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by Friedrich Pukelsheim

Brexit, unfortunate as it is, may nevertheless give rise to some fortunate opportunities for the Euro-

pean project. In the 2014–2019 period, the United Kingdom held 73 seats in the European Parliament.  

The question is what to do with these seats in the upcoming 2019–2024 legislative period. 

PUTTING CITIZENS FIRST: 
ATTRIBUTING THE 73 UK SEATS  
AT THE 2019 EUROPEAN ELECTIONS
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 | The future after a 'Hard Brexit' remains uncertain.
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eave the 73 UK seats va-

cant? Distribute them 

between the remaining 

Member States? Keep 

them separate from the Member 

States’ seat contingents and ins-

tead fill them via new paneuropean 

lists? The composition of the Euro-

pean Parliament – the distribution 

of seats between the Member 

States –  is currently determined 

by a system which cannot truly 

be called a system. It is no more 

than a political fix, and one that is 

consistently unstable. In the past, 

the golden rule was “adjustment 

by enlargement”. Negotiations 

had to ensure that every existing 

Member State finished with at 

least as many seats as it held pre-

viously. New Member States were 

equipped with new, additional 

seats as deemed agreeable. 

Striking a balance

The Treaty of Lisbon put an end 

to the good old times of an ever- 

enlarging Parliament. Since Lis-

bon, the house size of the Euro-

pean Parliament is capped at 751 

seats. The inevitable population 

shifts between Member States 

can no longer be accommodated 

by creating new seats. There is 

no way to respond to population 

dynamics other than transfer-

ring seats from some Member 

States to other Member States. 

The existing 751 seats must suffice 

to strike a balance.

It would be a nightmare for all 

concerned if future allocations of 

the 751 seats between the Member 

States still had to be accomplished 

through negotiations. What is nee-

ded is a systematic method that is 

responsive to population changes 

and that qualifies as objective, 

fair and sustainable. A fortunate 

effect of Brexit is the possibility of 

using some of the UK seats to sof-

ten the transition from negotiated 

seat allocations to an allocation 

resulting from a principled method. 

According to my calculations, 46 

of the 73 UK seats would suffice 

to achieve a composition that is 

sound from the viewpoints of pri-

mary and secondary Union law, 

while at the same time enabling all 

Member States to maintain at least 

their current seat contingents. The 

envisioned composition may be 

paraphrased as follows: “Every 

Member State is assigned four 

base seats, plus one seat per 

32,380 adjusted population units, 

where the adjusted units are ob-

tained by raising the 2016 popula-

tion figures to the power of 0.818.”

Proportionality seats

The seat contingents are assem-

bled in two stages. The first stage 

relies on “base seats”, thus ho-

nouring the citizens of a Member 

State as a whole. The second stage 

calculates “proportionality seats”, 

thereby referring to citizens as indi-

viduals. There are other proposals 

also worth contemplating. They all 

share a focus on the representative 

aim of putting citizens first. What to 

do with the remaining 27 UK seats, 

then? I envisage two options.

The first option is to fill them via 

paneuropean lists. Political parties 

at European level would have to 

gain visibility in order to compete 

in a single European constituen-

cy. This task would relieve the 

European political parties from 

always playing second fiddle to the 

domestic political parties. Thus, 

the single European constituency 

would be separated out completely 

from the many domestic consti-

tuencies. The element of com-

petition between the two may be 

accepted as a natural and neces-

sary consequence in a parliament 

that claims to represent all Union 

citizens through its Members.

However, the distribution of the 

27 seats between the Member 

States would be in the hands of 

the electorate. Staunch democrats 

may welcome the increasing power 

of the electorate. The incumbent 

Parliament, considering its tra-

dition and past debates, may be 

less enthusiastic when seats are 

adjoined whose Member State 

provenance is unpredictable. The 

second option is more modest 

and leaves the remaining 27 seats 

vacant. By no means would this 

hinder the introduction of paneu-

ropean lists. There are computa-

tional methods to fill the seats of 

paneuropean lists in a way that 

safeguards Parliament’s composi-

tion. In Switzerland, these methods 

are referred to as “double propor-

tionality”. For the purposes of the 

European Parliament, the term 

“compositional proportionality” 

might be more relevant. At any 

rate, the introduction of any kind 

of paneuropean list will take longer 

to establish itself and may have to 

wait until after Brexit. 
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