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[Comment] Let Attac have their 
money 
16.03.2005 - 17:38 CET | By Richard Laming 

EUOBSERVER / COMMENT - The revelation on Monday (14 March) that 

anti-globalisation campaigners Attac have received funding from the 

European Commission has provoked some criticism. I think that such 

criticism is wrong. It is better to have a debate open to all than one 

restricted to a few. 

 

After all, democratic politics is a battle of ideas. The quality of 

democracy is related to the exposure and scrutiny to which different 

ideas can be subjected, and so it is important to ensure that this 

exposure and scrutiny actually takes place. 

 

In America, this contest of ideas is dominated by money. The 

constitutional provisions relating to free speech are taken to permit 

endless advertising on television in support of political campaigns of one 

sort or another: this has become the main way in which American 

politics happens. 

 

Bill Clinton’s presidency was marked by his continual fundraising to pay 

for advertising in support of his legislative proposals. Even Howard Dean,

who set up a grassroots campaign based on internet fundraising, spent 

the money he raised on TV advertising. 

 

As a result of this dominance of money, American politics has become 

the narrow preserve of the rich. This is reflected both in the people who 

can take part and in the ideas that are expressed. Debate centres about 

different ways of satisfying the wealthy, rather than different ways of 

helping the poor. 

 

Now, the policies that this leads to may or may not be the right ones, 

according to your taste, but it can’t be right if they are the inevitable 

product of the system. Democracy should be a contest of opinions, not 

dollars. 

 

Here in Europe, we are learning the same thing: that money is the 

oxygen that political ideas need to breathe. And the more distant the 

debate is from the citizen, the more important the role that money 

plays. 

 

In local debates, when it is a question of walking round the corner to see 

your neighbours, face-to-face communication can be a reality. But as 

political communities get bigger, that neighbourliness gets harder to 
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maintain. Those who have access to money can try to overcome this 

problem; those who do not cannot. 

 

This is a good reason for sticking to the federalist ideas of subsidiarity – 

decentralisation when possible, centralisation only when necessary – and

democracy –decisions that have to be taken at European level on 

grounds of effectiveness must be no less controlled by the citizens than 

those made nationally or locally. 

 

Debate is positively a good thing 

It is in this spirit that we should look at the fact that Attac has been 

provided with funds. 

 

Why should any organisation fund its critics, some people are asking. 

Because that is what democracy means. The European Union should be 

the place for a battle of ideas, not only a battle of ideas amongst people 

who already agree with each other. Debate is positively a good thing. 

 

Commercial interest groups may find it relatively easy to overcome the 

problem of distance, if they have financial resources they can bring to 

bear. But the community groups who are their natural interlocutors at 

local level find it much harder to organise internationally. The EU should 

step in to help, to create a fair environment along the lines of that which 

exists at national or local level. In fact, given the problem of distance, it 

is probably more important, not less, to ensure that all the voices can be 

heard. 

 

The health of European democracy and the quality of European decision-

making depends on a vigorous European civil society. If that requires a 

little seed money from the European Union, then that is money well 

spent. 

 

And if that in turn means that money goes to organisations whose ideas 

one might not support, well, that’s democracy. 

 

Richard Laming is director of Federal Union, the British federalist 

campaign group. He writes here in a personal capacity. 
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