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The Election of the European Parliament

I. FROM PARIS TO AMSTERDAM

A European Parliament directly elected by universal suffrage is a key feature of the 
constitutional order of the European Union. As long ago as 1951, Article 20 of the Treaty of 
Paris on the European Coal and Steel Community provided for an Assembly consisting of 
‘representatives of the peoples of the States brought together in the Community’. Article 21(3) 
said:

The Assembly shall draw up proposals for elections by direct universal suffrage in 
accordance with a uniform procedure in all Member States. 

The Council shall, acting unanimously, lay down the appropriate provisions, which it 
shall recommend to Member States for adoption in accordance with their 
constitutional requirements. 

This same provision was adopted by Article 138(3) of the Treaty of Rome (1957) which 
established the European Economic Community.1

The Common Assembly of the ECSC urged implementation of the provision as early as 
1954.2 In 1960 the European Parliamentary Assembly drafted a Convention on the 
introduction of direct elections which it submitted to the Council for consideration.3 No 
progress was made on the matter, however, until the summit meeting at The Hague in 
December 1969 re-established the item on the Council’s agenda. The Vedel Report (1972), 
mandated by the European Commission, recommended early implementation of the Treaty 
provision with respect to direct elections.4 Vedel suggested that the term ‘uniform electoral 
procedure’ should not necessarily be taken to mean that complete uniformity of electoral 
system had to be achieved at one step: the Parliament could move towards a single electoral 
law once it had won extra legitimacy on the strength of its first direct election. 

In December 1974, meeting in Paris under the chairmanship of Valéry Giscard d’Estaing, the 
heads of government took the decision in principle to proceed with direct elections ‘as soon as 
possible … at any time in or after 1978’.5 This complemented their decision to transform their 
own ad hoc summit meetings into the formal European Council. 

The European Parliament had already set to work to revisit its draft Convention of 1960. The 
Patijn Report proposed a directly elected Parliament with a five year mandate.6 National 
electoral systems would apply in the first instance but for a transitional period only, pending 

                                               
1 Also Article 108 (3) of the Euratom Treaty. 
2 Teitgen Report, OJ of 11.12.1954.
3 Dehousse Report, OJ 37, 2.6.1960. 
4 Report of the Working Party examining the problem of the Enlargement of the Powers of the European 
Parliament, Bulletin of the European Communities, Supplement 4/72. 
5 Paragraph 12 of the Communiqué of the heads of government, Paris, 9-10 December 1974. The UK and 
Denmark reserved their positions. The decision was confirmed by the European Council in Rome the following 
December. 
6 Patijn Report, adopted on 14 January 1975; OJ C 32, 11.2.1975. 



DT\706091EN.doc 3/5 PE400.476v02-00

EN

the introduction of a more uniform electoral system, presumed to be ready in time for the 
second elections. Polling would take place across the Community within the same three days. 
Dual parliamentary mandates would be permitted but not encouraged. A list was agreed of the 
offices at EC level deemed incompatible with a European Parliamentary mandate. 355 seats 
(for the then nine Member States) would be distributed on a proportional basis, as follows: 
Germany 71, UK 67, Italy 66, France 65, Netherlands 27, Belgium 23, Denmark 17, Ireland 
13, Luxembourg 6. The privileges and immunities of directly-elected MEPs would be those of 
their national equivalents. National discretion would also apply with respect to the eligible 
age of electors and candidates, the filling of vacancies, the rules for political parties, and 
MEPs’ terms and conditions. Pending the entry into force of the uniform electoral procedure, 
Parliament would rule on the verification of the credentials of Members. 

The Patijn Report proved to be sufficiently pragmatic for Member States to take it as the basis 
for negotiation in the Council. The big stumbling block to an agreement continued to be the 
British government’s refusal to adopt an electoral system of a proportional type whereby seats 
won in the European Parliament would broadly match the votes cast in the ballot box. 
Although the lack of a uniform electoral procedure was the cause of great frustration at the 
time, in retrospect Parliament was surely right to concentrate on getting direct elections 
introduced in the first place and to postpone the perfection of the system until later.

Direct elections at last

On 20 September 1976 the Council reached agreement on an Act concerning the election of 
the representatives of the European Parliament by direct universal suffrage. The Act, which 
has the status of primary law and which required ratification by each Member State, was 
annexed to a Decision.1

The Council established a chamber of 410 deputies (for the then nine Member States), with 
the four largest States enjoying an equal number of seats. While the objective of a future 
uniform electoral procedure was repeated, no timetable was set for its accomplishment. 
Voting was to take place between Thursday and Sunday. Pending the emergence of a uniform 
electoral procedure, the verification by Parliament of the credentials of those elected would 
take note of the official results declared in and by each Member State. A conciliation 
procedure was established with the Parliament to iron out the details.2 After a certain delay, 
the first elections to the European Parliament took place in June 1979. 

The newly elected Parliament soon addressed the matter of turning the 1976 Act into a 
uniform electoral procedure. The drafting of the Seitlinger Report focussed on the issue of 
extending proportional representation.3 It proposed multi-member constituencies of between 
three and fifteen MEPs, with seats allocated by the D’Hondt system, and allowed for the 
possibility of preferential voting for individual candidates within lists. It noted that there 
could be deviation from the norm on the grounds of ‘special geographical or ethnic factors’. 
Seitlinger also sought to insist that nationals of one Member State resident in another for more 
than five years should be given the right to vote in their country of residence. It was proposed 

                                               
1 Council Decision 76/787/ECSC, EEC, EURATOM; OJ L 278, 8.10.1976. 
2 The UK and Denmark annexed declarations concerning their overseas territories; and Germany another with 
respect to Berlin. 
3 Seitlinger Report, adopted on 10 March 1982 by 158 votes to 77 with 27 abstentions; OJ C 87, 5.4.1982. Yet 
see the critical Opinion of the Legal Affairs Committee (rapporteur D’Angelosante). 
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that polling be reduced to two days (Sunday and Monday). However, in view of the general 
political situation in the Community, coupled with continuing British refusal to abandon its 
simple majority system in single member constituencies, no progress was possible in the 
Council. 

A similar fate awaited Reinhold Bocklet, appointed rapporteur on the matter in the next 
mandate, 1984-89. His efforts foundered on the obstacle of the British. Ingenuity was not able 
to marry proportional and non-proportional electoral systems within a framework which could 
credibly be called ‘uniform’ and which, at the same time, would induce a consensus within 
either Parliament or Council. 

The fall of the Berlin Wall and the integration of East Germany into the Community 
necessitated a review of the number of German deputies in the European Parliament. After the 
1989 elections, Karel De Gucht was appointed rapporteur on the dossier. He successfully 
produced two ‘interim reports’ which pushed things along. In the first, De Gucht repeated 
Parliament’s earlier proposal for the use of D’Hondt.1 Concerned about declining turnout in 
1984 and 1989, he introduced to the debate the question of how the campaign for the 
European Parliamentary elections should be run and financed. In his second report, De Gucht 
proposed that the unified Germany’s number of seats should rise to 99, leaving France, Italy 
and the UK with 87 each.2 Finally, De Gucht proposed a top-up system whereby two-thirds of 
the British seats could be elected by simple majority in single member constituencies, but the 
remaining third would be distributed proportionately to the total vote of each party. 

Nevertheless, despite the efforts of Parliament, it was the election of a Labour government in 
the UK in May 1997, assisted on this matter by the Liberal Democrats, which finally broke 
the logjam over the electoral system. For the 1999 elections a closed list system of regional 
proportional representation was introduced to Great Britain.3 Similar reforms were made in 
France in time for the 2004 elections. 

Helpful Treaty change

Meanwhile, the Treaty of Maastricht (1992) made some bold advances in the area of 
European Union citizenship. Article 8b(2) laid down that:

… [E]very citizen of the Union residing in a Member State of which he is not a 
national shall have the right to vote and to stand as a candidate in elections to the 
European Parliament in the Member State in which he resides, under the same 
conditions as nationals of that State. This right shall be exercised subject to detailed 
arrangements adopted by the Council, acting unanimously on a proposal from the 
Commission and after consulting the European Parliament; these arrangements may 
provide for derogations where warranted by problems specific to a Member State.4

                                               
1 De Gucht Report, adopted 10 October 1991 by 150 to 26 with 30 abstentions; OJ C 280, 28.10.1991.
2 De Gucht Report, adopted 10 March 1993 by 207 to 79 with 19 abstentions; OJ C 115, 26.4.1993. 
3 Northern Ireland had enjoyed STV since 1979 because of the overwhelming need to reflect minority opinion in 
the province. In 1999 10 Liberal Democrats, 2 Greens, 2 Plaid Cymru and 3 UKIP MEPs were elected to the 
Parliament, witness to the importance of proportional representation to the legitimation of the European 
Parliament. 
4 Later Article 19(2) of the Treaty establishing the European Community (TEC). The Treaty of Maastricht 
necessitated a revision of the 1976 Act, in Council Decision 93/81; OJ L 33, 9.2.1993.



DT\706091EN.doc 5/5 PE400.476v02-00

EN

Helpfully, this provided a legal base for measures to stimulate transnational electoral politics 
and increase civic participation. 

At the same time, the Treaty of Maastricht amended Article 138 to give to the Parliament the 
right of assent to the Council’s proposal for a uniform electoral procedure. It also introduced a 
new Article 138a which establishes that: 

Political parties at European level are important as a factor for integration within the 
Union. They contribute to forming a European awareness and to expressing the 
political will of the citizens of the Union.

Tony Blair’s victory in May 1997 had a beneficial effect on the closing stages of the 
Intergovernmental Conference which led up to the signing of the Treaty of Amsterdam. First, 
the new Treaty capped the size of the Parliament at 700 – with 99 for Germany and 87 each 
for France, Italy and the United Kingdom.1 It then added a new, cryptic clause, as follows:

In the event of amendments to this paragraph, the number of representatives elected in 
each Member State must ensure appropriate representation of the peoples of the 
States brought together in the Community. 

Third, the Amsterdam Treaty inserted a new sub-paragraph establishing that the term of office 
of the Parliament is five years.2 Fourth, the new Treaty amended Article 190(4) (formerly 
Article 138(3)), as follows:

The European Parliament shall draw up a proposal for elections by direct universal 
suffrage in accordance with a uniform electoral procedure in all Member States or in 
accordance with principles common to all Member States.3

This revision reflected the more pragmatic approach of the Parliament as articulated in the De 
Gucht Report. In particular, the change would allow the Irish to continue to use the Single 
Transferable Vote (STV) instead of a largest average list system.

Lastly, a new Article 190(5) was usefully added by the Treaty of Amsterdam:

The European Parliament shall, after seeking an opinion from the Commission and 
with the approval of the Council acting unanimously, lay down the regulations and 
general conditions governing the performance of the duties of its Members.

                                               
1 Article 138(2), subsequently Article 190(2). 
2 This, which became Article 190(3), simply codified the 1976 Act. 
3 My emphasis. 
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