Europe’s Triumphant Greens Demand More Radical Climate Action
by John Henley
May 27, 2019 – Europe’s Greens were big winners in Sunday’s European elections.  They will use their newfound leverage in a fractured Parliament to push an agenda of urgent climate action, social justice and civil liberties, the movement’s leaders say.
“This was a great outcome for us – but we now also have a great responsibility, because voters have given us their trust,” Bas Eickhout, a Dutch MEP and the Greens’ co-lead candidate for Commission President, told the Guardian.
“Our voters, especially the younger generation, for many of whom we are now their 1st choice, are deeply concerned about the climate crisis.  And they are pro-European – but they feel the EU is not delivering.  They want us to change the course of Europe.”
Riding a surge of public concern over the climate crisis, Greens achieved double-digit scores in several countries.  They finished 2nd in Germany – where they doubled their previous score – and Finland, as well as 3rd in Luxemburg and France.
With their tally of MEPs surging to 70, from 51 in the last Parliament, the Greens group will have roughly the same clout in the 751-seat assembly as the far-right populists led by Italy’s interior minister, Matteo Salvini – and a much better chance of using it.
The Parliament’s shrinking center-right and center-left groups lost their long-standing joint majority in the election.  That means that, along with liberal MEPs, Greens could prove critical to achieving broad pro-EU majorities to pass European legislation.
The big parties are certainly ready to talk.  Manfred Weber, the conservative European People’s party’s lead candidate for Commission President, said on Monday that the Greens were clearly “a possible partner.  We should sit down together and draft a mandate for the next 5 years.”
But the Greens will have a price.  “We will need to see much more serious climate action, a real change of attitude: a price on CO2, properly tackling aviation, the greening of agriculture,” Eickhout said.
Under the 2015 Paris deal to limit global warming to well below 2°C above pre-industrial levels, the 28-nation EU has pledged by 2030 to cut greenhouse gas emissions at least 40% below the levels in 1990.
But scientists and activists say Europe and all other major economies must sharply raise their ambitions.  The UN Intergovernmental Panel for Climate Change warned in October that warming is currently on track towards a catastrophic 3 or 4°C rise.
“We will also want real progress on social protection and reducing inequality in Europe,” Eickhout added.  “And we will demand far more vigorous action on the rule of law – no more playing politics.  So those are the topics.  We’ll talk to all who are interested in addressing them.”
Sven Giegold, a senior German MEP, confirmed the party would “insist on negotiating substance 1st.  We aim to negotiate a pro-EU agenda, in which climate change policy is front and center – and no longer just symbolic, but concrete.”
Any cross-party agreement with Green backing would also need to include an EU policy on investment and social cohesion, Giegold said, plus an absolute commitment to tackling civil rights backsliding in EU states including Hungary, Poland, Romania, Slovakia and Malta.
“We think these election results give us a higher legitimacy to make these demands,” Giegold said.  “Parliament now needs to have the time to sit down and discuss all this.  We need to see more EU democracy come from this, not less.”
Philippe Lamberts, a Belgian Green MEP and leader of the Greens’ group in the European Parliament, also warned that the party would not enter into alliances unless they contain concrete measures.  “Without verifiable change for EU citizens, we will not go there,” he said.
The Green’s strong performance on Sunday has already prompted center-right and center-left parties around Europe to promise they have heard the call for more urgent climate action and would heed it.
France’s prime minister, Édouard Philippe, acknowledged the “message about the ecological emergency”.  Markus Söder, who heads Merkel’s Bavarian sister-party, the CSU, said the Greens were now its main competitor.  Udo Bullmann, leader of the center-left Progressive Alliance of Socialists and Democrats (SPD) in the European Parliament, said it had underestimated climate change as an issue.
“It’s a very clear message from the public that they want us to do more,” said Leo Varadkar, the prime minister of Ireland, where a Green party candidate finished 1st in Dublin with 17.5% of the vote.
National Green leaders were delighted.  “Voters have sent a clear signal that they want the environment at the heart of politics,” said Yannick Jadot, leader of the Europe Ecologie-Les Verts party in France.  “The environment cannot just be a promise you make before elections,” he said.
Britain’s Greens, boosted partly by their clear-anti-Brexit stance, beat the ruling Conservatives into 5th place, with a score of 12.5%.  The party’s sole Westminster MP, Caroline Lucas, welcomed a “response to the accelerating climate crisis that was the same in the UK and right across Europe.”
Giegold described the German party’s performance as “a Sunday for Future” – a nod to the Fridays for Future school strikes led by the 16-year-old Swedish activist Greta Thunberg.
The Green wave was not Europe-wide, however.  Green parties won only a couple of seats in central Europe and none in eastern Europe, where there are few strong Green parties and environmental concerns are usually taken up by other liberal parties.
In southern Europe, Portugal’s People-Animals-Nature (PAN) party won its 1st European Parliament seat, but the breakthrough was not replicated across the border in Spain, where Green parties have struggled to make headway on their own.
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