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The heads of government and state will meet in late June in the shadow of the “Twin Torpedoes” of French and Dutch public opinion, expressed with a staggeringly large turnout for a modern democratic exercise in consultation. Although we don’t yet know whether the mine-laden seas which accompany national interests and preferences on the budget-making, I think this also will add some more squawks and rain and storms to that event. 

As regards the Constitutional Treaty, this is now the moment for pretence. It’s not possible or advisable to carry on as though nothing had happened. I don’t mean the European project in general, but I do think that something profound has happened and we need to take stock of that, and not simply press ahead. I hope it will not be the moment for a self-consuming orgy of European introspection. One of the great benefits of the Constitutional Treaty was to attempt to draw a line under a lengthy period of such introspection. Europe needs to move on towards issues of delivery and performance in other domains.

I say this because, if you are in a position of leadership in any organisation, and especially in terms of politics, you have a limited stock of capital with which to play. And like all scarce resources, if you spend it all on introspection, you cannot spend it on other worthy but potentially ignored issues.

Nor is it the moment to engage in knee-jerk policy analysis and response. I think, and I hope, that what will emerge from the EU summit in regard to the constitutional exercise, will be a sense of a necessity for a period of calm and deliberate reflection, not jumping in a breathless way to “what next? what form? what content? what structure?”. And Europe could benefit from such calm reflection.

In the context of the Amigo Society, I should like to share a number of remarks which arise from the referendum campaigning. Let me hang my collars on the mast: I have been, and I remain, a strong enthusiast for the enlargement of 2004. I believe it was a political imperative and economically advantageous for all the players involved (although not necessarily for every single individual and sector). It has been and will remain a win-win situation for all contracting parties.

Impressive feats in New Europe

For my part, I marvel at the double transformation of the economies in Central and Eastern Europe, from communist command economy to market and pluralist democracy, and beyond that their transformation to accommodate the “acquis communautaire”. When I had the privilege of leading the European Parliament, I remarked many times when I spoke with parliamentarians of the new member states, that I hoped one gift they would bring us as old members, was to remind us and return to us our appetite for their reform, as well as their appetite for our reform. 

We demanded of them degrees of social, economic and structural transformation on a scale which is difficult to imagine in Western Europe, and on a scale where we hardly scratched the surface in comparative terms. And so, they should not “shut up” but speak out with determination and self-interest, although not only their self-interest, with a sense that they have something real to contribute to politics of a wider European transformation.

Like the European Union itself, as we have witnessed in the recent campaigns, the enlargement project was poorly sold and badly communicated. And it has ended up, as in some of the polemics of recent weeks, largely being characterized in rather negative terms. (I will revert to some personal comments later on the French debate, but I was greatly fascinated by the ubiquity of the “Polish plumber”.) It seems to me –  and this has definitely been the Irish experience –  that absent the Polish plumber and his Latvian, Lithuanian, Estonian, Czech and Hungarian friends in the labour force, our growth rate today and tomorrow would be severely diminished. The lesson is not that we should send the plumber home, but to ask him if he has a friend who could make an economic contribution to our ageing societies.

We also need to point out, in terms of the wider debate, that the freedom paradigm has manifested itself in a powerful and positive way in the new states. A few numbers:

In 1950, Poland had the same income per capita as Spain; in 1990, the Polish income per capita was 40% of Spain’s (whereas the latter was at the time not among the richest EU states). Today, Poland’s GDP per capita is more than 40% greater in real terms than in 1989. And this is true, (although with lesser percentages) for all of the states in Central and Eastern Europe which transformed and bought into the new freedoms and deployed them in terms of public policy and which took encouragement and incentive from their European vocation to stick with that path through thick and thin.

Compare this with former Soviet states which did not experience this transformation. In this decade, the income per head in Moldova is 60% less than in 1989; in the Ukraine it was more than 50% less and in Russia 35% less. We should not get too carried away with GDP figures and the grey economy, but they are indicative of real trends: the transformers who opted for the freer model are getting real, positive returns. The slow, or non-transformers are carrying real handicaps. 

And if you think that all these numbers have to do with the economy, let me disabuse you of that notion. Consider life expectancy: during the past decade, it has increased in Poland, from early to mid-70s. Whereas in the Ukraine for instance, it fell from 70 to 68 years. The same is true for the data on infant mortality or energy uses (energy coefficient per unit of GDP). Environmental and demographic data are all showing the same direction in trends, indicating that those who opted for transformation are reaping real benefits. This is true and evident in the growth of labour productivity where transformers are up and the others are stagnant. This in turn has induced greater flows of foreign direct investment to the transformers than to the others.

Of course, not everything in the garden is rosy. But the performance of which I have spoken is real and not imaginary and is real substance in terms of rate of return and commitment to reform and transform. What it has left in its wake, as any major transformation of its kind would do, is a diverse combination of winners and losers on the individual level. So we have an interesting phenomenon in many of the new states of a relatively settled process of economic development, but a lot less in terms of politics. This is not the case in all states, but in many cases politics remains inversely settled in terms of predictive trends.

Slow going in Old Europe

Let me turn to the EU of pre-May 1, 2004. In broad terms, the EU periphery (including the new member states) is outperforming the EU core. And in even broader terms, with apologies for the generalization, there has been more willingness to transform and reform in the periphery than in the core continental economies. This has yielded much better than average rates of return in growth, labour productivity, employment and lower unemployment rates, which demonstrates the direct linkage between more reform and better performance.

In the core economies – France, Germany, Italy which account for slightly more than 70% of the Eurozone GDP – we continue to see economic stagnation. They have begun reform, with mixed record and great political difficulty.These reform programs, which have been faltering over a period of time, yet remain to establish themselves with real rates of return (this is the political dilemma of those pushing the reforms).

And even among these countries, there is differentiation. The German Mittelstand  with a dynamic private-sector activity, was in 2004 the world’s leading exporter in spite of the generally stagnant state of the German economy. Not all is black and bleak. But it’s interesting to observe how, even within the stagnant economies, the different dimensions of demand (consumer demand, low savings, high exports) improved for Germany, a positive from which the country will benefit in the future.

Likewise, looking at France, the performance of the companies of the index CAC-40 is very creditable, unlike the general and sluggish performance of the overall French economy. The Italian case is structurally different, with declines in productivity and sectors of comparative advantage and specialisation,  and more vulnerable to other global trends.

The reason I pick these examples (whether the stagnant core economies or the more dynamic ones at the periphery) is that they all share one characteristic: the traded sector is in general terms producing a positive and significant contribution.

Blaming others

The French case is very interesting, because a very large part of the debate – with my outsider’s eye and my occasional visits to lend my forlorn assistance to the yes campaign -  was to observe the extent to which the dominant expressions within the campaign came from what I would call the conservative and non-traded sectors in France. These protected sectors were more concerned with the “droits acquis” (acquired rights). Excluded from that are the dynamics of the traded sector, as well as in terms of the political push: the needs of the unemployed are not spoken of by those who wish to protect the cosy comforts which they already enjoy.

The debate and its result risk for France a further postponement of coming to grips with global realities, and risk to infect Europe with slowing down its required debate and structural change to do likewise. And I hope this is a risk which will be resisted rather than accomodated.

I found very interesting, in observing the French debate, the extent to which “les autres” were always to blame: too often in Europe, we leave market realities at the door when we make decisions. I find it hard to understand the ultraliberal substance, as distinct from the polemical debate. If it wasn’t “ultralibéralisme”, it was the “cousins anglo-saxons” or “les Américains”, or “la Turquie” or “Bruxelles”; or “l’élargissement” or finally “le plombier polonais”. Each of these was “the other”; almost no debate was about the self. Indeed, the debate about the self was about the natural superiority of the social model, which was a civilisational dimension that should be accomodated by other Europeans. I have a problem with a model of civilisation that constantly condemns 10% of the population to the scrap heap of unemployment, and 20% or more (if you allow for “formation”) of young under 25 to the same kind of fate.

This is the debate which has to be entered. It is a fix that Europe doesn’t need: where is the superiority of such a high level of unplanned but consequential obsolescence for so many people who, in other circumstances, would be willing to engage? What has come from the French debate in particular, and in a different way from the Dutch result, is a cautious conservatism, fearful of and resistent to change. I don’t believe that our continent, or our Union, is at a juncture where cautious conservatism is an option (even if it comes from people not naturally disposed to see themselves as conservatives).

The road to innovation

In conclusion, let me recall some achievements that were outside the box of cautious conservatism, taking the Single Market in two sectors. First, the liberalisation of the telecom market: if Europe hadn’t traveled that road, some of the developments we have seen in terms of consumer benefits, would have been delayed at a severe competitive price to Europe. Air transport liberalisation likewise has opened up prospects for consumers to travel to more places at more affordable prices, and not just for low-cost carriers, but impingeing on the business model of other carriers as well. Those dynamics are positive for European consumers and producers, and for the wider European economy.

In other areas, our record gives cause for caution: if we look at innovating Europe within the Lisbon Agenda, it’s disturbing to note that as recently as 1990, US research and development expenditure in pharmaceuticals ran at only 70% of the European level. Today, that position is reversed; that is a loss of European leadership. Twenty years, 8 out of 10 innovative drugs were in Europe. Today, the reverse is the case. We need to stand back and ask why.

To recall other realities, let me quote Larry Summers, president of Harvard: “For the first time in human history, we are going to face competition from low-wage, high human capital communities embedded in India, China and Asia.” I believe he is right: not only will we be looking at the textile sector and the impact of low-cost labour on production and trade. But as China and India develop their intellectual property capacities and human capital, we are adding this reality.

An example for China is worth noting: in 2000, domestic Chinese firms or researchers made 50,000 patent applications. The pirate who has been pirating our IP is learning how to protect its own innovations. In 2004, the number had doubled to 100,000 patent applications and this exponential growth is set to continue. Within it, Chinese universities now apply for 6,000 patents annually (second only to the US universities’ 6,500 applications and six times better than the best performance of European universities: 1,000 per annum in the UK). We cannot compete with such realities by ignoring them, we need to factor them into our debates.

I don’t believe we can choose utopianism as an alternative. And we must also factor in that our continent is old in more ways than one, notably in the demographic sense. If I were to summarise, I would take a phrase from Wim Kok’s report on the Lisbon Agenda presented last spring: “The status quo is not an option.” Cautious conservatism is not an option for Europe. In any number of areas where we look at options, transformation is delivering more for the transformers than for the non transformers, reform delivering more and differentiated qualities of growth inside the older EU, and even within the more stagnant economies, the dynamic sectors following realities and building their strategies on those realities, all point the way. And the way is not to brush these realities under the carpet.

Referendum results complicate affairs in the European Union, but they should not confuse us or be allowed to capture our dealing with essentials. This is not the time to retreat; I hope the summit meeting will see it as a time to regroup. It’s not a time to lapse into platitudes, but to recognise with our limited European capital, that there are pathways that we can travel together and we need to move from platitudes to performance-driven pathways. The signposts are clear: reform, the Single Market liberalisation programme, the transformation of the new economies all point to pathways that work and perform.

A final story, and I beg your indulgence if you already know it (people in Brussels probably think I have only one story to tell in this context). It is about Richard Daley, multiple mayor of Chicago, famous (or infamous) from the riots in 1968 at the Democratic selection convention. When he was re-elected, someone in his office wrote a speech. This can sometimes happen in politics. And sometimes you only read the speech as you look at the words before you. So it was with Mayor Daley (this would of course not happen in the European Parliament, nor in Belgian politics). The speech says that the Mayor commits his administration “to ever higher plateaux of achievement”. The Mayor reads the speech for the first time, and the words coming from his lips is that he commits his administration “to ever higher platitudes”.

And in that story is a conundrum for Europe: platitudes or performance. If we travel a platitudinous road as a collective response to the current sense of angst, we would be travelling the wrong road. The realities require us to focus and to try to be winners in the available context.

Yolande Avontroodt

MP, Flemish Liberal Party (VLD)

It is not very amusing to have to make a speech in English after somebody like Mr. Cox. But I heard the other day that the most universal language today is bad English, so that’s what I will use.

First of all, the debate on the EU Constitution in Belgium was not the same, as it was the Belgian parliament which voted largely in favour, with the exception of one party on the far right. The debate really started after the French and the Dutch referenda. 

Our point of view is clear: the enlarged EU is of course an opportunity for Belgium. If I take an example from an area I know, which is public health policy, there are obstacles we have to deal with. Mrs Brundtland, former head of the WHO, said “Good economics is good health”. This is the actual issue today. When you try to put this in the enlarged EU, there are many perspectives which many conservative parties didn’t want to go for. Why invest in health care? The first answer is of course (all over Europe but certainly in the old member states) that this is a social issue but also a question of government expenditure. In the new member states, health care spending is only 40% of that in the old countries.

Second, the patient perspective: today, the health commission of the Belgian parliament voted on cancer screening based on European codes. In 2000, there were about 1 million patients in the old EU; today, there are 2 million patients within a common European code.

Third, the private sector. The health care sector is the most growing market in the Western world.

Mr. Cox mentioned the great challenges, and the evolving health care systems; there is a trust deficit. We have to collaborate with more balance.

First, we have to invest in talent. Second, we have to manage change. Third, innovation and investment. Is 
an enlarged EU an opportunity or an imprisonment? There is no evidence that EU enlargement will automatically lead to a major increase in the outsourcing of economic activities by companies from the old to the new member states. Recent studies from the University of Leuven show that the gain in lower wages and higher costs will to a large extent be compensated by the lower productivity in the new member states. In fact, a majority of the companies having outsourced their production to the East did so in the first place because of growth potential in the local markets. For the first time in many years, foreign direct investment in the new member states fell in 2004. This is largely due to the expectation that EU membership will lead to increased wages in Central and Eastern Europe. Thus it may be more useful to look at our own neighbours (France, Germany, the Netherlands) to define exactly how and to which degree our competitiveness is damaged by the level of public spending.

In fact, the economies of our neighbours largely depend on the same factors as the Belgian economy: skilled labour, language skills and quality of transport are more or less the same. The European quality integration process and the recent enlargement may be compared to the process of globalisation. Markets are opened in a reciprocal manner, and contrary to popular belief, this does not have to lead to a race to the bottom in terms of social expenditure. On the contrary, countries with high social expenditure (e.g. Sweden) have done very well recently, and their high ranking in international competitivity suggests that this does not affect their performance.

It also seems to come down to the efficiency of social expenditure. If we want to sustain the forces of competition which result from the EU enlargement, we don’t have to drastically lower the level of social protection, at least not because of external factors. A protective social system may in fact enhance our competitiveness. But we are convinced that government money in Belgium has to be more efficiently spent.

Another problem is the need to reconcile high social protection with an ageing population. Belgium is among the top 5 countries in terms of ageing, and the number of active people is decreasing in relative terms. We need to find appropriate solutions, for instance by increasing the age of retirement.

The Belgian parliament ratified the treaty, and our Prime Minister is one of the actors of the yes campaign in Europe. We are not afraid that this will affect our social system, this is more of an opportunity. We have agreements in terms of health insurance with the Netherlands and Britain, and it will permit us to invest and be on the top of innovation. The raw material of Belgium is knowledge, and we should promote our centres of excellence.

Philippe Manière

Director General

Institut Montaigne (Paris)

As you know, 10 years ago the good news was that Brussels was not too far from Paris; today the good news is that Paris is not too far from Brussels. 

I was asked to “resituate France in Europe considering the rejection of the constitutional Treaty”. It’s almost insulting to ask people to say yes or no to something which is so technical and wide. So I let you imagine how hard it is to explain why the French voted no to the treaty, not to mention how to imagine the consequences this will have on reforms in France and in the EU as a whole.

The advantage is of course that, being asked to perform an impossible task, there is no way you can disappoint. The other piece of good news is that Pat Cox has already spoken quite extensively about France, pretending he is an outsider (but I know that he knows France as well) and he has already mentioned things which I wanted to talk about.

Very briefly therefore, three points:

First, why did so many French vote no? I think the answer is that there were so many reasons to vote no, and not to answer the question. When you organise a referendum, the big temptation for the opinion  is to answer another question. There were a lot of no’s to Chirac, to Raffarin, to the complexity of the Treaty. There were no votes to silly things, such as “the Polish plumber”. By the way, this story is telling and I think this applies to all of the core continental European countries. We have a basic problem with the concept of “win-win”, i.e. that you can win without anybody else losing at the same time. To the French mind, everything is a zero-sum game. But of course the entire European construction is a proof of the contrary. And those very same people who are now opposing the entry of Turkey (and who voted against the Polish plumber) were those who rejected the admission of Spain and Portugal. Today, France is one of the major trade partners of Spain, and we have gained a lot from this integration. We see this problem also in Germany and other countries.

Many no’s were given to questions which were not asked. To be frank, many of the arguments of the people campaigning for the yes, were also not completely related to the treaty. The question was not “Do you want to leave the EU?” or “Do you want to abolish the Treaty of Rome?” or “Do you want to abolish the Schengen agreement?” The yes campaigners made a big mistake by saying that the vote was a yes or no to Europe. Many people knew that they were not saying no to Europe (although some of them oppose a too quick European construction). Most of the people I know who voted no know that this has no consequence at all for the EU integration process up till now, unlike what the yes campaign said.

Certainly a big part of the no vote, was a no to reforms. The French have this silly idea that they have the best social model in the world (although, as Pat Cox said, a model which consistently produces 10% unemployment cannot be said to be ideal), and they are not conscious that this is not true. They think that eventually the world and those silly Americans will realize that the French model is the best one. This of course doesn’t make sense, but it tends to be the way people think about it. This includes opposition to the Anglo-Saxon invasion, globalisation, Chinese textile workers etc.

Many French also think that these reforms are already implemented or on the verge of being implemented. This is the troubling point, because nothing has been done in terms of reforms in France for the past 25 years. And if you look at the track record of Mr. Raffarin, who just left office, he did maybe 50-70 per cent of the needed pension reform, maybe one third in terms of health care reform and certainly almost zero on what was needed for social and labour market reform.

But the French have the impression that many things are changing and that many reforms are being pushed through, and that even more is coming on the European level. The reason is that politicians tend to speak about the necessary reforms, saying that, since it is tough, we will do it very progressively. As a result, the French think that reform is something awful which brings many inconveniences, and that it will last a long time.

Frédéric Bastiat (who is widely studied in the United States, but almost unheard of in France) famously said: “If you have to cut a dog’s tail, it may seem less cruel to do it slice by slice, but it is in fact better to do it once and for all.” But the French politicians have been threatening with reform for 25 years, saying it will be tough, but in fact they have done basically nothing.

Third, the no vote doesn’t change much for Europe, even though it will prevent the extent of EU construction. And this is certainly one of the messages of the no vote: don’t go too far too quickly. 

In 2002, Jean-Marie Le Pen made it to the second round of the French presidential election. This was very traumatic for the whole political class and for many French. At the time, I tried to understand why this had occurred, and I went to see a friend, Tony Judd, historian at New York University. His explanation (at a time when Europe was not a subject) was that the French voted no to a world which is changing too quickly, and his advice was: “Make a break in the European construction.” I think he is right.

The no vote is not a big break in the French political landscape, but more of a symptom of the collective depression which manifests itself in two contradictory ways: on one hand we are very proud or arrogant; on the other, we completely lack self-confidence. And the more we lack confidence, the more arrogant and less effective we become, be it on the international scene or domestically.

This mood was there before, and it is now almost pre-revolutionary. France is not very gifted for reform: often, nothing changes for 200 years and then we stage a revolution. This is not very clever, but it’s our way. Last year I was surprised by a conversation with a clever pollster, who said that never before polls had revealed so much hatred, bitterness and resentment between social groups. I’m not saying a revolution will occur, I hope it doesn’t. But I would not be surprised to see an employee of Gaz de France (the hyperprotected state monopoly) and an artist from the “intermittents du spectacle” (who is also paid by the government, as no one else would ever pay to see him perform) get together to create a movement. You cannot exclude an insurrectional movement, because democracy is not very deeply rooted in the French tradition.

The good news is that France can block reform less easily than if the yes had won, for two reasons. Of course Chirac is not dead, but  his 24% approval rating is the lowest since the 1950s; so he is not in a position to oppose reform. Second, one of the very bad things in the treaty was that France and Germany would be given more votes. 

Will reform occur in France? It is possible, because the political scene is changing quickly. If Laurent Fabius becomes the leader of the Socialist party, he is likely to sell himself as a highly social person, but he would implement free market reform if elected. It is also possible that Nicolas Sarkozy will be elected president. He has no opinions at all, but he may conclude that it is in his interest to promote free market policies, with some ostentatious social policies thrown in.

The only bad news is that all the people who voted no, have realized that they are powerful as a group. They didn’t know each other before, but now they have a certain strength on the political exchecker, not in Parliament but in the streets. And as you know, French politics often takes place in the streets.

Pat Cox:

Thank you; your comment on the inverse relationship between confidence and arrogance in the French personality recalls to my mind the visit from Mme Noëlle Lenoir (then French minister of European Affairs) to the Irish Parliament. One of the parliamentarians asked her whether it was not true that France was very arrogant with small states. And she replied: “Mais oui, mais nous sommes arrogants aussi avec les grands.”

Edit Herczog

MEP (PSE, Hungary)

I’m very honoured to be invited, for the second time, by the Stockholm Network. I’d like to introduce myself: I’m the Hungarian plumber and in fact we celebrated only yesterday our first year in the European Parliament.

How can Belgium benefit from the enlargement? I’d like to add two side questions and address those first: how can for instance Hungary benefit, and how can the EU benefit? We also need to answer on how long a term we wish to measure the benefits, and what we mean by “benefits”.

As a Hungarian “plumber”, I’d like to say that the recent no vote in the French and Dutch referenda cannot in any way be connected to the enlargement based on facts. As new members, we implemented the “acquis communautaire”, so we cannot be accused of not accepting the EU legislation. Indeed, most if not all of the new member states are ahead of the old members in this process. All the new member states have opened their markets, and maybe we even opened them too early (already in 1992 when we decided to join the EU); but we did.

I used to work in the chemical industry (Unilever Chemicals, ICI) and the food industry for many years, so I can tell you that in the last 10 years, most of the multinationals made their extra profit in the new member states. An example: the CEO of Carrefour in France recently resigned because of poor results in France, but Carrefour still generated profits in Poland and other new member states.

If we are looking at the EU institutions and the money they spend, I’d like to say that none of the new member states closed the first year with a positive balance sheet. This means that they all paid more to the EU than they got back 

No jobs have been lost because of outsourcing to the new member states. So far, there has been a net creation of new jobs. So why is enlargement and the new member states being blamed, in France or in the Netherlands? How is it possible? It may be that there has been migration towards the old members from the new; but at least in terms of official statistics, this isn’t happening. Only about 1,200 employees left Hungary to work somewhere else. And I am sure that there are many more managers from the west who are going east.

What about politics? We see that both citizens and politicians of the new member states are far more enthusiastic about the EU project than the old members. If you consider the constitutional treaty, most of the new member states ratified it. If we look at the European Parliament, there is hardly a way to distinguish new from old MEPs as far as I can see, and I’m a rather active member.

To take an example from my favourite project at the moment, REACH, for which I am a rapporteur: the most innovative proposals came from Slovenia/Malta and Hungary/UK. These are small countries with little chemical industry and we are talking of a very significant piece of legislation (6 billion euros). As opposed to the old countries which do have a large chemical industry.

So why do we get the impression that the new member states are to be blamed? I feel this is a black sheep scenario; only somebody else could be responsible. From History, I may quote France which, under Louis XIV, thought itself a role model. Later, the French killed their king and Austrian queen. So, if you want to blame the new member states, we’re happy to take this blame.

Back to the question: we all know that there is global competition (ICT revolution, democracy etc) which makes it possible for more countries to participate. Democracy won and the economies started to open up. So this is a victory for Europe, but if we can harness the European Union to face globalization, it is still a victory but less visible to our citizens. Maybe politics is running to fast for the citizens. Yesterday, I put this question to Commissioner McCreevy: we look like a crocodile, but we may want to be an elephant to be seen. But in doing so, we may leave the citizens behind.

I hear this all the time in Parliament, and also back in my home country: people vote for competitiveness, the services directive etc. They simply want to get guarantees for a better life. So why don’t we tell citizens that we want to make Europe the best place to live, to work? Why don’t we tell people that Europe should be the best place for companies, offering jobs but also better products and services, since our citizens are consumers as well? Do we really believe that they are interested in directives, such as REACH? I don’t think so. 

So what should we do? Maybe the enlargement was not the issue; it may be the deepening. We have to deepen the network among the current 25 members, and tomorrow the 40 members. Maybe it will then win the class competition. Europe needs to think about how the formal and informal deepening may  be increased. The formal deepening meaning legislation and the informal meaning that people travel, exchange and talk to each other. And maybe the latter is all we have to do, I don’t know. 

And this is why we think that the services directive is the best way to achieve the internal market in the short term. I read carefully the statements of Wim Kok, following the Lisbon Agenda, and the responses of the political responses. None of them produced a better answer; if I knew the answer, I would probably get the Nobel Prize.

But I hope to have received your attention, and the next invitation will show if this is the case.

Debate

Question:

What was interesting about the referenda was the revival of interest in the European debate, not just about Brussels as a bureaucracy; it was about democracy and facing the challenge, as in the 1950s with the CED. This is maybe the time for re-inventing Europe.

Fernand Keuleneer:

I’m a lawyer practising in Brussels, and listened attentively to Mrs. Herczog. I would have voted no, and I think I know certain circles of the no campaign in different countries. And I would dispute the fact that our problems are the result of enlargement. But people ask themselves, where are the limits of enlargement? The issue is not Central and Eastern Europe countries; but today there is Turkey to consider, tomorrow maybe North African countries. And people are wondering, what are we voting for, where are the boundaries?

In terms of the Constitution, where does it apply? This was not clear at all. In the words of some dogmatic free-market proponents, this was meant to increase economic efficiency. But that is not a political argument: we are talking about identity, security. People want to know where it stops; and that’s a very legitimate question. And for all the talk of the “Polish plumber”, this was not directed at the Poles, the Hungarians or the Czechs; simply a consideration of how the economic model of Europe will look tomorrow.

The debate in France on the services directive was not aiming at the idea of opening up of the services market. It’s really about home country control vs. host country control. I have never understood why free-market supporters favour home country control. 

You mentioned that people are concerned about identity and security: we have seen a shift, since the Rome Treaty (1957)  and Maastricht (1992) from a common market to a single market. The latter has to be created, it’s not a spontaneous process. The former is a lot more in tune with what people hope the future of Europe to be. 

André Heitz (WIPO):

I welcome very much the remarks about China as the forthcoming innovation dragon. I will speak as a Frenchman though.

The important thing is to look at the future: the one lesson to be learnt urgently is the lack of communication about Europe. The French have discovered a non-existent Bolkestein directive; they never heard about it beforehand. If you look into French newspapers, you will see pages on national politics, but hardly anything about Europe. And if you do, it is always negative; the good side is never shown.

I’m an agronomist by training and I read agricultural newspapers which are full of references to Brussels  bureaucrats. Nobody tells readers that the final decision remains with national governments. So one urgent thing would be a European newspaper telling people the story of Europe. The presentation from our Hungarian speaker was very refreshing, because this is the kind of thing we never hear. 

Today we’re discussing the Polish plumber; the other day, somebody from Poland was interviewed and asked: “Why are you so afraid of this? The other day, I had a problem and I found a plumber from Warsaw to fix it.” In the near future, we will all be Europeans: I’m French but also Alsatian, which means two cultures. We have to live with this.

Alex Bierer, European Commission:

I have a question for M. Manière, as we have heard a lot about market opposition. Do you see a danger of European integration unrelated to the internal market and the non-discrimination on economic issues, such as social policy? Do you think that in these areas – e.g. minimal labour regulations –  we might end up with sclerotic systems which will be difficult to get rid of, because of majority or even unanimous voting? 

Question:

I’m a lawyer in Brussels. If we consider the international level (WTO, ILO, etc), and sanctions should standards not be respected, the new member states will have a positive influence. What is the EU perspective on harmonization?

Question:

I’m a bureaucrat from the Commission. There is a lot of talk about two-speed Europe, and there is an enormous discrepancy between the member countries which actually implement and enforce EU law and those which don’t. The Bolkestein directive was a wake-up call for France and other member states to obligations which had been present for a very long time. So in terms of deepening the EU, we should start by implementing the laws we already have before going any further.

Question:

I’m a free-lance journalist and have a very short story to tell. We had a broken pipe which had to be fixed urgently, and we called a plumber who arrived, only to discover that he didn’t have the tools needed; but he would return in the afternoon. He didn’t come back, neither that day nor for three days. In the meantime, we had found somebody to fix it within two hours; and I don’t have to tell you that he was Polish. How is it that a business which supposedly is profit-driven behaves this way? I think the Belgian Welfare State does not support the kind of competitiveness which Belgium would need in an enlarged Europe. 

Edit Herczog:

I’d like to welcome the fact that you have invited here today both an MEP and a national MP, for one of the pills for EU ills is the constant dialogue between parliaments, and not only among prime ministers; this is a great start.

I was shocked this week by the funereal atmosphere as the Council and Commission made their statement about the referenda; I don’t think the French and the Dutch voters have suddenly switched from positive to negative views. 

Concerning enlargement, I really agree that Europeans need some sense of security; but there is no definitive answer to where enlargement will stop. This would be like asking, after 20 years of happy marriage, if this will last for another 60 years; there is no answer to that. I hope this will be the case (and I hope my husband thinks the same way), but you cannot foresee the future. The answer is that Europe will say that it’s the best place to cooperate (for the Ukraine, or African countries); if not, it means that we don’t need any further enlargement and we will become elephants and not crocodiles.

As regards the new member countries, you could not find any reaction to that sort of statement (e.g. Polish plumbers, social dumping, illegal immigration etc). They could have wondered why the old members had even asked them to join, since they then seem to blame the new members for everything wrong.

When I arrived in Brussels, I spent a year reading a lot, especially about the services directive which is really a major outcome of the Lisbon Strategy. It was developed because the member states did not provide the desired result. The White Book and the Green Book and discussions in the Council were welcomed by everyone. And then some said it was much too brutal; instead of improving it.

Finally, in terms of intellectual property, I think I will be one of your favourite people, because in order to become a knowledge-based society, you have to use IP to create a competitive advantage. Thank you again; it was a great pleasure to be here and to meet a member of the Belgian Parliament.

Yolande Avontroodt:

Concerning the services directive, we made an exception for public health and asked to deepen the EU legislation and to work with open and direct ways of coordination. This was the political statement: it doesn’t mean that we vote no to the Directive. And I welcome our colleagues from the European Parliament; maybe we could invite you to make a statement at the Belgian parliament. We certainly need to improve the debate.

Philippe Manière:

First, I’d like to make clear to Edit that I wasn’t advocating the French or European social model; I hate it, it’s completely bankrupt. I must admit that we sometimes cut, not the tail of the dog, but the head of the king. But that doesn’t mean that our model is superior to the others, quite the contrary.

There will certainly be an increasing pressure from public opinion and French politicians at the Commission in favour of more guarantees for social standards. This is very sad, because raising the level of protection is certainly not what we need, as the success of our so-called model goes to prove. 

In response to Fernand Keuleneer: there is certainly a question of identity for Europe, and all the more so in France. We pretend that we won the war, whereas in fact we lost it. We have lost our colonial empire, which is quite something to a once-powerful country. The French have had to cope with many things which have reduced their status. And part of their enthusiasm for the European project is explained by the fact that the French were looking for a substitute identity. They even said and wrote as much: they saw the EU as an enlarged France, which worked to a certain extent until 15 years ago as Germany was not in a position to counterbalance France. And suddenly the French realize that the new EU has nothing to do with a large France. This is a source of disappointment.

But beyond, there is the issue of Europe as a fortress or sanctuary. For decades, politicians sold to public opinion the notion that Europe was our protection against the evil outside world: Anglo-Saxons and Chinese etc. who wanted to make their living by selling us their products, which is of course unacceptable. Then they discovered that Europe is not a fortress, but is based on free trade inside and outside, which is not what they had been told. Therefore, the Polish plumber becomes the symbol of a Europe which is not a closed club of countries which we know well.

But I oppose the idea that the no vote came as a result of lacking communication. I hate the idea that people which gave the wrong answer did so because they didn’t understand the question. And the more you say this, the stronger the opposition becomes. It is just inhuman to deny somebody else’s judgement because he doesn’t share your views. This was one of the main mistakes of the yes campaign in France: “you are tempted to vote no, but that’s because you don’t understand, so we will explain it to you”.  

Finally, we should never underestimate the irrational reasons, e.g. in the case of the Bolkestein (in France labelled “Frankenstein” directive). Last week, a senator was interviewed on television and it was pointed out that one of the Baltic states had just ratified the Treaty, and his response was: “Who gives a damn about them?” There is a xenophobic tendency in France which can really drive us into irrational ways of thinking. People whom I would never have thought capable of racist and xenophobic reactions are saying incredible things. This is very preoccupying and goes far beyond the European question.

Pat Cox:

I will not attempt to do a heroic summary, only a few comments. It has been a very interesting set of observations, including from the floor.

I think it would be very useful if our leaders meeting later this week remember a phrase from a play by Bertolt Brecht: “You cannot change the people.”  That’s perhaps a useful point of departure. Many have also paraphrased Cavour, father of Italian unification, saying “Where are the Europeans?” With the passage of time and generations which have lived the dreadful alternatives, we need to look at these feelings issues, not to abandon a good idea and its noble qualities, but to try to discover that missing link: having Europe without Europeans.

The European issue is also complicated by what we want it to be: some want a very strong, centralized federation; others see this as a nightmare. But the truth is that with or without a constitutional treaty, it is frequently none of the above. It is very much an organisation which is radically less than what you should expect of a mature federation, and very much more than what we may expect from being merely intergovernmental. The very in-betweenness is already a grey space. We invented this thing, and nobody else did it before. 

And before we started turning it into constitutional treaties, we were very confused in our political debates everywhere about what this thing is and where it should go. For example, it is not a classical state, because the first thing a treaty says is what is the border. It doesn’t have a government and an opposition as we know them within states. It doesn’t have a standing army. It lacks many of the classic public goods of a state: defence, police force, welfare system. It may touch on these, but it is not a provider of public goods. Its budget – and we don’t know what it’s going to be – is radically smaller than that of a classical federation.

I think it would be wrong to say that those who voted no are all ignorant, and so it’s a communications issue. And at the same time, there is a communications challenge to Europe which this further confirms. I had the privilege of attending 13 summit meetings on behalf of the European Parliament. And the really interesting thing is that there are about 2,000-3,000 journalists there, so it’s a big European communications platform. But nearly every leader goes to meet his own national press corps (unless he’s the president). The questions are usually about some story happening at home. So it’s like having a regular board of directors meeting where the 25 board members each come out speaking about themselves, and forget to tell the stockholders about what they have in common. And there is somewhere in it a communications issue which the institutions have to look at.

The states cannot absolve themselves from a responsibility for creating a partial sense of Europe over a long period of time. If “Brussels” (in the generic sense) was a bank account, it would be filled only with debit entries and no credit. For the things for which people take credit through the transposition of law is frequently the natural genius of the domestic political class. But controversial things may be blamed on Brussels. Therefore, there is an uneven quality to the communication of the totality of those things, and in that sense there is a communications issue. The procedure fails to communicate its commonness even when it meets in common.

I was very heartened to hear Edit’s comments about intellectual property which in Parliament is currently focussing on software. My own sense is that if we choose in the EU, by law, to give a free lunch to the Chinese and others, we will pay expensively for Chinese take-away dinners in a few years time. And with that I have a very big problem of enlightened self-interest. I don’t mind philosophical debates; but it would help sometimes if they were led by worldly philosophers.

Finally, the no-votes pose the question of the limit to the European process: are they constitutional (in the sense of competencies) or boundary (geographical)? Edit gave an honest answer by personalising her metaphor. Two concrete cases: the Ukraine is being offered the new neighbour policy for the emerging relationship, which is a positive engagement at this moment. We are offering to president Yuchenko cohabitation, or “sex without marriage”; and he has replied “thank you very much, but I’d like marriage eventually”. The Western Balkans, before we go to Turkey, will have a highly differentiated calendar. But I think it is in our interest that a European perspective should anchor them to security values and economic values which sees them being drawn to our model. Two post-communist phases came to us in Europe: the ones who did the business last May and for the years of transition, and the other one with its dreadful ethnic unresolved nationalism. 

I don’t know the answer on the boundary question; but I do think that when you have unsettled questions, they can be deeply unsettling. And in conclusion, if the economic circumstances of contemporary Europe and the life-fulfilling possibilities of ordinary people in terms of reasonable hopes and expectations were giving a better answer to more Europeans today, there might be less reason to pose doubtful questions. And that is why it is very important that our leadership should not engage in an orgy of consuming introspection. A “delivering Europe” may find its Europeans more easily in the future.

Thank you all for being here; thank you to the Stockholm Network and the Amigo Society for inviting the Yolande, Edit, Philippe and myself. It has been a great pleasure and we look forward to doing this again.
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