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Ladies and Gentlemen, Colleagues

It is a very great pleasure for me to open the first European Ethics Summit today and to welcome you to the European Parliament.  Coming to work today, I saw long queues at the security checks in the entrance, and realised that you were witnesses to an ethical dilemma: a conflict between the values of open access and maintaining a high level of security for members!

For many of you it will be your first visit to the European Parliament, and it is therefore appropriate that I dwell for a brief moment on who and what we are. 

The European Parliament is a unique representative institution.  We constitute the largest directly-elected, trans-national parliament in the world.  We are a budget arm of the European Union and in our budget debates, we frequently, as I will illustrate, dip in to some of the issues which reflect ethical dilemmas in our society.  We are one of the legislative arms - a co-legislative arm - of the European Union and so are indispensable to the regulatory order which the Union brings about.  We are an authorising environment for international agreements, so, for example, the Parliament will need, by a special majority of the House, to give its assent to the accession treaties for enlargement or to other international treaties that are negotiated by the Union.  We are a democratic check-and-balance on the executive. The executive in European Union terms is a complex concept: it is in part significantly the European Commission but also the Council of Ministers and in particular the rotating presidencies of the Council.  We are the only institution to date that does all of its political business on the public record and so have the value of openness and transparency in terms of European public policy.  Of course, we are a tribune of the people and so the story of the day, whatever that may be, will, in any tribune of the people, find a way to seek to express itself.  

It seems to me very fitting, Mr Chairman, that of all the places that you might hold this first transdisciplinary European-wide Ethics Summit, you should choose the European Parliament.  It is indeed a very fitting location and so I am very pleased, as President of the House, to welcome you here.

In my own life, my own career, I have served in several functions.  I have been an academic economist, worked in broadcasting, and both of those preceded my vocation to politics.  I mention the personal to try to extend a more general point that in the different things that I have worked at, it has struck me that the most complex of all the social and human arts and sciences is politics.  It is a deeply complex context in which to find oneself.  It has all of the human strengths, including a capacity for idealism. It has all of the human weaknesses and frailties in terms of compromise and deal-making, and all of the human weaknesses in terms of fallibility. Nonetheless, politics is indispensable to articulating to society the kind of insights that you can bring as ethicists: in moving from principle to practice and in defining, through values, acceptable boundaries for whichever frontiers one may look at, whether in the life sciences or elsewhere.  And so a fortiori I do think it is important that the Summit which we have organised should be in this context. 

My own conclusion today would be that this issue of trying to understand, distil and reflect values, in terms of each of these boundary spaces where ethics can help, is not exclusively the domain of politicians, politics and political institutions. It is inescapably one of the core responsibilities of the political process in any society.  Added to this, if you take it at the level of the European Union, is the complexity of trans-nationality and different perspectives and choices that may be made in our different States.  This brings a new order of complexity in terms of the choices that we need to make.

In that context, part of my sense of mission as President of this House - and I have two years left in my mandate as President - is to try to work, so far as I can, with colleagues in our public expression of our public purpose: to discover plain language, to talk in ordinary words to people.  Some of the debate in Europe is about the distance of the citizen from the political process, from the institutions, from the European ideal, described as 'democratic deficit' and various other phrases. The gap cannot, I think, be closed if we cannot find a language which is capable of communicating our public purpose.  We have not been very good at that in the European institutions. It has left us with a legacy that we need to address.  I tell here because the remark has been made in the introduction about people here being specialists - indeed I think the Chairman talked about 'hyper-specialists'. Of course one knows that, in any intellectual environment and in any community that shares concepts and language, the more specialised, the more hyper-specialised, frequently also the more isolated from the broad mass or indeed even from the focused political context in which you may wish to communicate the nature and the substance of your own analysis and preference.

One appeal I would make in terms of a Summit like this, if it is a first, is to invite you to try, in the several days that you work here, at least to think about the creation of clear language to express the complexities that you deal with. Language that can be popular without being populist, and plain without being vulgar to the point of absurdly deconstructing the things you wish to express.  I really do think that that issue of finding the language is very important, especially the more specialised one's focus. To create the political space and to bring people with you, to find a societal consensus through expressing immediate things which are clear and plain, is a very difficult challenge. If the challenge is avoided, it diminishes the very worth of the purpose which this kind of gathering tries to serve.

I myself, in political terms - and my colleagues here in the House would I have absolutely no doubt would share this - have drawn great sustenance from work done by groups such as the European Group on Ethics.  We have produced, in an earlier Convention before the current Convention led by Valéry Giscard d'Estaing, a Charter on Fundamental Rights. I don't wish in terms of introductory remarks today to get into the detail of that, except to say that, whether it is the group on ethics, whether it is the Charter on Fundamental Rights, whether it is the European Convention on Human Rights, whether it is the Declaration of Universal Human Rights of the United Nations, or any of these foundation-type documents, the whole purpose is to place the citizen at the heart of the enterprise: - the right of the individual and individual human dignity as a core part of the service-vocation that institutions like ours. It is an attempt to recognise that you cannot build, even if it is with a small and not a capital 'c', any kind of  European constitutional order if you cannot place the citizen at the very heart and soul of what that thing should be.  So, we have in these documents, whether external to the European Union, or the attempts through the Charter on Fundamental Rights more recently, some anchor in terms of principle.  We have to bring of course, through our own life's experience, our own values in terms of a moral compass.  But, even if we have the anchor and even if we have the moral compass, we are tormented by the devil of the detail.  This too is one of the challenges if you have an ethics summit.  

The statement of high principle can frequently be agreed. It can of course be greatly disputed, but, if you can achieve an adequate definition, you can bring many people on board and create a genuine consensus on principle.  But believe me, when you come to do the detailed work of regulation in this House, it is so difficult  -even if you start consensually with common principle - to work your way through the detail, into the boundary spaces or where you draw the lines.

 I believe part of our political mission, which we cannot escape from, is certainly that we need to draw lines. We need to understand that we need to be open-minded without necessarily being open-ended in how we approach our political mission.

I could give you a brief example.  We have done a lot of work on the research and development framework programme, the Sixth Framework Programme, which has a budget of €17.5 billion.  The smaller share of that 17.5 billion Euro will go into the Life sciences and biotechnology, and an even smaller share of that small share, will go into the area of stem-cell research. We know the debate. You all know better than I do the issues at stake and I don't wish in an introductory remark to magnify the debate. We have had to try to work our way through that ethical minefield.

The point I want to make about the European Parliament on these kinds of boundary issues, such as the introduction of genetically modified organisms into the environment, or consumer rights to labelling, rights to know what it is they are consuming and so on, I do not think, as President of this institution - and my distinguished colleague, Hans-Gert Poettering will follow me - I do not think I could say that the European Parliament has an opinion on this or that ethical question as such.  We struggle each time to seek a majority and most times we find it. There are some occasions on these difficult ethical questions where we have failed to mobilise the requisite number.  In some respects that is a strength because in our societies and our perspectives are themselves complex - and this House reflects that complexity - you may get as many opinions as there are Members.  That is in fact a reflection of the rich diversity of the way these debates take place within the public.

I myself am representing a constituency in the Republic of Ireland. In terms of family background, upbringing and practice, I am an Irish Roman Catholic. For anyone from Ireland or familiar with Ireland, as Irish Roman Catholics, in Ireland we frequently confuse religion with sex.  We seem to have spent so long discussing sexual ethics and reproductive ethics that sometimes we have forgotten the other things.  I am very glad that you have not forgotten the other things. I am very glad that, as well as the biotech space, your agenda reflects the much wider order of ethical consideration. I think that too is an important strength of this Summit and I look forward to seeing what kind of results you will have from the dialogue and conversations.

 In that space we also find the information and communication technology revolution. Europe has, through the European Convention on Human Rights, through European Union directives, a very strong body of law to do with data, data control and data privacy, that places a set of clear and specific rights vested in the data subject as citizen.  In 1998 we updated our laws for the electronic age - because they had previously been more relevant to paper files - and we put a little codicil at the end.  It stated that if we export data outside Europe we did not want that right to be discarded.  So, we wished for adequate standards of protection of privacy: not equivalent standards necessarily, because we cannot legislate on an extra-territorial basis.  When we came to deal with the United States - as most of the data flows would be trans-Atlantic - we found that the US had a data subject who is a consumer, who is subject to self-regulated codes of conduct within business, or to co-regulated codes of conduct between business and state agencies, but not regulated on a statutory basis.  It is not that the US disregarded the necessity for privacy - indeed in some senses the Americans had a more acute debate than in Europe - but we had very different methodologies.  A conclusion flows from that, that even where we may share principles about the need to protect privacy, it does not follow that there is any single best order in how to respond.  So politics has to deal with the paradox and complexity of multiple responses to the same phenomenon.  After the 11th of September, we witnessed a new wave debate:  Now that we have put all the privacy in place, what about another thing that we value, what about collective security?  How do we work our way in terms of the data subject, the individual citizen, through society's need to protect itself in terms of security and the individuals right to protect their own privacy?

To close my own remarks Chairman, again I want to say how pleased I am that you have come here to the Parliament.  My strong appeal to you is to try through your discourse to focus in terms of your message, particularly in a political environment as this is, on finding plain language without the kind of thing that upsets me as a politician:  how the populists play their message in the media by creating populist images which distort our discourse.

I would finish with one conclusion. I have looked at, but not properly studied, a new book from Francis Fukayama "Our Post-Human Future".  As a concept it is debatable, I don't want to start a conceptual debate as a mere politician among experts, but he has an interesting conclusion.  He is talking about the biotechnological revolution.  I think the conclusion is a valid one, whether it is business ethics, whether it is governance which you will be discussing, or whether it is indeed biotech or other areas.  In the very last sentence of his book he writes:  "True freedom means the freedom of political communities to protect the values they hold most dear and it is that freedom that we need to exercise".

It is that freedom that we try to exercise in this House when the choices present themselves.  I hope the work of your Summit, will be of some use  to us in this House.  I wish your work well and I thank you for being here. 

European Parliament Brussels

Thursday, 29 August 2002

(On 4th March, 2004, President Pat Cox will be presented with a copy of the Ethics Summit Report, under the title:  ‘An Ethics Agenda for Modern European Leaders Today’, published by the European Ethics Network with the support of the European People’s Party in the European Parliament).
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