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Quo vadis Europa?
By Doris Pack1

Introduction: European integration at
stake?
There is no doubt that as it marks its 60th
birthday, the European Union is in poor shape.
There is persistently high unemployment in
many EU countries – especially among young
people; we are facing the rise of populist
political parties, most of them harbor anti-EU
or Eurosceptic sentiments.

Such factors are complicating the EU’s ability
to deal with a multitude of internal and
external challenges. Among the most
prominent are the June 2016 vote in the UK in
favor of leaving the EU, the debt crisis and
lingering concerns about the eurozone,
ongoing migrant and refugee �lows, the spread
of authoritarianism, a heightened terrorism

threat, shattering con�licts in different parts of
the world, climate change and an excessive
consumption of natural resources based on an
economy that is not corresponding to the
principle of sustainability.
Keeping in mind global megatrends and
Europe’s future share of the world’s
population, it is obvious that European
integration and cooperation is more
important than ever. At the same time,
centrifugal forces within the EU seem to rise.

At least, European leaders have obviously
recognized the seriousness of the situation
and are willing to address it. In the meantime,

1 The author's arguments represent her personal viewpoint and do not express the position of IRMO Brief's
editorial board.

IRMO BRIEF 05/2017

1

many European citizens raise their voice and
are taking part in pro-EU demonstrations. And
there are promising predictions as regards
economic prosperity.

Keeping in mind global
megatrends and Europe’s
future share of the world’s
population, it is obvious that
European integration and
cooperation is more important
than ever. At the same time,
centrifugal forces within the EU
seem to rise.

Nevertheless, it is not yet clear how the EU can
reposition for the future or how it will look
like in �ive, ten or twenty years.

However, there are some basic insights that
can serve as a guideline for the EU on its
dif�icult path.
Focus on the real tasks and not on
chimeras!
As brie�ly pointed out, there are tremendous
challenges and serious problems to be tackled.
Against this background it makes no sense to
make the situation even more dif�icult by
providing an inadequate and exaggerated
view of the status quo:
At the latest after the Maastricht treaty had
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come into force, multi-level governance and
European integration as such have raised
fundamental questions about democratic
standards and the so called „democratic
dilemma“. This discourse has rapidly
culminated in the diagnosis of a „democratic
de�icit“ and a „legitimacy crisis“. It is
astonishing that twenty-�ive years later and
after three more revisions of the Treaties, the
(partly well-founded) arguments from the
1990s are still put forward by politicians,
media, analysts and even scientists.
However, the European Parliament today is
not a paper tiger or lightweight but one of the
most
in�luential
(and
transparent!)
parliaments on earth. There is strong judicial
protection including fundamental rights in the
EU. And there are various mechanisms to
ensure the principle of subsidiarity and the
involvement of national parliaments.

Trade means jobs — for every
€1 billion we get in exports,
14.000 extra jobs are created
across the EU. And more than
30 million jobs, 1 in 7 of all jobs
in the EU, now depend on
exports to the rest of the world.

So, there is no doubt that especially the Lisbon
treaty was a watershed moment and a game
changer even if there is certainly still room for
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improvement. De�iciencies must not be ignored
and there are concrete proposals to address
them - put forward for example by the
European Parliament (see below).
They are worth to be discussed based on a
realistic perception, not on unfounded
judgements and populist propaganda that is
sometimes concealed but deliberately aimed at
spreading nationalism.
The same is true for trade: As the President of
the European Commission has rightly stated,
being European also means being open and
trading with our neighbors, instead of going to
war with them. It means being the world’s
biggest trading bloc, with trade agreements in
place or under negotiation with over 140
partners across the globe. And trade means
jobs — for every €1 billion we get in exports,
14.000 extra jobs are created across the EU.
And more than 30 million jobs, 1 in 7 of all jobs
in the EU, now depend on exports to the rest of
the world. So, we need trade agreements
ensuring social standards, protection of
environment and cultural diversity. What we
do not need is a discussion about if
protectionism can have any added value for EU
citizens. It can’t.
The EU should settle it? Then give it the
opportunity to do so!
Providing social justice, combating youth
unemployment, addressing international
con�licts and environmental problems – the EU

IRMO BRIEF 05/2017

has become a projection screen for all sorts of
expectations, especially when it comes to the
impact of globalization.

On the one hand, this development has also
been driven by national leaders who, on the
other hand, are not willing to really hand over
the reins. In such cases, for EU institutions
there is a high risk of losing credibility. There
should be a simple rule: In for a penny, in for a
pound. As effective EU action requires margin
of action and suf�icient funding.
Vague platitudes are not a strategy!
„Being big on big things and small on small
things“? Claims like this one sound reasonable.
However, „things“ are not that easy. Sometimes,
big things can only be realized if they are
regulated in detail – there is no reason to be
ashamed or to apologize for this triviality but a
need to explain it.

The single market is one of our
outstanding
achievements.
However, it requires countless
small pieces of regulation. Why?
Isn’t it better just to have one
regulation than to have 27?
Just to mention one example: EU members
share a customs union; a single market in
which goods, services, people, and capital move

3

freely (known as the “four freedoms”). The
single market is one of our outstanding
achievements. However, it requires countless
small pieces of regulation. Why? Isn’t it better
just to have one regulation than to have 27?
(By the way: The same applies for the
discussion about „more or less Europe“ that is
of little use if it is simply narrowed to such a
clear-cut antagonism.)
Check existing proposals for reform - they
are worth it!
In his White Paper, the President of the
European Commission has presented �ive
scenarios for a recapped Europe. To sum up:
Number 1 is “Carrying on”; No 2: “Nothing but
the single market”; thirdly: “Those who want
more do more”; fourthly: “Doing less more
ef�iciently”; and No 5 “Doing much more
together.” Jean-Claude Juncker and the
Commission have been criticized for not
speaking out clearly about their preferences.
This is cheap criticism and hypocritical. And it
would have been unwise, indeed harmful. Apart
from that, it is more than obvious that options
one and two are not desired by anyone –
especially not by Jean-Claude Juncker.
The European Parliament has also looked into
how the EU can be improved. On 16 February
MEPs adopted three reports setting out how
they believe the EU needs to be reformed in
order to boost its capacity to act and to restore
people’s trust. It recognizes the geopolitical,
economic and environmental need for the
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creation of a genuine European energy union as
well as for a Defense Union. It has proposed
amending Article 258 TFEU in order to
explicitly allow the Commission to take
‘systemic infringement action’ against member
states that violate fundamental values. And it
wants the Commission to be transformed into
the principle executive authority or
government of the Union with the aim of
strengthening the ‘Union method’, increasing
transparency and improving the ef�iciency and
effectiveness of action taken at the level of the
European Union. The EP considers that the
Council and its specialized con�igurations, as
the second chamber of the EU legislature,
should, in the interest of specialism,
professionalism and continuity, replace the
practice of the rotating six-month presidency
with a system of permanent chairs chosen from
their midst.

The EP considers that the
Council and its specialized
con�igurations, as the second
chamber of the EU legislature,
should, in the interest of
specialism, professionalism and
continuity, replace the practice
of the rotating six-month
presidency with a system of
permanent chairs chosen from
their midst.
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According to the EP, the Council shall be
transformed into a true legislative chamber by
reducing the number of Council con�igurations,
thus creating a genuinely bicameral legislative
system involving the Council and Parliament,
with the Commission acting as the executive.
Furthermore, the EP suggests involving the
currently active specialized legislative Council
con�igurations as preparatory bodies for a
single legislative Council meeting in public,
similarly to the functioning of the committees
in the European Parliament.
When it comes to the euro area, the European
Parliament has developed three pillars of a
�iscal
capacity
for
convergence
and
stabilization of the euro area.

These three different functions are the
following:

– �irst, economic and social convergence
within the euro area should be incentivised
to foster structural reforms, modernize
economies
and
improve
the
competitiveness of each member state and
the resilience of the euro area, thereby also
contributing to member states’ capacity to
absorb asymmetric and symmetric shocks;

– second, differences in the business cycles of
euro area member states stemming from
structural differences or a general economic
vulnerability create a need to address
asymmetric shocks (situations whereby an
economic event affects one economy more
than another, for instance when demand
collapses in one speci�ic member state and
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not in the others following an external shock
beyond the in�luence of a member state);

– third, symmetric shocks (situations whereby
an economic event affects all the economies
in the same way, for example variation in oil
prices for euro area countries) should be
addressed to increase the resilience of the
euro area as a whole.

As these examples illustrate, there is an
ongoing, serious discussion on the future of the
European Union that is, hopefully soon
transmitted to a broader public.
No prolonged period of institutional
introspection and self-indulgence!

Brexit, concerns on the protection of rule of law
in certain member states, disagreement on
fundamental issues of international policy –
there is urgent need for internal coordination in
many regards. However, this must not indulge
in navel-gazing, with a policy of pure
self-contemplation.

The European Parliament has recommended
that a partnership be de�ined and developed in
order to set up a ring of partners around the EU
for states that cannot or will not join the Union,
but nevertheless want a close relationship with
the EU. It considers that this relationship
should be accompanied by obligations
corresponding to the respective rights, such as
a �inancial contribution and more importantly
respect for the Union’s fundamental values and
the rule of law. Pragmatic, concrete proposals
like this might help to revive neighborhood
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policy. Just as the engagement in and for the
countries of the Western Balkans must not be
missed out.

Neighborhood policy and enlargement policy
are too important to neglect them for a certain
period.
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