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As the United Kingdom prepares for life outside of the EU 
after March 2019, the European Union is looking to 2019 as 
starting point for the reform and consolidation of its institutions.  
Brexit is foreseen to have a significant negative effect on the Irish 
economy, and promises by Brexit-supporting MPs in the UK of a 
‘Brexit dividend’ for their country have been broadly dismissed. 
However, if the UK ceases to be a member of the European Union 
on 29 March 2019, as it intends to do, there will be at least one 
consolatory, albeit slight, dividend for Ireland: an increase in seats 
in the European Parliament (EP). 

This briefing analyses the redistribution of the UK’s European 
Parliament seats and shows that, proportionally, Ireland will gain 
most from this reallocation.

The Decision of the European Parliament
On 29 June 2018, the European Council adopted a decision which 
will redistribute the seats in Parliament that will be vacated upon 
the withdrawal of the United Kingdom, in advance of the May 
2019 European Elections. This measure was initially approved by 
the European Parliament  on 7 February 2018 by 431 votes to 182, 
with 62 abstentions. 

Within the current European Parliament (The 8th EP), 73 of the 
751 seats are held by British MEPs. The European Council and 
European Parliament decided to redistribute 27 of these seats to 
other Member States for the 2019 election, to account for any 
existing imbalances of representation. The remaining 46 seats 
will be left vacant during the 9th European Parliament, with the 
potential for them to be used for MEPs of future Member States, 
or potentially for MEPs that would represent a transnational 
constituency, an issue which will come back into discussion for the 
2024 elections. This proposal is an attempt to avoid the politically 
difficult action of reducing the number of seats held by any one 
Member State to make space for MEPs from acceding countries, if 
and when they join the EU.

Degressive Proportionality
Article 14 of the Treaty on European Union sets forth the following 
conditions upon which any reallocation of seats must be based:

• Representation of citizens shall be degressively 
proportional 

• The size of the EP shall not exceed 751 seats 

• Every Member State shall be allocated at least 6 seats 

• Every Member State shall be allocated at most 96 seats 

The concept of degressive proportionality, as outlined in Article 
(9a) TEU, has two aspects that affect the allocation of seats among 
Member States. Firstly, it guarantees that the larger the population 
of a country, the greater its entitlement to a larger number  
of seats. On the other hand, this article also states that the larger 
the population of a country, the more inhabitants are represented 
by each of its Members of the European Parliament, which ensures 
that smaller Member States have more MEPs per person than  
larger Member States.

In effect, this concept is a compromise between the ideas 
of representative equality for EU citizens and the sovereign 
equality of Member States. Due to the fact that MEPs occasionally 
vote along national, rather than party lines, ensuring that citizens 
of smaller Member States are proportionally better represented 
than those of larger Member States offsets the disadvantage that 
they have as citizens of a country with a smaller block of MEPs.  
For instances in which MEPs vote along national lines,  
a proportional allocation of seats would be disadvantageous for 
citizens of Malta, for example, which has a block of 6 MEPs, 
because the power of their vote is less than that of citizens of 
Germany, which has 96 MEPs. 

Taking into account population levels, the current distribution of 
seats, which was ratified by the European Council in 2013, is not 
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perfectly consistent with the principle of degressive proportionality. 
For example, Sweden has one fewer MEP than Hungary, despite 
having a larger population. Furthermore, although Ireland has 
a smaller population than Slovakia, an Irish MEP represents a 
greater number of inhabitants than a Slovak MEP. As the size of 
current European Parliament is at the maximum of 751 seats, the 
withdrawal of the UK from the EU presents an opportunity for 
these discrepancies to be rectified, without having to make the 
politically difficult decision of reducing the number of MEPs of 
any one Member State.

Implications of the Proposed 
Reallocation of Seats
Under the new reallocation of seats, France and Spain would see 
the largest increase in seats from this change, each picking up 
an additional 5 seats. In terms of proportional gains however, 
Ireland, along with the Netherlands, will benefit most 
from the new system. Each Irish MEP will now represent 
approximately 65,000 fewer constituents than before, 
which increases the representative power of each Irish citizen.  
Furthermore, the Irish bloc will increase from 11 to 13 MEPs, 
which will give Irish citizens an increased voting power in areas in 
which MEPs vote along national lines. 

In advance of the decision on the reallocation of seats, an 
in-depth analysis on The Composition of the European 
Parliament was conducted for the European Parliament’s  
Constitutional Affairs Committee. This report, which comprised 
three distinct studies by leading scholars of EU institutional affairs, 
examined multiple methods of reallocation based on various 
mathematical models. In every model in which a number of seats 
remain vacant after 2019, an increase in seats from 11 to 13 was the 
best-case scenario for Ireland. 

Irish European Constituencies for 2019 
Elections
On 25 July 2018, the Minister for Housing, Planning and Local 
Government, Eoghan Murphy T.D., established a Constituency 
Committee, which is charged with reviewing the European 
Parliament constituencies to account for Ireland’s two additional 
European Parliament seats. 

The terms of reference for this committee are derived from the 
Electoral Act of 1997, which significantly restricts its scope for 
creativity or an innovative redrawing of constituencies. As well 
as requiring that the committee “shall endeavour to maintain 
continuity in relation to the arrangement of constituencies”, the 
terms of reference stipulate that “each constituency shall return 3, 
4 or 5 members.” 
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Citizens per MEP 2014–2019

Total Seats Gained
(Total Seats)

Ireland    2  (13)

Estonia    1  (7)
Spain    5 (59)
Croatia   1 (12)
Slovakia   1 (14)
Finland   1 (14)
Denmark   1 (14)
France    3  (59)
Austria   1  (19)
Sweden   1 (21)
Italy    3 (12)
Romania   1 (33)
Poland    1 (52)
The
Netherlands  3 (29)

ROMITA POL CROSWE IREESP DENFRA NLD FIN SVKAUT EST

France    1:900,833
Spain    1:859,971
Italy    1:838,404
Poland    1:744,455
The Netherlands 1:662,898

Romania    1:617,187
Sweden   1:499,900
Austria   1:483,972
Denmark   1:438,532
Ireland    1:424,014

Finland    1:420,416
Slovakia   1:415,993
Croatia   1:380,970
Estonia   1:219,324

Citizens per MEP 2019–2023

France    1:843,818
Italy    1:805,309
Spain    1:787,092
Poland    1:730,139
Romania   1:594,322

The Netherlands 1:594,322
Sweden   1:476,095 
Austria   1:458,500
Denmark   1:407,208
Finlad    1:390,386

Slovakia    1:386,279
Ireland    1:358,781
Croatia   1:349,222
Estonia   1:187,992
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Percentage increase in representative power of each MEP

Ireland     15%
Estonia     14.3%
The Netherlands  10.3%
Spain         8.5%
Croatia           8.3%
Slovakia      7.1%
Finland         7.1%
Denmark      7.1%
France       6.3%
Austria         5.3%
Sweden      4.8%
Italy       3.9%
Romania      3.0%
Poland       1.9%
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Currently, Ireland has three European constituencies: the 
Dublin constituency, which has three seats, and the South and  
Midlands-North-West constituencies, which each have four 
seats. These terms of reference for the Constituency Committee  
effectively limits it to two options. The most reasonable option 
would be to revert to the four constituency system that was in place 
before 2014. For the 2004-2009 European Parliament, there were 
13 Irish MEPs distributed among the constituencies of Dublin 
(4), East (3), South (3) and North-West (3). This distribution 
would be slightly more equitable than the second option, in 
which it could recommend to distribute the two extra seats 
among the existing three constituencies. It could be argued that 
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having a greater number of smaller constituencies than the current  
arrangement—and an additional seat for Dublin—this system 
would allow the MEPs to be closer to their constituents.

In order to increase the flexibility and creativity of future 
constituency committees, the Government could consider 
amending the legislation to allow for exploration of  
alternative frameworks. Structures worth examining could include a 
complete redrawing of the Irish European constituencies framework 
and the implementation of a single nation-wide constituency. 

• Redrawing the constituencies: A common criticism 
of the existing constituency framework for European 
elections is that the constituencies are too large and 
spread out for all citizens to be adequately represented.  
For instance, a resident of Kildare is in the 
same constituency as a resident of Donegal  
(Midlands-North-West), and a resident of Bray is 
represented by Munster-based MEPs in the South 
constituency. This leaves many Irish people feeling 
unrepresented at the EU level, and hence could be a 
factor in citizen disengagement and lower turnout in  
European elections. A new constituency framework, 
which would have more constituencies, each with fewer 
MEPs, could help to bring MEPs even closer to citizens. 
This system would, however, be disadvantageous to 
smaller parties, as constituencies with fewer seats tend to 
lead to a smaller number of viable parties. 

• Create a national list: A number of EU countries elect 
their MEPs based on a national, rather than regional, 
constituency system. Proponents of a national voting 
system believe that it would Europeanise the campaigns 
and elections by polarising it between pro-Europeans 
and Eurosceptic. Furthermore, it could potentially  
encourage MEPs and candidates to avoid local political 
issues, over which they often have little meaningful 
power, and instead they would focus on European policy 
areas. This format is the norm across the European 
Union, particularly among smaller Member States.  
Under the current terms of reference, it could be possible to 
implement a separate national constituency that operates 
alongside the existing three constituencies, although there 
is considerable scepticism regarding this system among 
Irish politicians. Many believe that this system would in 
fact take MEPs further away from citizens, and could 
disproportionally benefit citizens and candidates from 
high-density population areas.

1  It is not agreed, legally, whether British MEPs elected in 2019 would be entitled to fulfil their full mandated five-year term or have to vacate their seats at the  
  time of the UK’s withdrawal.

Conclusion
Although there is broad consensus among Irish politicians, analysts, 
businesspeople and members of the public that Brexit will be 
unequivocally negative for Ireland, the extra seats and proportional 
influence that Ireland will have in the EU after 2019 is a minor but 
tangible dividend. All of this is, of course, dependent on the UK 
following through with its initial intention to fully withdraw from 
the EU, and therefore to be not bound by the EU Treaties, on 29 
March 2019. If for any reason there is an extension of the Article 
50 negotiations past May 2019 (which would require unanimity 
among the leaders of all Member States and the UK), British MEPs 
would be entitled to run under the current seat distribution, and 
Ireland would not have the extra two MEPs.1 

Regardless of Ireland’s number of seats in the European Parliament 
for the subsequent elections in 2024, the Irish Government could 
take seriously the idea of creating legislation that will allow greater 
flexibility and innovation for a future constituency committee. 
By allowing the committee to explore new ways of arranging the 
framework for European elections, Government could improve 
the proportionality or representation of MEPs and improve the 
engagement of Irish citizens with the EU and its institutions.
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