1

What Lies Ahead for the European Union?
Yaroslav Zverina
Deputy Chairman, European Integration Committee,
House of Representatives, Parliament of the Czech Republic
The upcoming enlargement of the European Union is unique in many ways. The unique features, however, seem to be more negative than positive when compared to previous enlargements. This enlargement is the biggest one ever. The fifteen will become twenty-five. Unfortunately, not a more homogenous twenty-five, on the contrary, the new Union is going to be more complicated as regards political, social, economic and cultural aspects. When rejecting Turkey’s membership of the Union, one major European politician stated: "It would be the end of Europe". There is no question, however, that the Europe we have known will come to an end. This will happen at the moment when it is enlarged with ten new members and when it approves accession of Turkey. This will be the end of the old "Christian club" and a fundamental change in the ideals on which the European Union started its existence. The "Big Bang", approved in Copenhagen in the end of 2002, means the creation of a totally new European Union stretching from Portugal to Transylvania. With its 370 million inhabitants and economic power, the new union may compete even with the United States.

The new model of governance, formulated at Nice, was never tested and experience will show how it will work. Regardless of what we may think of this compromise sewn with a hot needle, it is going to impact in a major way the new face of the European Union. Qualified-majority decision-making will apply, representing not fewer than 62% of EU citizens. The period of presidency will be extended and annual summits will be held at Brussels only. There will be an end to the peregrinations of the Union’s top executive body to the capital cities of the member states. The capitals of the new member states will have no opportunity to shine, albeit briefly, on the global skies as the metropolis of Europe, once they assume presidency. The new borders will bring about new, hereto unusual political difficulties to the European Union. The European Union will share a long border with the restless Balkans and will become a direct neighbor of Turkey, Russia, Ukraine and Byelorussia.

The current European Union has frequently defined itself primarily as a "non-American" area, entirely independent of the United States, as much as possible. The accession of new members in 2004 will increase in the Union the proportion of unambiguously pro-American countries. These include all of the new member states from Central and Eastern Europe. With its pro-American stance, Britain will cease to be as isolated as it is now.  The trans-Atlantic link of the future European Union was strengthened in a major way when NATO was enlarged at the Prague Summit, since the new Eastern European countries are all members of the North Atlantic Alliance. These developments will be seen as positive by a considerable number of European politicians, but it represents a big headache for those with anti-American leanings.  

If the EU is to play a more significant role as a global political player, it will need common foreign policy. In the moment, though, it looks as though it does not have a unified voice even on such fundamental matters such as the Middle East, war against terrorism, or US Iraq policy.  The search for a common interest of the member states in foreign policy is not going to be easy or fast. For a long time, this area will be on the intergovernmental agenda rather than on Union agenda. The common security and defense policy appears to be more successful in many ways. The Union finds easily a common interest in relationship to local conflicts in its immediate vicinity. The most fitting example of such common action by the EU concerned the military operations to rein in the politically and ethnically motivated violence in the Balkans.  At the same time, the operations were a proof that to date the European Union possesses no combat-ready rapid deployment force. Nobody in the member states is overly keen to increase military spending. This does not give credibility to proclamations on enhancing the defense potential. Therefore, it still holds that the sole truly combat-ready guarantor of security and stability in the European zone is the North Atlantic Alliance and its military leader, the USA. An effective defense of the EU against contemporary threats is hardly thinkable without technology and logistics from the United States. Undoubtedly, NATO relatively intensely influences the political relations within the EU. There are no doubts that accession of certain countries into the EU in the past was also impacted by NATO strategic interests. This certainly applies to Portugal or Greece. The relative calm on the Greek – Turkish border is evidently possible because both countries are members of NATO. The relationship to NATO is not uniform inside the Union. The majority of EU member states are at the same time members of the North Atlantic Alliance. These countries, too, differ in the degree of willingness for close cooperation with the USA. Certain anti-American sentiments are visible in the policies of countries such as France, Germany, or Greece. Certain small member states are not NATO members or more or less value their neutrality (Sweden, Finland, Ireland, Austria). One of the sensitive topics of the recent Irish referendums on the Treaty of Nice was the country’s military neutrality the Irish have been traditionally proud of. Not even today is the European Union an internally secure zone. There is politically and ethnically motivated violence in several areas (Corsica, Basque territory, Northern Ireland, disputes between Greece and Turkey). After the fall of the Soviet Empire, Europe is no longer threatened with a real war conflict. Consequently, there is not the same need for military forces to deter an adversary. However, we need effective military tools, capable of rapid and efficient intervention in peace missions, in coping with crises and in preventing conflicts. The security agenda is obviously on table at in such institutions as the Council of Europe, the West-European Union, or the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe. For the time being, we can only dream that the European Union could become in medium-term horizon a global power, comparable to the United States. It is more likely, that Europe will increasingly have more problems with itself.

An ongoing source of continent-wide problems is intensive migration, prevalently motivated economically and socially. The huge and hard-to-control immigration activity burdens the European Union to an ever larger degree. Europe is thus becoming an area that ever more increases its all-around diversity. Adapting to this change will be a practical test of one of the highest common European values, "unity in diversity". Formulating a common asylum-granting and immigration policy would be of big importance for this agenda. It is no secret that this long-proclaimed common policy has not been much of a success. The best evidence of that are disputes between Great Britain and France concerning the handling of illegal immigrants.

Taken by Union representatives, the decision that eastward enlargement is not going to be associated with any extra costs has turned out to be quite far-sighted. It is an important argument for a dialog with the public opinion in the richer member states. It is going to be a tougher sell in those economically weaker current members threatened with the prospect of the poor Eastern European brothers taking away from them by partaking in the hitherto relatively generous European funds. It is evident that Western European countries are not too enthused about the idea of sharing their wealth with the poor brothers from the East. The wave of emotional altruism of the early 1990’s is gone forever and none of the current member states is going to add one extra Euro to the EU budget after enlargement. On the contrary, it is expected that payments to the common budget will be probably even lower for those countries after enlargement. The European Union resolved to get a lot of music for little money. The efforts to save money and hereby not to give the new member states equal conditions will of course result in the new member states’ lagging behind the European Union’s “hard core” for a longer period. The new post-Communist members will enjoy a standard of living comparable with that of the current member states only after many decades. In this respect, we may find a consolation in the fact that under the conditions of non-membership of the EU this catching up in economic performance would take longer still.

Discussions on enlargement sometimes seem to hide serious problems faced by the European Union itself. The Euro has problems and the entire continent’s economy is in recession.  The social state of the European kind will soon be in a crisis. Pressures on basic social and economic reforms in the member states and EU institutions are big, much bigger than they appeared not too long ago. It is likely that the new members will not bow as much to the old European idols. The path to higher economic growth is through enactment of market capitalist principles. The economies of the new member states should not end up in the trap of a costly and inflexible model of the European social state. In this respect, it can be reasonably expected from the new members that they will promote social and economic reforms, which are awaiting Europe one way or another.

True to its good old custom, the European Union is trying to escape its problems by moving forward. It discusses institutional reforms to improve the quality of government and to mitigate the indisputable democratic deficit. It is undoubtedly a magnanimous gesture when the EU provides the candidate countries with equal conditions in their participation in the Convention and apparently also in their participation in intergovernmental conferences. However, one can hardly imagine a truly equal participation by our representatives in similar negotiations prior to the ratification of enlargement of the EU in parliaments of the member states. In any case, certain transition periods and protective clauses are going to cause that we will be in a not-fully equal position even at the time when, as regular members, we will be jointly deciding on formulation of the Union budgetary policy after 2006. The Union should not hasten any fundamental institutional reforms. These should be made by the entire future twenty-five members, once actually constituted.

The idea of offering membership of the European Union to countries of Central and Eastern Europe dates back to the early 1990’s in the big-time "Euro-euphoria" atmosphere following the fall of the "Iron Curtain". Courage and enthusiasm are slacking somewhat in certain candidate countries and member states alike.  On both sides, however, there are strong rational arguments favoring enlargement. The union that was to be a "marriage of love" is most likely to become a "marriage of convenience". Such developments are not unnatural or negative. It is a well-known fact from marriage counseling that matrimony based on rational foundations tends to be more stable than a marriage of love brimming with emotions.
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