault from Dankert was devastating. The princi-
pal expression of this was in his ‘explanatory statement’ attached to the
resolution on the first reading of the 1980 budget (PE 60.000/def), where he
put forward the case with a directness and brutality far removed from the
usual woodenness of parliamentary reports. The very limited potential
macroeconomic impact of Europe’s budget was undermined by its struc-
ture; the net transfers between member states, never made public officially
and which were effected by the budget, were perversely anti-redistributive.
For example, every extra 1% increase in agricultural prices increased the
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UK’s net budgetary contribution by 100 million units of account (u.a.s – the
EC’s budgetary unit in the pre-euro days, based on a basket of national cur-
rencies).

Within the agricultural section of the budget, resources were effectively
transferred from the poorer regions to the then richest (Denmark,
Netherlands, Germany and Northern France). The limitless automaticity of
agricultural spending had seen its share of the budget creep up to around
78% of the total. The dairy sector alone outstripped all expenditure on the
Social and Regional Funds, energy, transport, industrial projects and aid to
non-associated developing countries. Far from following a positive trend,
the situation was fast deteriorating. Projections indicated an early exhaus-
tion of the Communities’ finances. The ceiling on ‘own resources’ would be
breached on current trends by 1981 at the latest. The CAP had become a run-
away train.

Dankert also argued for bringing all finance for EC activities into the gen-
eral budget. The European Development Fund, which financed aid to the
associated developing countries grouped together in the Lomé Convention,
and certain EC borrowing and lending operations, escaped proper scrutiny
and transparency. Their exclusion from the budget ran counter to the gen-
eral principles laid down in Article 199 of the Treaty.

To this catalogue of criticisms of substance, Dankert added specific
recriminations against the other institutions. Council sought to chip away at
the powers conferred on Parliament, and was riven by problems of internal
coordination. The Budgets Council was composed of ‘second string’ minis-
ters, incapable of exercising any authority over their profligate colleagues,
ministers in other Councils. They were equally unable to conduct an effec-
tive dialogue with Parliament or to use constructively the mechanisms for
contact and discussion, like the conciliation procedure.

Perhaps, interestingly, in view of future developments in other spheres,
the criticism of the Commission was equally stinging. The Commission
lacked any strategic vision for the budget; tinkered with budgetary reform
proposals; did the minimum window-dressing required; left Parliament in
the dark about deals cooked up with the other part of the budgetary auth-
ority; displayed insufficient diligence in implementing those amendments
to the budget voted or supported by Parliament; and refused real trans-
parency on budgetary outcomes.

The frontal attack on both Commission and Council, backed with evi-
dence, appealed greatly to the institutional patriotism of the new
Parliament.

The draft budget which was finally submitted to Parliament in September
was indeed unappetising fare. In its preliminary proposals before the
summer the Commission had postulated a switch away from agriculture to
other policies, with the total share for the CAP set to fall to some 64%, along-
side large increases for the Social and Regional Funds as well as for research
and for aid to the non-associated developing countries. So the first shot had
something positive for those who sought reform. But just before the
summer, the Agriculture Ministers rejected a prudent pricing approach pro-
posed by Commissioner Gundelach for the 1979/80 campaign. The
Commission, by way of a Letter of Amendment, altered its original draft
with a gigantic increase of 4.6 billion u.a.s, just for milk and beef. By, in
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Dankert’s words, ‘meekly putting into effect the profligacy of the agricul-
tural ministers decisions’,  the Commission had undermined, at a stroke, the
modest restructuring of the budget in its initial draft. To add salt to the
wound, the Commission also proposed a supplementary budget for the
1979 financial year, to take on board the immediate consequences of the
same disastrous ministerial meeting. 

And it just got worse. By the time the Budgets Council had drawn up its
own draft for the 1980 budget, in September, the agricultural policy had
regained its monopoly of the budget, with 78% of the total budget, which, if
things ran true to form would certainly be significantly further increased by
transfers and supplementary budgets during the course of the year. The
draft drastically cut back spending for other policies: regional spending
lower than for the current financial year, an 18% cut in the Social Fund pay-
ments, with a 38% cut for multiannual commitments, reducing proposals for
energy to a ‘pro memoria’ item, and heavy cuts for development, research
and administration.

To the MEPs, it seemed that Council had thrown down the gauntlet. In
Dankert’s words, ‘the elections will have been meaningless if we accept that
we have no influence over agricultural spending.’  However, rejection of the
budget was not an option at this stage. Procedurally, the logic of the then
Article 203 of the Treaty, which laid down the different stages of the process,
led the lawyers to believe that rejection would only be admissible when all
possibilities of convergence of positions had been exhausted, and certainly
not at the first parliamentary reading of the budget, which was its ‘first
shot’, not its last. But rejection was also not on the political agenda of the
rapporteur, the committee or the main political groups. Dankert developed
a limited number of rather modest proposals which he quite genuinely
believed stood some chance of at least partial success.

To summarise, he wanted an essentially symbolic reduction in dairy
sector spending, to get the ball rolling towards a greater control of farm
policy financing, and a significant but relatively modest increase in areas of
discretionary appropriations – not based on some Christmas wish list but
taking heavily into account the Commission’s capacity to spend. Under this
formula the bulk would go to regional and social funding, although consid-
erably less than the relevant parliamentary committees would have liked,
and somewhat less than the Commission had proposed in its preliminary
draft. (His proposal endorsed by the committee was for an extra 243 m.u.a.s
in payments, and 785 m.u.a.s in multiannual commitments.)

For the agricultural funds (EAGGF), Dankert concentrated on the dairy
sector, because that was where spending was spiralling alarmingly, and
where the market distortions were greatest – with rapidly increasing yields
per cow, and little real prospect for new export opportunities, other than by
wholesale dumping. On this issue, passions were further inflamed by new
allegations concerning a tarnished scheme of massively subsidised butter
exports to the Soviet Union, at a time of high Cold War tensions. Criticism
became even more strident when it transpired that some of the butter was
finding its way back into supermarkets in EC member states, making a tidy
profit for its Soviet exporters. This came on top of many other scams getting
media attention such as repeated cross-border movement of cattle, generat-
ing subsidies with almost every hoof movement. This discrediting of the
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workings of the CAP and its management did little for the harmony of the
budgetary discussions.

Dankert’s proposals were technical, complicated and in financial terms
extremely limited. He summarised them, in plenary on November 5:

– ‘The first amendment aimed to contribute, by increasing the co-responsi-
bility levy by 280m.u.a.s over the period April/December 1980, to
impose structural limits on the growth of milk production and at the
same time making funds available for a restructuring policy, with par-
ticular regard to smaller dairy farmers.

– The second amendment [was] intended to reduce storage costs in the
dairy sector by 280m.u.a.s, although the actual reduction in the budget
amounted only to the 30 million from the cut in surpluses resulting from
the co-responsibility levy. The other 250 million were transferred to
Chapter 100, which is the budgetary reserve.

– In order to prevent the Council and the Commission from transferring
this amount back to Chapter 6 [the agricultural subsidies chapter in the
budget] without involving Parliament, the amount entered under
Chapter 100, like the 280 million increase in the co-responsibility levy,
was earmarked for restructuring.’

While trespassing on an area regarded by Council as being its own pre-
serve, the proposals amounted to a very limited incursion. An overall
decrease in agricultural spending of 30 millions (representing less than 1%
of the increase in spending on dairy products, following the decisions of the
Agriculture Ministers), with some 530 millions stored up for future restruc-
turing, but ultimately to be used in the agricultural sector, with the hope
that it would contribute to a longer-term decline.

The proposals were designed to calm the horses, to get through the
Budgets Committee and plenary, and to form a basis of discussion with
Council. The prudence of his approach was vindicated when one of the
modifications, concerning the co-responsibility levy, fell at the first hurdle
in committee in part because some MEPs felt that this levy was a tax on agri-
cultural efficiency and might, paradoxically, stimulate ever greater ratchet-
ing-up of production. Any substantial foray into agricultural policy led to a
minefield, and had therefore to be very limited in scope. If there was a
majority in Parliament for better control of CAP spending, there was an
even greater majority hostile to any root-and-branch attack on the CAP.

Minimalist proposals were also needed to get over the last hurdle:
Council.  If successful, this would be the first time Parliament had modified
the compulsory parts of the budget: the modifications could get through
only if they involved no increase – which clearly was not the problem – but
also if they were sufficiently tame to entice a blocking minority of delega-
tions to thwart the override of the majority. And Dankert believed he could
count on three or four member states out of the nine who would find it very
difficult, politically, to reject Parliament’s proposals if they remained as
limited as he had intended.

The package on agricultural spending got through the committee, at least
in part, and with significant support from the larger political groups.

In the special budgetary plenary session of Parliament from 5-7 Nov-
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ember in Strasbourg, Dankert throughout the debate never once brandished
the rejection threat. He portrayed himself as ‘the thrifty socialist’. He was
critical of some of the more outlandish proposals coming from the more
spendthrift policy committees. Realistically, he recognised that the main
battle for budgetary reform would be joined for the 1981 procedure, not for
this one, which had started up late and with Parliament just finding its bear-
ings.

Ray MacSharry was the Irish Budgets Minister, chairing the Budgets
Council during Dublin’s first presidency of the EC. He stonewalled politely,
while Christopher Tugendhat, a former junior minister in the Heath gov-
ernment, who had ended up as Budgets Commissioner, was complimentary
about the Budgets Committee’s deliberations but, nonetheless, felt that cash
limits were not the way to reform the CAP: interestingly, Finn Gundelach,
the Agriculture Commissioner from Denmark, who intervened later in the
debate, was more supportive of the specific Dankert modifications.

The main political groups lined up in favour of the Budgets Committee
position: a large majority of the Socialists and Christian Democrats; una-
nimity among the large British Conservative delegation (except over the co-
responsibility proposal, on the grounds that it would ‘penalise efficiency’ –
or, perhaps more accurately, on the grounds that it would penalise UK
farmers); and the Italian wing of the Communist Group. Indeed, their
leader, the redoubtable Altiero Spinelli, was the only speaker in the two-day
debate to evoke the spectre of rejection. Among the mainstream groups,
only the Liberals led by Martin Bangemann, a former budget rapporteur,
backed up by a strong French contingent (including the then President of
Parliament, Simone Veil, and the French Gaullists) opposed the general
thrust of the committee’s strategy. Indeed, any strategy which could be
interpreted as attacking the CAP and enhancing Parliament’s role ticked all
the negative boxes in most parts of the French establishment.

After the vote on November 7 on some six hundred amendments and
modifications, Dankert’s line had won through handsomely. He had not
given up the fight on the co-responsibility levy; defeated in committee, he
retabled it, in an individual capacity, along with other members, and got
some flak for doing so. In the final vote he was duly supported by the full
House. For the non-compulsory part of the budget, Parliament added some
276m.u.a.s in payments, and 913m.u.a.s in multi-annual commitments – a
figure somewhat higher than that agreed to in committee, but principally
destined for the Social and Regional Funds. The strategy was still intact.

But there was something more. When Parliament adopts its amendments
and modifications to the budget it also approves a resolution, prepared in
committee, setting out its objectives and explaining and justifying its pos-
ition. Sometimes more eloquent than the figures, the resolutions have rarely
grabbed much attention; and in the aftermath of the marathon vote on the
amendments themselves, even the MEPs may not have subjected draft res-
olutions to much searching scrutiny. This time seemed little different – there
is no trace of any discussion in plenary of the terms of the resolution which
sailed through in the final vote.

Thus it was that on November 7 1979 Parliament voted, without demur,
paragraph 38 of the Dankert resolution, which read:
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‘[Parliament] is acutely aware of the current economic and financial dif-
ficulties confronting all Member States and for that reason has, as
regards amendments tabled, exercised utmost restraint: in view of this,
hopes to be able to conclude the budgetary procedure for 1980 by the
adoption of the draft budget at its second reading: but insists that it
could only agree to the adoption of the budget if the unjustified cuts in
the non-compulsory sectors are overturned and if the first moves to con-
trol agricultural expenditure have been achieved, and if the European
Development Fund and all the Community’s lending and borrowing
activities are included within the budget.’

And there it was; a ticking bomb. When the committee secretariat had
submitted this draft to the rapporteur at the end of October, he smirked at
the audacity, hesitated a moment, then said: ‘It’ll never get through, but
leave it in for the moment.’

But it sailed through, and then became the rock on which any mediocre
compromise would founder. Parliament had set out in the clearest terms the
three conditions which would allow it to adopt – not reject – the budget.
And as one of the three conditions could certainly not be met, at least not in
the current budget (namely, the including in the budget of all EDF spend-
ing, and lending and borrowing activities), some substantial progress on the
other two conditions would be essential were Parliament to be able to adopt
the budget without the most humiliating climb-down. Perhaps, the com-
plexities of the dairy sector modifications caused attention to be focused
elsewhere, but now the emerging hardliners had found a powerful comfort
for their position.

Council in any case did not heed the warnings. At its meeting on
November 23 to examine Parliament’s first reading amendments and modi-
fications, Council treated Parliament’s position with (to quote Dankert)
‘hostility and ill-will’. At the customary meeting of the parliamentary del-
egation and ministers prior to the ministerial session, a high-level group of
MEPs led by their President found themselves in perfunctory discussion
with member states, represented at parliamentary secretary level or, in some
cases, by officials – certainly without the clout to engage in  a real nego-
tiation with the parliamentarians.

At least the national delegations had been informed about the substance
of the EP position. The meeting had been preceded – the day before – by an
unprecedented encounter between the whole of COREPER (the Committee
of Permanent Representatives) and the rapporteur, to discuss, in particular,
the dairy sector modifications. As usual, Council officials were at pains to
point out that this was informal meeting, that it did not constitute a prece-
dent, that it was just an ‘information exchange’, that the formal COREPER
meeting had been interrupted, that the ‘contact’ would not be in the same
room as the ambassadors’ meeting room, that Council’s interpretation serv-
ices could not be used for the occasion, etc. So much for the paranoia of offi-
cialdom; a less patient rapporteur than Dankert, or a less linguistically
proficient one, would have told them where they could locate their meeting.

But all these preparations and information exchanges did not make things
any easier at the Council meeting proper which lasted a then unprecedented
fifteen hours. As a means of getting positions closer, it was all fruitless. Of
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those 118 amendments to the non-agricultural part of the budget, nine were
accepted in full, seventeen in part, and ninety two rejected entirely. They
agreed to increase payments by 86m.u.a.s and commitments by 255m.u.a.s
– less than one-third of the total sought by Parliament.

Council had played fast-and-loose with the procedure, examining the
amendments first one-by-one and then retrospectively applying a flat-rate
reduction to keep within the maximum rate for increase, as laid down in
Article 203. In doing so they ‘invented’ unilaterally a maximum rate for
multi-annual commitments which was not recognised by the Treaty and
which could only apply, as it had done in 1978, by common agreement.

There was, of course, no progress on the budgetisation of the EDF, and
capital operations. Far more importantly, in the end, Council did find a
qualified majority in its ranks for rejecting all Parliament’s modifications to
the agricultural budget, actually holding a formal vote for the first time on
EP proposals for compulsory expenditure. Germany, France, Denmark,
Ireland, Belgium, Luxembourg and the United Kingdom constituted the
majority. Italy and the Netherlands withheld their support from the
majority position. The UK stance caused Dankert most disappointment; he
had gone out of his way to point out the unfairness of CAP spending for the
UK, and had faith in the consistent British rhetoric about reforming the agri-
cultural budget. But, in the end, for London, comforting the Parliament’s
institutional position was too high a price to pay for this little clipping of the
wings of the CAP. And, by now, the British government was pursuing the
British rebate objective and had lost interest in reforming agricultural
spending; indeed, it believed that solidarity with other governments against
the Parliament would be rewarded at the next summit on the EC’s finances.

By the time the Budgets Committee met, five days later, to assess the out-
come and to hear a bleak report back on the meetings with Council from Piet
Dankert, a new militancy had taken hold. By 28 votes to 2, with 3 absten-
tions, the Committee concluded that it ‘could not recommend to Parliament
that it adopt the 1980 budget’. Dankert was instructed to draw up a rejec-
tionist resolution, which he presented to the next meeting, a week later. This
was duly done. The usual verbose niceties were dispensed with and a
remarkably brief draft was distributed to the other members. The line taken
was: these were the three key conditions – none of them was met. The start-
ing point for the assault was now explicitly paragraph 38 of the November
resolution. Even the least combative of members, confronted with the text
they had actually voted, now saw no alternative but to support the con-
frontationalist line. The motion to reject the budget was approved by the
committee on December 5 ,with practically the same majority as the decision
in principle of the previous week (28 to 2 with 4 abstentions).The front was
holding: virtually all the Socialists and Christian Democrats, all the
Conservatives and the Italian left voted for rejection; even the Liberals
started to shift.

But even at this late date, Dankert and Lange remained convinced that a
solution could be found, confident that Council could indicate some move-
ment, before the final vote scheduled for Thursday December 13 in
Strasbourg.

On the Monday, while MEPs were gathering for their session in
Strasbourg, the recidivist Agriculture Ministers were meeting in
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Luxembourg. Doubtless wishing to be helpful, they issued a statement,
noting ‘with sympathy and understanding’ the European Parliament’s
modifications, interpreting them as an expression of Parliament’s will and
undertaking to carry out an examination of the Commission’s structural
proposals ‘at an early date’. In a less torrid atmosphere these words might
have add some balm to the wounds; now they were pure salt.

The main budget debate was set for Tuesday. One other item had to be
fitted in on Monday; the 1979 supplementary budget to incorporate that
part of the Agriculture Ministers’ price decisions of the summer which affec-
ted the current financial year. MacSharry, the Council Chair, had just been
called home as his Prime Minister, Jack Lynch, had resigned and a party
meeting the next day would elect his successor. MacSharry was given leave
to address the issues raised by the 1980 budget in the debate on the 1979
supplementary. This added nothing to the coherence of the debate; but the
fact that Council’s absence from the main debate the next day did not give
rise to protest is an indication that nobody wished to raise the temperature
further. His speech in any case was ineffective as well as being out of place.
However, he did confirm that Council as a whole would, for the very first
time, assemble in Strasbourg on the Wednesday in order to pursue the dia-
logue with the parliamentary delegation. Some interpreted this procedural
novelty as a sign that a breakthrough on Wednesday was the most likely
outcome; otherwise the ministers would not have agreed to this extra out-
of-area meeting.

Still on the Monday, novelty succeeded novelty as the Commission was
represented in the debate – still theoretically on the 1979 supplementary –
not by Tugendhat, accompanying the hapless Gundelach at the Agriculture
Ministers’ meeting in the Grand Duchy, but by the Commission’s President,
Roy Jenkins. He made a predictably perfectly rounded statement but, in any
case, for Parliament, this supplementary budget was a sideshow.

Then in the main debate on Tuesday, Dankert, whose oratorical skills did
not always match his linguistic prowess, turned in a virtuoso performance,
dissecting Council’s position, making an unanswerable case, with a power-
ful reiteration of Parliament’s position of moderate reform. In a riposte to
the wretched Council statement of Monday he quoted a Dutch journalist:
‘Parliament is being buried by Council, but with flowers.’

Tugendhat, back in Strasbourg, intervened briefly, appealing for agree-
ment and highlighting the dangers of the lack of a budget, which would
mean carrying out the Communities’ activities on a month-by-month basis,
financed at the rate of one-twelfth of the current year’s budget. He pointed
out, helpfully, that this very restrictive regime would apply to Parliament’s
budget as well, and that the introduction of new policies, even on the
modest scale catered for in the 1980 draft, would be impeded or delayed.

The warnings, deferentially expressed, went unheeded. For the first time
in the whole exercise, the main group leaders participated in the debate, all
lining up with the rejectionists.  Egon Klepsch, the veteran leader of the
Christian Democrats, summed up the majority mood best when he said:
‘Our aim is not to obtain a bigger tip… our group is not a supporter of a sim-
plistic strategy of conflict… [but] my group will vote against the budget,
unless Council submits new proposals.’ Only the Liberals were seeking to
amend the draft that had resulted from Council on November 23, thus keep-
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ing the adoption door open. And only the Gaullist Group (French Gaullists,
supplemented by the Irish government party, and a Dane) overtly argued
against rejection.

Some had now started to revel in the prospect of a conflict. A British Tory,
Stanley Johnson, was one of those almost elated by the turn of events,
saying: ‘Let us not be fainthearted… we may all end up thanking the British
Treasury Minister [from his own party] who cast his vote against the
Dankert amendment, because he has given the Community an unprece-
dented opportunity to make a fresh start.’

The cooler view of the majority was expressed by Erwin Lange. After
quoting again the famous paragraph 38, now hailed as basic scripture, he
went on: ‘Council should come off its legalistic high horse, and make an
appropriate offer enabling us to take a different [i.e. positive] decision on
Thursday.’

The tough but open position was the majority one. As the stumps were
drawn on the Tuesday night, most seasoned observers believed that Council
would improve its offer the next day and that a majority in Parliament
would, reluctantly perhaps, accept it.

Throughout Wednesday, December 12, Parliament and Council
embarked on a last-ditch negotiation. There were, in fact, several ministerial
meetings, sometimes with, sometimes without, the MEPs. The Budgets
Committee was in more or less permanent session, awaiting briefings from
their representatives about the latest state of play and, as the day wore on,
becoming increasingly frustrated and irritable. Council was in session, on
and off, for about fifteen hours but at the very end everything was left to the
Irish presidency and a small group of members clustered around Dankert
and Lange. Most national delegations left by the end of the day, but the final
round between the presidency and MEPs dragged on until 5am on the
Thursday, just five hours before the scheduled plenary vote.

Two small points should be made concerning the dramatis personae in this
the penultimate act. It was now Brian Lenihan, the new Foreign Minister in
the equally new Haughey government who now led for Council. His politi-
cal canniness and his good personal knowledge of Parliament, having been
a member for several years before the elections, did not quite make up for a
lack of understanding of the budgetary issues. And, perhaps, he did not
quite grasp the change that the elections had wrought to the Parliament
itself. And Simone Veil, Parliament’s President, took no part in these nego-
tiations.

At around 8pm on the Wednesday, Dankert and Lange reported to the
committee on the progress achieved so far. Council had made a supposed
‘last offer’ to agree to a further  increase in non-agricultural spending of
200m.u.a.s in commitments, with the preference expressed that this be
devoted to the Regional and Social funds. There was no further move on
EDF budgetisation, which would have to be looked at in the next generation
Lomé Convention (to be negotiated with Europe’s African, Caribbean and
Pacific partners), some years away. For lending and borrowing, the reply
was unchanged; this was a matter for the review of the Financial
Regulations, not for the budgets procedure. As for agriculture, there were
no concessions.

Now the committee’s frustration boiled over. Any hint of accepting this
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compromise was greeted with jeers and catcalls – led, it must be said, by
some of the younger British Tories and the Germans, who were becoming
nervous about possible betrayals by their elders.

The next stage in the shuttle was for the MEPs to go back to Council, with
a clear message that, without any move by Council on agricultural spend-
ing, there would be no agreement. As the talks dragged on in fits and starts,
the Irish set a trap for Dankert, and he fell for it, head first.

‘Could you draft us your ideas about a joint Council-Parliament statement
on the future of farm spending, which would take the Commission’s pro-
posals as a starting point?’, the presidency asked of Dankert. And so, late at
night, he, with his officials, started drafting and before midnight produced
the first shot. By three in the morning, after much to-ing and fro-ing, he had
a text which the Presidency could back. It read:

‘Council and Parliament agree that they will, by way of a draft rectify-
ing budget to the 1980 budget on the basis of a Commission proposal for
a preliminary draft, draw the budgetary consequences of the decisions,
notably in the dairy sector, which the Council will take as early as poss-
ible on the basis of Commission proposals, including those of 29
November 1979, Parliament’s proposals for modification of November 7
1979, and the Council guidelines of 21 June 1979 on the co-responsibility
levy. The Council agrees with Parliament that these budgetary conse-
quences must ensure a curbing of budgetary expenditure on agricultural
guarantees.’ 

This represented some progress, with a clear statement of a shared objec-
tive at the end, and recognition of Parliament’s locus in agriculture spend-
ing. But, in concrete terms, there remained a great deal of wiggle-room for
Council. It is one thing to take a Commission proposal as a starting point; it
is another to reach a decision which is faithful to it.

It was the parliamentary delegation which balked at the compromise and,
at the very least, wanted one more clarification from Council that decisions
on the management of the costs of the agricultural surpluses would be dis-
sociated from future price decisions. It was a rather obscure point but the
majority of the delegation made it clear that without it, they could not rec-
ommend the compromise. By then, of course, Council had dispersed;
Lenihan had no mandate to go even one little step further, and was not pre-
pared to take the risk of subsequent disavowal by his colleagues. In any
case, this improved compromise, which might have done the business a
week before, would almost certainly not have satisfied an increasingly bel-
licose Parliament, where the mood was effectively settled.

The last desultory conversations with the presidency ended at 5am on the
Thursday, leaving little time to prepare any summary of the positions; but
at 8am, a slightly more subdued committee convened to hear the final out-
come and to confirm its previous position, almost without debate. There
was one lighter moment, when bizarrely, Simone Veil entered the room,
realised that she was not at the Liberal Group meeting, and beat a hasty
retreat. There had been much rumbling criticism of her role and that of the
senior French diplomat, François Scheer, who was the head of her Private
Office, and whose support for the Parliament’s position, as opposed to that
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of the French government, was considered to be ambiguous at best. Veil, in
her recently published memoirs, reveals that she supported the Parliament’s
position largely because of her conviction that aid to developing countries
should be significantly increased – although this had not been one of the
prime issues in the battle. The conflict with Parliament had caused conster-
nation back home, earning her a stiff rebuke from Raymond Barre, then
Prime Minister, and some hostile press briefing about her ‘treason’ from the
Secretary-General of the Elysée. Her MEPs would, however, have preferred
a more public display of support from their President.

The plenary convened half-an-hour late, at 10.30am, as the political
groups had requested a little more time for their own meetings, even though
at this stage things were very clear, at least in the larger groups. Dankert
informed the House of the main events of the previous day. It was obviously
an uncomfortable moment. He quite candidly related the incident about the
draft joint statement that he would have been prepared to recommend to
Parliament, had his own delegation not rejected it.

Lenihan, far more combative than MacSharry, went for the jugular on this
point and kept referring to ‘Mr Dankert’s statement’, thus adding to the rap-
porteur’s discomfort, all the while appealing for moderation. The balance
was somewhat redressed by Lange, who placed the blame for the break-
down on the Council decisions of November 23 and defended Dankert’s
position, while explaining the point of rupture, the need for a separate sol-
ution on agricultural surpluses.

In the short debate which followed, the group leaders reiterated their pos-
itions, already spelled out on Tuesday. Bangemann, for the Liberals, suc-
cessfully deflected attention from his own gyrations over the two months,
by pouring scorn on Council’s nitpicking over the wording of the ill-fated
draft statement.

For the first time, for a major vote, Parliament used its new electronic
voting system, which greatly facilitated the roll-call. The vote was 288 for
rejection, 64 against, with just one abstention (a lone Danish Social
Democrat). The majority was comfortably larger than the three-fifths
required by the Treaty (235), and saw in the same virtual lobby practically
all the British members, the Germans, the Italians, and the Beneluxos.  Most
of the French, several Danes and the Irish constituted the bulk of the noes.
The anti-rejection list had some distinguished support – including Jacques
Chirac, Pierre Pflimlin and Michel Poniatowski. From Britain, only Winifred
Ewing of the Scottish Nationalist Party (SNP) voted against. The French
Socialists, not perhaps uncharacteristically, were split, with Jacques Delors
and Edith Cresson being in the minority of French members supporting
rejection, along with big guns from both the Socialists and Christian
Democrats, such as Willy Brandt and Emilio Colombo. The great and the
good had indeed turned out for the occasion, although they had played no
role in the rehearsals. Even Barbara Castle overcame her dislike of any
encroachment on the prerogatives of national governments. It was simply
that her distaste for the CAP was even greater.

More importantly, members had voted in the main according to their con-
victions. If they had followed their respective national government pos-
itions, or even if just those from governing parties had toed the line, the
majority for rejecting the 1980 budget would have been insufficient. It was
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Parliament’s first declaration of independence and illustrated that new ties
and forces were at play; that national links were being supplemented – not
replaced – by political group, committee and, more generally, institutional
loyalties.

After the vote, Roy Jenkins, who had not spoken in the morning’s debate,
rose to say: ‘The train is temporarily off the tracks. The Commission will try
to get it back again, at what it judges to be the earliest favourable moment.’
And, in the afternoon, the ‘agricultural’ supplementary budget went
through on the nod. One revolution was enough for one day.

Getting the train back on the tracks took a full six months. The institutions
got by on the regime of the monthly one-twelfth of the previous year’s
budget. Probably to some glee in the other institutions, it was Parliament’s
own budget which was hardest hit. This was because the 1979 budget base
was much narrower than the 1980 draft; the latter made provision for a full
year of activities for a doubled membership and for the intended introduc-
tion of more generous allowances to cope with the fact that most MEPs were
now not national parliamentarians and were thus without all the back-up
they had enjoyed from their national institutions. As time wore on, some
members became convinced that they had been hijacked by Budgets
Committee Calvinists, and were now paying the price for this adventurism.
Dankert, the least Calvinist of Dutchmen, was particularly irritated by the
old cliché. And of course this slight fraying at the edges of the parliamentary
consensus was keenly observed by Council and Commission.

Despite this new fretfulness, the committee held the line with a fairly
restrictive interpretation of the provisional twelfths regime, which was, of
course, a novelty for the institutions. For example, all transfers between
budgetary lines were considered illegal. The still just prevailing view in
Parliament was that the greater the pain, the more intense the pressure for a
better compromise.

In fact, most routine activities of the Community were not affected. Some
imagination was required to deal with a couple of external crises (aid to
Pakistani refugees and to newly independent Zimbabwe), by ‘advancing’
twelfths. On the other hand, financing new policies was delayed. But this
was not the kind of ‘shutdown’ which happens to the federal government if
the US Congress fails to adopt the budget in December.

The Commission rightly judged that a very early re-launch of the budget
procedure could be counterproductive, and waited until May before launch-
ing a new compromise. By this time a degree of procedural urgency was
becoming apparent as the preparations for the 1981 budget needed to be
made, and a conflation of the two procedures would have been difficult to
manage. Furthermore, any significant increase in 1980 spending, particu-
larly for new or nascent policies, would, if agreed beyond a certain point in
the financial year, become difficult or impossible to implement.

But it was three decisions by Council which broke the logjam. Early in
1980 the Commission had made proposals for very moderate increases in
agricultural prices for the 1980/1 campaign. On May 30 Council, this time,
took moderate price decisions, not differing much from the Commission’s
proposals, increased the co-responsibility levy (the revenue from which was
set to double), and  left the door open for a supplementary levy should milk
production continue on its upward path. To be fair, Council in the end had
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kept faith with the terms and spirit of the joint declaration of December 13
that had been negotiated with the rapporteur but rejected by the MEPs.

At its meeting to draw up the new draft for the 1980 budget, the Budgets
Ministers threw in another 40m.u.a.s to the 200 millions ‘final offer’ of
December 1979, for the non-agricultural part of the budget. This would take
the total added to the structural policies (Regional and Social Funds) to
about 500 millions in multi-annual commitments, compared with Council’s
draft from September. On the other hand, there was no proposal to bud-
getise the Development Fund or capital operations, which even to this day
remain outside the budget. But greater transparency was both promised and
delivered.

Finally at the Venice summit, in part as a result of this crisis but also due
to the increasingly shrill protests from British Prime Minister Margaret
Thatcher about retrieving ‘her’ money, it was decided to carry out a review
of the general budget structure, to be concluded for 1982.

By the time Parliament met – for the first time in a new chamber in
Luxembourg that was memorably described by one member as having all
the charm of a ‘recently refurbished cinema on the outskirts of Moscow’ – it
was clear that it was disposed to accept what in cash terms was only a slight
advance on what it had resoundingly rejected six months previously. It
noted ‘the useful but insufficient attempts to obtain control of agricultural
spending’. Dankert made a rather defeatist speech at the beginning of the
plenary, putting forward the committee’s rather half-hearted attempt to
extract some further last-minute concessions from Council – basically an
extra 17m.u.a.s on non-agricultural spending. But the heart had gone out of
the fight. And there were to be no more cliff-hanging, last-minute nego-
tiations.

Simone Veil duly signed the 1980 budget on June 27 1980.

***

Was this, as some maintained, just some institutional spasm, a case of MEPs
shouting ‘we’re here, take notice’, a power grab by the newly elected
Parliament which it was insufficiently insistent or courageous to sustain
beyond a few months?

The assertion of Parliament’s position, in defiance of the national govern-
mental or national party line has already been noted. In so doing,
Parliament conquered a space for itself on financial matters, guaranteed in
principle by Article 203 of the Treaty, but now demonstrated in the most
spectacular fashion. And in this domain Parliament has safeguarded,
exploited and developed its rights ever since. Every year since 1979 it has
sought to put its mark on the budget. It nearly derailed the 2004 enlarge-
ment because it believed its budgetary prerogatives were not being
respected. It won co-decision rights over the multi-annual financial per-
spectives, which were introduced in the late 1980s to provide some proper
programming for the EU spending. It fought a lengthy, subterranean battle
(principally with the UK Treasury) to ensure that the new dispositions
included in the draft Constitutional Treaty consolidated, rather than under-
mined, Parliament’s budgetary rights.

Even in 2005, a deal painfully brokered in Council on the EU’s finances for
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2007-13, which had dominated at least two European Council meetings and
very nearly scuppered the British presidency, was held up for several more
months, as Parliament extracted more concessions, including some cash and
greater safeguards as regards its own role in the future budgetary review.
Some ministers seemed genuinely shocked to learn that Parliament could in
theory torpedo an agreement on medium-term financing solemnly conse-
crated by 27 Heads of State and Government.

The centrality of the Parliament’s role on the budget was established in
this first battle. Parliament would use its budgetary powers: sometimes
modestly, but the powers were there to be used.

In this battle Parliament set the parameters for the longstanding debate
about Europe’s finances. Dankert’s assault in his speeches to Parliament in
the November and December 1979 sessions and in his report for first read-
ing remain the text-book exposition of the problem with the budget. In the
years following this confrontation there was a gradual levelling-off of  CAP
spending, which has gradually fallen to around one-third of the total
budget, with the most outlandish subsidies curtailed, while funding for
other policies, particularly the structural funds in the less advantaged
regions, has spectacularly increased. Those who visit the ‘cohesion coun-
tries’ today (Spain, Portugal, Greece and the Irish Republic) will witness the
tangible transformation, the infrastructure revolution that EU spending has
brought about. And it was Parliament which promoted, championed and
defended this way of using Europe’s budget often in the teeth of opposition
from the Finance Ministries of some of the member states.

But the strategy developed was more sophisticated and responsible than
simple support for non-agricultural spending. The Budgets Committee did
not push for across the board hikes in expenditure; it was selective, it did
prioritise, and it wanted to know the spending outcomes in previous
financial years. It voted some large increases, but it also made cuts. It did not
automatically rally to the Commission’s proposals in its preliminary draft
and, typically, the total budget it supported was somewhere between the
Commission and the Council positions. It supported a budget to be financed
from existing resources; it was not predicated on a major increase in rev-
enues to which member states would not accede. This moderation in
Parliament’s position facilitated the construction of a durable parliamentary
majority, enhanced public credibility, and weakened Council’s position in
the ongoing disputes. It also became the settled strategy of the institution.
Years later, when Treaty revision discussion at one moment seemed to
threaten Parliament’s budgetary powers, it was easy to demonstrate with
the figures that the spendthrift part of the budgetary authority was Council,
not Parliament.

And the principal protagonist? Piet Dankert was an ‘alpha omega’ poli-
tician. Lucid, persuasive, with an ability to master the most technical of
details, no-one was better equipped to marshal parliamentary forces to the
cause. But at times he seemed too ready to wound and too squeamish to go
for the kill; and his last minute hesitation in December nearly jeopardised
the cause. Had there been low-level mediocre agreement on this basis,
Parliament’s long-term credibility would have been damaged. The calmer
hand of the doughty Chair of the committee, Erwin Lange, steadied the tiller
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at the key moment. Nonetheless, despite this one wobble, Piet Dankert is in
many ways the hero of our story.

On the weekend before the very session in which Dankert proposed the
rejection of the budget, his colleague An Vonderling, the leading Dutch
member of the Parliament and a former deputy Prime Minister, was killed
on the motorway from Brussels to Antwerp. Shortly afterwards, Dankert
took up his vacant post as Vice-President of the Parliament. In January 1982,
against the odds and after four rounds of voting, Dankert was elected to suc-
ceed Simone Veil as President of the Parliament, defeating Egon Klepsch,
the German Christian Democrat front-runner – and, indeed, Simone Veil,
making a doomed bid for a second term. Dankert won many votes beyond
the confines of his own political group, because his role as the leader of the
parliamentary forces in its first great battle was remembered and honoured.
He seemed the likeliest bet as an ardent defender of Parliament’s rights and
as an architect of their future expansion. Later, he went on to serve in coali-
tion governments in The Hague, and subsequently came back to the
European Parliament, where he ended his political career in 1999. He died
in 2003, at the age of 69. In his long and varied political career, the battle he
fought during those six months for Parliament’s control of the purse-strings
was undoubtedly the high point.
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