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MEP's working week: 'You wake up and
don't know where you are'
Euro-MPs from across the continent and political spectrum
describe their weekly routine
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Jan Philipp Albrecht, who represents the Germ an Greens in the European parliam ent. Photograph: Bodo
Marks/EPA

Jan Philipp Albrecht, German, Greens
At the beginning I found it unbelievably difficult to get things moving in the European
parliament, and to get people's attention. No one listens to you automatically.
When I was elected, I was 26 and came from the Green Youth in Germany. I was the
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youngest German MEP at the time. That was useful in the short term, because it roused
people's interest in me in the fact that young Europeans also took politics seriously. You
have to visit the capitals and get media coverage for your topics.
Another thing I have learned in my five years at the European parliament is that I have
become more principled. There were 3,999 amendments to the European data
protection act, for which I was responsible for in parliament. It's easier to strike a
compromise when you care about the basic aims rather than every tiny little detail of
the process.
I meet other MEPs who come firstly from another party, secondly from another
country, and thirdly from another generation – and nevertheless we have a lot in
common.
Daniel Brössler, Süddeutsche Zeitung

Ewald Stadler, Austrian, Rekos party (Reform
Conservatives)

Ewald Stadler in the
Austrian parliament. Photograph: Heinz-Peter Bader/Reuters
I live 80km from Vienna, and travel by car, train and plane every day. It takes just over
three hours to get to my office in Brussels, and more than six hours to reach Strasbourg,
once a month.
I am a conservative and a Christian. Politically, I was close to [far-right leader] Jörg
Haider until his death. I was a member of the parties he led, namely the Freedom Party
[FPÖ] and later the Alliance for the Future party [BZÖ]. I founded my own party,
Rekos, and was elected [to the European parliament] in 2009.
I am strongly against the European Union. Jörg Haider and I opposed the Maastricht
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/may/08/mep-working-week

2/9

8/5/2014

MEP's working week: 'You wake up and don't know where you are' | World news | The Guardian

treaty, and later the Lisbon treaty. Our fundamental criticism of them was that creating
a new superstate out of the EU was an extremely bad move.
To create a state you have to build up a national mood, or the Europeans could never
survive as a united nation, not least without going through a civil war or a revolution. Do
we want that? Especially considering that the other fundamental issue with the EU is
that it does not recognise its Christian roots. From there on, you simply cannot have
common policies.
The European parliament is the only means that I have to try to diminish the powers
that the EU has upon nations, and to affirm our Christian values. It's the only way of
effectively fighting Islam.
I don't feel isolated at all as an extreme-right MEP in the parliament. Many of my
colleagues have the same ideas that I do, although I don't feel an affinity to the
Hungarian or Greek far right – their parties are not completely Christian. Like the Ukip
MEP Nigel Farage, I am working for the process of greatly minimising the European
state.
Marion Van Renterghem, Le Monde

Ramon Tremosa, Spanish, Democratic
Convergence of Catalonia

Ramon Tremosa, top
right, in the European parliament. Photograph: Frederick Florin/AFP
Europe is in every citizen's pocket – from euros to mobile phones, which will be getting
cheaper rates thanks to the European parliament, to plane tickets, which used to be so
expensive … My job is to explain positively how much we have received from Europe.
The great thing is being able to leave your mark on legislation, and being in contact with
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the locals. You may be working in the European parliament, but you never stop being a
representative of your own constituency.
On Mondays I fly to Brussels from Barcelona at nine in the morning. I usually have
meetings with my group (Alliance of Liberals and Democrats for Europe), with the
European commission and the European central bank … I get a lot of petitions from
fishermen, cattle breeders and other collectives because in Catalonia it's quite a
traditional move to contact a politician from the Convergence [party which is the
opposition to the Catalan government].
On Thursday evenings I come back to Barcelona. My wife and I usually go to sing in a
choir, to keep in touch with our local community. On Fridays I work in my constituency
and the weekends I save for my three children. So I sleep like a log when I come back to
Brussels or Strasbourg on a Monday.
Informally, I speak to high-level people at the European commission, work with
thinktanks, take part in talks and debates and reply to questions. I find there is a lot of
interest from the other MEPs from different countries about it. On the other hand
neither of Spain's two main parties have ever asked me about what is happening in
Catalonia.
Lucía Abellán, El País

Roberto Gualtieri, Italian, Democratic party

Roberto Gualtieri is a
Democratic party MEP in Italy. Photograph: Visar Kryeziu/AP
Europe is a symbol of unity, diversity and multiplicity, which the European parliament
expresses perfectly. A juridical or political affair becoming a concrete, practical piece of
legislation leaves a lasting imprint on the life of an MEP. "Multi-tasking" is the keyword:
the need to know how to do, and say, everything. Organisation is everything. It should
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be rational and meticulous. Every quarter of an hour is planned in advance, which is
often reassuring. There is a precise agenda to follow, which helps you to slot in those tiny
little details that may be needed to complete a bigger picture. The days are full of
intense rituals broken up by frequent glitches.
In the legislature which has just ended, I was a member of different commissions as a
panellist, shadow spokesperson and coordinator at the same time. It has also been a
whirling slalom, in between preparing interventions, drafting amendments and
arranging inevitable meetings. Nothing is done casually.
Being an MEP means that, as well as working on a European level, you have to stay
abreast of national and local politics. It means finding time to deliver press releases,
whether on the banking union or landfills for example, both of which are crucial issues
for the everyday life of citizens.
The challenge is to see a variety of people all congregating together, in the same place:
the Catalan Greens, Latvia's Russian-speaking minority, the Cypriot communists, the
Swedish "Pirates", the Christian-Socialist Bavarians, and second-generation Italians who
are Belgian socialists … It is seeing that, and understanding that their politics as well as
their positions are influenced by their own histories and states. It's fascinating, but
above all it proves to be indispensable when it comes to judging how a vote will go, or in
rewriting an amendment as a compromise.
Also, in the end, having a personal relationship works as a very important asset. Politics
and alliances come together and intertwine, they make Europe.
All of this takes place while I am on the road, always when I am in the streets, in my
Roman home, in Brussels or the hotel in Strasbourg. Sometimes you wake up and don't
know where you are, which is where my assistants Laura and Gabriele prove to be
indispensable with their sticky notes: they provide the more concrete dimensions to the
geography of my life, and my days.
Marco Zatterin, La Stampa

Róża Thun, Polish, Civic Platform
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Róża Thun, a Polish
MEP, at a debate on the future of Europe. Photograph: Radek Pietruszka/EPA
On the map we have a Europe without borders, but economically there are still lots of
barriers. It annoys me.
When I decided to run for the European parliament I assumed it would deal with specific
issues that have a bearing on the daily lives of citizens. But it's not that simple.
Take roaming charges: I'm very annoyed that though we have a common Europe, when
we go to different countries we have to pay higher prices for mobile phone calls. But to
get a majority in committee and the entire parliament was difficult because of the
lobbyists. The new roaming rates prepared by the commission were only slightly lower
than the current ones.
I continued fighting the case. I even learned Italian, because they are the most
significant national group in the parliament that don't speak other languages that well. It
helps talking to a person directly rather than through a translator. Further reductions
have since been agreed.
I'm not keen on ideological debates. To me leftwing or rightwing doesn't matter. I'm a
Christian and a Catholic, but this is not the place for such discussions. We have to deal
with specific matters relating to millions of EU citizens.
The next big challenge for the union is a partnership agreement with the United States.
Ultimately, we should strive to create a single market in Europe and America. I plan to
work on provisions allowing such a solution. It will have a real impact on the lives of
millions citizens on both sides of the Atlantic.
For such things it is worth spending a lot of time in Brussels and Strasbourg, although I
love my Krakow and Zakopane, where we also have a family home. I like hosting friends,
drinking a glass of wine and discussing philosophy, history. That is the time for that. In
parliament we have to deal with concrete matters.
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Bartłomiej Kuraś, Gazeta Wyborcza

Julia Girling, British, Conservative party

Julie Girling, who
represents South West England and Gibraltar for the Conservatives. Photograph: Geoff
Pugh/REX
I live in a village in Gloucestershire and work in Brussels. You find yourself constantly
apologising to people when your connections are late. Everybody thinks that all MEPs
take the Eurostar. There is an assumption from all kinds of organisations that you will be
in London.
From Monday morning to late Thursday evening, I'll be in Brussels or Strasbourg. Once
every quarter we stay in the UK.
I sit on the environment, fisheries and agriculture committees. Political work is timeconsuming, as our small European Conservative and Reformist grouping has more of it.
Of our 56 MEPs, only six are on committees.
On Friday and Saturday I work in the UK. The south-west is rural with a huge coastline.
I've got a 240-mile trip from the top to the bottom of my constituency. I could be down
in Cornwall talking to fishermen in the morning, and up in Taunton talking to cider
makers in the evening. In case of a conflict of dates, I find someone to cover for me in
Brussels, rather than the other way round.
The British democratic tradition and habit is that we represent a constituency: people
write to their MEPs with a problem. Many EU countries don't have that. Tell a Spanish
MEP about anything other than a national or legislative issue with an impact, such as
constituents having property problems in Spain, and they look at you quite blankly.
They ask why are you dealing with that?
[The future of parliamentary sessions in] Strasbourg is a no-brainer – that should end.
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It's simply too expensive. It's to no benefit. It takes all day to get there. I fly from
Birmingham to Frankfurt and take a three-hour bus trip. I do 9am to 9pm in parliament
over the four days, and if I am speaking, until 11pm.
The truth is you're only with your family at the weekends. I didn't become an MEP until
my children left home. I try not to do anything on Sundays. I'm lucky; I'm not a very
stressy person. I garden. I've got to make a decision about whether I should take horseriding, my consuming hobby, up again after an accident at Christmas - at my age it
hurts.
One downside of being an MEP is you lose touch with your friends a bit. When people
ask about work I ask if we can talk about something else.
Europeans see Britain as a stone in their shoe. "Why are you always so different?"
[Others say:] "MEPs just travel around and enjoy themselves."
If you go on holiday, never tell anyone you're an MEP. If it comes out – because I forget
and say I live and work in Brussels - I say that I work for a thinktank. It sounds awful,
but people are very aggressive. Most people have got strong views on Europe
considering how little they know. Very often they're anti. If you were to do a word
association game with people and say "Europe", "member of European parliament", the
next thing which would spring to their mind is expenses, not hard work.
I'm very happy to defend my corner on that, but not on holiday.
Nabeelah Shabbir, the Guardian
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