Why Europe ?

 Why Europe ? Or, more exactly, why the European Union ? Why are 27 European states – they were six at the beginning, they will be more in the future – doing their best to work together, to carry out common policies, to obey common rules, at the cost of many conflicts and controversies ? Is it really worth making so many efforts ?  The question could be put this way : what is the added value of the European Union – the European institutions, the European policies – compared to national policies, to national decisions ? 

  This question is still at the centre of many discussions in Europe. It was raised in particular a few years ago by the German chancelor, Angela Merkel, just before she took over in 2007 the rotating presidency of the European Council. Aware of the growing euro-scepticism in Germany and elsewhere, she asked this simple question : why Europe ? What's Europe for ? What is Europe's raison d'être ? What can we expect from a united Europe ? She believed that it was necessary to answer this question in order to respond to the eurosceptics, to adress their criticism and to provide people with good reasons to believe in the building of a European Union.

 This question – why Europe ? - was obviously in the minds of the French and the Dutch voters who said no to the Constitutional treaty in 2005. It was in the minds of the Irish voters who said no to the Lisbon treaty – and then said yes. It was in the minds of many people, according to the polls, in a good number of European countries, who would have probably said no if they had been asked. These people, in France, The Nederlands and elsewhere were not opposed to the institutional reforms put forward by the European leaders but they just could not see  what the European Union was able to bring to their daily life. 

 They could see what they thought they were losing in terms of democracy, of sovereignty, of national responsabilities. And because they did not understand why it was necessary to abide by European rules instead of national rules, they became quite suspicious towards the European ideal, and this feeling of distrust triggered a serious backlash against the European Union. So the question deserves to be answered : do we really need a European Union and which kind of European Union – how closely united ? Is Europe the best level to tackle the big issues of to-day and of to-morrow ? 

 The age of regional organizations

 At first sight the answer is quite simple : yes, we need to unite because our countries are too small and too weak to take part in the global competition with any chance of success. In a globalized world, only the really big countries such as the United States, China or India are able to fight by themselves. The European countries, like most countries in the world, do not have the same capacity. That's why everywhere in the world countries unite to create regional associations. 

 The United States, Canada and Mexico are linked by the North American Free Trade Agreement (known as Nafta), which was signed in 1992. In South America, the Mercosur (or Common Market of the South), created in 1991, puts together Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay, Uruguay and Venezuela, and has decided to unite with the Andean Community in a Union of South American nations. In Africa, there is the African Union and, inside the African Union, there are subregional organizations such as the Economic Community of West African States, which is playing an active part in trying to solve the political crisis in Ivory Coast. In Asia, the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) puts together ten countries, five founders (Indonesia, Malaysia, The Philippines, Singapore, Thailand) and five states that joined later : Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos, Burma, Brunei. 

  Winston Churchill in his famous speech in Zurich in 1946 talked about « coherent natural groupings ». He said that these groupings would not weaken, but on the contrary would strengthen, the world organisation. He added :  « Why should there not be a European group which could give a sense of enlarged patriotism and common citizenship to the distracted peoples of this turbulent and mighty continent ? And why should it not take its rightful place with other great groupings in shaping the destinies of men ? ». Like Winston Churchill, everybody in the world is aware of the need to create big entities, big groups of countries, to be able to resist in the globalized world. Europe is one of them.  Why should Europeans feel uneasy about it when Americans, Africans or Asians are perfectly happy with this trend ? 

 The search for a political community 

 Actually the European Union is a very specific organization. Unlike the other regional organizations, which are mainly economic associations, the goal of the European Union is to become a political community, with very strong links between its members. So the comparison between the EU and, let's say, the NAFTA or the ASEAN should not be taken too far. These organizations are very remote from a political union, even though some of them, such as the African union or the Union of South American nations, are taking the EU as a model. They are very far from reaching the same degree of union. So when ones asks « why Europe ? » the question is : do we really need such a strong and tight union ?  Most people agree about an economic community and, more specifically, about a common market but what is more controversial is the ambition to go further in the building of a united Europe. Is this ambition legitimate ? 

 There are at least three reasons to build a European political community that goes beyond a free trade area, beyond a common market. These reasons are connected with the history of the European Community and the reasons why it was created. The three goals of the European Community, half a century ago, were peace (the will to restore a peaceful world or, at least, a peaceful Europe), freedom (the will to preserve a free Europe) and prosperity (the will to help the European economy recover). 

 A lasting peace in Europe

 Peace was the first raison d'être of a united Europe. When the European Community was founded in 1957, the main goal, or the main justification, was to bring a lasting peace in Europe, to make war impossible between the former enemies. The core of this community was and, in some way, is still what we call the franco-german couple. We must remember that there were three wars, three deadly wars, in seventy years, between France and Germany. It was very important, after World War II, to build a community that would mean : this will never happen again. 

 This was a strong motivation to set up a closely united Europe. And it is still a good reason to reinforce the European Union. Of course one could think that people today are less receptive to this kind of argument because peace is taken for granted. Nevertheless I believe that the rejection of war in Europe remains a good reason to build a united Europe, first because the memory of the last war has not gone away, it is still present in national debates, particularly in France, and that's why it is important to keep alive mutual feelings of trust and friendship. 

  Secondly, this search for peace is not only about the past but in some parts of Europe such as the Western Balkans it is also about the present days or at least about a very recent past. The prospect of a European integration for the Balkan States is a way of keeping peace in this region of the world. And I'm sure that in Eastern Europe the accession to the EU of the former communist countries has helped reducing the tensions after the fall of the Berlin wall. 

 The EU as a hard power ?

 But here a question arises : to keep peace in Europe and protect the Europeans from war, should the EU become a military power ? It's an important question if peace is still a crucial stake. The problem is that here is no censensus. Many people don't believe that Europe should become a  big power with military forces and the capacity to wage  a war. They leave this to the United States, considering this is the role of Nato, not of the EU.  They think Europe will never be able to compete other than economically on the international stage. They suggest that Europe must stay a « soft power ». Maybe they're right. But are we sure that an efficient foreign policy may be based only on the power of law ?

 If peace is one of the main objectives of the EU, the question is : should Europe become a « hard power » ?  The answer given until now by the Europeans is ambiguous. It's partly « yes » : the EU, being aware of its weakness at the time of the Yugoslav crisis, decided to launch several management crisis operations, mainly in the former Yugoslavia and in Africa. But the answer is also partly « no » in so far as these were small operations with no more than a few thousand men, more often policemen  than soldiers. To-day just a small number of European countries are ready to finance important military forces to preserve peace in Europe or outside Europe.

 The fight for human rights

 The second motivation for Europe to unite was freedom. The European Community was created in part to protect the Western countries from the Soviet dictatorship and to preserve democracy from totalitarian regimes. Human rights and the rule of law are one of the main pillars of the Union, they are a condition for accession to the EU. For peoples under communist domination, Europe meant freedom and democracy, and that's why they wanted to become part of it. Fighting for Europe is fighting for democracy. Why Europe ? Because Europe is not only an economic association but it is also a guarantee for human rights.

 At the time of the cold war this seemed quite clear : it was « good against evil ». But now new questions arise about the nature of the EU. Questions related to enlargement : if human rights are the foundation of Europe, should the EU extend to all the democratic countries ? Is the EU becomong a big NGO ? Questions about immigration : is Europe a fortress or should it be more opened to people from outside ? Questions about social justice and non-discrimination, for example toward  minorities such as the Romas. Questions about foreign policy : to what extent is Europe ready to stand for human  rights in its relationship with China or with other countries ? These questions deserve to be answerd by the Europeans.

 Boosting the economy

 The third motivation for a united Europe is, of course, prosperity. For many people, who take peace and freedom for granted, this is the main argument for Europe. Indeed, the first objective of the European community was to build up a common market. Ecven if it is not  completely done, the common market is a reality that boosted the European economy during the last fifty years. It has been crowned, in a certain way, by a single currency, the euro, which was also a very important accomplishment.

 Of course after the financial crisis has struck Europe in 2008 it has become more difficult to convince people that the European Union is the best way to boost the economy and improve their standard of living. Some people even put the euro into question and blame the European Union for the crisis. I  agree with Jacques Delors, former president of the European Commission, when he says that the Union is limping because it has a common monetary policy and no harmonization of national economic policies. To make the eurozone work better and trigger growth and prosperity, this harmonization is needed. 

 But here again the Europeans disagree about this prospect. The question is : what should be done at the European level ? And what should be done at the national level ? This remains a controversial issue. For the time being, many important matters belong to the competences of the member states, not of the EU. If we draw up the list of the main questions that have been discussed these last years in France, we see that they were about education, justice, jobs, salaries, social security, immigration. In these fields the EU sets up general principles but the main decisions are made at the national level. Should we transfer to the EU some of the competences that belong to the membre states ? This is a real question and a source of divide in Europe. 

 To clarify the European project

 As you see, my answer to the question « Why Europe ? » is that Europe is good for peace, good for freedom, good for prosperity. But at the same time this idea raises a lot of problems about the future of the EU. Peace, freedom, prosperity are still valuable goals but they require new thoughts.Should EU become a hard power and to what extent ? Shoud it be like a big NGO in the service of human rights ? Should more competences be given to the EU and less to the member states ? These questions should get an answer if we want Europe to move forward. 

 But who really wants a political community, a strongly united Europe, except in speeches that don't turn into actions ? You cannot say at the same time that Europe should have more power and that nations should keep their own power ? You cannot say that Europe should fight for peace and that it should not have a strong army ? It seems necessary to clarify the European project by answering some of these questions. 

 To convince people that Europe is the best way to get peace, freedom and prosperity, politicians must be convinced of that and they must take consistent stands. We need political leaders who believe in Europe and don't take the EU as a scapegoat. I'm afraid our present leaders, specially in the big countries such as France, Germany and of course the United Kingdom, are not as pro-Europeans as some of their predecessors. That's a big challenge : will the EU slowly decline and fade away ? Or will it start again ? I hope the second prospect will be the right one.  
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