As the Guardian put it: “Britain passed peacefully
into Europe at midnight last night without any
special celebrations. It was difﬁcult to tell that
anything of importance had occurred, and a
date which will be entered in the history books
as long as histories of Britain are written, was
taken by most people as a matter of course.”

This enthusiasm and optimism was
echoed by Labour Party activists who
formed the British Labour Group...

This commemorative book looks at 40 years
of Britain and Labour in Europe and the
history of the Brussels Labour branch.
It includes contributions from Ed Miliband, Neil
Kinnock, Joaquin Almunia and many others, as
well as colour photographs and archive materials
from four decades of Labour in Europe.

brusselslabour.eu

“

Things were a little livelier in Brussels. The BBC
reported: “At midnight last night a Union Jack
ﬂag was raised at the EEC’s headquarters in
Brussels to mark the occasion. Celebrations
were held in the city and one of Britain’s new
European Commissioners, George Thomson,
joined revellers in a torch lit procession.”

40 YEARS OF LABOUR IN BRUSSELS

“

At the third attempt, the United Kingdom
succeeded in becoming a member of the European
Economic Community on 1 January 1973.
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FOREWORDS
This book is part of the celebrations to mark the 40th
anniversary of the founding of Brussels Labour.
Labour is and must be an outward-looking internationalist party that seeks to advance
the values of care, opportunity, security, justice and liberty that are at the core of our
purpose in politics. Trying to ensure that the UK fulfils a progressive, significant
and influential role in the EU is, of course, a vital component of that mission.
That’s why Brussels Labour – which brings together Party members from the EU
institutions and from the voluntary and private sectors – is actively engaged, alongside
Labour MEPs and sister parties, in providing the Party in the UK with insights about the
Union and assisting our continental colleagues with their perceptions of British politics.
Such efforts are always useful in promoting solidarity and shared ideas. Now, however,
they have added importance because of the need to counter the Tories, Ukip and
other myopic, xenophobic and divisive forces in the UK and other parts of Europe.
Overcoming them and the myths, fears and enmities which they plant and harvest is
essential for the stability, cohesion and progress of Europe and its democracies.
Brussels Labour, together with social democrats everywhere, is energetically committed to that
task. It is that spirit, and the welcoming attitude of Brussels Labour members, which made
me happy to work with them 30 years ago when I became Labour Leader, and proud to be
their Honorary President when I went to work in Brussels as a Member of the Commission.

NEIL KINNOCK
HONORARY PRESIDENT, BRUSSELS LABOUR
FORMER LEADER OF THE LABOUR PARTY
FORMER VICE-PRESIDENT, EUROPEAN COMMISSION

The campaigning of Brussels Labour members in the UK and elsewhere, the
highly successful meetings that they organise at Labour Party conferences, and
the fact that they don’t simply preach international collaboration, but live it,
all continue to reinforce and refresh my respect and affection for them.
Long may they spread understanding and friendship –
Europe and the wider world always need both!
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A fundamental element of social democracy is the conviction that by
working together, we can achieve more than on our own.
This is as true internationally as it is within a single country. So the Labour Party’s contact with other
countries, with our sister parties abroad, and with international organisations is a key part of our work.
For the last 40 years, Brussels Labour has been at the heart of Europe, promoting
the Party and our values. It was also instrumental in the creation of Labour
International to represent our members spread around the globe.
This book celebrates the history of its first 40 years. I look forward to
working with Brussels Labour for many years into the future.

ED MILIBAND
LEADER OF THE LABOUR PARTY

When I arrived in Brussels, in October 1972, Spain was still a dictatorship.
I combined my professional work as an economist following European affairs with my activities
as a member of the Partido Socialista Obrero Español (PSOE). The Party was still clandestine,
but we were trying to modernise it, preparing ourselves for the arrival of democracy.
Our members in Brussels were generally manual workers who came to Belgium both for political
and economic reasons. As one of the few Spanish socialists with contacts within the Commission,
I soon started to attend meetings and debates with officials belonging to our sister parties.
I remember discussions regarding what was going on in the other southern European
countries that successfully joined the democratic family: first Greece, then Portugal. I answered
the same questions many times: when will Franco go? What will happen next?
The transnational socialist think tank ‘Agenor’, under the leadership of John Lambert,
was very active during this period and gave me the opportunity to meet a group of people
from the British Labour Party. I always remember the solidarity they showed us.
Now, the 40th anniversary of the Brussels branch of the Labour Party
gives me the opportunity to renew my gratitude to all of you.

JOAQUIN ALMUNIA
VICE-PRESIDENT, EUROPEAN COMMISSION

LABOUR IN EUROPE

1973-1975

STARTING OUT
THE PIONEERING EARLY DAYS

Verbatim
Britain is a European
nation, and a Labour Britain
would always seek a wider
co-operation between
the European peoples.
But a profound political
mistake made by the Heath
Government was to accept
the terms of entry to the
Common Market, and to take
us in without the consent
of the British people.
This has involved the
imposition of food taxes on
top of rising world prices,
crippling fresh burdens on
our balance of payments,
and a draconian curtailment
of the power of the British
Parliament... This is why
a Labour Government
will immediately seek a
fundamental renegotiation
of the terms of entry.

TIMELINE

Labour’s general election
manifesto, February 1974

JANUARY 1973

UK, Ireland and
Denmark join EEC

At the third attempt, the United Kingdom succeeded
in becoming a member of the European Economic
Community (EEC) on 1 January 1973.
As the Guardian put it: “Britain passed peacefully into Europe
at midnight last night without any special celebrations. It was
difficult to tell that anything of importance had occurred, and
a date which will be entered in the history books as long as
histories of Britain are written, was taken by most people as
a matter of course.”
Things were a little livelier in Brussels. The BBC reported:
“At midnight last night a Union Jack flag was raised at
the EEC’s headquarters in Brussels to mark the occasion.
Celebrations were held in the city and one of Britain’s new
European Commissioners, George Thomson, joined revellers
in a torch lit procession.”
This enthusiasm and optimism was echoed by Labour
Party activists who formed the British Labour Group
(BLG), later to be known as Brussels Labour. Their
aim was to bring together Brussels-based Labour Party
members and supporters.
The driving force, Alan Forrest, was a College of Europe
alumnus (and at the time an official at the International
Confederation of Free Trade Unions) who went on
to become the first Chair. It had been his letter to the
Bulletin, a Belgian English-language weekly, in late 1972,
which kicked things off by proposing a first meeting.

JANUARY 1973
Labour’s George
Thomson becomes
Commissioner for
Regional Policy in
Ortoli Commission

JANUARY 1973
British Labour
Group established,
with Alan Forrest
as Chair

“German Common Market functionary, Mr. Kuhne” addresses
Brussels Labour in 1973, watched by (left to right) Dianne Hayter,
George Thomson, Alan Forrest and Peter Coldrick

The Times reported on this initiative. “Last week 34 British
socialists living or working in Europe’s administrative capital
held the inaugural meeting of a new Labour Party group.
The founder-members include a prospective parliamentary
candidate and Labour supporters in the Commission, the
Council, private industry and the trade union movement”,
read an article on 22 January 1973.
There were about 45 people on the mailing list, some
of whom are still members. The group drew up ideas
for future activities in early 1973, based on a survey of
members, and these themes remain at the core of Brussels
Labour: regular discussion meetings with high-profile
speakers; contacts with the Labour Party and the Trades
Union Congress; enhancing relations with Belgian and
other socialist sister parties; canvassing in UK elections;
and contributing to policy-making.

FEBRUARY 1973
European
Trade Union
Confederation
(ETUC) established

FEBRUARY 1974

OCTOBER 1974

UK general election
leads to a hung
parliament but
Harold Wilson
becomes PM

Wilson leads the
Labour Party to
a majority at the
second general
election of the year
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Right from the start, the group attracted high-profile
guest speakers. On 7 March 1973 Raymond Riﬄet
(who had been chef de cabinet to Commission President
Jean Rey) spoke on ‘EEC Social Policy and the British
Welfare State’ and on 29 March, George Thomson, the
first British Labour Commissioner, spoke on ‘Socialism,
Internationalism and the Common Market’. Meetings took
place in the Maison des Huit Heures, a trade union centre
on Place Fontainas in the city centre.
Back in the UK, the Conservative government’s
confrontation with the unions resulted in a governmentimposed ‘three-day week’ to conserve electricity, the
production of which was severely limited due to industrial
action by coal miners. In the midst of it, Prime Minister
Edward Heath gambled unsuccessfully on a snap general
election in early 1974 on the issue of who governs
Britain. Labour came back into power with a minority
administration and won a majority in a second election
later in 1974.
Labour’s ambivalence to Europe, marked already by its
refusal to take its seats in the European Parliament, was
reflected in both election manifestos, which included a
commitment to renegotiate the entry terms of EEC
membership and then put the result to a popular
vote. Despite opposition within the Labour Party, the
Government advocated a ‘yes’ vote in the referendum and Britons agreed by a margin of two to one.

DECEMBER 1974
Council agrees text
of draft Treaty on
budgetary powers
of the European
Parliament

DECEMBER 1974
Paris summit
sets up regular
European Council
meetings

“

The beginnings were an exciting time,
with a pioneering, if not conspiratorial,
feel within the British Labour Group,
given the strong scepticism of large numbers in the
Party towards membership of the EEC.

Those coming to work in Brussels included ex-ministers
(George Thomson and Maurice Foley), a high-ranking
trade union leader (Jack Peel), and former Labour Party
Assistant General Secretary Gwyn Morgan.

Harold Wilson returned as PM
in February 1974

They were joined in Brussels by some of the finest
British journalists, British MPs seconded to the
European Parliament, and longer-standing residents all wanted to lend 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 1975 referendum.
Well-established socialist groups from other member
states joined in our functions.
And we kept our links back home: going canvassing in
south-east England at weekends was worthwhile and
served to reinforce our Labour credentials.
Alan Forrest
First Chair of the British Labour Group

FEBRUARY 1975
The EC and 46
African, Caribbean
and Pacific
countries sign the
Lomé I convention

FEBRUARY 1975
Margaret Thatcher
becomes
Leader of the
Conservative Party

APRIL 1975
A special Labour
Party conference
votes two to
one to leave the
Common Market

> FACTFILE
general elections 1974
- February Labour: 301 seats (+20)
Labour 33 seats short
- October Labour: 319 seats (+18)
Labour maj: 3 seats

JUNE 1975
Britons vote two
to one in favour of
remaining in the
Common Market

40 YEARS OF
BRUSSELS LABOUR

SISTER PARTIES
According to some estimates, more than 2,000 nonBelgians living in Brussels are connected to a socialist or
social democratic party in their home country.
Over the years, these individuals have come together to
set up branches of their national parties in Brussels and
today, all European parties have a branch in Brussels and
meet regularly.

Belinda Pyke and Saïd El
Khadraoui MEP (sp.a)

Sister parties have been an integral part of the
development of Brussels Labour. Indeed, the formation
of Brussels Labour was, in part, inspired by other sister
parties already established in Brussels. Brussels Labour’s
first meeting in January 1973 involved a “thought talk
from the German Social Democrats, a corresponding German
group in existence for 10 years”.
The German ‘friends of SPD’ had been created in 1965
and was made up of 15 Commission officials. Just like
Brussels Labour, the SPD in Brussels grew thanks to the
enthusiasm of newly-arrived EU officials wanting to keep
up their party links – and, presumably, aspiring to imbue
the common policies of the new supranational Europe
with a modicum of socialist principles.

NOTABLE
MEETINGS

In the 1970s and 1980s, members of Brussels Labour
were in regular contact with colleagues and friends from
other countries through work – and it was becoming
natural for them to compare and contrast different policy
and political discussions.

MARCH 1973

Meeting with
Belgian socialists

JANUARY 1978
Discussion on the
EP elections with
Flemish socialists,
French PS and
German SPD

MAY 1978
First Fête de la
Rose with speakers
including Michel
Rocard (right) and
Olaf Palme

Ever since Raymond Riﬄet’s appearance as Brussels
Labour’s first guest speaker in March 1973, there has
been a tradition of inviting comrades from other sister
parties, as well as cooperating on campaigning.
In 1979, in the run-up to the first direct elections to
the European Parliament, discussions took place with
sister parties on the preparation of a joint manifesto and
preparations for the elections themselves.
The Tenth Congress of the Confederation of Socialist
Parties of the European Community in 1979 agreed
the first joint manifesto. This was quite an achievement
considering that the last time the Confederation had
met was in 1974 – following British, Danish and Irish
accession. (The ‘Confed’ - as it was affectionately known
- eventually became the Party of European Socialists
(PES) in 1992.)
Cooperation continued among ordinary members too. A
Brussels-based group of socialists and social democrats
regularly met as the ‘Groupe Intersocialiste Européen’
throughout this time. The Intersocialiste brought together
the active branches in Brussels of sister parties from Spain,
France, Germany, Britain, Northern Ireland, Ireland, the
Netherlands, Belgium, Denmark, Greece and Portugal.
Together, they prepared a list of speakers and experts who
could help out in the 1979 elections.
These elections to the European Parliament came shortly

FEBRUARY 1999
Meeting with
John Hume,
SDLP Leader and
Nobel Peace Prize
laureate

NOVEMBER 1999
Joint meeting with
the French PS and
German SPD on
the ‘third way’
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after Margaret Thatcher entered 10 Downing Street and
a growing number of people came to Brussels Labour to
support the Party from abroad and oppose her policies.
Sister parties were keen to help, and Labour became very
active within the Intersocialiste.
Joint meetings were held to compare how different
socialist parties worked to promote European policies.
Labour’s MEPs also contributed, seeing their role - at
least in part - to undermine the work of the Thatcher
government ‘at home’.
Connections to the Belgian sister parties were developed:
on one memorable occasion in 1995, Brussels Labour
members were invited, together with German, Austrian
and French comrades, to the Hôtel de Ville on the Grand’
Place to hear Freddy Thielemans - now Mayor of the
City of Brussels - deliver a fascinating and entertaining
explanation of Belgian politics.
The Intersocialiste continued to meet right up to 1999,
bringing together an estimated 4,000 socialists and social
democrats living in Brussels. Pauline Green MEP, the
President of the Socialist Group, spoke to more than
100 socialists in Brussels following the resignation of the
Santer Commission in 1999.
Voting rights and election campaigns
Brussels Labour campaigned as early as 1976 for non-

MAY 2000
Meeting with
Hannes Swoboda
MEP (right)
on Austria and
enlargement

The 2012 communal elections:
campaign meeting (left);
Ans Perssons (sp.a) and Jo
Wood campaign in the City of
Brussels (above)

Belgian citizens to be granted the right to vote in
European Parliament elections in Belgium.
The issue of voting rights has continued to be the source
of great discussion, particularly after 2000, when British
citizens who had lived outside the UK for more than 15
years lost the right to vote.
There has been progress, however: as a result of the
Maastricht Treaty, EU citizens residing in Belgium gained
the right to vote in and be candidates for the European
Parliament elections (from 1994 onwards).
A similar right was granted for communal elections
in Belgium, and in 2000 Brussels Labour organised

OCTOBER 2001
Joint meeting with
Commissioner
Margot Wallstrom
(right) and Swedish
Social Democrats

APRIL 2003
Meeting with
Anne Van Lancker
MEP (sp.a) on
the European
Convention

MAY 2008
Meeting with
Gary Titley MEP
and PSOE on the
Spanish elections

a registration drive to get
non-Belgian socialists on the
electoral roll.
Each member of the executive
committee was given the job
of contacting a sister party to
organise joint branch meetings,
attend party conferences and
develop a contact base.
Brussels Labour members and sister party volunteers
campaign for Glenda Jackson in the 2010 general election

In 2003 Brussels Labour forged
even closer links with the sister
parties as they became active in
the run-up to the Belgian federal election (2003) and the
European Parliament elections (2004).
Joanna Maycock, a member of the executive committee
at the time, kept Brussels Labour informed about the
campaigns organised by the sp.a and PS to register EU
residents to vote in the European elections.
In 2006, members of Brussels Labour stood in the
communal elections for the first time – Belinda Pyke
standing as a PS candidate in Woluwé-Saint Pierre.

NOTABLE
MEETINGS

By the time of the next communal elections in 2012,
Belinda had been joined as a candidate by Jo Wood (City
of Brussels) and June O’Keefe (Etterbeek), and a meeting
just before the elections helped mobilise support.

JUNE 2008
Meeting with
Anna Colombo
and Italian
Democratic Party

Joint meetings and common discussions
Throughout its 40 years, Brussels Labour has regularly
held joint meetings with sister parties. Meetings often
focused on recent elections and new policy ideas in other
countries.
A new ‘tradition’ developed more recently has been the
sister party receptions, held annually from 2010. One of
the aims has been to mobilise campaigners from sister
parties to play an active role in the Belgian elections
and also to encourage voter registration. The receptions
bring together more than 300 comrades to network,
organise and share policy ideas. The receptions are also
an opportunity to recruit new members and register
current members to vote in the communal and European
elections.
Brussels Labour added value: campaigning and expertise
Improved transport links, including the Channel Tunnel,
have helped Brussels Labour to be able to campaign in
all the recent general elections, European elections and
even some local elections in the UK - even involving
colleagues from sister parties. We also helped win
local and European elections in Belgium and France
(supporting the campaigns of Philip Cordery in the
Benelux countries and Axelle Lemaire in the UK, both
of whom were elected as overseas MPs in the French
National Assembly in 2012).

JANUARY 2009

MAY 2012

JUNE 2012

Meeting with
Democrats Abroad
on the prospects for
presidency of Barack
Obama (right)

Meeting with
Catherine
Trautmann MEP on
the French elections

Meeting with Pascal
Smet (right), Flemish
education minister,
on the communal
elections

From the archives...
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(top left) The notice, published in the Bulletin, of the ﬁrst Brussels Labour meeting and (bottom left) Alan Forrest’s letter to the same
publication; (middle) Brussels Times reports on a visit by Maurice Foley, a former MP and minister, to Brussels Labour; (top right) the new
group grabs attention in the UK, in The Times; (bottom right) an early newsletter, from 1976

Memories..

THE 1975 REFERENDUM

“
John Prescott headed the
Labour delegation to the
European Parliament, which
took up its seats in 1975:
Brussels Labour was a place
where pro-Europeans could
meet up. At that time,
the anti-common market
sentiment in the Labour
Group was very strong, and
almost ideological at times.
Brussels Labour would
provide advice and support
to the Labour group on many
issues in the run-up to direct
elections. It also provided
intelligence on how sister
parties were preparing for
the 1979 European elections.

Bob Cox was a member of the cabinet of
Commissioner George Thomson. He remembers
the 1975 referendum on British membership of the
common market:
The prospect of a British referendum on European
Community membership put George Thomson in a
quandary.
As a former Labour cabinet minister he had to live
with a Labour government initiative. From his years of
campaigning for British membership of the European
Economic Community, George was familiar with the
pro- and anti-Europe contest raging inside the Party and
Labour movement as a whole. Now that the referendum
was definitely on, what do we do? Too much campaigning
zeal and the accusations of ‘foreign interference’ would
abound with the risk of, at best, encouraging abstentions,
at worst driving more ‘no’ voters to the poll. But just sitting
there with self-imposed neutrality was unthinkable.
Over the months ahead George chose his platforms
and words with care but with no mistake about where
he stood. Meanwhile his cabinet got to work in its own
discreet way. In retrospect I can pride myself on having, as
one of the Labour Party members in the Thomson team,
played a particularly active part. And let us not forget
the effort put in by Christopher Soames [Conservative
Vice-President of the Commission] and his people in their

‘constituency’.
A lot of effort went into drafting arguments, digging
out and writing up facts and figures about the realities
of European Community membership for Britain.
The fact that George’s
remit was regional policy, a
particularly sensitive issue
in depressed regions where
Labour euro-hostility might
otherwise thrive, was helpful.
But
argument
needed
intermediaries - people who
would relay them.
The arguments we produced
had to be of irrefutable
quality – we owed that to the
credibility of our friends: the
media, of course – at least
those not hostile to Europe,
George Thomson, European
as so many in Britain still Commissioner for Regional
were; those in trade unions, Policy from 1973 to 1977
town halls, county councils
and co-ops who were prepared to listen when we invited
them to see for themselves in Brussels, or spoke to
their membership on the ground in the UK; members
of Brussels Labour too – even though the group then
reflected the European split of the Party back home. All
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UK REFERENDUM 1975
Do you think the UK should
stay in the European
Community (Common Market)?
NO

32.8%

YES

67.2%

rolled up their sleeves and got to
work.
Did all this effort make the
difference to the referendum
result? No–one can tell
objectively. But silence and
funk too would have been
interpreted by the ‘antis’ as lack
of conviction and surely would
have encouraged more voters to
say ‘no’.

In Brussels on Friday 6 June 1975, the ‘chefs de cabinet’ met
to prepare a forthcoming meeting of their commissioners.
Normally they met on a Monday. But now a symbolic
storm cloud hung over the grey skies of Brussels – the
results of the previous day’s referendum on British
membership were due. There was nervousness about
whether the UK would leave the European Community
barely two-and-a-half years after it had joined.
George Thomson’s chef de cabinet was out of town so I sat
in on the meeting for him. Before business started I had
a quiet word with Emile Noël, the venerable Secretary
General of the Commission, who chaired the meeting.
I would act as liaison man to field discreet slips of paper
provided by the cabinet with ongoing results of the
referendum as the count proceeded.

When the British government to decided to call a referendum on EU
membership, George Thomson, as Commissioner, naturally took charge
of the campaign to win over Labour, the trade unions, the cooperative
movement and others.

“

Quite a few British EU officials with a Labour background, and some others leaning
towards the Left, had remits relevant to the themes of the referendum, and with these
George created a loose ‘task force’.
Thus a good number of Brussels Labour members were involved, and from time to time
Brussels Labour itself, by holding meetings.
Alan Forrest
Chair of Brussels Labour, 1973-1978

There were no text messages in those days. Noël, on a
wink from me, would pause the meeting for me to brief
it. As the afternoon drew on each slip of paper brought
ever better news – Britain was not going to leave. The
atmosphere in the otherwise austere chefs de cabinet
meeting became increasingly euphoric – jolly even. The
clouds over Brussels lifted.
That evening I had planned a drinks party at home
– either to drown our collective sorrows or celebrate.
“Why” asked one British guest “are all these non-Brits
here?” nodding towards various ‘continental’ socialist
guests happily imbibing. “Because it’s their victory too,” I
said. Brussels Labour members present concurred as they
clinked glasses with comrades from across Europe.

TRADE UNIONS

40 YEARS OF
BRUSSELS LABOUR

Just as trade unions played a central role in the founding
of the Labour Party, Brussels-based trade unionists
were the driving force behind the creation of the British
Labour Group (BLG) in 1973.

At a joint meeting of Brussels Labour and the German
SPD in 2004 entitled ‘Trade Unions and Social Democracy –
A case for Marriage Guidance Counselling or Divorce?’, John
Monks described the current relationship between trade
unions and Labour as “discord, disunity and backstabbing”
but urged unions to work with the Party as their only
viable political outlet.

Over the years representatives of the ICFTU (now the
ITUC - International Trade Union Confederation), the
European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC) and
the GMB Brussels branch have
continued to participate in meetings,
as committee members, in election
campaigns and in other causes
supported by the group, notably
the anti-apartheid campaign. For
example, Andrew Kailembo of the
ICFTU spoke to the group in 1987
about the role of South African
trade unions in the anti-apartheid
Brussels Labour raised funds for miners and their
struggle.

John also delivered the 2009 John Fitzmaurice memorial
lecture on the theme ‘Europe: what now?’, examining what
needs to be done to ensure Europe remains a project with
which people in the street can identify.

Alan Forrest, an official at the International Confederation
of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU), became its first Chair. An
ICFTU colleague, Peter Coldrick, joined him as Secretary.

families during the 1984-1985 strike

WORKING
TOGETHER

Other
Brussels-based
trade
unionists have also regularly contributed as guest speakers,
including Peter Coldrick, (on behalf of the ETUC) on
economic and employment issues, Tom Jenkins (also
of the ETUC), and notably John Monks, when he was
ETUC General Secretary.

JANUARY 1973

November 1980

Trade union officials
found the British
Labour Group, now
Brussels Labour

Union leader David
Basnett speaks on
‘The Unions and
the Conservative
government’

FEBRUARY 1984
David Lea, TUC
Assistant General
Secretary, speaks
to Brussels Labour

Most recently – in January 2013 - Judith Kirton-Darling,
Confederal Secretary at the ETUC (and a candidate for
the European Parliament elections in 2014) spoke to the
group about 40 years of the ETUC, including enlargement
to central and Eastern Europe, the development of then subsequent onslaught on - Social Europe, and the
ETUC’s future challenges.
Prominent British trade unionists who have addressed the
group include David Lea (Assistant General Secretary of
the Trades Union Congress - TUC), Fred Jarvis (General
Secretary of the National Union of Teachers and President
of the TUC), Jack Jones (former General Secretary of the
Transport & General Workers’ Union - TGWU) and
Rodney Bickerstaff, former leader of Unison.
Brussels Labour has supported British trade unionists

SEPTEMBER 1984
Terry Harrison,
an NUM branch
secretary from
Kent, speaks to
the branch

SEPTEMBER 1986
Fred Jarvis,
incoming TUC
President,
addresses
Brussels Labour
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“

With the UK
joining the EEC
in 1973 the
number of Brits in Brussels
increased markedly and Alan
Forrest thought, rightly, that the
moment was right to establish
the Brussels Labour Group.
However, Brussels activists were
as split on whether we should join as people back
in the UK. To reflect - or to contain - these divisions
it was decided to nominate a pro-Europe candidate
as Chair (Alan) and an ‘anti’ as Secretary (myself).
Strictly speaking I wasn’t anti-EU membership as
such; rather I took the TUC line (which I had helped
draft) that ‘the time was not right’ because the terms
negotiated by the Tories weren’t good enough.
The balanced ticket worked to remove most
of the potential tensions in the group - and
for the record, it didn’t take me long once the
referendum was over to come ‘home’ to Europe.
Peter Coldrick came to Brussels in 1972 from the
TUC to work for the ICFTU. In 1976 he moved to
the European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC),
where he became Confederal Secretary. From 2003 to
2010 he headed the British TUC’s office in Brussels.

JANUARY 1990

Brussels Labour
supports striking
ambulance workers

OCTOBER 1997
Treaty of
Amsterdam
adopted, including
the ETUC-inspired
Social Chapter

during
major
disputes, most
memorably the miners’ strike of the
mid-eighties. In September 1984
Terry Harrison, a National Union of
Mineworkers branch secretary from
the Kent coalfields, addressed the
group. He gave a moving description
of the strike at the grassroots.
A Brussels Labour appeal for miners’
families raised a total of nearly £1,500,
including £450 at the meeting itself.

Labour MEPs supporting striking ambulance workers

Brussels Labour was also contacted
by Belgian miners offering to host children from strikers’
families facing hardship, while Spanish trade unions came
forward with offers of financial help.
Brussels Labour was able to support the ambulance
drivers during their 1989-1990 dispute – more directly
than expected. Brussels Labour executive committee
member Linda McAvan (now an MEP), together with
the Chair of Brussels Labour, Peter Wragg, chanced upon
a group of drivers camped out in their ambulance on a
visit to Brussels, where they sought the support of MEPs.
They had been unable to find the European Parliament.
Peter and Linda put them up for several days, and Linda
arranged for some MEPs to come and meet them. It was
a happy coincidence that neither side is likely to forget.

NOVEMBER 2004
John Monks (right),
the ETUC General
Secretary, speaks to
a joint meeting with
the German SPD

OCTOBER 2009
John Monks
delivers the
John Fitzmaurice
memorial lecture

JANUARY 2013
Judith KirtonDarling of the
ETUC speaks to
the branch on
‘The ETUC at 40’

LABOUR IN EUROPE

1975-1979

TURBULENT TIMES
SLIDING TO DEFEAT IN THE UK AND EUROPE

Verbatim

On 5 April 1976 James Callaghan replaced Harold
Wilson as Prime Minister.

As Foreign Secretary, Callaghan had played a key role
in the renegotiation of the terms of UK membership, a
task which had been complicated by Wilson’s decision to
appoint two ministers to help Callaghan in Brussels (Roy
Hattersley and Peter Shore) who were on completely
different sides of the European debate.

Speech in the evening to
the British Labour Group
in Brussels...I found it
highly enjoyable and
rather stimulating.
It was a pleasure to speak
leaning against a table and
without a text, rather than
to make the much more
formal statements with
translation, to which I have
recently become used.

TIMELINE

Extract from the diaries
of Roy Jenkins (above),
then President of the
European Commission,
dated 15 September 1977

JULY 1975
Labour delegates
take up their seats
in the European
Parliament

Callaghan presided over one of the most difficult periods
ever faced by a Labour government, with rampant
inflation and crippling industrial action. In 1976 the
Government was forced to apply to the International
Monetary Fund for a bailout to stave off further inflation
during the deep financial crisis. A loan of nearly $4bn
was allocated, but on strict terms. The IMF insisted
that deep cuts be made to public expenditure, greatly
affecting social and economic policies. The humiliation
stained Labour’s image for many years after.

The resulting incomes policy resulted in the ‘winter of
discontent’ in 1978-1979. Mounting chaos, damaging
newspaper headlines and industrial action marked the
period. On top of that it was one of the coldest winter in
years with blizzards and deep snow: spending was low
and some jobs were rendered impossible by the weather.
This weakened the economy even more. The biggest
individual day of strike action since the general strike of
1926 took place in January 1979 and most memorably,

DECEMBER 1975
The European
Council decides
to set up direct
EP elections by
universal suffrage

APRIL 1976
Landmark
European Court
of Justice ruling
on equal pay
(Defrenne case)

the unofficial strike by gravediggers left Liverpool City
Council to deal with coffins that were piling up.
Labour faced three electoral challenges in 1979. The
first was on 1 March with referenda on devolution in
Scotland and Wales. Brussels Labour had a lively
discussion on devolution at its February meeting with
Welshman Tom Ellis (MP for Wrexham) in favour
and Scotsman George Cunningham (MP for Islington
South) opposing devolution.
In the event, Wales voted strongly against devolution.
Scotland had a slight majority in favour but it did not
reach the threshold of 40% of the electorate which
George Cunningham had managed to insert into the
Scotland Act (an Act piloted through the Commons by
future European Commissioner Bruce Millan).
The government’s decision not to press ahead with
devolution immediately led the Scottish National
Party to withdraw support from the government and
on 28 March the government lost a confidence motion
by one vote, precipitating a general election in a very
unfavourable climate for the Party.
The second electoral challenge was the general election.
Brussels Labour raised 130,000 Belgian francs (£2,000)
to support the general election effort and the Party’s
General Secretary Ron Hayward wrote that “this is
indeed a very generous contribution which will greatly assist

APRIL 1976
James Callaghan
becomes Prime
Minister, but
Labour loses
Commons majority

APRIL 1976

British Labour
Group adopts a
new constitution

JANUARY 1977
The UK takes up
the Presidency of
the Council for
the first time
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us in our campaign to return a Labour government with a
good majority on 3 May”.

Verbatim
The last thirteen months... have been some of the most
turbulent in British politics in recent years.

His optimism was not well founded. The Conservatives
returned to power with a majority of 44 seats on 3 May
and Britain received its first woman prime minister. It
would take 18 years for Labour to come back to power
and Margaret Thatcher’s policies would damage the
labour movement and change the economic landscape.
A month later, British voters went back to the polls, albeit
not in great numbers. The first elections to the European
Parliament (then called the European Assembly) by
direct universal suffrage were held to elect 410 MEPs
from the then nine European Community member
states. Previously, MEPs had been delegated by national
parliaments but they were now to sit in pan-European
political groups and not in national delegations.
The Tenth congress of the Confederation of Socialist
Parties in the European Community was held in
Brussels in January 1979, with Labour’s participation for
the first time.
John Fitzmaurice wrote in the Brussels Labour
newsletter: “It was a notable achievement that the Congress
adopted, unanimously with the support of the Labour
delegation led by Tony Benn, an ‘Appeal to the European
Voter’. For the first time the whole socialist movement of the
Community was united behind a common standpoint. This

MARCH 1977
The ‘Lib-Lab pact’
helps to keep
James Callaghan
as Prime Minister

JULY 1978
Prof Brian AbelSmith speaks to
the branch on the
30th anniversary
of the NHS

Even the most melodramatic-minded amongst us would have been hard put in May
1978 to sketch out a scenario encompassing the collapse of the social contract, the
slide into a miserable winter of confrontation with low-paid public service workers,
the fiasco of the devolution referenda and finally a Parliamentary Vote of Confidence
lost by a margin of one pushing the Party into a General Election in the most
unfavourable climate and leading to the worst electoral defeat on nearly forty years.
Michael Cendrowicz
Chair of Brussels Labour, writing in an editorial for the newsletter in June 1979

is symbolically so important that it was no doubt, as some
German delegates put it in the corridors, worth sacrificing
some substance for.”
Brussels Labour was involved in the campaign, with
members Geoff Harris, Richard Corbett and Rod
Northawl working with the Fabian Society to produce
a series of pamphlets called ‘Socialists in Europe’. A
discussion was held with Roy Pryce, Principal Adviser
at the Commission with special responsibility for direct
elections, in December 1978.
Brussels Labour raised funds for the European
election campaign, donating £600 to support six of the
candidates. It was another bad result for Labour though,
the Party winning just 17 of the 81 UK seats.

MARCH 1979
Wales rejects
devolution by
a margin of
four to one

MARCH 1979
Scotland backs
devolution with
51.6% in favour
- but low turnout
invalidates result

MAY 1979
Margaret Thatcher
becomes PM
as Labour lose
50 seats in the
general election

> FACTFILE
general election 1979
Labour: 269 seats (-50)
TORY MAJ: 44 SEATS

EP electionS 1979
Labour: 17 seats
BIGGEST GROUP: SOCIALISTS

JUNE 1979
First direct EP
elections - 63%
average turnout;
32.3% in the UK

LABOUR IN EUROPE

1979-1983

DISUNITED, WE FALL
EUROPE SPLIT CONTRIBUTES TO CRUSHING 1983 DEFEAT

“

We were all
excited about
the first direct
elections to the European
Parliament and thought
it appropriate to hold a
welcome party in our house
for the newly-elected MEPs.
People in Brussels are
notoriously bad for replying
to invitations, and the new
MEPs were no exception.
Three days before the party
we had about eight replies.
On the day of the party,
people flooded in! My
husband, Michael, found
himself acting as a doorman,
having coats flung at him.
Not only had the new
MEPs arrived, they had also
brought their assistants, and
we ended up with nearly 100
guests!

TIMELINE

Patricia Cendrowicz

JULY 1979
Simone Weil
becomes first
President of directlyelected European
Parliament

James Callaghan resigned as Leader of the Labour
Party on 15 October 1980. He was succeeded by
Michael Foot, who served until 1983, during which
time he spoke at a Brussels Labour meeting held above
a café in the Place du Sablon.
A fundamentally decent man and a great orator, Foot
was unable to bridge the divide in the Party’s ranks.
It fell to Neil Kinnock to begin the process of getting
Labour back on track. Elected Leader in 1983 at the
Party conference in Brighton, he launched the battle
to make Labour electable with a powerful speech
reminding activists never to forget what defeat felt like.
Replying to a letter of congratulations from Brussels
Labour chair, Michael Cendrowicz, Neil Kinnock
wrote: “views which the Group (BL) has put forward will
be valued, and - for obvious reasons - special attention
will be paid to matters relating to the Assembly (European
Parliament) elections.”
But not everyone in the Party was inclined to back him
after the tumultuous debate of the early 1980s, when
pro- and anti-European sentiment in the Party battled
it out in public. Annual Party conferences between 1980
and 1987 demanded a commitment to withdrawal in
election manifestos.
The 1981 conference discussed the National Executive
Committee statement ‘Withdrawal from the EEC’ and

NOVEMBER 1980
Michael Foot
elected as Labour
Leader, with
Denis Healey
as his deputy

JANUARY 1981
Ivor Richard is
Employment
Commissioner
in the Thorn
Commission

adopted resolutions calling for the publication of a
programme to promote withdrawal and a timeline. A
few months earlier, a special conference on the Common
Market had adopted the NEC policy document ‘Peace,
Jobs, Freedom’, which pledged that Labour would seek to
fundamentally reform the EEC and would amend the
1972 European Communities Act. It also threatened to
use the veto and withhold payments to the Budget to
achieve these objectives, reserving the right to withdraw.
Alarmed at the direction which Party policy on Europe
was taking, Brussels Labour produced a pamphlet
to put the case against EEC withdrawal. Published
in May 1982, it was a defiant challenge to the NEC:
“We find (their) statement to be alien to the historical spirit
of the Socialist Movement and a denial of solidarity with
our partners in the Trade Union movement and socialist
Parties in Europe... There is no guarantee of any alternative
political and economic relationship to compensate for what
the Community can offer Britain.”
This was a significant moment for Brussels Labour and
there was much discussion about European integration
and the Party’s role. The Party’s divisions over Europe
brought about the ‘Gang of Four’, with David Owen
and Bill Rodgers, both sitting Labour MPs, joining
Roy Jenkins and Shirley Williams to form the Social
Democratic Party on 26 March 1981. All four had
spoken at Brussels Labour meetings at some point.

JANUARY 1981
The Limehouse
Declaration - the
‘Gang of Four’
announce plans
to quit Labour

JANUARY 1981
Greece becomes
the European
Community’s tenth
member state

JULY 1981
The UK takes up
the Presidency of
the Council for
the second time
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IT WASN’T ALL BAD FOR THE LEFT IN EUROPE
France
On 26 May 1981 France elected François Mitterrand as its first
Socialist President under the Fifth Republic. He stayed in power
until 1995, becoming the country’s longest-serving President.
His two terms in office were marked by nationalisation, a strong
welfare state and social packages.
Spain
On 28 October 1982 the Spanish Socialist Worker’s Party
(PSOE) won the general election and Felipe González became
Prime Minister. González served four successive mandates, until
1996, and is still Spain’s longest-serving Prime Minister.

They considered that the Labour Party had become too
left-wing and was being infi ltrated by Trotskyists.
The SDP then went on to ally with the Liberal Party in
the 1983 and 1987 general elections. The parties merged
in 1987 and the Liberal Democrats were created.
During this time the Luxembourg Labour club followed
Roy Jenkins, while hardly any members in Brussels did
so. Th is created a rift between the Luxembourg and
Brussels Labour groups.
In the 1983 general election the alliance was only
two percentage points behind Labour in the popular
vote. In addition, nationalist sentiment was very high
during this period with strong racial tensions in the
UK. Unemployment was at its highest since the Second

NOVEMBER 1981
Shirley Williams
wins the SDP’s first
seat in the House
of Commons

JANUARY 1982
Piet Dankaert, a
Dutch Labour MEP,
becomes the first
Socialist President
of the elected EP

World War and the Falklands War in 1982 fed this
nationalism. The war was considered a success for
Thatcher and her increased popularity gave the Tories a
landslide win in the poll on 9 June 1983.
In Brussels, the European project was stuttering.
As Michael Cendrowicz wrote in a Brussels Labour
newsletter in 1980, “In the European Community the
euphoria that the achievement of the first directly elected
European Parliament provided last summer has faded with
the realisation that we face not just a temporary clash between
the institutions but the undeniable resurgence of those shortsighted and selfish nationalisms which it was hoped that the
Community’s creation would banish.”
An attempt to break the impasse came with the draft
Treaty establishing the European Union, which was
presented to the European Parliament in September
1982. The rapporteur, Altiero Spinelli MEP, was
assisted in drafting the text by, among others, Richard
Corbett, a Brussels Labour member. Although the draft
had limited impact at the time, it provided important
inspiration for strengthening the EU treaties during
the 1980s and 1990s. Much of Spinelli’s text, which
advocated an internal market and more foreign policy
cooperation, was included in the Single European Act,
drafted in 1985. Spinelli died the following year but
the main Parliament building in Brussels now bears his
name.

APRIL 1982
The Falklands
War begins on 2
April - Argentina
surrenders 74
days later

JANUARY 1983
Danes raid British
fishing grounds,
led by right-wing
MEP Kent Kirk

APRIL 1983
The European
Parliament holds a
special session on
unemployment

PUTTING THE
PRO-EUROPEAN CASE
In 1983 the most expensive
item of expenditure for
Brussels Labour was the cost
of producing the pamphlet
which put the case against
EEC Withdrawal.
The pamphlet cost 46,000
Belgian francs to produce around €1,100.

Alterio Spinelli

JUNE 1983
Thatcher back in 10
Downing Street as
the Tories win the
general election
by a landslide

Memories..

THE 1983 GENERAL ELECTION

Verbatim
If anyone wants to know why
we must conduct ourselves
[with common sense and
realism], just remember at all
times, with all temptations,
how you, each and every one
of you sitting in this hall, each
and every Labour worker...
each and every Labour voter,
yes, and some others as well,
remember how you felt on
that dreadful morning of
the tenth of June... think to
yourselves: ‘June the ninth,
1983, never ever again
will we experience that’.
Neil Kinnock
Speech to the Labour Party
conference, October 1983

> FACTFILE
general election 1983
Labour: 209 seats (-60)
TORY MAJ: 144 SEATS

Julian Priestley is a former
Secretary-General of the European
Parliament. He remembers the
disastrous 1983 general election
campaign:
Defections to the SDP left their mark on the small
Labour Club in Luxembourg and Brussels Labour. The
schism broke some old friendships.
Hailing from Plymouth, I had been expected by some to
back the mould-breakers in the wake of Dr David Owen,
but I was never quite convinced that the SDP was more
than a brightly-coloured political dragonfly.
This was not a pleasant time. The Labour pro-Europeans
who stayed were treated as apostates by the defectors, and
‘capitalist running dogs’ by the anti-European majority
of Labour MEPs. Our colleagues in the Socialist Group
secretariat were at the rough end of all this.
Like John Fitzmaurice I was a candidate in the general
election. I stood in Devonport against the good doctor
and Ann Widdecombe, whose first press statement
concluded with, “I was with Julian at Oxford, but we
weren’t romantically linked” (gee thanks, Ann, for clearing
that up!)
The Labour campaign in 1983 was the omniest of all
shambles. Things got off to a rough start locally when

Labour’s defence spokesperson, from the apparent safety
of Portsmouth, announced that Plymouth dockyard
would bear the brunt of Labour naval cuts. I compounded
the error by inviting him down to explain himself to yard
shop stewards. His cack-handed ambiguities gave Owen
the chance to leaflet the dockyard with tracts condemning
‘Labour’s closure threat’.
The high spot should have been the rally with the Leader at
the Plymouth Pavilions. The borough organiser forgot to
order any chairs; and no-one told the candidates that they
should time limit their speeches, so Michael Foot only
started his oration - a curiously-timed but impassioned
plea for the United Nations and its Secretary General, U
Thant, which was a bit of a novelty for the audience - after
the end of the evening news bulletins.
He was then driven back overnight to London to face the
National Executive Committee, which bizarrely felt it had
to give him a formal vote of confidence just days before
the election.
The result locally and nationally was the worst of my
lifetime. I came a poor third. Back in Brussels, I remember
one MEP (from the old far left) telling me he feared that
this was the end of the party and admitting that antiEuropeanism had not proved a vote-winner.
But starting with Neil Kinnock’s ‘Never again’ speech at
the autumn conference, the fightback began.

From the archives...
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(left) Brussels Labour’s pamphlet on British withdrawal from the European Community and (centre) The Guardian’s report on its
publication; (right, top) a letter from the African National Congress thanking Brussels Labour for its fundraising support; (right, bottom)
Brussels Labour’s Chair, Peter Wragg (second right) with Carole Tongue during the 1989 European elections campaign

LABOUR IN EUROPE

1983-1989

THE LONG ROAD TO RECOVERY
FEAR AND LOATHING IN LONDON AND BRUSSELS

> FACTFILE
EP electionS 1984
Labour: 32 seats (+17)
BIGGEST GROUP: SOCIALISTS

GENERAL election 1987
Labour: 229 seats (+20)
TORY MAJ: 102 SEATS

EP electionS 1989
Labour: 45 seats (+13)
BIGGEST GROUP: SOCIALISTS

The geopolitical backdrop to the 1980s was the Cold
War, and it is hard to convey to anyone who didn’t live
through it the real sense of fear many people had of a
nuclear holocaust.

During the period from 1983 to 1986, a Belgian
terrorist organisation known as the Cellules communistes
combattantes (CCC) carried out a bombing campaign
in and around Brussels (against Nato, international
businesses and ‘the state’ in general). The attack on the
police station in Avenue Roodebeek in Schaerbeek in
the early hours of one morning provoked a common
reaction: so deeply embedded in the psyche was the
fear of nuclear war that many people awoke in shock,
believing that ‘they’ had finally pressed ‘the button’.
The Reagan Doctrine - backed by Thatcher - led to rising
tensions between the superpowers as the United States
set out to subvert existing communist governments and
support counter-insurgency in the Th ird World. Many
Brussels Labour members were involved in the peace
movement, whether as ‘unilateral’ or ‘multilateral’
disarmers. Belgian peace demonstrations were generally
huge, involving many social and community groups
(including, for example, scouts and guides) as well as
political and trade union organisations.

TIMELINE

The positioning of intermediate-range nuclear missiles in
Belgium triggered a major reaction, and many travelled
to the Florennes air base in Namur province to form

JULY 1983
Council adopts
the first research
framework
programme, for
1984-1987

OCTOBER 1983
Neil Kinnock elected
Labour Leader with
71% of the vote;
Roy Hattersley
elected as deputy

DECEMBER 1983

Council agrees
a common
fisheries policy

Margaret Thatcher ‘got her money back’ at the Fontainebleu
summit in 1984

a human ring around the base. Others were active in
European Nuclear Disarmament (END), which had as
one of its activities making contact with peace activists
in the Eastern bloc countries.
One of the main topics of discussion at European
summits was the UK’s financial contribution to the
Community. Eventually the British ‘rebate’ was
agreed at the June 1984 European Council meeting in
Fontainebleau, France.
The negotiations delayed decision-making for many
months as Margaret Thatcher argued that the UK, the
second-poorest member state, benefitted little from the
common agricultural policy, which accounted for 81% of
the budget. The agreed rebate remains a sacred cow for
British governments.

FEBRUARY 1984

Greenland leaves
the European
Community

OCTOBER 1984

JANUARY 1985

The Provisional IRA
bombs the Grand
Hotel in Brighton
during the Tory
Party conference

Delors becomes
Commission
President - College
includes Stanley
Clinton Davis
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The fight against racism, fascism and apartheid became a
crucial campaign for Brussels Labour especially in 1985,
against a background of apartheid in South Africa, the
rise of the Front National in France, and the ‘Gol Act’ in
Belgium. That year a European Parliament committee
of inquiry was set up, headed by Glyn Ford MEP - a
Brussels Labour member - to look into the growth of
racism and fascism. Glyn gave a talk to the branch on 15
October 1985 describing the initiative. Brussels Labour
members were also involved in the French-inspired SOS
Racisme campaign, everyone sporting the iconic handshaped ‘Touche pas à mon pote!’ badges.
In the UK the effects of Tory policy were taking their
toll across mining communities. Developments were
followed with deep concern by Brussels Labour and in
September 1984 Terry Harrison, a branch secretary in
the National Union of Mineworkers, gave what former
Brussels Labour Chair Alan Forrest described as “a
moving description of the miners’ strike... with tragic effects for
some but arousing a great spirit of solidarity among the strikers
and their wives.” Tony Benn addressed the branch in April
1985 on the same topic as the strike came to an end.
There were more positive developments in Brussels.
1985 marked the beginning of Jacques Delors’ tenure as
President of the Commission, a post he kept for a decade.
In 1988, he delivered a memorable speech to the Trades
Union Congress (TUC) on the ‘social dimension’ of the

MARCH 1985

The miners’ strike
ends, nearly a year
after it had begun

JANUARY 1986
Spain and Portugal
join the EU, bring
the number of
member states
to twelve

Looking back, I took over as Chair of Brussels Labour at a very
interesting time, early in 1984, at the height of the miners’ strike.
We showed our solidarity by arranging for miners’ children from
the North-East of England to be hosted by Belgian families, and we organised
fundraising events, including a memorable meeting with Tony Benn.

“

I invited Tony when we were both attending the Third European Nuclear Disarmament
(END) Conference in Perugia in July 1984. It was a time of intense concern over nuclear
deployment in Europe, with much activity and debate initiated by the Campaign
for Nuclear Disarmament (CND) and END. Brussels Labour participated actively,
with the impact of the Greenham Common Women also being felt in Brussels.
Movements of all kinds were developing all over Europe at the time, including the
environmental movement, and as a group we were particularly active in fundraising
for the ‘Europeans Against Apartheid’ campaign and ‘Nicaragua Solidarity’.
The women’s movement was campaigning for equal rights and more political
representation, both in the UK and in Brussels, and we supported in whatever ways
we could. After the European Parliament elections in 1984 the Socialist Group had
significantly more women MEPs. We organised a very successful concert with the
feminist singer/songwriter Maria Tolly at the Centre Culturel Jacques Franck.
In this period we started a particularly fruitful collaboration with the Flemish Socialist
Party (SP), which included using their various premises in Etterbeek for our events.
We also intensified our efforts to get the Party to recognise us as a branch rather
than just as a group of friends and supporters. Though not formally represented
at Party conference, we made a point of participating as observers.
Joanna Tachmintzis
Chair of Brussels Labour, 1984-1986

FEBRUARY 1986
The Single
European Act
is signed in
Luxembourg

JULY 1986

The UK takes over
the Presidency
of the Council

JUNE 1987
Margaret Thatcher
wins her third
general election,
with a reduced
majority of 102 seats

SEPTEMBER 1988
Jacques Delors
stresses Europe’s
social dimension
in a speech
to the TUC

“
How refreshing it was to
attend meetings of the
Brussels Labour Party, which
seemed all sweetness and
light in comparison with what
I had left behind in London…
For the distinguished
branch to flourish there
was no lack of political
talent. I am delighted that
it is now celebrating its 40th
anniversary and I wish it the
best of luck going forward
into a new era of European
politics with the movers and
shakers of the European
future among its members.
Stanley Clinton Davis
European Commissioner
for the Environment,
Consumer Protection and
Transport, 1985-1988

sEPTEMBER 1988
Margaret Thatcher
makes her famous
speech at the
College of Europe
in Bruges

European single market legislation, and persuaded the
trade unions that it was an opportunity to bring about
social improvement. Battle lines were drawn: Margaret
Thatcher responded with her speech in Bruges later
that year, in which she opposed a ‘European superstate’
that meant “socialism by the back door”. These two events
were seminal moments in defining political attitudes to
Europe in the Labour and Conservative parties.
The growing importance of the social dimension in
European integration was already well under way in
Brussels circles before Delors’ 1988 speech. In 1985
Brussels Labour members Geoffrey Harris and Richard
Corbett produced a pamphlet called ‘A socialist policy
for Europe’. The pamphlet was widely circulated in the
Labour Party and a branch meeting discussed the topic.
The authors said that they wanted to redefine Labour’s
European policy in positive terms - Europe as a source
of mutual assistance between socialists. There were,
however, divergent views at the meeting, with some
members highlighting the need for institutional change.
When treaty change happened, Labour MEPs played
a prominent role. David Martin was the rapporteur
on the European Parliament’s proposals ahead of the
Maastricht Treaty negotiations. He was assisted by
Richard Corbett. They produced the first draft of what
was to become the ‘codecision procedure’, giving the
European Parliament and the Council equal powers in

OCTOBER 1988
Pope John Paul
II addresses
the European
Parliament

JANUARY 1989
The second Delors
Commission takes
office - Bruce Millan
holds the regional
policy portfolio

the adoption of EU legislation.
Labour attitudes at home began to shift: the Party
launched a comprehensive policy review in 1988 called
‘Labour listens’, with Brussels Labour being asked to
join the ‘Britain in the world’ study group. It was the
first time the branch had been invited to participate in
any policy review process and was a signal that the Party
was slowly coming to accept the Brussels Labour group.
That year, Robin Cook and George Foulkes, who were
part of Labour’s frontbench team on Europe, addressed
the branch during a fact-finding mission ahead of the
European Parliament elections.
One thing that often surprises representatives from
the Party, even now, is how many of the Brussels
Labour members have senior policy-making roles in
the European institutions and the array of talent and
experience available in the branch’s membership. Even
today many Brussels Labour members feel this is used
only to a limited extent by the Party, and that there is
always more that could be done to enhance cooperation.
On 19 June Labour won 45 of the UK’s 81 European
Parliament seats. It was a stunning victory - the first by
Labour in a nationwide poll for 15 years - and was a
contributory factor in sowing doubts in Tory MPs’ minds
about Margaret Thatcher’s leadership. It was also a sign
that, after some dark days, Labour was moving forward.

APRIL 1989
The Delors
Committee
presents its report
on economic and
monetary union

MAY 1989
Labour wins the Vale
of Glamorgan byelection - winning
the seat after 38
years of Tory control

JUNE 1989
In the EP elections,
Labour defeats the
Tories for the first
time in a national
poll since 1974

INTERNATIONAL SOLIDARITY

2 | 25
40 YEARS OF
BRUSSELS LABOUR

Brussels Labour has been at the forefront of progressive
campaigns, including anti-racism (‘Touche pas à mon
pote!’) and international solidarity campaigns.
Members have been involved in everything from
‘Nicaragua Solidarity’ to ‘Civil Action Now for BosniaHerzegovina’. Diplomats from the Nicaraguan Embassy
even attended a number of Brussels Labour meetings in
response to our support.
The branch participated actively in the anti-apartheid
struggle. A core group of Brussels Labour members were
a driving force in ‘Europeans Against Apartheid’, a multinational group that raised money to help support a ‘safe’
African National Congress office in Brussels following
two attempts in 1988 by South African agents to kill
Godfrey Motsepe, the ANC representative. Motsepe was
well known to the group and had addressed a Brussels
Labour meeting at the end of 1985.
Through the ‘Buy a Brick against Apartheid’ campaign,
sufficient funds were collected to purchase and secure
a house close to the Berlaymont. The house, no longer
needed by the ANC in the post-apartheid era, is now
rented out to the office of the Palestinian General
Delegation, serving as their embassy.
Brussels Labour also worked with the Belgian antiapartheid campaign (the Committee against Colonialism
and Apartheid) to promote the South African fruit

Nelson Mandela with Labour MEP David Martin during a visit to the European Parliament
in 1990

boycott in 1986 by telling members which labels to avoid.
Brussels Labour’s support for the anti-apartheid
movement also included donations. One donation, for
20,000 Belgian francs (€500) was used to support the
ANC Dora Tamana crèche in Lusaka, Zambia, which
cared for displaced South African children. The ANC
wrote to Brussels Labour to tell members that the money
would “be used to buy educational toys and install outdoor
games equipment for the children”.
In 1986 the Brussels Labour AGM agreed to write to the
South African ambassador to complain about the fact that
Winnie Mandela had been refused a passport to attend
the women’s conference of the Socialist International.

Memories..

1989: THE YEAR EVERYTHING CHANGED
Martin Westlake is SecretaryGeneral
of
the
European
Economic and Social Committee
and Neil Kinnock’s biographer. He
remembers the events of 1989:

1989 was the year Sky television launched, Tim Berners
Lee invented the World Wide Web and the Nintendo
Game Boy first went on sale.

This was the year of the fatwa on Salman Rushdie and
Ayatollah Khomeini’s death. The French celebrated the
200th anniversary of their Revolution, the Dalai Lama
won the Nobel Peace Prize and Aung San Suu Kyi was
placed under house arrest. PK Botha met Nelson Mandela
for the first time and
FW de Klerk became the
seventh and last President
of apartheid South Africa.
After nine years of military
occupation the last Soviet
troops left Afghanistan.

TIMELINE

Germans celebrating freedom on the Berlin Wall in
November 1989

JANUARY
George HW
Bush succeeds
Ronald Reagan as
President of the
United States

FEBRUARY
Soviet troops
leave Afghanistan,
ending a nineyear occupation

This was the year of
Tiananmen Square: on
4 June troops and tanks
inflicted thousands of
casualties on unarmed
civilians in the heart of
Beijing. Horrified at the

MARCH
Contested
elections are held
for the Soviet
parliament

news, and following an organised phone-round the same
day, members of Brussels Labour made their way to the
gates of the Chinese Embassy on Avenue de Tervuren to
protest, only to be moved unceremoniously to the central
reservation by the police. The point was made, however,
and Brussels Labour was an early part of the international
wave of condemnation.

Most important of all in Europe, this was the year of
the revolutions: the year of Hungary downing border
fences, of Boris Yeltsin winning a Supreme Soviet seat,
of Solidarity’s win in free Polish elections, of the human
chain in the Baltic states, of the Velvet Revolution in
Czechoslovakia and of the brutal end of the Ceaușescu
regime in Romania.
This was the year Gunter Schabowski accidentally stated
in a press conference broadcast live on television that new
rules for travelling from East to West Germany would
be put into effect “immediately” - and the Berlin Wall
fell in the blink of an eye. At the Malta Summit on 2-3
December George HW Bush and Mikhail Gorbachev
declared that the Cold War was over. It would not be
long before Germany was reunified and the Soviet Union
would slide into history.
Back home, the IRA was still murderously active. The
country lived through the tragedies of Hillsborough and
the Marchioness. On 4 May Margaret Thatcher passed the
ten year-mark as Prime Minister. The next day Labour

APRIL
Poland’s ‘Solidarity’
movement is
legalised and
allowed to take part
in 4 June elections

MAY
Hungary takes
down 240km of
barbed wire fence
along its border
with Austria

JUNE
The Tiananmen
Square massacre
takes place after
weeks of protests
in Beijing
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helped her celebrate by seizing the Vale of Glamorgan seat
in a by-election after 38 years of Conservative control. On
18 May a Mori poll showed Labour ahead for the first
time in almost three years. After six years of grind and
the disappointment of 1987, Neil Kinnock had finally
managed to shift Labour into the continental, centre-left,
pro-European mainstream and their efforts bore rich fruit.
His nominee for the European Commission, Bruce Millan,
was given the regional policy portfolio, working tirelessly
over six years to regenerate Europe’s poorest areas.
On 19 June Labour won 45 of the UK’s 81 European
Parliament seats. Labour had overtaken the Conservatives
for the first time in any election since October 1974. A
new Mori poll put Labour nine points ahead.

On 26 September, after repeated exchange rate policy
rows, Nigel Lawson resigned as Chancellor of the
Exchequer and was replaced by John Major. David Owen
admitted that his Social Democratic Party ‘rump’ was
no longer a national force and the Social and Liberal
Democrats renamed themselves the Liberal Democrats.
October’s Mori poll gave Labour a ten-point lead. The
Tories were rattled. On 23 November backbencher Sir
Anthony Meyer challenged Thatcher for the leadership.
She defeated him, but 60 of her MPs did not back her.
As Europe’s post-war architecture crumbled, there
seemed to be rapidly growing light at the end of the
tunnel for Labour. We in Brussels Labour took heart.

JULY
South Africa’s
President, PW
Botha, meets
Nelson Mandela
in prison

“

The British attitude to the EU has always been
divisive for Labour. The manifesto for the disastrous
1983 general election defeat committed Labour “to
prepare for Britain’s withdrawal from the EEC”.
Neil Kinnock was determined to reverse that. On 15
September 1983, during his leadership campaign, he
visited Strasbourg to meet Labour MEPs and Socialist
Group colleagues. He stated that, if elected Party
Leader, Labour would be a constructive participant.
And right until 1992, that was a defining
characteristic of Neil’s modernising leadership.
As Europe changed, Labour became an active
part of the moderate European centre-left
mainstream, working closely with European
social democratic leaders like Willy Brandt,
Francois Mitterrand and Felipe González.
Such cooperation was reflected in our campaigning,
policy stances and even our new Party symbol,
the red rose. This internationalist approach was an
important contribution to Labour’s steady political
advance. Brussels Labour was an essential partner
in this process and needs to remain so today.
Charles Clarke
Advisor to Neil Kinnock (1981-1992),
Education Secretary (2002-2004)
and Home Secretary (2004-2006)

AUGUST

SEPTEMBER

Two million Latvians,
Estonians and
Lithuanians form
the 600-km ‘Baltic
Way’ human chain

Vietnam removes
the last of its troops
from Cambodia,
ending an 11year occupation

OCTOBER

Hungary restores
multi-party
democracy

NOVEMBER
The Berlin Wall
falls; Bulgaria’s
communists give
up power; protests
take place in Prague

DECEMBER
Communist
regimes fall in
Czechoslovakia,
Romania and
East Germany

LABOUR IN EUROPE

1989-1994

BUILDING A NEW EUROPE
...AND BUILDING A NEW LABOUR PARTY

Verbatim
The Labour government will
promote Britain out of the
European second division into
which our country has been
relegated by the Tories...
We shall play an active
part in negotiations on
Economic and Monetary
Union. We shall fight for
Britain’s interests, working
for Europe-wide policies to
fight unemployment and
to enhance regional and
structural industrial policy.
The elected finance ministers
of the different countries must
become the effective political
counterpart to the central
bank whose headquarters
should be in Britain...

TIMELINE

Labour’s general election
manifesto, April 1992

JUNE 1989
Spanish socialist
Enrique Baron
Crespo becomes
EP President

The 1989 elections had given the Socialists a majority in
the new European Parliament and they used it to press
Jacques Delors’s Commission to adopt and act on the
contents of the Community Charter of Fundamental
Social Rights of Workers.
The Charter was adopted in December 1989 by all
member states except the UK, which had tried to exclude
a social dimension from the single market programme
when the Single European Act was negotiated in 1985.
But while the UK had blocked the extension of majority
voting to workers’ rights, it had not been able to prevent it
applying to rules on health and safety. The Commission’s
creative use of this legal base led to proposals that the
UK could not veto - on maternity leave, child labour,
and (to the lasting fury of the Tories) working time.
The Tories, now under John Major, who replaced
Margaret Thatcher as Prime Minister in November 1990,
secured opt-outs in the next set of Treaty discussions in
Maastricht at the end of 1991, this time on economic
and monetary union as well as on the ‘Social Chapter’.

A year later, the UK crashed out of the exchange rate
mechanism - in the middle of its presidency. Brussels
Labour meetings in 1992 included a discussion on the
Maastricht Treaty with Labour MEPs Henry McCubbin
(in favour) and Michael Hindley (against). The meeting
concluded with a mini-referendum in which 44 people
voted in favour of the Treaty and four against.

MARCH 1990
The poll tax riots
mark the beginning
of the end of
Margaret Thatcher’s
time as PM

JUNE 1990
Nelson Mandela
addresses
the European
Parliament in
Strasbourg

Back home, there were signs that many people were
engaging seriously with ‘Europe’. In 1994, four members
of the Woking CLP decided that they would carry out a
sponsored walk to raise money for the European elections,
travelling from Maastricht to Woking via Brussels,
carrying a copy of the Social Chapter.

With the help of the Flemish Socialists, Brussels Labour
arranged a route via Sint-Truiden, Brussels, Ghent and
Bruges. The same year, we welcomed a contingent from
the Workers’ Education Association in South Yorkshire.
Their report noted that the reception provided by Brussels
Labour was “a powerful mix of shared perspectives and goodhearted friendliness” and that they were “astounded at the
frankness and openness of EC officials” (compared with
Whitehall civil servants).
Welcoming visitors from the UK has always been part
of the work of Brussels Labour, whether they come
from the Party or trade unions. Tony Dubbins, General
Secretary of the National Graphical Association, visited
Brussels and spent a significant part of his day talking
to us. Not long after, the NGA opened a Brussels office
on Rue Montoyer, the first single trade union to do so.

Brussels Labour continued to provide strong support
to Labour candidates. For the 1992 general election
Brussels Labour gave £300 donations to 14 constituency
parties. The funds were raised through an appeal to
members for donations as well as through a general

OCTOBER 1990
Less than a year
after the Berlin
Wall fell, Germany
is reunified

NOVEMBER 1990
After 11 years in
power, Margaret
Thatcher is
replaced as PM
by John Major

DECEMBER 1991
EU leaders meet
in Maastricht and
agree a new Treaty
- it is signed in
February 1992
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election rally. Labour’s manifesto was upbeat about the
UK’s EU membership, although the issue barely figured
in an eventful and domestically-focused campaign.

Nonetheless the Party’s position on Europe was widely
regarded as equivocal by sister parties and it undermined
Neil Kinnock’s bid to lead the Confederation of European
Socialists after he stood down as Party leader. Tory
Opposition scuppered John Major’s plans to nominate
him to the Commission in 1992 but by 1994 both Neil
and Glenys Kinnock were heading for Brussels - Neil
as Commissioner for Transport in the incoming Santer
Commission, and Glenys as part of Labour’s largest ever
contingent of MEPs – 71% of all UK members.

Brussels Labour raised funds for the European elections
campaign and targeted donations on a small number
of constituencies, chosen on the basis of their need for
support as well as on geographical and gender balance.
Activities included a ‘question time’ session, with Julian
Priestley speaking for Labour.
The campaign was almost forgotten, however, given the
tragedy that struck a month before polling day. Labour
Leader John Smith died of a heart attack. A large memorial
gathering in Brussels, chaired by Peter Wragg, attracted
comrades from sister parties who came to express their
affection for him and high hopes for the Party.
Labour was hurting emotionally but riding high
politically - and in search of a new leader.

APRIL 1992
The Conservatives
narrowly win the UK
general election;
Neil Kinnock resigns
as Labour Leader

JULY 1992
John Smith
becomes Labour
Leader; Margaret
Beckett becomes
Deputy Leader

“

Ann Taylor MP, visiting Brussels,
dropped in at a meeting on the situation
in Iraq. She loyally defended the
shadow cabinet’s decision to back the Gulf war. Most
Brussels Labour members were hostile, and Ann was
visibly shaken by the depth of feeling expressed.
Peter Wragg
Chair of Brussels Labour, 1986-1999

My memories of Brussels Labour Party is of a group of
people who were remarkably well-informed about what
was going on in the Labour Party and at Westminster –
more so than many in the Parliamentary Labour Party.
Ann Taylor
Opposition environment spokesperson, 1988-1992
When I arrived in Brussels in April 1989, as the
Economist correspondent (the same month
that Boris Johnson started for the Telegraph),
I immediately joined Brussels Labour.
I still remember how Peter Wragg and others gave
me a very warm and friendly welcome. Having already
spent a dozen years in British branches of the Labour
Party, where very few people cared about the EU, it
was a great experience to meet comrades who shared
my own interest in and enthusiasm for the subject.
Charles Grant
Director, Centre for European Reform

SEPTEMBER 1992
‘Black Wednesday’:
the UK leaves the
ERM in the middle
of its Presidency

JANUARY 1993
The third Delors
Commission takes
office; Bruce Millan
keeps the regional
policy portfolio

MAY 1994

John Smith dies
after suffering
a heart attack

Jacques Delors, who became
President of the European
Commission in 1989

> FACTFILE
general election 1992
Labour: 271 seats (+42)
TORY MAJ: 21 SEATS

EP electionS 1994
Labour: 62 seats (+17)
BIGGEST GROUP: SOCIALISTS

JUNE 1994
Labour wins 62
seats at the EP
elections and the
Socialists become
the largest group

40 YEARS OF
BRUSSELS LABOUR

“

Brussels
Labour was
one of the
driving forces behind
the formation of Labour
International and it is
wonderful to see how Labour
International has grown and
developed since then.
I remember how excited we
all were as members of the
first Labour International
Coordinating Committee
to meet in London - with
colleagues from as far afield
as Germany and the USA
- not exactly sure how the
organisation was going to
work but very happy to be
part of a new internationalist
venture.
Kerry Postlewhite
Member of the first
Labour International
Coordinating Committee

STRUGGLE FOR RECOGNITION
Brussels Labour’s status within the Labour Party was
seen to be problematic right from the start:
“A lot of people think that close contact should be established
with Transport House [then the Party HQ]... The Labour
Party contact would be informal: there appears to be no
possibility of having the group ‘recognised’”
Analysis of a survey of members, February 1973
That pessimism didn’t stop the group from seeking
recognition or - at a minimum - affiliation. But even that
was difficult as Party policy stated that ‘single interest
groups’ could not affiliate to the Party - even though
Brussels Labour argued that it should be viewed as
resembling a branch rather than a single interest group.
But as this seemed the only way to achieve formal
recognition, Brussels Labour sought affiliation unsuccessfully. Then the possibility of a new type of
relationship seemed to open up in 1983 when the
National Executive Committee decided, in the wake of
a report on the Militant tendency, to set up a ‘Register of
non-affiliated groups of members to be recognised and allowed
to operate within the Party’.
Brussels Labour argued in its February 1984 input to
the Party consultation on the new register that “an ad hoc
hybrid status, combining elements of the status of a branch
and an affiliated organisation, would be most appropriate”.
A paper from Party HQ to the NEC’s Organisation

Committee in 1985 on ‘Labour Party members overseas’
reported that the largest number of members resident
abroad was in Brussels. It pointed out that the Party
needed to respond to the new voting rights for overseas
voters: “we cannot afford to neglect this new electorate”.
So Labour decided to look further at how to deal with
overseas members including to consider “whether a
permanent form of Party organisation for members abroad
(not all of whom will necessarily qualify for a vote in the UK)
is necessary or desirable”.
Follow-up was slow. Over the next decade, Brussels
Labour pressed the Party for action, enlisting support
from Neil Kinnock and John Prescott as well as other
overseas Labour members. A new grouping, Labour
International (LI) - a network for overseas branches was set up at a meeting of members from Brussels, Rome,
Paris, Boston, Washington DC and New York at the
1992 Party conference.
From 1994, Labour International had its own newsletter,
Beacon, edited by Brussels Labour member Lionel Bishop,
which was sent to all overseas members by Labour Party
headquarters.
The lobbying finally paid off when the Party’s rules were
changed in 1997 to establish LI as the organisation
within the Labour Party that represents Party members
and supporters who live or work abroad, either
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In a special meeting at Labour Party conference in Blackpool
1992, each overseas branch was invited to present itself:
how many members it had and when it was formed.
Some had a handful of members; others had recruited maybe 30-40. Most
had been formed within the previous couple of years; some in recent months.
When I reported that we had been going since 1973 and that our membership
was well above one hundred, there was a collective dropping of jaws!
Beacon was the newsletter of the newly-established
Labour International

“

Peter Wragg
Chair of Brussels Labour, 1986-1999, who represented Brussels Labour at the meeting

temporarily or permanently. LI is broadly equivalent to
a constituency and its coordinating committee (known as
the ‘LICC’), set up in 1998 has tasks that include building
membership and encouraging the formation of LI groups
and branches.

Although Brussels Labour is the oldest and most active of the Labour International
branches, special mention must be made of the ‘Costa Blanca North’ branch.

Having played a key role in the creation of Labour
International and the LICC, Brussels Labour has also
contributed to its evolution. The most recent advance
is the possibility for LI to send a representative to the
Party’s policy forum.

I was asked to speak at a conference for Labour supporters in Spain that
they organised in 2003, together with the Andalucia branch.

In the 2013 Labour International elections, Keir
Fitch of Brussels Labour was chosen as LI’s first-ever
representative to the Policy Forum, while Georgina Carr
and Frazer Clarke were elected to the LICC.

Leaving aside the question of why it’s only ‘north’ (there is an
answer...), the branch has consistently produced active members of
the Coordinating Committee and organised ambitious events.

Other speakers were Joaquín Almunia, who had been his Party’s candidate for prime
minister and a year later was to become a member of the European Commission, and
– less impressively – Margaret Moran MP, who was the Parliamentary Labour Party’s
link person for Spain on the grounds (it seemed) she had a house in southern Spain.
Belinda Pyke
Chair of Brussels Labour, 1999-2011
Former Treasurer of Labour International

LABOUR IN EUROPE

1994-1997

NEW LABOUR, NEW HORIZONS
...AND A MORE POSITIVE ATTITUDE TO EUROPE
The tragedy of John Smith’s death opened a new chapter
in the Party’s history.
Tony Blair emerged as the new Leader, promptly
changed Clause IV of the Party constitution, and ‘New
Labour’ was born. He accelerated the process begun by
Neil Kinnock to make the Party electable. The appeal to
‘Middle England’ required policy changes that many in
the Party found hard to swallow.
There would be a ‘third way’ between capitalism and the
socialism evoked by the “common ownership of the means
of production”. Public ownership gave way to publicprivate partnerships; equality of outcomes was replaced
by equality of opportunity.

TIMELINE

Tony Blair became Labour
Leader in 1994

JULY 1994
Klaus Hänsch, a
German SPD MEP,
becomes President
of the European
Parliament

There was much debate on the changes, and this was
reflected in many meetings in this period. Guest speakers
reflected different strands of opinion, and there were always
informed and thoughtful contributions from the floor.
Members new to Brussels often commented on the high
standard of debate compared to Party branches back home.
One debate was unsurprisingly one-sided: the need to
properly engage with ‘Europe’. The Maastricht Treaty
had been signed in 1992 and the Party found, in Tony
Blair, a Leader who grasped the significance of the
Treaty and who guided his troops to a pro-European
stance. Th is delighted many members in Brussels, who
had campaigned tirelessly for 20 years to get Labour to

JULY 1994
Tony Blair becomes
Leader of the
Labour Party; John
Prescott becomes
Deputy Leader

OCTOBER 1994

Norway votes ‘no’
to EU accession

drop its opposition to Europe and build
new alliances. The election of Pauline
Green (right) as Leader of the Socialist
Group in the European Parliament in
1994 was a symbol of progress in Labour’s
attitude to Europe (and vice-versa).
1994 was also the year the Channel
Tunnel opened, allowing Brussels Labour
members to get to the UK more quickly
to participate in election campaigning. (The opening of
the tunnel has meant that members could travel easily to
many more constituencies: in 2010, many members went
by Eurostar to help out in London; and a few carloads
went by Eurotunnel to support Labour in Hastings and
Rye.)
Another major change came in the European
Commission: Jacques Delors stood down as President,
and Charles Grant (whose political biography of Jacques
Delors had just been published) came to the branch to
give his assessment of the Delors legacy. Jacques Santer
replaced Delors, with Neil Kinnock part of the new
College. Neil agreed to become the Honorary President
of Brussels Labour, a post he holds to this day.
Change was clearly in the air; and the years leading up
to 1997 were exhilarating. The bitterness and division of
the wilderness years gave way to greater self-discipline
and sense of purpose. Th is was in marked contrast to the

JANUARY 1995

JANUARY 1995

Austria, Finland and
Sweden join the EU

Santer Commission
takes office;
Neil Kinnock
becomes Transport
Commissioner

JULY 1995
John Major
triggers - and wins
- a Conservative
leadership election
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Tories, who sowed the seeds of their own division over
Europe with the 1993 vote of confidence in John Major’s
government over Maastricht.
By 1995 there were clear signs that our Party was taking
Europe seriously. It organised ‘Labour Working in Europe’,
a high-profi le conference and dinner in Brussels. As
Chair of Brussels Labour, Peter Wragg was invited to be
part of the event committee.

In December that year we kicked off our general election
fundraising campaign at a meeting with Larry Whitty,
the General Secretary of the Party. Events included a
quiz organised jointly with the Irish Labour Party, and
a large rally at the Hotel Métropole with Neil Kinnock,
John Prescott, Pauline Green and Wayne David (EPLP
Leader). We raised about £8,000, with £500 going to
each of 15 local constituencies and £500 going to John
Smith House.
By now Brussels Labour
was on a roll. “Brussels has
become the fastest growing
and most active overseas
outpost of Tony Blair’s proEuropean ‘new’ Labour
Party,” said the Daily
Telegraph on 25 October
1996. The publicity led to
hate mail being sent to the

MARCH 1996
BSE crisis: the
EU imposes a
worldwide ban
on exports of
British beef

Chair by an anti-European fanatic
(see above left).

We campaigned in Dover and
Deal, and it paid off: Gwyn
Prosser took the seat for Labour no doubt helped by a photograph
of him with Alan Forrest, the first
Chair of Brussels Labour, in the
local newspaper (see below left).
A week before the election, Lord
Whitty headlined the closing
rally for Brussels Labour; and
on election night 1 May 1997
members gathered in the Wild
Geese pub to watch the results
coming in.

Election night in the Wild Geese
was electric. With expectations
high, we were joined by
comrades from several sister parties

“

Following the publicity we had in the ‘Torygraph’
we had many visits from journalists who
wanted to sense the mood and get quotes.
The moment of victory was unforgettable. I
dragged myself home in the early hours of the
morning - hoarse from all the celebrating.
The next morning - voice partly recovered - I was
interviewed live for South African television. They
asked me what the Labour victory meant for UKEurope relations. The answer was easy: “Under
the new Labour government the UK will have a
fresh and constructive relationship with Europe”.
Peter Wragg

With hindsight the outcome was Chair of Brussels Labour, 1986-1999
predictable, and a number of
journalists came to interview a
nervous Peter Wragg too early in the evening, only to
be met with very cautious optimism. But no-one who
remembered the 1992 election could be anything but
nervous, and it was only after Stephen Twigg took
> FACTFILE
Enfield Southgate from Michael Portillo that the reality
general election 1997
(and scale) of the victory set in.
Dawn broke and ‘things could only get better’. Labour
was back in power after 18 years.

MARCH 1996

JUNE 1996

DECEMBER 1996

The Turin European
Council opens an
IGC to revise the
Maastricht Treaty

The Government
selects Greenwich
as the venue for the
Millennium Dome

The Dublin
European Council
agrees the legal
framework for EMU

FEBRUARY 1997
The Government
loses its majority
as Labour wins
the Wirral South
by-election

Labour: 418 seats (+145)
LABOUR MAJ: 179 SEATS

MAY 1997
Labour wins a
landslide victory Tony Blair becomes
the first Labour
PM for 18 years

GERMINAL & COMMUNICATIONS

40 YEARS OF
BRUSSELS LABOUR

Communication with branch members has always been
an important part of Brussels Labour’s work.
While the methods have changed radically over the past
40 years, the main goals have remained the same: to
inform about future meetings, report on branch events,
and provide some stimulating reading on events affecting
Europe, the UK and the Left.
In the early days, the Brussels Labour newsletter was
produced on a typewriter and delivered by hand around
the institutions (and beyond) - perhaps unwisely given
the political “vetting” of Commission officials that was
described in a 1977 editorial as “McCarthyism”.

Verbatim
Wilkinson’s Instant Korma recipe
Meat – Beef or Lamb
1” cube ginger		
6 tbl water		
2 lb lamb, cubed		
6 cloves			
7 oz onions, finely chopped
½ tsp cayenne pepper
½ pint cream or yoghurt

		
		
		
		
		
		
		

2 oz blanched almonds
7 tbl veg. oil
10 cardamom pods
1” stick cinnamon
1 tsp ground cumin seeds
1½ tsp salt
¼ tsp garam masala

Put garlic, ginger, almonds, 6 tablespoons water in electric blender to paste. Heat oil,
brown meat, set aside. Put cloves, cardamom, cinnamon into hot oil. Then onions, stir and
fry until brownish. Heat, add ground paste, plus coriander, cumin and cayenne. Stir fry 3-4
mins.
Put meat back in and its liquid (if any), plus salt, cream or yoghurt and 4 fluid oz (100ml)
water. Bring to boil, cover on low heat: lamb for 1 hour, beef for longer until tender. Stir
often, skim off fat.
Optional: sprinkle garam masala on at end and mix.

Familiar themes were already present, with one 1976
edition publishing a letter (in French) from Union
Syndicale taking up the issue of expat voting rights in
the first direct elections to the European Parliament.
Conference reports, information on ‘Intersocialiste’
(now sister party) events, apologies for the lateness or
irregularity of publication, calls to pay subscriptions, and
appeals for feedback on the choice of venues for meetings
(including the all-important availability of food and
drink) have been regular fixtures in Brussels Labour’s
newsletters.
Some features have not been so regular. Christopher
Wilkinson’s Instant Korma recipe (see left), published
in 1984, did not lead to a glut of culinary tips (and the
definition of ‘instant’ may have changed too). Book reviews
have occasionally been present, but gig reviews (see facing
page) were a short-lived phenomenon in the 1990s.
Brussels Labour has tried to keep pace with technology.
By 1983 a new masthead had been introduced and there
was a move away from a purely typewritten newsletter.
In 1989, gains in the European Parliament elections
gave a boost to Labour. But members of the group were
frustrated by the lack of understanding of European issues
back home. The result was Red Marketeer, the Journal of
the Brussels Labour Internal Market Study Group.
The autumn issue, ‘Labour and Europe - We still need to
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think’, produced a variety of articles on single market
themes by Duncan Wallace, Ellen Sweet-Escott, Jeremy
Lester and Michael Cendrowicz. “It doesn’t seem to have
dawned on Walworth Road that by the time we reach the next
General Election ... as many important decisions will be taken
in Brussels as in London,” said Peter Wragg’s editorial. The
journal called for “getting to grips with the significance of the
attempts being made to create a single European market and
what it really means for jobs and wages.”

The huge changes in the USSR and central and Eastern
Europe were reflected in the newsletter, then called simply
‘Labour in Europe’. The Christmas 1991 edition ran articles
on Poland, Bulgaria, and Yugoslavia by Brussels Labour
members Fraser Cameron, Duncan Wallace and David
Blackman. There were eyewitness reports from Romania
by Gordon Deuchars, Kathryn Hodder and Peter Wragg.
In 1994 ‘Germinal’, as the newsletter was renamed in tribute
to Emile Zola’s tale of a coalminers’ strike in northern
France, was produced as a Berliner-format newspaper.
Under Lionel Bishop’s editorship, the new-look Germinal
coincided with a new-look Party.
The first edition reported John Smith’s Leader’s speech
to the annual conference in which he “emphasised that
Labour would adopt the EC Social Chapter in full and
introduce a minimum wage”. The Clause IV debate, the
arrival of 62 Labour MEPs, and the surge in Labour Party
membership were all faithfully reported over the years.

Verbatim
The Manic Street Preachers - Le Botanique - 22/10/98
For the uninitiated the Manics are a rock group from Blackwood in The-Area-FormerlyKnown-As-The-South-Wales-Coalfield (or TAFKATSWC). Having burst out of the Valleys
making a loud pinkish noise with their guitars, sporting anti-fascist slogans on their clothes,
political statements in their lyrics and eye-shadow on their… errm… eyes, they have been
through more than their fair share of hard times, including the mysterious disappearance
of lyricist Richey Edwards, to emerge as an epic rock band who have recently taken a song
referring to the International Brigades and the Spanish Civil War to Number One in the UK.
“But were they any good?” - Well, they played most of their best songs, from the early,
fast pinky ones to the newer, slower growers, sang with passion for one and a half hours
(eschewing encores as a bourgeois invention of the decadent consumer culture of
instant gratification), draped a large Welsh flag over their bass amp and entertained the
crowd with skipping lessons during potentially boring guitar solos. So, yeah, I reckon.
Hywel Jones
Writing in Germinal, Autumn 1998

By 1998 the newsletter had reverted to an A4 print-athome (or -at-the-office) format. The pages were graced
with a 25th-anniversary congratulatory message from the
Chancellor of the Exchequer, Gordon Brown (see page 39).
During the 1990s a quiet revolution was taking place. The
arrival of email meant that the executive committee could
communicate with members more quickly. Gone were
the days of stuffing communications into envelopes, then
sticking on address labels and stamps (the taste being

Verbatim
Reﬂections from a War Zone
David Earnshaw, of Oxfam International in Brussels, worked in Pakistan with Oxfam
during November and December 2001. He reﬂects on his experiences…
Anyone who spends any time in any refugee camp anywhere in the world cannot fail to be
moved by the experience. This is even more true when the refugees are there not merely
to flee local terror, but mainly because they are escaping the terror unleashed on their
communities by some of the most modern, technologically sophisticated and effective
weapons of war ever developed, and unleashed with devastating impact on the poorest
country - and poorest people - in the world.
And to make matters even worse, having left their homes and families, many are then
actually denied the status of refugee because of the new host government’s determination
to refer to them as “externally displaced persons” - thereby creating almost a new
category of humanity devoid of rights.
This is a disgrace, which it is difficult to understand how anybody can stand by and accept
without protest.
Yet this is the reality of life today on the Afghanistan-Pakistan border (…)
There is much more to the crisis of Afghanistan than it would appear from the millions of
newspaper column inches now expended on Osama Bin Laden, Al Quaida and the Taliban.
It is the responsibility of all of us to make sure than 11 September does lead towards a
better world, and that the 20th century will be the last century during which so little is done
to tackle the structural inequality, poverty, and social injustice around the world which
underlies the Afghanistan crisis.
Germinal, February 2002

1976

1983

1999

David Miliband reads Germinal at the Labour
leadership hustings in June 2010

removed only by a glass or two of Saint-Emilion) before
taking them to the post office.

Then came another huge step forward: 1998 saw the
arrival of the first Brussels Labour website. By simply
typing ‘http://dialspace.dial.pipex.com/dmtpruett/blog/blog.htm’,
members had access to more information on Brussels
Labour. By the following year the website had become
the more memorable ‘brusselslabour.org’ and then, in
2010, ‘brusselslabour.eu’. The latest change coincided
with the arrival of Brussels Labour on social media such
as Facebook and Twitter, providing even more ways to
communicate with members.
Technology moved on for the print edition too. By 2005
Germinal had become a full-colour publication and was
attracting praise from members and speakers. However,
the key to Germinal’s success has always been its content
and the efforts made by members to contribute articles
and stimulate debate. Whatever the medium, long may
that continue.

2003

2007

2013

From the archives...
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(top) The Daily Telegraph reports on Brussels Labour in 1996; (bottom) the ﬁrst edition of Germinal, published in 1994

LABOUR IN EUROPE

1997-1999

BACK IN GOVERNMENT
...AND RECOGNITION FOR BRUSSELS LABOUR
The slogan ‘things can only get better’ seems to
effectively capture the situation in which Tony Blair
found the UK’s relationship with Europe upon entering
government in 1997.
Labour’s victory came amid expectations that the UK’s
relationship with the EU would significantly improve,
and brought a wealth of new responsibilities and
challenges for both the Party and Brussels Labour.

However, the announcement by Gordon Brown
(left) in November 1997 that membership of the euro
would depend on five economic tests was ultimately a
disappointment for the branch, if not a surprise.

The Party’s constitution was changed in 1997 to formally
establish Labour International as the organisation within
the Party that represents members and supporters who
live or work abroad, either temporarily or permanently
(see ‘Struggle for recognition’ on pages 30-31).

> FACTFILE
EP electionS 1999

TIMELINE

Labour: 29 seats (-33)
BIGGEST GROUP: EPP-ED

AUGUST 1997

Diana, Princess
of Wales dies in a
car crash in Paris

Mike Penn, then constitutional officer for the Party,
met the executive committee and members in November
1997. They worked through the necessary changes to
the branch’s constitution to reflect this change and to
pave the way for Brussels Labour’s application for formal
recognition as a branch of Labour International.
The new branch constitution, which was discussed and
debated at length, and eventually adopted at the annual
general meeting in 1999, brought about a number of

SEPTEMBER 1997
Voters in Scotland
and Wales vote
in favour of
devolution in
referenda

OCTOBER 1997
Labour changes
its constitution,
formally setting
up Labour
International

significant changes. The most visible was a new name:
‘Brussels Labour International Branch’. The changes
also brought about new forms of membership, and
introduced new rules on the gender composition of the
executive committee.
1999 also saw a change in leadership of Brussels Labour:
after 13 years as Chair, Peter Wragg stood down, to be
replaced by Belinda Pyke (who would remain in the post
until 2011).

The 25th anniversary of the branch, in 1998, was marked
with a number of activities, notably a gala dinner in

OCTOBER 1997

EU leaders sign
the Treaty of
Amsterdam

NOVEMBER 1997
Gordon Brown
announces his five
tests for assessing
UK membership
of the euro

JANUARY 1998
The UK takes over
the Presidency
of the European
Union
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internationalist than in the past – a message that still
rings true today.

Verbatim
Message to the Brussels Labour Party Group
Twenty-five years is no mean feat! I am delighted to
be able to congratulate the Brussels Labour Party
Group on its work over the last quarter century in
providing a structure for Labour Party members and
supporters in and around Brussels, and doing a great
deal to support the Party through its campaigns and
elections over the years. The recent development
of Labour International, the Party’s structure for
overseas members, is largely due to the efforts of
people in organisations such as the Brussels Group.
It is an excellent time to be marking your anniversary:
after a year of a Labour Government, and the British
Presidency of the European Union. I wish you many
more successful years, and look forward to your full
involvement in Labour International in the future.
Gordon Brown MP
Chancellor of the Exchequer
Writing in Germinal, Summer 1998

the presence of Brussels Labour’s Honorary President,
Neil Kinnock (then Commissioner for Transport), the
Chair of the Parliamentary Labour Party, Clive Soley,
and the Leader of the European Parliamentary Labour
Party (EPLP), Alan Donnelly. Neil Kinnock spoke
of the dangers of becoming more introverted and less

APRIL 1998

The Good Friday
Agreement is
signed in Belfast

JULY 1998
The Labour
International
Coordination
Committee meets
for the first time

1999 marked the first use of proportional representation
(PR) for European elections in the UK. In preparation,
the branch raised funds and participated in a ‘Eurohustings’, with Peter Skinner MEP representing Labour.
While the branch welcomed the use of PR, the elections
themselves were somewhat disappointing; turnout for
the 1999 elections remains the lowest since 1979, and
Labour suffered heavy defeats, with the number of
MEPs dropping by more than 50%, to 29 members.
The branch’s communications strategy took a new
turn during the period, with members encouraged to
communicate via email as much as possible. Brussels
Labour launched its first website in 1997 during the
period, as well as sending Christmas greetings as an
email experiment – two significant steps forward for a
branch with such an international reach!

The 25th anniversary dinner
featured speeches by the
ﬁrst Chair of Brussels Labour,
Alan Forrest (above) and the
Honorary President, Neil
Kinnock (below)

As the period came to a close, Labour was still in a
strong position. While the European elections were
a disappointment, Labour was still the biggest party
in the new assembly in Wales and the new parliament
in Scotland, and it had successfully negotiated all byelections in its first term.
At home and in Europe, things had got better.

NOVEMBER 1998

The Human Rights
Act receives
royal assent

JANUARY 1999
Introduction
of the euro in
non-physical
form (such as for
bank transfers)

MARCH 1999
Santer Commission
resigns amid
claims of cronyism;
Manuel Marin leads
interim Commission

JUNE 1999
EP elections:
the UK uses
proportional
representation
for the first time

40 YEARS OF
BRUSSELS LABOUR

VOTING RIGHTS
The issue of giving British citizens the right to vote in
elections in Belgium was first addressed by Brussels
Labour in the late seventies in the run-up to the first
European Parliament elections.

This right was finally granted in 1992 by the Maastricht
Treaty, which enables EU citizens to vote in and stand
as a candidate for European and local elections in their
country of residence. Although voting is compulsory
for Belgians, non-Belgians have to register, so Brussels
Labour asks its members before each European and
communal election to ensure they are on the register.

However, the issue of voting in national elections is more
fraught. British citizens living in Belgium cannot vote
in Belgian national elections but many of them cannot
vote in British general elections either. The situation has
evolved over the decades, positively at first but less so in
recent years.
The 1984 Queen’s speech announced legislation “to extend
the franchise to certain British citizens abroad”. Brussels
Labour’s submission to the subsequent white paper said
that there should be no time limit to this right but that
registration should be conditional on either evidence of

employment in an intergovernmental organisation to
which the UK belonged or else an annually-renewable
declaration.
The white paper led to the Representation of the People
Act 1985, which opened up the possibility for British
citizens living abroad to remain on the electoral register
in the UK for up to five years.
However, the Labour Party was adamantly opposed
to granting any voting rights to British citizens abroad
and also tried to stop the extension of the time limit to
20 years in 1989. Nonetheless, with a view to the 1997
election, John Prescott spearheaded a ‘Wish you were
here!’ campaign in 1994 to encourage Labour supporters
abroad to register to vote.
But once in power, the Labour government proposed - in
1998 - to cut back the time limit for registration to ten
years. The means it chose to do so was by linking the issue
of voting by expats to the much more contentious issue
of party funding.
Brussels Labour lobbied hard, together with other
Labour International members. The branch issued a
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briefing paper to all Labour MPs and met the Chair of
the Parliamentary Labour Party.
There was support from a number of Labour MPs and
Lords for our argument that voting registration should
not be subject to a time limit but, instead, to a sustained
commitment to remain on the electoral roll (an approach
which Barbara Follett dubbed ‘Use it or lose it’). We also
argued that the issue should be decoupled from party
funding.
The subsequent Political Parties, Elections and
Referendums Act 2000 set a 15-year limit rather than the
ten years proposed by the Government. This legislation
also put strict limits on overseas donations to political
parties, which has had a major impact on Brussels
Labour’s fundraising activities for the Party.
Attempts in 2013 to reopen the issue in the House of
Lords were firmly opposed by the Party spokesperson,
Brussels Labour founding member Diane Hayter.
Despite these setbacks, Brussels Labour continues to
argue that British citizens living elsewhere in the EU
should be able to vote in national elections either in their
country of origin or their country of residence. If they
choose to vote in the UK, they would have to confirm
after being abroad for a year that they wish to remain
on the electoral register, and then repeat that declaration
annually.

Verbatim
We are opposed to extending the vote to those who are resident abroad...
Many of those who would benefit have left this country because of their willingness to
make their contribution through taxation. It is outrageous that they should have a voice in
deciding the taxation of those who remain here and readily accept their responsibilities.
Gerald Kaufmann
Shadow Home Secretary, 1984
A lot of people have left Britain because they cannot stand a Tory government – we want
to help out their families and friends back home by voting for a fresh start with Labour.
John Prescott
Deputy Leader of the Labour Party, 1994
Who are these people? There is a huge range of them: some are abroad
because they are working abroad long-term; others moved abroad to be
with their friends and relations; others for the warm climate, or perhaps in
a few cases for the cheap gin and tonics; and a few are tax exiles.
However, of those who speak to us, I do not doubt their sincerity in wanting to keep
voting. I remember in particular the firm lobbying of members of the Brussels Labour
group, who wanted the vote to express their Labour and pro-European sympathies.
David Lipsey
Labour member of the House of Lords, speaking in a debate on the
Electoral Registration and Administration Bill in January 2013

LABOUR IN EUROPE

1999-2004

ANOTHER LABOUR LANDSLIDE
SUCCESS AT HOME BUT IRAQ CREATES EU TENSIONS
The beginning of the millennium was marked with a
new currency for Europe, and divisions continued to
exist about its adoption across member states. Denmark
and Sweden both voted against the euro in closely
contested referenda.
Within the branch, subs were re-calculated into euros,
although some members still choose to pay the Belgian
franc rate to this day - a mere administrative error... or
perhaps a broader political statement…?

Pascal Lamy, European
Commissioner for Trade,
spoke to the branch in 2002

> FACTFILE
general election 2001
Labour: 413 seats (-5)
LABOUR MAJ: 167 SEATS

EP electionS 2004

TIMELINE

Labour: 19 seats (-6)
BIGGEST GROUP: EPP-ED

AUGUST 1999
George Robertson
is appointed
as SecretaryGeneral of Nato

The debate on overseas voting rights continued: expats
were granted the right to vote in communal elections
in Belgium in October 2000. The branch welcomed the
move, and held events with candidates from our Belgian
sister parties and encouraged voter registration.
Despite the progress made in Belgium, in the UK the
Political Parties, Elections and Referendums Bill looked
to significantly decrease the period during which overseas
voters could continue to vote in national elections. The
branch fought particularly hard on this point, and so
was disappointed with the outcome (see ‘Voting Rights’ on
pages 40-41).
Without the fanfare of 1997, Labour chalked up another
impressive general election victory. As Belinda Pyke,
writing in Germinal, aptly put it in 2001, “The General
Election on 7 June 2001 was the day when the heady 1997
phrase ‘Labour landslide’ was topped by the vertiginous

SEPTEMBER 1999
Prodi Commission
takes office; Neil
Kinnock is VicePresident for
Administration

MAY 2000
Ken Livingstone,
standing as an
independent,
becomes the first
Mayor of London

‘another Labour landslide’”. Many Brussels Labour
members contributed to the campaign, and the branch
made donations of £175 to 14 different constituencies.
Brussels Labour continued to attract high-level speakers.
Pascal Lamy, then Commissioner for Trade, provided
his thoughts to the branch in March 2002, noting that
“on trade and development I am more like Clare Short than
Tony Blair”.
The Labour government continued to promote a broadly
pro-European agenda, but cracks were appearing. As
12 countries adopted euro notes and coins on 1 January
2002, the UK stood aside.
However, from late 2002, Britain’s non-membership of
the euro became overshadowed by Iraq: an issue that
put a large distance between the UK and other key EU
member states (although not so many of the countries
due to join in 2004).
Activities in the branch reflected much of the division
that existed both within the Party and elsewhere. In
February 2003, the Leader of the EPLP, Gary Titley
MEP, spoke to the branch about Iraq, noting that,
unfortunately, the only solution in his opinion was
war. As one may expect, during the meeting members
outlined their significant concerns about the approach
taken by the Party leadership. In April, the former
Australian foreign minister Gareth Evans provided

SEPTEMBER 2000
Denmark votes ‘no’
in a referendum
on membership
of the euro

FEBRUARY 2001
EU leaders sign
the Nice Treaty,
designed to
prepare the EU
for enlargement

JUNE 2001
Labour wins a
second landslide
victory in the
general election
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the UK Independence Party, which won 12 seats.
The death of John Fitzmaurice, a Brussels Labour
stalwart, came as a shock to all. In 2004 the branch
decided to inaugurate an annual lecture in his honour
on the themes of democracy, socialism and Europe. Neil
Kinnock gave the first lecture and has been followed by a
number of other distinguished speakers (see pages 48-49).

Verbatim

Robin Cook at the 30th anniversary dinner in 2003

the branch with a detailed assessment of the possible
justifications for the war, concluding that were none.
The branch celebrated its 30th anniversary in style with
a gala dinner in the presence of Robin Cook, who had
recently resigned over the war. He noted during the
dinner that he did not regret his decision, and that the
war had perhaps made relations in Europe slightly more
difficult. Robin Cook called on the branch to spend its
next 30 years turning the vision of Europe into reality,
and calling for the UK to have more confidence in Europe.

Five o’clock in the morning on 8 June. We left the count in the Pavilion Theatre on
Weymouth Pier. Out onto the sand, with the sun coming up over a calm sea. It was a
wonderful day in more ways than one. South Dorset: Labour gain from Conservative - the
only one in the whole country. A real Labour MP in Dorset for the first time. We had done
it! Just. By 153 votes after a tense recount. Then back to the Labour Club to toast Jim
Knight, our new MP, in bitter, cider and, New Labour oblige, champagne (not Krug!)

Th ree Brussels Labour members were selected as
candidates for the 2004 European elections (Jo Wood,
Nigel Gardner and Vandna Kalia). However, anger over
Iraq saw Labour drop to just 19 MEPs. While the Tories
won, there was a worrying increase in the popularity of

JUNE 2001
Ireland votes to
reject the Nice
Treaty - it votes ‘yes’
in another vote in
October 2002

JANUARY 2002
Euro notes
and coins are
introduced in
twelve countries

MARCH 2003

British troops
join the allied
invasion of Iraq

And how we had worked for that moment. Some, such as our new MP, since
before 1997; others, such as Jim’s agent - mine in North Dorset in 1997 - for
over twenty years. It was not just South Dorset’s victory, but a joint effort of all
the Dorset parties and even people down from London. We made South Dorset
our case and there was virtually no campaign elsewhere in Dorset (...)
There would be much to do in the second term. For now though, we just savoured
the triumph and relished the change it would bring to the whole political scene
in Dorset, making Labour a credible force that the media could no longer ignore.
For me, it made a change from the lost causes of North Dorset and Yeovil.
John Fitzmaurice
Writing in Germinal, September 2001

SEPTEMBER 2003
Sweden rejects
membership of
the euro in a
referendum

MAY 2004

Ten countries join
the EU in the ‘big
bang’ enlargement

JUNE 2004
Labour achieves its
worst-ever score in
a national poll in
the EP elections

40 YEARS OF
BRUSSELS LABOUR

Verbatim
The electorate should
be aware that it is a
European election.
The election should be
fought largely on European
issues; otherwise the
campaign will lose some
of its mobilising and
legitimising function.
Transnational programmes
and inter-party cooperation
can do much to ensure
that elections do have a
‘European dimension’.
Brussels Labour policy
paper ‘Strategy for Socialist
Parties in connection with
direct elections to the
European Parliament’,
published in 1976

POLICY CONTRIBUTIONS
From the outset, Brussels Labour has been keen to put
its members’ knowledge and experience at the Party’s
service by providing input to policy consultations and
making ad hoc contributions.

Committee of the Labour Party’. The pamphlet took issue
with the NEC’s report to the 1981 Party conference, which
had resulted in a commitment that Labour would withdraw
from the European Community if it came to power.

Discussion meetings in the early years resulted in Brussels
Labour policy papers. In 1976-1977 alone discussion
groups drafted papers on ‘The powers of a directly elected
Parliament’, ‘Social priorities for the European Communities’,
‘The Regional policy in the Community’, and ‘Jobs for the
future: a socialist industrial policy for Europe’.

Brussels Labour argued that this report failed to make
a credible case for withdrawal on political, constitutional
or economic grounds: “We would be the last to deny that
the Community has many faults. But there are opportunities
and pressures for change which the progressive forces in the
Community should join to exploit together.”

In 1976 the group produced a ‘Strategy for Socialist
Parties in connection with direct elections to the European
Parliament’ and, in the same year, the group made a
submission to the House of Commons Select Committee
on direct elections, arguing that MEPs should be given
non-voting status in one of the Houses of Parliament and
be members of a special European Affairs Committee.

The Guardian reported that Commissioner Ivor Richard
told the press conference that he hoped the pamphlet
would help to reopen the debate within Labour about
policy towards the EU. Norman Buchan MP attacked
the pamphlet as a “conscious misinterpretation of the facts”.

The 1981 annual general meeting discussed “the danger
of [Brussels Labour] being seen merely as a pressure group for
EEC membership” but decided that – given developments
within the Party – a study group should be set up in 1981
to evaluate the consequences of any British withdrawal
from the EEC.
The outcome was a 34-page pamphlet published in
1982: ‘British withdrawal from the European Community:
a commentary on the statement of the National Executive

Latterly, Brussels Labour has taken part in Party
consultations, including those conducted via the National
Policy Forum. In doing so, it has emphasised the unique
perspective of British citizens abroad who combine their
ties with the UK with their experiences of living and
working in other countries.
For example, Brussels Labour’s submission to the 2002
consultation on ‘Democracy, Citizenship and Political
Engagement’ made suggestions built on members’
experiences of living in a country that has identity cards,
compulsory voting and proportional representation.

WORKING WITH LABOUR MEPs
The work of the European Parliament, and in particular
of the Socialist Group, has been an important driver of
Brussels Labour’s activities.

John Prescott, leader of the Labour delegation, spoke to
the group about the 1979 European elections and Brussels
Labour sent its statement on direct elections (see opposite)
to the Party’s General Secretary, Ron Heywood, as well as
to the National Executive Committee and Labour Weekly.
John Cartwright MP (later to be a founding member
of the SDP) sympathised but noted that “...the strength
of opposition within the Labour movement, both to the
direct elections concept and the introduction of proportional
representation should not be underestimated”.
Brussels Labour donated £600 to the 1979 European
elections campaign (in addition to a £2,000 donation to the
general election campaign) and welcomed the 17 Labour
MEPs at an informal party at the home of the Brussels
Labour Chair, Michael Cendrowicz (see page 18).
Many Labour MEPs have spoken at Brussels Labour
meetings and some of their assistants have played a
key role in the branch. Brussels Labour has supported
election campaigns through donations and canvassing. A
few members have become MEPs themselves, including
Richard Corbett, Linda McAvan and Carole Tongue.
In recent years, cooperation has included joint organisation
of fringe meetings at the Labour Party conference.

During my time as EPLP Leader I was determined
to build up the concept of ‘Team Labour’,
whereby Labour Party members at all levels of
political activity worked together. In particular,
I felt it was essential to integrate the European
debate into the British political agenda and
not be seen as separate and remote.
To this end I insisted that EPLP activity should be
opened up to include Brussels Labour and tried
to ensure that visiting Labour politicians address
Brussels Labour meetings. These were mutually
beneficial discussions which widened the perspectives
of the participants into European and UK politics.
Cooperation extended beyond full-time politicians.
One of the most successful EPLP initiatives
was the building of a dialogue with Muslim
communities. Brussels Labour played a key role
when UK-based Muslims came to Brussels and
helped us identify non-British politicians who
brought a vital perspective to our debates.
Many in the EPLP have cause to be grateful
to Brussels Labour for their help campaigning
and in stimulating the debate in the UK.
Gary Titley
Leader of the European Parliamentary
Labour Party, 2002-2009

40 YEARS OF
BRUSSELS LABOUR

“

LABOUR IN EUROPE

2004-2007

BUILDING A WIDER EUROPE
BLAIR’S LONG GOODBYE
Labour paid the price for Iraq and for being in power
at the 2004 European elections, with the Party
experiencing its lowest vote share in a national election
since 1918.

The branch held a retrospective on the Presidency in early
2006, with a panel made up of Tom Jenkins (ETUC),
Jacki Davis (European Policy Centre), Giampi Alhadeff
(Solidar) and Jan Marinus Wiersma (a Dutch MEP).

Within a year, however, Labour and Tony Blair were
celebrating a third straight general election victory,
although the euphoria of the win - with a healthy
majority of 66 seats - was soon replaced with speculation
about how long Blair was to remain in office.

It was agreed during that meeting that, on balance,
the Presidency had been a success, particularly due
to compromises on REACH (the EU’s new chemicals
regulation) and the EU’s long-term budget. In particular,
the UK’s record on international development and
representation of the EU at the Millennium Summit were
viewed as significant highlights of the UK Presidency.

Just after the election, the UK took on the EU Presidency
once more. At the start of its Presidency Britain had
been dealt a relatively difficult hand: the Union was
reeling from two ‘no’ votes on the constitutional treaty
in France and the Netherlands (with the Chair of the
Dutch Labour Party - former MEP Michiel Van Hulten
- coming to the branch to explain the consequences of
the Dutch ‘no’).

> FACTFILE
general election 2005

TIMELINE

Labour: 355 seats (-47)
LABOUR MAJ: 66 SEATS

JULY 2004
Josep Borrell
Fontelles, a Spanish
socialist, becomes
EP President

In a similar vein, the branch held a successful fringe event
on ‘The UK Presidency of the EU: what next for Europe
and International Development?’ at Labour’s Spring
conference in 2006, and submitted a contribution to the
Department for International Development’s document

As David Harley noted during his visit to the branch
as outgoing Secretary-General of the Socialist Group in
the European Parliament, it was difficult to deny that
the UK’s approach to Iraq had an impact upon relations
between the UK and other Socialists in Europe.
However, Harley added that Blair’s speech to the
European Parliament in June 2005 - and the successes of
the Presidency - helped to rebuild some relatively rickety
bridges that had been damaged by the 2003 war.

Tony Blair speaking after the Hampton Court summit in 2005

OCTOBER 2004

NOVEMBER 2004

NOVEMBER 2004

The 25 EU member
states sign the
constitutional treaty

Barroso Commission
takes office;
Peter Mandelson
is the UK’s only
commissioner

Brussels Labour
holds its first annual
John Fitzmaurice
memorial lecture

FEBRUARY 2005
Brussels Labour
holds its first ever
fringe event at
a Labour Party
conference

MAY 2005
Labour wins a third
term in office with
a reduced majority
of 66 seats in the
House of Commons
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on ‘Eliminating World Poverty’ in the same year.
Tony Blair eventually announced on 7 September 2006 that
he was to step down during the following year, prompting
the National Executive Committee to decide upon the
timetable and open nominations for the leadership in May
2007.
While Gordon Brown was the only candidate for Leader,
John Prescott’s departure from the role of Deputy
Leader sparked a six-way contest. Hazel Blears and Alan
Johnson visited the branch to outline their visions of the
role, and the European Parliamentary Labour Party
(EPLP) invited the branch to attend meetings with
two other candidates (Hillary Benn and John Cruddas).
Harriet Harman eventually won in a tight contest.
This period also saw a historic moment for the branch.
In October 2006 Belinda Pyke stood as a candidate on
the PS list in Woluwé-Saint Pierre - the first Brussels
Labour candidate in the Belgian communal elections.
Members of the branch were encouraged to use the
elections to show that Brussels Labour is a part of Belgian
political life. Ans Persoons (a candidate for the Flemish
socialists, sp.a, in Ixelles) and Anna Colombo (a candidate
for the Francophone socialists, PS, in Schaerbeek)
provided the branch with an account of the elections.
In 2006 Brussels Labour - with the support of EPLP
Leader Gary Titley - hosted a meeting with Muslim

MAY 2005
French voters reject
the constitution
in a referendum Dutch voters follow
suit days later

JULY 2005
The UK begins its
sixth Presidency of
the Council of the
European Union

“

The personal and the political

Critics of Brussels Labour forget that it’s a voluntary organisation. You can’t
expect to get anything out of it if you don’t get involved. Personally, Brussels Labour
has always given me more than I could ever give it. In my early days, I hesitated before
participating in the branch’s soporifically-named ‘Constitution Working Party’ - but it
was there that I got to know my dear wife, Sara. We got to know each other better
at a Brussels Labour pub quiz. Questions were raised, and thereby hangs a tale....
Politically, some think that we are a powerful machine, but really we
are just a small group of individuals subject to much larger forces
emanating from the EU, Brussels and the Labour Party.
For me, the Brussels event that had the greatest impact was not the euro or the
many attempts at constitutional change so hated by the sceptics, but the 2004
enlargement to central and Eastern Europe. Europe became a safer and more
democratic place. We campaigned for people to take part in a continent-wide
election, and our politics and culture were enriched by speakers from sister parties
from Poland, Hungary and elsewhere. We saw and heard how English became the
lingua franca not only of the EU institutions, but also of our adopted city itself.

The complaints from sceptics about free movement of East Europeans ignore the efforts
of Brits of all main parties who argued most strongly for a dozen new countries to join the
EU over the last ten years. I don’t recall the Tories calling for a referendum about that!
Frazer Clarke

leaders from the UK and Sweden. The meeting was
addressed by Gary, as well as by Charles Clarke - who
had, until recently, been Home Secretary, and Anissa
Temsamani, a Moroccan-born member of the Flemish
Parliament.

OCTOBER 2006
Brussels Labour
fields candidates
in the Belgian
communal elections
for the first time

JANUARY 2007

Bulgaria and
Romania join the
European Union

JANUARY 2007
Slovenia becomes
the thirteenth
country to adopt
the euro

JUNE 2007
After ten years as
Prime Minister,
Tony Blair
steps down

40 YEARS OF
BRUSSELS LABOUR

JOHN FITZMAURICE LECTURE
John Fitzmaurice was a stalwart of Brussels Labour and a candidate in UK
general elections in the West Country, where he grew up.
An official at the European Commission, he was the author of numerous books and articles on politics,
including a definitive guide to Belgian politics. Following his death in 2003, Brussels Labour established
an annual lecture in his memory on the themes of socialism, democracy and Europe.

2004 NEIL KINNOCK
VICE-PRESIDENT OF THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION
“ Young children think that if they put their hands in front of their face they become invisible... the deluders and the deluded who want to
shrink and split and disable the EU share that infantile conviction. The realists turn outward to systematically cooperate, recognising –
since benefits and perils have become international and supranational – the means of nurturing the former and resisting the latter.”

2005 POUL NYRUP RASMUSSEN
PRESIDENT OF THE PARTY OF EUROPEAN SOCIALISTS
“Politicising Europe is paramount— different visions of Europe must be offered, across the political spectrum.”

2006 GEOFF HOON
MINISTER FOR EUROPE
“A pro-European approach is consistent with the Labour Party’s values. On the back of your Labour Party membership cards...
it states - ‘The Labour Party believes that by the strength of our common endeavour we achieve more than we achieve alone.’
This not only encapsulates Labour’s underlying philosophy, but it also constitutes the very essence of the European Union.”

2007 JULIAN PRIESTLEY
FORMER SECRETARY-GENERAL OF THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT
“Tony Blair could have been our most European prime minister, the one who made us learn to love Europe. For a time he seemed to
fulfill this promise. But then came Iraq, and siding with Washington against most of Europe, and indeed all of Europe’s socialists.”
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MARGOT WALLSTROM 2008
VICE-PRESIDENT OF THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION
“There is an alleged Chinese curse: ‘May you come to the attention of those in authority’. Yet that is precisely what I wish
for the citizens of Europe – that better communication will bring their concerns and aspirations to the attention of Europe’s
politicians and policy-makers. And who better to do that than the social democratic parties of Europe, whose history has
always been based on taking the demands of the protests in the street and turning them into workable policies?”

JOHN MONKS 2009
GENERAL SECRETARY OF THE EUROPEAN TRADE UNION CONFEDERATION
“I claim no special insights. I rest instead on a lifetime of commitment to trade unionism, to the cause of EU integration, and
to trying to ensure that the EU is... a project with which people in the street can identify and to which they will commit.”

MARTIN WESTLAKE 2010
SECRETARY-GENERAL OF THE EUROPEAN ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL COMMITTEE
“We [the EU] have been a model for the world and I fervently believe that we should remain one.”

JAN ROYALL 2011
SHADOW LEADER OF THE HOUSE OF LORDS
“We know that in a democratic system, it is through politics that we secure change... the politics of engagement
and persuasion. We have to get our policies right, we have to persuade people of their relevance, that they will
meet their personal concerns and the challenges facing the country so they vote us into power.”

DOUGLAS ALEXANDER 2012
SHADOW FOREIGN SECRETARY
“In an era of billion-person countries and trillion-dollar economies, now more than ever we need to
find ways to amplify our voice and multiply our power. In that sense, the case for Britain’s continued
membership of Europe is not a matter of outdated sentiment. It is a matter of simple arithmetic.”

LABOUR IN EUROPE

2007-2010

the brown years
THE ECONOMIC CRISIS BITES
One week in June 2007 presented watershed moments
for both the Labour Party and the European Union.
One of Tony Blair’s last acts as Prime Minister was to
agree the framework for the Reform Treaty (which,
four months later, became the Lisbon Treaty). That
same weekend, Gordon Brown was officially announced
as Labour Party Leader, and within the week the
Chancellor had moved from Number 11 to Number 10
Downing Street and finally achieved his long-held wish:
to be Prime Minister.
Th roughout this period, Brussels Labour continued
to attract top-level speakers from both the new UK
government (such as Geoff Hoon, then Minister for
Europe) and from the Brussels scene.

> FACTFILE
EP electionS 2009
Labour: 13 seats (-6)
BIGGEST GROUP: EPP

GENERAL election 2010

TIMELINE

Labour: 258 seats (-91)
TORY-LIB DEM COALITION

JUNE 2007
Gordon Brown
takes over as
Labour Leader and
PM; Harriet Harman
is Deputy Leader

Anna Colombo, Secretary-General of the Socialist
Group in the European Parliament, spoke on the
Group’s achievements and prospects. Julian Priestley
delivered the John Fitzmaurice lecture, speaking about
‘Labour and Europe: the mixed experience’. Richard
Corbett, then an MEP, gave a myth-busting talk on the
Lisbon Treaty. Roger Liddle, an advisor to the President
of the European Commission, José Manuel Barroso, led
an interesting discussion on EU social policy.
And just days before she was appointed as the EU’s High
Representative for Foreign Affairs and Social Policy in
November 2009, Cathy Ashton addressed the branch.

SEPTEMBER 2007
The ‘credit crunch’
hits the UK, with
Northern Rock its
first major victim

OCTOBER 2007
After much
speculation,
Gordon Brown
opts not to call
a snap election

Cathy Ashton spoke to the branch just days before her
appointment as EU High Representative

Yet the defining theme of this period – for the Labour
government and the EU – was the economic crisis.
History may look more kindly on Gordon Brown’s role
in a few years’ time, but his premiership was hobbled
by the crisis. The EU, which finally ratified the Lisbon
Treaty in late 2009, soon discovered that the new tools
at its disposal were insufficient.
Brussels Labour’s meeting schedule reflected the
dominance of the crisis and its impact on citizens. John
Monks delivered the 2009 John Fitzmaurice lecture
on ‘Europe: what now?’ (and soon went on to be a life
peer, following his departure from the ETUC). Joaquín
Almunia, then Commissioner for Economic and

DECEMBER 2007

The Lisbon Treaty
is signed

JANUARY 2008

Cyprus and Malta
adopt the euro

OCTOBER 2008
Peter Mandelson
returns to the UK
government - Cathy
Ashton takes over
trade portfolio
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Monetary Affairs, spoke at the 2010
annual general meeting. Gunter
Verheugen, Vice-President of the
European Commission, spoke to
a joint meeting of Brussels Labour
and the German SPD as the most
perilous moment of the crisis struck
in autumn 2008.
The European elections of 2009
also caused a flurry of activity. Gary
Derek Vaughan spoke
Titley, Eluned Morgan and Robert
on life as a new MEP
Evans looked back on their time
in the European Parliament while Gary’s successor as
EPLP Leader, Glenis Willmott, gave a pre-election
briefing.
Margot Wallstrom used the 2008 John Fitzmaurice
lecture to take a look at Europe on the eve of the
elections. A group of Brussels Labour members made
trips to support Labour candidates in the UK, as well as
campaigning for candidates from the Belgian socialist
parties. Brussels Labour welcomed Teresa Griffin,
a candidate in the North West region, who spoke
passionately and prophetically about the threat of the
British National Party. After the poll, Derek Vaughan,
a new Member from Wales, and Alan Kelly, a new Irish
MEP, gave their first impressions on their new lives in
Brussels and Strasbourg.

JANUARY 2009

Slovakia becomes
the sixteenth
eurozone country

JUNE 2009
Labour comes
third in the EP
elections amid a
wave of ministerial
resignations

The results of the 2009 European elections disappointed
immensely - not only because Labour lost seats, but
because knowledgable MEPs such as Richard Corbett
were replaced by Europhobes and extremists.

Shortly after the elections, there was news of the death of
another Brussels Labour stalwart: Michael Cendrowicz,
who was Chair from 1978 to 1984, died in October 2009.
The furore over MEPs’ expenses, which hit at the
time of the European elections, were part of a series of
calamities to befall Gordon Brown’s government as the
general election approached.
With his initial successes as Prime Minister long behind
him, Brown seemed increasingly unlikely to win the
election – and so it proved. The constant threat of a
leadership challenge wore down a PM already toiling
under the immense pressure of the economic and
financial crisis.

The 2010 defeat was bad for Labour, although the work
of Brussels Labour in supporting Glenda Jackson’s
campaign helped her to squeak back into Parliament by
just a handful of votes.

Now the challenge for Labour was to rebuild under a new
Leader; for pro-Europeans it was to defend Britain’s role
in the EU under a Tory-led coalition government where
backbench anti-Europeans would press for renegotiation
or withdrawal.

NOVEMBER 2009
Cathy Ashton
named as EU High
Representative for
Foreign Affairs and
Security Policy

JANUARY 2010
Herman Van
Rompuy takes
up role as first
President of the
European Council

FEBRUARY 2010

The Barroso II
Commission
takes office

Gordon Brown speaking
during the 2010 general
election campaign

> FACTFILE
EP electionS: LABOUR’S
DIMINISHING RETURNS
1994:
1999:
2004:
2009:

62/87
29/87
19/78
13/72

MAY 2010
The general
election leads to a
hung parliament;
Gordon Brown
steps down

SEATS
SEATS
SEATS
SEATS
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2010-2013

NEW OPPORTUNITIES, NEW THREATS
AN UNCERTAIN FUTURE FOR BRITAIN IN EUROPE
After 13 years in power, there was a clear desire - and
need - for change in the Labour Party. The Party
seemed to have lost its direction, its edge and its sense
of purpose. New blood was needed.

Brussels Labour held meetings
with David Miliband (top),
Andy Burnham (middle) and
Ed Miliband (bottom) during
the 2010 Labour leadership
campaign

Brussels Labour’s links with the European Parliamentary
Labour Party (whose 13 members would pay a key role
in the selection of a new leader) and its own reputation in
the Party gave its members the opportunity to question
three of the five candidates in the leadership election
held in the summer of 2010 - David Miliband, Andy
Burnham, and the eventual victor, Ed Miliband.
The clearing-out of much of the old guard at Westminster
left space for some familiar faces to take up key positions
in Labour’s frontbench team. Tony Cunningham, Mark
Hendrick, Angela Billingham and Christine Crawley
- all former MEPs - became Opposition spokespeople
and whips. Mary Creagh, a former assistant to Stephen
Hughes MEP, became shadow Secretary of State for the
Environment, Food and Rural Affairs.
Jan Royall remained Labour’s main spokesperson in the
House of Lords, and Emma Reynolds, a former Brussels
Labour Treasurer, became shadow Europe minister.
Both returned to Brussels to address the branch in 2011,
with Jan delivering the John Fitzmaurice lecture that
year.

TIMELINE

Other shadow ministers came too, as Labour sought

MAY 2010
David Cameron
becomes PM at
the head of a
coalition with the
Liberal Democrats

SEPTEMBER 2010
Ed Miliband is
elected as the
new Leader of
the Labour Party

JANUARY 2011
Estonia adopts the
euro, becoming
the eurozone’s
seventeenth
member

From Brussels Labour to Opposition front bench: Emma
Reynolds, pictured with Keir Fitch, spoke to the branch in 2011

to review not only its personnel, but its policies and
procedures as well. Harriet Harman, David Lammy and
Maria Eagle attended meetings and Brussels Labour
held a well-attended policy forum on the ‘Refounding
Labour’ consultation exercise. Ellie Reeves, a member
of the National Executive Committee, came to hear
Brussels Labour’s views in person.
More broadly, the economic, financial and social crisis
was the ongoing backdrop to politics in the UK and across
Europe. Th ree European commissioners addressed the
branch on these issues: Stefan Füle spoke to the 2011
annual general meeting (at which Keir Fitch was elected
as Chair of the branch); and a year later László Andor,

JANUARY 2011

The first ‘European
semester’ begins

FEBRUARY 2011
The Arab Spring
brings down
Egypt’s president,
Hosni Mubarak

AUGUST 2011
Nights of rioting
takes place in
London and other
British cities

52 | 53

the Commissioner for
Employment and Social
Affairs, spoke on the need
for a social single market
and a social (as well as fiscal)
compact. Maria Damanaki
(left) spoke passionately
about the impact of the
crisis in Greece and the
need for socialists across
Europe to fight “austerity
mania”.
The message for socialists
to work together more
closely was heeded by
Brussels Labour. From
2010 Brussels Labour
and around a dozen other sister parties represented in
Brussels came together for an annual reception aimed
at cementing links and providing mutual support in
election campaigns.
This was no more evident than in the 2012 communal
elections in Belgium, which featured socialist candidates
from across Europe. Jo Wood and Belinda Pyke were
two of the Brussels Labour candidates standing on
PS/sp.a lists in the Brussels-Capital region. Pascal
Smet, a former Brussels minister and now a minister

DECEMBER 2011
David Cameron
vetoes the ‘fiscal
compact’ at the
European Council

JANUARY 2012
The Scottish
Government says
it plans to hold
an independence
referendum in 2014

in the Flemish government, spoke to the branch on the
importance of the polls, and Brussels Labour made a
sustained effort to encourage registration among ex-pats.
Branch meetings also reinforced links with other parties:
a joint meeting with the Irish Labour Party looked back
at a successful election campaign in 2011, and in 2012
Catherine Trautmann MEP (right) addressed the branch
on François Hollande’s victory in the 2012 presidential
election. The Left was showing tentative signs of recovery
across Europe, with citizens tiring of fruitless austerity.
However, there is still work to do in the UK. Despite
support from Brussels Labour, Ken Livingstone failed
to unseat Boris Johnson as Mayor of London. And
increasingly the work of Brussels Labour will be to
defend the UK’s vital position in Europe against a
backdrop of tabloid hysteria and government pandering
to unbendingly Eurosceptic Tory backbenchers.

BRUSSELS LABOUR CHAIRS
1973-1978

Alan Forrest

1978-1984

Michael Cendrowicz
1984-1986

David Cameron’s veto of the fiscal compact in 2011 and
his London speech of January 2013 showed that even
after 40 years, the work of securing Britain’s place in
Europe is far from over. Ukip’s success in the 2013 local
elections and surge in opinion polls gave further cause
for worry.

Joanna Tachmintzis
1986-1999

Peter Wragg
1999-2011

Belinda Pyke
2011-2013

Keir Fitch

Does life begin at 40, or is this the start of a mid-life
crisis for Britain in Europe? The next five years will be
crucial.

JANUARY 2012
German social
democrat Martin
Schulz becomes
EP President

JULY 2012

London hosts the
Olympic Games

DECEMBER 2012
The European
Union is awarded
the Nobel
Peace Prize

2013-

Jo Wood

JULY 2013

Croatia becomes
the EU’s 28th
member state
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My relationship with the Brussels Labour began in 1979 but I didn’t become
a fully-fledged member until 1995, when we moved to Brussels.
There was always a great spirit in Brussels Labour, great comradeship and a real desire
and determination to be an integral part of the Labour Party. This wasn’t easy in the
early 1980s, when the Party’s policy was anti-European. Our group of MEPs was split
down the middle. To be pro-European was often deeply uncomfortable in Labour Party
meetings and the Party’s policy sometimes made life uncomfortable in the Socialist
Group. So hats off to the members of Brussels Labour, who were proud to fly the Labour
flag and campaigned in each and every election to ensure that seats were won.
For those of us who worked for MEPs it was really important to know that there were Party
members in Brussels with whom we could discuss and debate issues, seek information and
develop policies. The institutions were rather different at that time, definitely francophone
and without the influence that our civil service has had over the last thirty years. The advice
and assistance of comrades was invaluable. They were also a real support in the late 1980s
as we turned round our European policy and had fantastic results in the 1989 European
elections. They were the electoral highlight of the 18 long years in Opposition.
When we got to Brussels in the mid-1990s the Brits were again not very much in favour.
The Conservative Government was obstructive and there was mistrust in many meetings.
So it was a real relief to have a network of British Labour members to turn to. With the
election of a Labour government in 1997 there was joy, a real sea-change in attitudes
towards the Brits and it was a brilliant time to be a member of Brussels Labour. There were
fast and furious debates but we also had fun with great parties, often in our garden.
The wheel has come full circle. The obstructive Conservative government is sowing
the seeds of mistrust and the relationships fostered by Brussels Labour over the years
grow more and more important. So huge thanks to the members of Brussels Labour
for their friendship, for all that they do in Brussels and for all they contribute to the
Labour Party as a whole, including their fantastic campaigning at every election.

JAN ROYALL
SHADOW LEADER OF THE HOUSE OF LORDS

Brussels Labour is unlike any Constituency Labour Party that I have ever been a member of.
It is home to like-minded British social democrats in the EU’s capital and is
an incredible network of experts in fields as diverse as agriculture, the internal
market and the intricacies of the workings of the EU institutions.

EMMA REYNOLDS
SHADOW MINISTER FOR EUROPE

Never did boredom or tedium dominate our meetings. Nobody was hung up on the procedural
discussions which often characterise domestic Labour meetings. Branch and executive meetings
alike provided an entertaining and insightful backdrop to the weird and wonderful world of
EU decision-making. Politics was and remains the order of the day in Brussels Labour circles.
As a member and former Treasurer, I wish Brussels Labour all the best for the next decades,
rich in the political discussion, intrigue and expertise that characterised its first 40 years.
When I went to Brussels in 1984 to start my first job after university, I have to confess
that the move was not driven by a strong desire to work on the ‘European project’.
Instead, I was one of the Norman Tebbit generation who ‘got on their bike’ simply to get on
the employment ladder at the height of the Thatcher unemployment years. A Labour activist
at home, I was delighted to discover a forum where Labour members could meet in Brussels.

LINDA MCAVAN
MEMBER OF THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT

Although our Brussels group was one step removed from the political frontline, we did
raise substantial funds for the striking miners, invited miners to our meetings and hosted
a Workers’ Education Association group from South Yorkshire’s mining areas. The story
of the striking ambulance workers is told elsewhere. And there were regular trips back
home to work in the general election campaigns, as well as fundraising for marginal seats.
So we did try to keep in touch with politics back home and help where we could.
For me, Brussels Labour was a political lifeline, a place to meet like-minded people and a place
where I made lifelong friends. Almost 30 years on from when I first set foot in Brussels, there
are now new political challenges, not least of which is the prospect of a UK referendum on
membership - where we need Brussels Labour’s help to communicate the facts, not the fiction,
about the EU. And of course another fight to get rid of the Tories is just two years away.
So ‘happy birthday’ - and I hope Brussels Labour will have many more.
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My first encounter with Brussels Labour was in 1976, straight after university, when I became
the first-ever Labour Party ‘stagiaire’ (Francis Vals Scholar) in the Socialist Group secretariat. I
was based in Luxembourg, but attended Brussels Labour meetings on trips to Brussels and when
I later did a stage in the Commission’s ‘DG16’ (Regional Policy) under Christopher Wilkinson.
At Oxford University, I had been Secretary of the Labour Club and Chair of the Young
European Federalists, coordinating the student ‘yes’ campaign in the 1975 referendum. I was
used to doing internal battle on the question of Europe but was still surprised to find a large
number of Eurosceptics (‘anti-marketeers’, as they were called) in Brussels Labour. Discussions
were intense and sometimes heated, but this never stopped us going for a drink after meetings,
nor from making common cause on fighting apartheid or campaigning in elections.
I returned to Brussels with the grand title of ‘Secretary General of the European Coordination
Bureau of International Non-Governmental Youth and Student Organisations’ - the precursor
of the European Youth Forum. In that capacity I spoke at a branch meeting - to an audience of
three - and became a member of the executive committee. With other Brussels Labour members
we pushed for a more pro-European position. Geoff Harris and I published a pamphlet - ‘A
Socialist Policy for Europe’ - in 1985, somewhat to the consternation of the Party’s General
Secretary, Larry Whitty, who said we were pushing too hard too fast, albeit in the right direction.
When the Socialist Group secretariat moved to Brussels, and MEPs began employing
assistants, Brussels Labour membership expanded and changed in balance. The Party’s
pro-European position was beginning to attract far more members in Brussels than it
did when it had a Eurosceptic position. It became a force to be reckoned with in terms of
networking and campaigning for Labour, ultimately obtaining recognition from the Party.
During my years as an MEP (1996-2009) I wasn’t able to attend regularly but kept
up my contacts and was invited in 2007 to speak to the branch on the Lisbon Treaty
(on which I was the Parliament’s rapporteur). After losing my seat, I had the immense
good fortune to join the cabinet of the President of the European Council, Herman
Van Rompuy (he couldn’t do without a socialist!), and have been able to come along
more often. In 2012 I spoke on the EU’s response to the economic crisis - 34 years
after I had spoken on European youth politics... surely some kind of record!

RICHARD CORBETT
FORMER MEMBER OF THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT

