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Labour’s case for reforming
the EU from within

“

Douglas Alexander, MP for Paisley and
Renfrewshire South, former Minister for
Europe and current Shadow Foreign Minister,
addressed a full house of BL members and
guests at our annual John Fitzmaurice lecture.

Europe can feel too remote and that Labour
needed to win the argument. However this
would require the party to be honest with itself
and defend Britain’s place within Europe.
Labour’s case should be to reform Europe from
within and not by leaving the EU.

He began by noting the passing of former
Glasgow MP Bruce Millan, who had been a close
associate of his father.

Paul Hagan

Alexander began his speech by addressing a full
house of Brussels Labour members and
supporters in what he called “a spirit of
humility” saying that the Brussels branch of the
party was perhaps the most intimidating
audience for a speaker there was. He praised the
campaigning work done by the branch in UK
elections.

David Cameron is
trying to satisfy his
party with a
strategy of ‘unity
through obscurity’

He said that pro-Europeans needed to make a
strong case for membership. Those who wanted
Britain to leave the EU were on the wrong side of
the argument and the wrong side of history.
With the experience of the Second World War
now being confined to history rather than
memory, a new narrative would have to be found
to support membership, one which showed how
the EU had become an effective tool for
magnifying influence in the world.
Speaking about the current situation Douglas
talked about the threat of ‘synchronised
austerity’
propagated
by
centre-right
governments across Europe.
In addressing David Cameron’s recent speech,
Douglas said that all talk of exiting the EU was
more Tory party policy than UK national
interest, as Euro-scepticism is now no longer a
minor fringe movement. However he thought
that Cameron had made his speech in weakness
rather than strength, noting that Cameron had
‘left his shopping list behind’ as he had failed to
cite any specific powers that he wanted to
‘repatriate’.

Bruce Millan

Bruce Millan, a Labour Commissioner from
1989 to 1995 who died last month, came to
Brussels after a 29-year parliamentary career
representing a working class constituency of
Glasgow and a number of ministerial posts,
culminating in the role of Secretary of
Scotland in the Callaghan government.
His role as European Commissioner for
Regional Policies was well suited to this hard
working and personally modest socialist. His
own background made him especially
sensitive to the difficulties of former
industrial regions as they struggled to create
alternatives sources of employment and he
worked closely with Labour MEPs on these
issues, visiting many of their constituencies.

Douglas said his policy had tried to satisfy his
party by creating ‘unity through obscurity’.
Meanwhile, the assault on worker’s rights in the
UK was continuing as the Beecroft report had
concluded that cuts to various worker’s rights
were “a price worth paying”.

After he returned to the UK, he declined a
seat in the House of Lords believing that those
who make the laws should be elected not
appointed. Bruce was a good friend of
Brussels Labour and was in touch late last
year to send his good wishes for the 40th
anniversary.

A former Europe Minister, Douglas said that

Belinda Pyke
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The need to lead

Anatomy of a speech

Forty years after joining the EU, the British
Prime Minister has promised an in/out
referendum. It is too soon to judge the impact
of his speech but, for now, it reflects the
ambivalent attitudes to the EU in Britain.

There are various kinds of political speeches.
There is the call to arms to enthuse and inspire
one’s audience. There is the speech to sway the
audience, to persuade listeners, maybe even to
change minds. There is the speech to clear the
air, set out a new direction, and lay down a
course of action. And then there is David
Cameron’s long-awaited and much postponed
speech on the UK’s relations with Europe.

It is a great paradox that Britain was a champion
of EU enlargement. For the last 20 years Britain
made the case, at all levels and around the world,
that the EU was a good thing and enlarging it
was the best thing to do. Thus post 1989 the EU
became a home for fledgling democracies and a
framework for transition to market economies.
The difficulties in the parts of Europe which are
lagging behind, such as the Ukraine and parts of
the Balkans, show clearly what the alternative
was. The EU is a glue that holds Europe together.
Britain, led by a Labour government, was very
successful. At political level, Britain promoted a
vision of an open EU. At working level, British
officials played a key role in designing and
implementing policies for successful accession
of candidate countries. Conversely, the
enlargement process gave Britain a platform in
countries of strategic importance.
Enlargement has created a new EU. It is often
said that the EU has changed since 1973 when
Britain joined. Thanks to enlargement it has
changed for the better: it is more inclusive, more
open, and has more contacts with the rest of the
world. It also speaks more English.
During this period of unprecedented reforms in
Eastern Europe one of the main objectives has
been to strengthen the rule of law. Now, in the
enlarged EU, some of the policies and
instruments developed in the enlargement
context on justice and home affairs are being
used more widely. So ensuring that our values
and standards are upheld in an enlarged EU is
not somebody else’s business.
Last but not least, enlargement was also carried
by the courage of activists, citizens and
intellectuals who fought for democracy and put
their lives on the line for fundamental freedoms.
For Hrandt Dink and Vaclav Havel and others,
Europe was a source of inspiration.
Today there is an economic crisis that was
certainly not caused by the new Member States.
The enlarged single market is a great prize which
should not be taken for granted. Instead, without
enlargement and the refuge of the EU, the winds
of recession would have stoked the flames of
extremism in Europe unchecked.
Now, what should the British response be? The
lesson of enlargement is that Britain should lead.
Lead by having a strategy for Europe and setting
out a vision which can be shared by all.
Contribute our ideas, our know-how and our
energies. If we turn our backs, our partners will
not understand, we will become marginalised,
and we will suffer the consequences.
Martin Dawson

It was a moment calling for some passion like
those at the height of the debate over Europe in
the 60s and 70s, the speeches of J P Mackintosh
or Shirley Williams on one side; or Hugh
Gaitskell and Michael Foot on the other. If ardour
and intensity of conviction are beyond Mr
Cameron’s emotional range, then the analytical
clarity of Barrack Obama’s speech in Cairo, or his
2008 campaign speech on race might have done
the trick. Britain’s European future deserved
better than the mediocrity of the argument and
the banality of the conclusion which was on
offer.
As to the euro crisis itself, Cameron is right to
say that there will be changes in euro
governance but that does not amount to a case
for redefining the UK’s relationship with the EU.
For what the Prime Minister appears to be
proposing is, on the one hand, to encourage the
euro countries and the euro aspirant countries
to strengthen the common institutions in a
fiscal and ultimately political union, while in a
kind of backwards shimmying, relegating the
existing EU-UK relationship to the periphery.
This is a startling reversal of forty years of
British policy on the European Union. Until now,
at every stage, at every juncture and under every
government the aim has always been to place
Britain at the centre of developments to
influence the outcome.
The attention now turns to the leadership of the
other mainstream parties, and particularly the
leadership of the Opposition, to see if they can
summon up resolve in the pursuit of the genuine
national interest, and articulate a vision of
Europe which transcends the mediocre
calculation of short-term party advantage.
Julian Priestley
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Similar battles,
40 years on
Well, well, is it really 40 years since the launch
of the British Labour Group in Brussels?
Forty years is a hefty chunk of time. Indeed,
thinking back, it is almost like looking through a
window onto a now virtually disappeared world.
Four decades ago the words “the organised
Labour movement” reflected a powerful
economic, social and political reality. Think only
of the successful miners’ strike which kicked out
the Tory government led by Edward Heath – with
the active support of trade unionists, Labour
party members and others socialists.

As many of you know, this year is the 40
anniversary of Brussels Labour.

th

To celebrate, Brussels Labour has been
gathering memories and memorabilia from
members and others who have been
associated with the branch over its four
decades. As well as contributions from
founding members, such as Alan Forrest and
Peter McColdrick, we have heard from Labour
Party figures such as Neil Kinnock, Jan Royall
and Charles Clarke. Some of the memories
already collected are included in this edition
of Germinal, and will also be included in
future editions.
We will also weave these into a book that tells
the story of the forty years of Brussels Labour
against the backdrop of the evolving
relationship with the EU of the UK and of the
Labour Party. The book will be on sale by June.
It will be attractively produced and we plan to
sell it for 20€ per copy (about ten per cent
lower than the production cost). More
information and ordering information will be
sent out in April/May.
But we’d still like to have your memories and
memorabilia. If it’s too late to put them in the
book, we can include them in Germinal and
put them on the website. So please wrack your
brains and rummage in your attic or cellars.
Photos especially would be much appreciated
– we don’t have a lot from the pre-digital era.
Belinda Pyke
belinda.pyke@skynet.be

This movement – whatever its manifold
shortcomings – was confident that, with time,
economic and social discontent would fuse into
an elemental force for radical root and branch
political change. Little did we know that we
faced years – indeed decades – of economic,
social and political reaction. Within a few years
of the BLG’s launch, Margaret Thatcher would
unleash the forces of that reaction and
transform society in a very different kind of root
and branch way.
The Thatcher government’s onslaught was in
turn part of a much wider transformation of
post-war
capitalism
which
increasingly
privileged
the
esoteric
and
utterly
unaccountable world of finance capital. We can
now see that the seeds were being laid for the
explosive financial crisis which finally erupted
30 years later and which has now devastated
large swathes of society in Europe (including
Britain of course) and the United States.
The launch of the BLG of course also coincided
with Britain’s accession to the European
Economic Communities (as the European Union
was then known). I arrived in Brussels as The
Guardian’s European Editor shortly after
accession and the successful 1975 referendum
called by Harold Wilson’s Labour government to
confirm British membership.
I well remember Wilson calling the successful
referendum to approve the charade of a “renegotiation” of the original terms of the UK’s
membership. In reality it changed virtually
nothing. Forty years on we have a Tory
government in London threatening to call
another In/Out referendum in 2017 when a new

Memories from the
first Chair
Treaty to strengthen Euro-area economic and
political governance is expected.
The question is: If Labour is elected in 2015 will
this prospect change in any fundamental way?
Hopefully the BLG in Brussels will help the
Labour Party at home to understand that there is
no prospect of a prosperous, socially just
economy in one country. Either the European
Union will cut the shackles of mindless
economic austerity and opt for sustainable
growth and a new Social Europe or we risk
unleashing even fiercer demons of reaction than
Margaret Thatcher.
My hope is that members of the Labour Party –
very much including the BLG – will find their
voice to campaign for these changes. Perhaps in
this way the high hopes of 40 years ago can be
rekindled and burn with a new brightness.
The full version of John’s article is available on
the BL website.
Ken Collins writes:
“Congratulations to Brussels Labour as it
celebrates its 40th anniversary this year.
“The Branch has been very successful in
bringing the Labour community in Brussels
together and over the years its members have
included distinguished officials from the EU
institutions, and from business and the
voluntary sector (and counts MPs and MEPs
among its former Committee members).
“It has become a source of expertise about the
EU and has much to offer the Labour Party in
terms of advice and policy development - if
only the Party would take advantage of this
valuable opportunity! I send my warmest
wishes to all involved in Brussels Labour in
this anniversary year and for continued
success in the years to come. "
Sir Ken Collins was MEP for Strathclyde East
and served as the Chairman of the European
Parliament's Environment Committee until
his retirement in 1999. From 1999 to 2007 he
was Chairman of the Scottish Environment
Protection Agency.

The beginnings were an
exciting
time,
with
a
pioneering,
if
not
conspiratorial, feel within the
BLG,
given
the
strong
scepticism of large numbers in
the Party towards membership
of the European Community.
Those coming to work in
Brussels, including ex-ministers
(George Thomson and Maurice
Foley), a high ranking trade
union leader (Jack Peel), exParty
Assistant
General
Secretary Gwyn Morgan, some
of the finest British journalists in Brussels,
British MP’s seconded to the European
Parliament, as well as longer standing residents
- all wanted to give a hand. Ministers coming to
Council meetings were ready to make contact.
Local Party and trade union delegations poured
in, especially during the period leading up to the
referendum. Well-established socialist groups
from other Member States joined in our
functions.
Going canvassing in South-East
England at weekends was worthwhile and served
to reinforce our Labour credentials.
Some memories from those times stick out:
Going late at night to “The Drum”, our unofficial
headquarters (long since demolished when the
main Commission headquarters was built) and
hearing from the darkness at the further end the
mellifluous and eloquent voice of Gwyn Morgan,
Chef de Cabinet, entertaining
a Labour
delegation well beyond the course of duty;
Having a debate with various groupings on the
Conservative side on the subject “L’Europe sera
sociale, ou elle ne sera pas”. Thanks to the
oratory of Nye Hughes, we won! This was before
the adoption of the controversial Working Time
Directive, and reflected the view that we could
manage our European economies in a different
way from US practice;
Having David Owen, Foreign Secretary, and his
wife as main guests at an anniversary dinner.
(The BLG is good at organising anniversary
dinners). At that time during the Callaghan
Government he was very welcome.

The sister parties
held their now
annual reception
on Tuesday 5
March 2013.
Seventeen sister
parties (a record)
co-sponsored the
reception in the
Residence
Palace. Over 150
members of
Brussels based
sister parties came
to network and
hear Pascal Smet
(sp.a) and Marie
Arena (PS) speak
about the
challenges for
Europe, the social
democratic
response and the
need to prepare for
a socialist victory
in the upcoming
European and
Belgian elections in
2014.
Jo Wood
All event
photographs by
risinsun 2013
(risinsun.net)
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The impact of austerity on
Europe’s social fabric
Judith
Kirton-Darling,
the
Confederal
Secretary of the European Trade Union
Confederation (ETUC) addressed Brussels
Labour’s meeting on 23 January.
Judith, a Labour Party member who is active in
her local CLP in the North East has been involved
in the European Trade Union movement for over
ten years, taking over from John Monks in her
current
role
in
2011.
Judith,
whose
responsibilities include looking-into health and
safety at work issues as well as environment and
energy policy has previously worked for Unite
and the European Metalworkers Federation.

by many of Europe’s conservative governments.
In her view the Barroso I and II Commissions had
been a period of “running to stand still” in trying
to preserve the social dimension within the
single market. This had been one of the most
difficult periods for the European Trade Union
movement and the impact on the social fabric of
many European societies had been “disastrous”.
It was the last few years that Judith said has seen
the biggest attacks yet on the “3 Ps” of Pay,
Pensions and Public Sector. This was especially
prevalent as last year nine Member State
governments sent a letter to the Commission
arguing for de-regulation of Health & Safety.

Discussing the recent history of the European
Trade Union movement she spoke of how they
had invested massively in the ex-communist
states following enlargement. Among the most
important things the EU had delivered were paid
holidays and equal treatment for men and
women.

In opposition to this the ETUC had planned to
publish “a social compact for Europe”, by June,
which they hope will become a roadmap for a
social dimension to monetary union. They would
mount strong opposition to any attempts to
withdraw from the social chapter. Judith
however noted that difficult and combative days
lay ahead.

Judith highlighted the concerns many trade
unionists had in relation to the austerity drives

Paul Hagan

The annual Brussels Labour quiz, held on 11
October 2012, was another great success.
Congratulations to everybody for a great
effort, especially to our winning team and
master of ceremonies David Earnshaw.
We raised €575 for the NGO PAG-ASA, whose
Director, Sarah De Hovre, writes:
“PAG-ASA was created in 1994. Our name, which
means Hope in the Tagalog language, was chosen
because the first victims assisted in our centre
were from the Philippines.
“In Belgium, victims of human trafficking can
benefit from a special protection and assistance
procedure, including residence permits, if they
accept to cut all contacts with the presumed
trafficker, accept to cooperate with law
enforcement and accept to be assisted by a
“specialised centre”.
“PAG-ASA is such a specialised centre, recognized
by the authorities to provide professional
assistance to persons who have been identified
as victims of human trafficking. We have a dual
mission: (1) Providing assistance to victims of
human trafficking; (2) Sharing information and
awareness raising at national and international
level, such as poster campaigns, flyers, speaking
at training events or conferences.
“This assistance consists of three aspects: (1)

Shelter for those victims in need of a safe place
to stay; (2) Psychosocial assistance; (3) Legal and
administrative assistance. We offer primary care,
guidance and protection to victims.
“The ultimate goal is that the person can start a
new life, whether in Belgium or in the home
country. After the person has recovered, both
physically and mentally, PAG-ASA supports the
person to develop a plan for his/her future and
to equip the person with the necessary skills to
actually make it happen.
“Our multidisciplinary team consists of 19 staff,
with criminologists, social workers, educators
and administrative assistants. In addition, we
have 10-15 volunteers to help us with various
aspects of the work.
“Since our creation in 1994, the organisation has
helped more than 1.000 victims! In 2012, we
helped 63 new persons – 24 victims trafficked for
sexual exploitation, 28 for labour exploitation, 4
for forced begging, 1 for forced committing of
crimes, and 6 for smuggling under aggravating
circumstances. Out of these 63, 37 were women
and 26 men, from different countries within the
EU and outside the EU.
“On behalf of the PAG-ASA team and all the
victims in our centre, I would like to thank
Brussels Labour for their gift to our
organisation.”

Overseas voting
rights debated in the
House of Lords
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As many members will be aware, Labour
International and in particular our Brussels
Branch has campaigned for many years on the
issue of our rights as ex-pats to vote in UK
Parliamentary Elections (and perhaps upcoming referenda).
The issue was debated again in the House of
Lords on 14 January, with a Tory Peer proposing
amendments to an elections Bill currently before
the House which would have extended voting
rights.
Unfortunately,
the
Labour
Party
line
(represented by Diane Hayter and David Lipsey)
was to oppose this, again restating the
arguments that long time overseas residents
have little connection to the UK.
We have made plain our disappointment at this
position both to the Lords concerned and to Ed
Miliband. Diane Hayter now agrees that there
may be a special case for those working for
international organisations such as the EC and
UN, but not beyond that.
The amendments were never put to the vote in
the Lords, but we understand the government is
still considering whether to make a change to
the 15 year period, so our lobbying efforts are
continuing.
Keir Fitch
For the full article, go to brusselslabour.eu.

Sylvia Moore
Brussels Labour members were saddened to
learn of the sudden death in January of Sylvia
Moore, former chair of the Geneva Branch of
Labour International.
Sylvia had been a member of the Labour
International Coordinating Committee and was
a keen advocate of voting rights for British
citizens living abroad.

Christmas Social
Brussels Labour held another successful
Christmas Social in December 2012.
Many thanks to all that came and a special thank
you to David Earnshaw and Jo Wood for kindly
hosting the event.

Are you up to date?
Please don’t forget to renew your Brussels
Labour subscription for 2013.
The easiest way to do this is to set up a standing
order to pay your subs. The details for this are
below:
Rates
€25 per annum
€5 for unwaged people or stagiaires
Account number
001-1128765-52
IBAN: BE64 0011 1287 6552
BIC: GEBABEBB
Account name
Brussels Labour Party Group
Bank
BNP Paribas Fortis

