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The launch of the Conference on the Future of Europe on 9 May 2021 has brought about  
an intensive process of consultations with citizens on reforms of the EU. Yet the Conference
is situated within a broader context of debates on the future of Europe (FoE), which has been
taking place with varying intensity since 2015. The context of the ongoing debates matters
to the very understanding and assessment of the Conference. We need to pay explicit attention
to how it interacts with other ongoing reform debates, in terms of ideas, actors and themes.
The discussions on the future of Europe take place in various areas of the national and European
public sphere(s). Parliaments (national and European) play a special role in such debates  
as they form arenas where members of the national and European parliaments negotiate 
ideas, opinions, and policy proposals representing the interests of their respective (national) 
constituencies and political parties, and can not only mobilise mass support but also take concrete
measures to address these. This research brief presents an overview of the debates on the FoE held
in 11 national parliaments across the EU and associated countries. It discusses the domestic 
drivers of these debates and indicates their main features and the actors involved. The analysis 
demonstrates that the political actors in various national arenas debate similar issues and problems 
regarding FoE, although the local responses and proposed solutions for the reforms of the EU 
institutional set-up and policies vary significantly.
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National parliaments and reforming the EU

National parliaments play a growing role in European integration primarily by fulfilling oversight 
functions, but also by providing an important venue for deliberation on EU policies (De Wilde and 
Raunio 2018). Analysis of the functions of national parliaments in the context of European integration 
shows that, in general, they face significant challenges. This involves declining – despite the new 
competences conferred in the Treaty of Lisbon (ToL) (Cooper 2012) – scrutiny functions of political 
processes, transfer of some competences to the supranational level, and depleted influence on the 
legislative process, as well as the growing position of the executive (Crum 2018; De Wilde and Raunio 
2018). Known as “sleeping beauties” of European integration (Kaczyński 2012), national parliaments 
only engaged with European politics relatively late. Interestingly, it was the 2001 Laeken Declaration 
that created a watershed moment for the role of parliaments in terms of legitimising EU policies, 
indicating their significance in reforming moments of European integration (Maurer 2003). ToL, 
already building on the strengthened powers of national parliaments in the Treaty establishing the 
Constitution for Europe, established the formal scrutiny powers of national parliaments. These new 
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functions also strengthened horizontal cooperation, contributing to the institutionalisation of relations 
between national parliaments and with European institutions, especially the European Commission.

There is no single model of how national parliaments take on new functions, having developed 
different strategies in response to new challenges (Auel and Neuhold 2017; Hefftler et al. 2016).  
They also undertake various roles, ranging from active policy shaper to arenas of deliberation  
of European issues (Rozenberg and Hefftler 2016). Parliaments also express uneven interest  
in European issues, with their role depending on whether and how they engage with European 
affairs (Auel and Christiansen 2015). They tend to become involved in policy areas significant to their 
own constituencies (Auel and Christiansen 2015), such as scrutiny of eurozone reforms (Hallerberg, 
Marzinotto, and Wolff 2018). As a result, national parliaments differ in their overall interest  
and engagement in debates on the future of Europe initiated by the Five Presidents’ Report of 2015 
(European Commission 2015) and the White Paper in 2017 (European Commission 2017). Furthermore,  
the scenarios presented in the White Paper have also structured the debates. They directed the 
debates on the polity dimension and highlighted possible differentiation solutions, presented  
as means to facilitate integration (Fossum 2019; Schimmelfennig and Winzen 2019).

Domestic drivers of FoE debates in parliaments

The multiple crises affecting the EU and the proposals set forth in the White Paper gave  
an impetuses for debates on FoE in national parliaments, but both the overall interest and engagement 
varied across the EU. In most cases, topics related to FoE were nested within more general debates  
on EU affairs. Only few parliaments held specific plenary debates devoted solely to FoE. 

There were several triggers in national parliaments responsible for more intense debates, but overall 
national parliaments engaged in FoE debates in response to domestic drivers such as crises and  
EU responses concerning the domestic scene, formal roles in EU decision making or the prominence  
of specific issues for domestic constituencies. 

The economic crisis and imposed domestic austerity measures served as significant contexts  
in which debates were held. In Italy, the subject of FoE was discussed within wider context of the 
Eurozone and migration crises that affected the country strongly. There was rather a common view 
among Italian parties that reforming these policies (clearly, how to do so differs among parties)  
is considered to be the priority. In Greece, the economic crisis (2010–2017) also overlapped with  
debates on FoE. It drew MPs’ attention to the structural adjustment programmes signed between  
the Greek government and the EU, the ECB and the IMF, which imposed a high level of fiscal austerity 
in domestic politics.

In the German Bundestag, the debates increased in intensity after the 2017 elections and were driven 
by pro-EU and Eurosceptic opposition parties. The main issues debated concerned cooperation with 
France and President Macron on further integration as well as Brexit and public discontent with the EU. 
For the French parliament it was Brexit and the future of EU-UK relations, but also the 2019 EP elections 
that triggered significant debate. French MPs debated Macron’s Sorbonne speech and proposed reforms 
intensively. In Sweden it was an overall sense of urgency caused by the multiple crises toppling the EU 
that facilitated debates on FoE. Brexit triggered debates in several countries (Czechia, Denmark, Norway).

In Hungary, the parliament adopted a fairly reactive stance on FoE issues and key debates happened  
in response to the so-called refugee crisis. In the Polish Sejm, the increased politicisation  
(and polarisation) of EU matters on the domestic political scene served as a trigger for the debate, 
positioning overall European integration in the heart of political debates. In Slovakia, meanwhile,  
the country’s presidency in the Council served as a broader context for the MPs’ interest in FoE,  
on top of issues such as migration, as well as the presence of Eurosceptic actors in the house.  
In Czechia, Brexit and the White Paper served as triggers for the debates. Also, the migration crisis 
constituted a relevant part of discussions, but mainly in relation to the country’s place in the EU 
(national sovereignty) and the EU’s overall capacity for solving the crisis. This in turn provided 
Eurosceptic parties with the space to start discussing a referendum on leaving the EU.

In the case of Norway – a non-member with less ability to influence the constitutional design  
and future of the EU – most of the proposals related to the future of the relationship between  
the EU and Norway and on views and opinions on the EEA deal, rather than the future of the EU itself.
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Our research focuses on two 
main aims: 

- How the national parliaments
envision the constitutional-
democratic outline of the EU in
future?

- How the EU is envisaged
in parliaments in terms of
the relationship between
integration and differentiation
and in relation to the question
of dominance?

The research covers the 
European Parliament and 
11 national parliaments, 

representing countries with 
differentiated membership 
types (see map). 

Our empirical material 
presented in this brief 
consisted of selected plenary 
debates from the national 
parliaments between 2015 to 
2019 that took place around 
milestone events happening at 
the EU level. We also analyse 
debates on the Eurozone 
reforms and migration crisis 
separately (not presented 
here). 

This brief primarily covers 
a quantitative analysis that 
provides a general overview 
of the ongoing debate on the 
Future of Europe in national 
parliaments. However, 
we also apply qualitative 
methodologies to gain a more 
detailed picture. 

Statements related to the 
Future of Europe are all 
speeches by MPs that were 
coded with at least one code 
related to the aspects of FoE 
covered (n=660). 

How do we do our research

•

•

•

•

•
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Generally speaking, the analysed plenary debates only partially served as fora for constructive  
discussions on what should be reformed in the EU as regards its institutional set-up, labelled  
as law-making differentiation in our project (Fossum 2019). Direct references to institutional reforms 
(of all possible types, including statements about the need to preserve the status quo or raising  
the issue of strengthening the role of national parliaments) comprise slightly less than 20% of all 
coded statements. The Chart 2 demonstrates that these debates were also distributed differently 
among the countries. In France – where references to institutional reforms occurred most  
often – it resulted from President Macron’s key role in initiating the entire European debate  
with his Sorbonne speech, further debated among political actors in the French National Assembly.  
For Germany, “strengthening the EP” was the main polity issue mentioned. In the Norwegian  
context, an institutional dimension, often in reference to the status quo, drew the most attention.  
The CEE countries in our sample and Sweden tended to focus the least on institutional reforms.

Caught in between the policy and polity dimension

The debates on FoE in national parliaments concentrated primarily on those policy areas that 
the countries considered to be of particular relevance for them. Recent crises impacting the EU, 
i.e. financial, migration and Brexit, formed the key contexts that are visible in almost all countries.
Overall, the migration crisis itself as well as the EU and national responses consumed the MPs’
attention and structured the debates in many parliaments. External relations, and occasionally
also relations with the EU’s neighbours, served as an additional context for the FoE debates in our
selected cases. The financial conditions of the European economy and social issues played a similar
role (it is to be noted that we analyse separately debates on Eurozone reforms and the migration
crisis within the project. It is only when all debates are considered together that we will be in
a position to provide a full picture of the dominant themes in the parliaments).

Chart 1. Policy areas in statements related to Future of Europe in 11 national parliaments’ plenary 
debates (2015-2019)
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The study focused particularly on possible solutions regarding differentiated integration understood 
in territorial terms, as various options of closer integration among groups of member states  
(“when the European Union (EU) makes treaties and laws whose formal legal validity does not extend 
to all member states equally” (Schimmelfennig and Winzen 2017, 239)). Overall, DI was not a dominant 
theme in the analysed material (debated in approximately 30% of cases across our dataset)  
and it was debated among all party families (see chart 3). The debates on DI and on its various 
versions unfolded differently among the member states. It is worth noting that it was much more 
prominent in those parliaments (primarily in CEE countries) where it was perceived as a possible  
tool of further peripheralisation of these countries in the EU.

Chart 2. References to the EU’s institutional set-up in statements related to the Future of Europe 
in debates in 11 national parliaments (2015–2019)
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Main actors in FoE debates

Our data clearly shows that political denomination determines activities in FoE debates. It seems 
that, across the analysed parliaments, right-wing and conservative actors frequently raised issues 
pertaining to FoE (see chart 4). The scholarly literature demonstrates that radical political actors 
– populists, Europhobes or Eurosceptics alike – tend to polarise debates on European integration,
especially through the use of identitarian and cultural frames (Grande and Hutter 2016).
In our analysis, the location of actors on a pro- and anti-European scale (Döring and Manow 2020)
also differentiates their involvement in the debate. Eurosceptic actors were active as regards
FoE in the analysed debates even when they were minor parties in parliaments. However, strong
proponents of EU integration were also very active in these discussions.

Chart 3. References to differentiated integration in statements related to the Future of Europe 
in debates in 11 national parliaments (2015–2019)
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Expectations of CoFoE and recommendations

The Conference on the Future of Europe was neither strongly present nor debated in detail  
in national parliaments in the period analysed. Overall opinions on the reform process were  
also cautious throughout the continent. In many parliaments, the reform process concerning 
the institutional set-up of the EU polity was not debated per se. Instead, actors focused  
on policies requiring immediate and necessary reforms.

Chart 4. Statements on FoE by party families in selected debates in 11 national parliaments (2015–2019)
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EU Differentiation, Dominance and Democracy (EU3D) 

The EU has expanded in depth and breadth across a range of member states with greatly different 
makeups, making the European integration process more differentiated. EU3D is a research project 
that specifies the conditions under which differentiation is politically acceptable, institutionally 
sustainable, and democratically legitimate; and singles out those forms of differentiation  
that engender dominance. EU3D brings together around 50 researchers in 10 European countries  
and is coordinated by ARENA Centre for European Studies, University of Oslo. 

EU3D is funded by the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation 
programme under grant agreement no. 822419 (2019-2023). 
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