Europarties: continuous advocacy for further integration, thin

agendas for constitutional reform

Karl Magnus Johansson and Tapio Raunio

Authors

Karl Magnus Johansson was formerly Professor and is now Affiliate Professor of Political Science
at Sodertorn University in Stockholm. Tapio Raunio is Professor of Political Science at Tampere

University.

Acknowledgments

The authors are grateful to research assistant Vilma Tossavainen at Tampere University for

her help with the empirical material and analysis.

Abstract

This chapter examines the Europarty manifestos for the 2024 European Parliament
elections, and asks what these platforms reveal about the EU and about Europarties
themselves. The chapter pays particular attention to positions on the institutional
development of the Union. The focus is on the three largest Europarties, the European
People’s Party (EPP), the Party of European Socialists (PES), and the Alliance of Liberals and
Democrats for Europe (ALDE), but the analysis includes the full range of Europarties. A
common impression from the manifesto analysis is that policy issues receive much more
attention than institutional issues. It also finds that the manifestos of EPP and PES contain
few concrete reform proposals about EU governance, which may reflect internal divisions.
Among the other Europarties, the European Green Party (EGP) stands out with its explicitly
federalist manifesto. On the whole, the left-leaning Europarties tend to be more in favour of
supranational reforms. But overall the main Europarties remain committed to the cause of

further integration.



Introduction

Over the years national parties across Europe have interacted in and around transnational
parties. They have coalesced in political parties at the European level, called “Europarties”,
which have both shaped their institutional environment and are shaped by it.
Constitutionally, the Europarties are designated as a factor for integration in the European
Union (EU), which they also are in practice, not least through their coordination of activities
and networking. By doing so, they influence the positions and perhaps also the identities of
their member parties. But while Europarties have become more independent actors, they
remain heavily reliant on national member parties, especially in terms of adopting

programmes and policies (e.g., Wolfs 2022; Johansson and Raunio 2024).

This chapter examines the 2024 European Parliament (EP) election manifestos of the
Europarties, individually and comparatively. Our main focus is on the European People’s
Party (EPP), the Party of European Socialists (PES), and the Alliance of Liberals and
Democrats for Europe (ALDE), but our analysis also includes the smaller Europarties. In
particular, we analyze what they are advocating — or not — for the institutional development
of the EU. What do the Europarties advocate in their manifestos and what do these
platforms say about the nature of Europarties and about EU’s political and institutional

future?

We acknowledge that it is tricky to identify the true positions of the Europarties, what they
really stand for and advocate, particularly behind the scenes. It is also worth noting that
comparing the manifestos is not that straightforward. Their length varies, some are more
detailed, others just list bullet points. We must also remember that national parties may
approach these documents strategically. The content of the manifestos reflects not just the
priorities of the Europarties, but also the wider context of each election. Moreover, the
manifestos could be viewed as indicators of party unity, as we elaborate further in the

concluding section.

In an earlier paper, we explored the processes behind the 2024 manifestos and compared

the manifestos with those adopted in the 2019 EP elections and in connection with the



Conference on the Future of Europe held in 2021-2022 (Raunio and Johansson 2024). In the
Conference, each of the three largest party families pushed strongly for a more
supranational EU and advocated Treaty revision (Johansson and Raunio 2022a, 2022b).
These intertemporal comparisons suggest continued advocacy for European integration
(Johansson and Raunio 2024), but also a tendency towards more cautious Europarties, at
least in the case of EPP and PES; more reluctant to say anything potentially controversial
about EU reform and Treaty revision, specifically. Here we highlight the manifestos of 2024
only, and take a further step by reflecting on how constitutional reform tests the
Europarties’ effectiveness. The subsequent section describes and compares the manifestos.
The concluding section summarizes the main findings and identifies lessons learned

concerning (a) Europarties, (b) the EU, and (c) new research.

Analyzing the manifestos

We start the analysis of the manifestos with the three main Europarties: EPP, PES, ALDE.

After that we include the smaller Europarties in the comparison.

EPP, with a track record suggesting it would be more explicitly pro-integrationist, presented
a long manifesto that essentially was all about policies and with little to say about
institutional questions (EPP 2024). The manifesto stays virtually silent about the broader
architecture of EU governance. EPP does not call for more powers for the Parliament or
demand increased use of majority voting in the Council; recurrent requests of the EPP over
the years. The few concrete proposals include measures aimed at institutional
consolidation, such as “a Commissioner for Security and Defence, who will better coordinate
defence issues within the framework of EU competences and promote cooperation, as well
as a Defence Council with defence ministers of Member States.” And the call for “the
replacement of the High Representative with an EU foreign minister, as Vice-President of
the European Commission”. Towards the end of the manifesto, the EPP reaffirms its
commitment to “a strong and effective EU” and calls for the EU to “improve its institutions.”
But in what ways is not specified, other than also calling for “a European convention in the
coming years to discuss and decide on possible improvements to the Treaties.” A reason for

this is that “the Member States will continue to have the right to decide which competences



the EU should have and which ones could possibly be transferred back.” In other words, a
convention would also help to identify a clearer demarcation of jurisdictions, including the

possibility of renationalizing competences.

The PES manifesto was also vague on institutional reform, introducing only a few specific
proposals (PES 2024). It proposes “a serious assessment of what reforms of the EU
architecture are needed” and, on this basis, the PES “will use the next parliamentary term to
strengthen the EU’s capacity to act in an enlarged Union, with targeted Treaty changes.” In
this vein, the manifesto states the “need to empower the European Parliament and the
European Commission...” In foreign policy the EU “must speak with one voice” and move
towards more majority decisions in certain policy matters. And the PES supports a demand

to lower the voting age to 16 in the EP elections.

ALDE was relatively clear when it comes to institutional reform proposals (ALDE 2024). Its
manifesto advocates reform of the EU treaties and reform of the EU elections, notably by
ALDE continuing “to fight for transnational voting lists.” ALDE wants to transform the
European Commission into “a true political leadership body and ensure efficient governance
and decision-making...” It further advocates for the EP to have “right to initiate legislation
and power to cast a no-confidence vote against any member of the European Commission.”
As regards foreign and security policy, it wants to establish a European Commissioner for
Defence, “to ensure a unified approach to EU security and defence policy”, and to “shift to
qualified majority voting in foreign affairs, defence and security policy, preventing individual
countries from obstructing our joint ability to act”. To prepare the EU for further
enlargement, the manifesto champions reform of the EU decision-making procedure “to

ensure efficiency also with a larger number of Member States and diverging views.”



We now turn to the smaller Europarties: European Democratic Party (EDP), European Green
Party (EGP), European Free Alliance (EFA), European Conservatives and Reformists Party
(ECR), Party of the European Left (PEL), and European Christian Political Movement (ECPM).!

We start with the EDP which sat in the liberal group in the Parliament and fielded its own
lead candidate in the elections. Its long and detailed manifesto was “federalist” (EDP 2024).
It argues in favour of “a defence union and an energy union by eliminating the right of veto,
facilitating the initiatives of peoples and states who wish to accelerate their political union,
creating new own resources and strengthening the European Parliament while reducing the
number of Commissioners. Reforming the treaties to achieve these essential changes and
move forward with continental unification is imperative.” EDP recommends the
establishment of a “treaty revision convention to abolish unanimous voting in the Council”,
and “giving “national and regional parliaments with legislative powers the possibility of
suggesting legislative initiatives at the European Union level in the future by providing a
specific mechanism for this purpose in the regulation governing the European Citizens’
Initiative”. Significantly, EDP advocates “transnational lists in European Parliament
elections” and argues in favour of “strengthening European political parties and
foundations”, particularly through “the capacity of political parties and movements to
conduct transnational political campaigns”. It further calls for “the possibility of electing a
president of the European Union from electoral lists common to all European countries

(merging the President of the Commission and the President of the European Council).”

The EGP manifesto was, in many ways, explicitly federalist: “the European Union needs to
reform its treaties and move forward towards a federal Europe”. Overall, EGP supports the
proposals emerging from the Conference on the Future of Europe and stands for “a federal
Europe, for a fully fledged supranational democracy able to deliver.” EGP goes furthest in
demanding gender balance in EU politics: “we defend a binding parity mechanism for the

lists in the European elections and gender balance in EU decision-making, including for the

1 The Eurosceptical far right Identity and Democracy Party (ID) did not adopt an election

manifesto.



top jobs.” It argues that the European Parliament “must have the right to propose
legislation and equal budgetary power”, and that “the EU budget should be raised
significantly with an expanded role of the European Parliament and civil society in
monitoring EU spending.” According to EGP, the President of the European Commission
“should be proposed by the European Parliament.” It calls for EU-wide lists: “transnational
lists for the European Parliament should be introduced alongside national lists, creating an
additional single EU-wide constituency to which citizens elect a large number of MEPs.” EGP
wants to promote direct and participatory democracy:
the Greens will push for the introduction of citizens’ panels to make EU policy
choices more inclusive. The framework for petitions and specifically the
European Citizens Initiative must be strengthened to open more channels for
citizens to influence EU policy and oblige the European institutions to respond
with legislative proposals. A framework for EU-wide referenda should be

introduced.

Regarding the Council, the EGP manifesto states that “we will work towards overcoming
unanimity in the Council that is currently hindering accession” and that “the Council of the
European Union should act as a second chamber for EU law-making, not the venue for late-
night haggling over inter-governmental deals.” Greens are known for underlining the
importance of transparency, and EGP believes that “the EU institutions must become more
transparent, including through the pro-active publication of all documents on ongoing
legislation. These should also include member state positions as it remains virtually
impossible for citizens to understand how decisions are made in the Council.” Finally, EGP
advocates Treaty reform through a wide-ranging consultation process and a referendum:
“Treaty changes should then be ratified through a Europe-wide referendum according to a
double majority system of votes cast: Europe-wide and in a majority of member states”
(EGP 2024).

The manifesto of the EFA, the coalition of regionalist parties, understandably focused on the
rights of minorities in EU member states and on facilitating their influence in European level
policymaking. EFA seeks to reform the European Committee of the Regions: “rather than

being merely an advisory body without real power, it should be able to influence and amend
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European legislation” (EFA 2024). It also champions the consolidation of the European
Citizens’ Initiative, which “must be reformed to deliver on its promise, and the Commission
should have to make a legislative proposal as a result.” Regarding the EP, EFA states that
“the European Parliament must also have the right to initiate legislation”, and that “the
President of the European Commission must be democratically elected, on the basis of a

proposal by the European Parliament.”

The Eurosceptic and national conservative ECR did not present a manifesto until late April.
Probably reflecting divisions among member parties, the manifesto was brief and quite
general (ECR 2024). It does not address institutional questions beyond stating from the
outset that “we oppose any attempt to further centralise the EU and the extension of
qualified majority voting in areas from which it is currently excluded. The role of the
European Commission should not be mistaken for a government of a European super-state.”
Reflecting its anti-immigration policies there is at least one area where ECR would like to see
a stronger EU: “We are also committed to reinforcing agencies like Frontex and Europol to

help Member States fortify our external borders.”

Turning next to PEL, its manifesto states that “directly-elected European Parliament must
have the right to initiate legislation, to propose laws, to elect the European Commission, to
propose and decide on the EU budget and to control the activities of the European Central
Bank”, and that “policy areas of shared competence must be democratised, with the directly
elected European Parliament and the national parliaments playing the central role” (PEL
2024). PEL “reject[s] the abolition of the unanimity principle in the European Council” in
foreign and security policy. More generally, it is “in favour of a thorough public debate on
the future of the EU, involving national parliaments, the European Parliament and civil

society.”

Member parties of the very small ECPM sat in the EPP and ECR groups, and this was
reflected in its manifesto. ECPM advocates “longer debate times in the European Parliament
on important issues”, is “committed to strengthening the role of the European Parliament
as the direct and most proportionate elected representation of the European citizens”, and

“supports the Spitzenkandidat process” (ECPM 2024). At the same time ECPM *“is critical of
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the European Commission’s right of initiative, which leads to imposing Regulations and
Directives on Member States by unelected bureaucrats, legislation acts which often go
further than the founding treaties intended” and argues that “more control should be

returned to national parliaments, which would also increase their responsibility.”

The comparison suggests that a moderate left-right pattern emerges. The EGP stands out by
explicitly advocating a federal Europe. PES and PEL are in general supportive of moving EU
governance in a more supranational direction, but so is the liberal party family, both ALDE
and EDP. On the centre-right, EPP, referring to its “founding” role in European integration,
has traditionally advocated stronger EU-level democracy, but the party has clearly become
more divided over the future development of the Union. The Eurosceptical and conservative

ECR adopted a manifesto which is committed to safeguarding member states’ sovereignty.

Overall, the Europarties support a stronger Parliament, particularly through the right of
legislative initiative. ECPM explicitly refers to the Spitzenkandidaten mechanism, yet several
Europarties state that the Commission president should be elected on a proposal by the EP.
ALDE, EDP and EGP advocate transnational lists. However, while most Europarties would like
to see extended use of majority voting in the Council, only EGP directly calls for a more
radical overhaul of the whole EU political system. The Greens also emphasize direct and
participatory democracy, although all Europarties speak positively about engaging with

citizens and civil society actors.

Findings and implications

What do we learn from the comparative analysis of the 2024 election manifestos? What do
they say about Europarties themselves and about EU’s political and institutional future? In
this concluding section, we summarize the central findings and discuss their implications for

the Europarties, the EU, and new research.

Our main focus has been on EPP, PES, and ALDE as the largest Europarties, but we also
included other Europarties in our analysis. We found that the main Europarties continue to

advocate integration (Johansson and Raunio 2024), but that the EPP and PES only presented



thin agendas for constitutional and institutional reform. One plausible reason is that, in
election manifestos, it is safer to focus on policies as opposed to institutional matters that
may appear distant to ordinary people. Yet, these leading Europarties have previously not
hesitated to campaign for stronger EU institutions. Therefore, we suggest, the main reason
is internal fissure and concerns about their cohesion. Notably, EPP and ALDE too are
struggling to maintain internal cohesion. Centre-right parties across Europe have become
increasingly divided over questions of national sovereignty, and this may explain EPP’s
caution about institutional reform. The rather generic nature of the PES manifesto suggests
similar challenges inside the socialist/social democratic family. ALDE reportedly
encountered divisions during the drafting of the manifesto, yet its programme introduced

more specific proposals regarding EU governance.

Including the smaller Europarties paints a more mixed picture. The EGP came up with an
explicitly federalist manifesto, calling for a fully-fledged supranational Union. EDP had also a
federalist-oriented programme. EFA had a different take on European democracy, with its
emphasis on regional and local actors. ECR stood out with its defence of national identities
and sovereignty. Overall, the left-leaning Europarties are somewhat more in favour of

supranational reforms, especially if EGP is included among their number.

We have argued that the manifestos are indicators of party cohesion, with more general
and vague programmes suggesting intra-party divisions, detailed documents with concrete
reform proposals suggesting unity. Party size matters here. Larger Europarties, such as EPP
and PES, have a wide variety of national member parties, each with their own preferences,
whereas smaller Europarties have fewer members and therefore probably find it on average
easier to agree on common objectives. Although their commitment to European integration
remains intact, the scant attention to EU reform in the election platforms of the two largest
party families, EPP and PES, raises questions about the internal cohesion of the main
Europarties. They are not usually slow to advocate such reform, and now the EU again faces
serious challenges. Divisions within the Europarties suggest that the path towards further

integration is not easy, especially through formal Treaty revision.



The findings raise new questions that warrant further research, about the EU and the nature
of Europarties. While remaining reliant on national member parties for political support,
Europarties carry agency and exercise it in a number of ways. Yet, there are limits to that
agency. Underneath the display of unity, Europarties walk a fine line between asserting
themselves and accommodating different views among member parties. One interesting
topic is the divide between the Europarties and their EP groups. While in many cases they
can be viewed as part of the same Europarty organizational structure, the relationship is not
without its tensions (Ahrens and Miller 2023). Internal disagreements are likely to surface
more inside the Europarties that operate more in the intergovernmental domain, whereas
the EP groups are more strongly present in the supranational arena and often have their
own institutional agenda that may not please all national parties in the Europarty

(Johansson and Raunio 2024).

The fissures within Europarties point to under-explored but significant internal dynamics
and informal practices within these transnational coalitions. Such informal channels and
networks may be hierarchical, too. A growing number of researchers are exploring
Europarties, including their possibility of influencing EU decision-making. For a deeper
understanding of this phenomenon it is necessary to look not only at the structures, but also

at how people act and interact.
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