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BY PETER H. KOEPF The fairest internet of them all
The European Parliament has decided that commercial online platforms  

will have to remunerate writers, musicians and actorsDonald Trump is relent-
less. He continues to 
believe that Germans are 

hoodwinking the United States. 
It’s not enough that they’re swin-
dling everyone else to maintain 
their high export surplus, he com-
plains; they’re also still making 
Americans pay for their geopo-
litical security, something they’ve 
been doing for decades. The pres-
ident insists that the burden be 
more fairly shouldered.

One of the issues annoying 
Europeans the most these days 
is the fact that a handful of mar-
ket-dominating US companies – 
including Google, Apple, Facebook 
and Amazon, or GAFA – continue 
to make huge profits in a variety 
of ways while being subjected to 
virtually no controls or restric-
tions. Many even go so far as to 
call GAFA the “secret world gov-
ernment.” So far, legislators have 

allowed these companies to pay 
hardly any taxes on their sales and 
earnings generated in Germany 
and Europe. What’s more: they 
make considerable sums from 
their users’ data and from the 
content generated by creatives 
either by providing services free-
of-charge or by stealing data and 
content from others, such as pub-
lishers, authors, singers, songwrit-
ers, theaters and actors, who make 
their living by creating content.

Europeans are increasingly 
insisting that revenues in this area 
be shared. They want to put an 
end to GAFA’s ability to peddle 
content to which they have abso-

lutely no legal right. In other 
words, they want to stop these 
giants from keeping all of the 
advertising income they receive 
from the publication of third-
party intellectual property with-
out remunerating the owners of 
that property. Thus, at the end of 
March, the European Parliament 
voted 348 to 274 (with 36 absten-
tions) in favor of a copyright direc-
tive that would protect the rights 
of authors and creators. This 
directive was passed despite an 
extensive campaign carried out by 
companies and “activists” arguing 
that it would threaten freedom of 
expression on the internet.

The directive calls on companies 
to remunerate copyright holders 
in the future via the payment of 
license fees for the commercial 
use of their intellectual copyright 
on so-called social media. In other 
words, commercial online plat-
forms should have to purchase the 
rights to user-generated content 
before they go on to make money 
with it. According to a recent 
article by Thomas Kirchner in the 
Süddeutsche Zeitung, we are seeing 
the emergence of “the idea of a 
fair internet in which monopolistic 
platforms will be required to share 
profits with authors and creators 
of content.”

It’s interesting to note that four-
fifths of respondents in a recent 
survey conducted in Europe by 
Harris Interactive on behalf of 
the Creators for Europe initia-
tive agreed with this approach. 
A clear majority of respondents 
also favored more regulation and 
more appropriate taxation of tech 
corporations such as Google (You-
Tube) and Facebook.

It is safe to say that many share 
this opinion, including Livia Ger-
ster, who noted the following in 
an op-ed in the Frankfurter Allge-
meine Sonntagszeitung: “New free-
doms require new rules; otherwise 
they will continue to be freedoms 

designed solely to serve the stron-
gest.” Gerster goes on to argue that 
anyone who still sees the internet 
as a self-regulated democratic eco-
sphere is completely out of touch. 
Such people “have not yet under-
stood that the massive power held 
by tech giants will pose a threat to 
democracy and freedom if they are 
not forced to undergo a process of 
civilization. The means to achiev-
ing this civilizing process is law.”

It is now up to the European 
states to transform the EU direc-
tive into national law, a process 
that should take no more than two 
years to complete. When that time 
comes, it would mark the start of 
negotiations between creators – 
or their collecting societies – and 
platforms. At that point, the era 
of gold-digging and uncontrolled 
robbery on the internet will be 
over.

A palpable spirit of optimism hung 
in the air at the last European 
elections five years ago. In 2014, 

many EU politicians and most voters 
were eager to finally leave behind the 
banking and euro crises that had shaken 
Europe for years. Conservatives and 
Social Democrats alike sought to put an 
end to highly unpopular austerity poli-
cies and focus instead on investment 
and growth. Some even called it the 
“European spring.” 

Five years later, the mood has com-
pletely changed. The spring-like atmo-
sphere in Brussels has been replaced by a 
cooler, winter-like atmosphere. The UK’s 
efforts to leave the EU and the seemingly 
endless negotiations overshadowing the 
EU elections have certainly contributed to 
this chilly frame of mind, as have the calls 
by right-wing populists and nationalists to 
storm the European Parliament.

The European Council on Foreign 
Relations estimates that “anti-Europeans 
could win more than one in three seats in 
the parliament” in the election set for late 
May – even though populists and national-
ists clearly object to the European parlia-
ment as an institution. Germany’s right-
wing Alternative for Germany (AfD) actu-
ally wants to abolish it altogether. “How-
ever, as long as laws are still being made 
there, we want to have a say,” says Jörg 
Meuthen, a leading AfD candidate, with 
regard to his party’s paradoxical strategy.

It looks like many right-wing parties 
have their sights set on moving to Stras-
bourg in an effort to cause a stir and dis-
rupt the work of parliament. Until now, 
this approach was not a problem, as Con-
servatives and Social Democrats enjoyed 
a comfortable majority in the parliament, 
which left EU opponents to sulk in the 
corner. After the election in May, however, 
things might look quite different.

Although a survey published in late 
March by the European Parliament 
anticipates an increase in votes for the 
two large political groups, they are not 
expected to gain a majority. This means 
they would no longer be able to appoint a 
candidate to head up the European Com-
mission on their own steam. They would 
need the support of a third party, such as 
the Liberals or the Greens. 

“We’re going to find ourselves in a 
highly fragmented parliament,” warns 

Manfred Weber, the leading candidate 
of the conservative European People’s 
Party (EPP). For Weber, a member of 
the Bavarian CSU, this could have fatal 
consequences. If he cannot get enough 
MEPs to back him, he will have very little 
chance of carrying out his plan to suc-
ceed European Commission President 
Jean-Claude Juncker. Weber is deter-
mined: “We have to stop the populist 
wave,” he said at the start of his election 
campaign.

A similar goal is also being pursued 
by French President Emmanuel Macron, 
but he has chosen a different strategy. 
Macron has presented a plan for a radi-
cal “new start.” He wants to strengthen 
border protection, revise the Schengen 
system and introduce minimum wages 
throughout Europe. Macron promoted 
his ideas in a letter addressed to the citi-
zens of all EU countries.

Commission President Juncker wel-
comed Macron’s gesture for “more 
Europe” and additional EU institutions. 
Macron also received support from the 
head of the Liberals, Guy Verhofstadt, 
who expressed a willingness to enter 
into an alliance with “La République en 
Marche!” Even Social Democrats and 
Greens signaled their interest in the plans 
emanating from Paris.

The conservative camp, however, deliv-
ered an entirely different response. In 
Berlin, the new CDU-head Annegret 
Kramp-Karrenbauer, aka AKK, took up 
the mantle and promptly issued a rejec-
tion to Macron. “The ‘Europeanization’ 
of the social systems and the minimum 
wage would be the wrong approach,” 
she countered. Chancellor Angela Merkel 
and Austria’s Prime Minister Sebastian 
Kurz, too, have distanced themselves 
from Macron.

The Christian Democrats and Conser-
vatives reject the dirigiste and centralist 
economic doctrine they see as driving 
Macron’s plan. “We must commit our-
selves to a system of subsidiarity, respon-
sibility and associated liability,” wrote 
AKK in her position paper. Her goal is not 
to rebuff Macron, she insisted, but instead 
to enter into a debate on the future of 
Europe. Still, the chances of this happen-
ing are slim.

Indeed, in presenting her own concept, 
AKK made some biting remarks regard-
ing France and the EU – barbs perceived 
as unnecessary provocations in Paris 
and Brussels. In addition to calling for 
the elimination of what she views as the 
superfluous European Parliament pres-
ence in Strasbourg, she called on France 
to give up its permanent seat on the UN 
Security Council and hand it over to the 
EU, and she demanded that EU officials’ 

income be taxed. Budget Commissioner 
Günther Oettinger, himself a member of 
the CDU, pointed out that this taxation 
has long since been in place.

But AKK herself faced opposition 
from Paris. Richard Ferrand, president 
of France’s Assemblée Nationale, nick-
named AKK “Madame Non” after she 
flatly rejected engaging in a debate on 
Macron’s suggestions. Nathalie Loiseau, 
then France’s Minister for European 
Affairs, who now heads up Macron’s list 
for the European elections, expressed it 
in even harsher terms. She argued that the 
CDU was only thinking of themselves and 
had no intention of sharing with anyone.

This kind of exchange sounds less like 
a constructive debate and more like the 
hardening of positions. And it does not 
bode well for the era following the Euro-
pean elections in May. Insiders in Brussels 
are already warning of a power struggle 
underway to influence the future course 
of the EU, but also to gain important posts 
within the Union. This fall, almost the 
entire European political leadership – not 
just the president of the Commission and 
his commissioners – will change.

Over the course of this process, it’s pos-
sible that the leading conservative candi-
date, Weber, but also his Social Democratic 
challenger, Frans Timmermans, could lose 
out. If there are no clear majorities in the 
new European Parliament, the heads of 
state and government could take over at 
the helm and themselves determine the 
next Commission president. In other 
words, the European elections would be 
devalued, and the European Parliament 
robbed of its power.

This would mark “a huge step backward 
for democracy and the participation of 
voters,” warns Weber, the top EPP candi-
date. “It would lead to a conflict between 
the European Parliament and the Council 
of Heads of State and Government, and 
nobody wants that in this already tense 
situation.”

Yet this possibility cannot be ruled out. 
The European elections are overshad-
owed not only by Brexit and the advance 
of nationalists and populists – but also by 
the struggle for power among the ranks of 
its leading parties. 

Eric Bonse is a political scientist 
and  journalist. He works as an EU 
correspondent in Brussels.

Peter H. Koepf is editor in  
chief of The German Times.

Dark shadows 
As conservatives and Social Democrats face losing their majority,  
right-wing populists and nationalists are gearing up to elbow their  

way into the European Parliament

The third way: Frans Timmermans and Manfred Weber are vying to become European Commission president, but Margrethe Vestager  
of the Alliance of Liberals and Democrats for Europe Party could be the surprise winner.
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