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Former MEP, Tom Spencer looks at why understanding the personality of each European
Parliament is the key to understanding parliamentary behaviour.

s we approach the end of another
Afive-year parliamentary term, | am

struck by the way in which each
parliament develops a personality of its
own. Understanding this personality is key
to predicting and influencing parliamentary
behaviour. As someone who now spends
much of his time teaching European and
global public affairs, | see this personality
as important for both inter-institutional
and international reasons. The European
Parliament since 1979 has been notable
for the combination of a high turnover of
members, with the ability of a leadership
group to maintain substantial continuity.
Having served in the First, Third and Fourth
European Parliaments, and observed the
Second and Fifth from outside, the changes
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in mood, morale and effectiveness have
been clearly visible to me.

There could be a variety of explanations.
The easiest is to see Parliament ogrowing
upé from an intemperate baby in 1979,
through an uncertain adolescence, into
maturity of a kind with the fall of the Santer
Commission in January 1999. Alternatively
one could trace shifts in personality to
largely ideological reasons as the pendulum
moved from Centre Right to Centre Left,
and then, with the adoption by the British
of proportional representation, to the
current model of Centre Right plus pick and
mix, with substantial influence accorded to
the Liberals and the Greens. Undoubtedly
the co-habitation between PES and EPP
penetrated several Parliaments. Yet again

one could attribute personality shift to the
growing size, complexity and geographical
diversity of Parliament with each successive
enlargement. Similarly one could see shifts
in response to treaty change and growing
institutional power. Some parliamentary
personality flows directly from the
atmosphere in the plenary chamber, where
the influence of individuals, especially
of the president, can be very important.
Simone Veil produced a different mood in
the chamber than Klaus H2nsch. Henry
Plumbis notorious oplay timedé during the
establishment of the agenda on Monday
evenings influenced the way members saw
themselves in relationship to the Bureau
and the parliamentary establishment in
general.  Parliamentary atmosphere is
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