
1 

 

Danuta Hübner 
Chair of the Committee on Constitutional Affairs  

in the European Parliament 
 

After the UK referendum:  
Europe’s future as a political project - between integration and differentiation  

 
SPINELLI Group public debate on  

“How to relaunch the European political project?” 
7th July 2016, Berlin 

 
 

 

Everything we have heard so far points to the fact that Europe is in a bad 

shape today. Still, I feel tempted to say that it can be worse. Action is needed 

to avoid that times ahead get tougher. 

  

 We seem to be overwhelmed by the challenge of keeping the Union together. 

But it is not only about being together.  There are two clear options. We can 

either fail and fall together disintegrating into 28 irrelevant Member States or 

we can win together.  The latter should be our ambition and task. And it is not 

only about final objectives of our action, what will matter equally  is how we 

deal with challenges.  

 

 We have to respect what we have built so far, respect rules and act as states 

and as European institutions efficiently. On some issues to respect the 

existing rules is not sufficient as a way forward. There are integration areas 

which are left overs of unfinished business of the past. Here, we need to build 

institutions, e.g. to complete banking union, to provide the EMU with a fiscal 

capacity, to invest in a European defense policy, etc.  

 

 One can say that the sheer depth and length of the crises, as well as the fact 

that territory occupied by populists has expanded beyond what Europe could 

digest, are a sufficiently strong source of legitimation for deep and far 

reaching reforms.However, some politicians do not see the multiple damaging 

crises as providing exceptionally powerful legitimacy for far reaching reforms, 

for governments to act favoring European solutions. These politicians make a 

mistake. We have legitimacy to think and act in a European way. 

  

 It is the momentum for taking people away from populists. They are aiming at 

destroying European cohesion and European capacity for dialogue and 

solidarity. But the only way forward is the way of reforms. 

  

 Brexit will make both EU and UK smaller. It already works in this direction. 

It  is often seen as a referendum on globalisation. In my view, it is not 



2 

 

globalisation which is the problem. We all continue to benefit from it. But we 

have failed to convince people that EU is a vehicle to make globalisation work 

for us, European citizens. Of course, we need to improve this vehicle, make it 

work in a fairer way for everybody. 

   

 It is true that the British referendum on Brexit and its spill over effects have 

created a momentum for introducing changes to policy ideas and patterns of 

policy making that had been followed for years. It is not clear, however, how 

long the Brexit effect will last. Political will of change in the European  Union 

sometimes last surprisingly short.  

 

In my view, the momentum created by Brexit is first of all a momentum for 

democratic reforms. I said before that what mattered  exceptionally strongly 

today was how  we should move forward. When saying that I actually mean 

that democracy is key for the future of the Union. Once again in the history of 

the European integration we must admit that democratic deficit does exist. It 

might mean something different compared to the period after Nice treaty but it 

is here to stay unless we as politicians and institutions take it seriously. We 

must make Europe a working democracy. And we must get  on board also 

those politicians who stubbornly insist that the only democracy in Europe is 

the one at national level. When problems do not recognize national borders, 

when solutions can be effective only if tailored for the European level, 

European dimension of democracy is natural but also critical.  

 

 Over the last years we have seen the European Council as crisis 

management institution. As a result, for issues which in reality cannot be 

solved through  soft coordination of national resources, Europe has applied 

this way of action. That was not successful. Growing role of the European 

Council does not respect the requirement of transparency. Last summit in 

June discussed the British referendum and many other crucial issues again 

behind the closed door. Actually, the entire crisis management by the 

European Council has led to an increase of the scope of what was decided 

behind the closed doors without a public record of who said what.  

 

 When we talk about European democracy we normally think about the 

European Parliament. It is the only directly elected European institution, 

representing citizens of the Union. One could say that European Parliament 

was key to democracy in Europe. But it is not the case. It is not yet an 

element of European citizenship identity. People continue to see national 

governments as representing them at the European integration level, 

defending their interests against abstract Brussels  institutions. This 

perception continues to be abused by national governments who thus 

undermine the image and true role of the Union in people's life.  
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The space for European democracy must be enhanced. But it should be 

created first of all at national level, in the national politics. This European 

space in people's minds and hearts cannot be imposed from above, from 

European level. It must be nourished by national politics which should give 

credibility to the joint action at European level.  

 

And I believe it is fundamental that European citizenship identity includes the 

emotional link with European Parliament because European Parliament is key 

to democracy in Europe. We must work on it.  There are many ideas on 

democratic Europe and democratically implemented reforms. One day they 

will merge into one vision of a democratic Europe. 

 

We are divided on how much vision and how much pragmatism should be in 

our thinking and acting, and getting people involved. It is difficult to mobilise 

people for a grand change without a clear direction. I believe a vision is key 

now. Without a vision it is practically impossible to get people on board, to 

make them enthusiastic about change. People have to know where we want 

to take them. Uncertainty leads them to populists. To get people on board, do 

we need to develop a direct democracy based on referenda ? There have 

been many moments in recent European history when leaders managed to 

convince people to incredibly bold political change  without reaching out to 

referendum.  

 

 There are many areas of European integration where changes should 

continue and we have to find solution quickly. Many important changes, 

however,  will take time. But in both cases there is a common fundamentally 

important factor. To make Europe a functioning democracy capable of 

delivering what people expect from it, we need a commitment from national 

leaders. New Europe can be built only if politicians remain committed to 

Europe. Do we have this commitment?  

  

There are democratically elected leaders who do not base their European 

narrative on facts and positive emotions. Quite the contrary. British 

referendum provides clear evidence that you can win electoral campaign 

having as a base for your political narrative lies and false promises embedded 

in anti establishment emotions. Politicians can build their political capital on a 

logic where facts do not matter. We must take the politics back to truth and 

positive emotions. We must stop lying.  

 

 But in the EU, nothing will change unless there is a political will to move 

forward.  If you look at the reality of last years, you can see how often and 

how many governments were actually opposing reforms of the European 

Union which would benefit citizens. Actually, mainstream parties' governments 
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have been often competing with their narrative dangerously close to not to say 

similar to the one of Eurosceptics or even Europhobes from far left and far 

right. In short, we have a problem with national leadership, increasingly weak 

when it comes to thinking and acting in a pro-European way. 

 

National governments have aggravated our problems by opposing European 

institutions, making their action less effective, representing very often on the 

issues most relevant for citizens opposing stance. We often heard from 

Member States that EU must deliver but at the same time they were opposing 

further integration. We must end  with this schizophrenia. These were  not the 

citizens of UK who asked for referendum on Brexit. It was the leader of a party 

who needed the referendum argument for internal power fight. These were 

not the citizens of the Netherlands who asked for an amazing law on 

referendum to use it against the decision already made by the Dutch 

parliament on associating Ukraine with the Union instead of having a 

permanent danger across the EU border. So we should stop blaming the 

citizens of the Union for wanting to break up a European community of people 

sharing values and benefiting from doing things together.  

 

People do have legitimate concerns, fears and expectations. They do not care 

about what politicians argue about which is "more Europe or less Europe". 

They want their concerns being taken seriously and effectively addressed. 

And they do see that some solutions can come only from Europe, and security 

is a good example here. We need as Europe to deliver what can be delivered 

only as a European solution. And there is more and more not less and less 

problems that require European solutions. So yes, delivery by Europe is 

crucial.  

 

But we need also a debate about what Europe is for today and tomorrow. This 

debate must involve citizens. People want to talk. People want to discuss 

different policy choices, different integration paths. People want to have this 

debate with other people. These other people might have different views and 

dreams. This is one more reason for having a talking Europe. I do not think 

that European citizens from V4 Group: Chechia. Poland, Slovakia and 

Hungary approve of an anti German coalition agreed to be built by their prime 

ministers. This is not about unity that Europe so desperately needs today. 

This is what we have always suspected President Putin is happy to see.  

 

 We must involve also local levels of governance in talking with citizens about 

Europe. Right-wing, nationalist and populist parties all over Europe who have 

used the EU as a scapegoat – among them the Front National in France and 

the Partij voor de Vrijheid in the Netherlands, they act not in Brussels or 

capitals. They talk to all of us, citizens. Traditional parties far too often forget 

about local level.  
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Federalists have been recently accused by some European leaders of 

contributing to the growing distance between Europe and citizens. The 

dilemma of more or less Europe  exists in the heads of politicians who have 

their own political agenda. People by themselves do not formulate this type of 

question. Political elites should stop thinking about the sustainability of their 

power and allowing the poison of nation state  spread across Europe.  

 

Federalists should leave the ivory tower and get involved more in a dialogue 

with citizens. Dialogue means listening to the other side. We should also 

create networks, frameworks in which to mobilize academics, think tanks, civil 

society. We need many initiatives like the appeal of 9 may, a roadmap for a 

new European Renaissance proposed by a small group of intellectuals and 

practitioners of Europe. The network of Jean Monnet professors around 

Europe must not be about debates behind closed doors among academics. 

The  think tanks should move with their debates beyond Brussels or university 

campuses.  

 

Participatory approach to debates matters. But we need also a much  more 

participative process of decision making. It has been known for decades from 

the experience of European cohesion policy that this approach gives feeling of 

ownership and comfort of having control.  

 

 If we look back ten- twenty years we can see how much the nature of our 

societies and the way they function have changed. At the same time the way 

we function as institutions and political systems have hardly changed. Some 

people do not believe we should launch a convention soon to debate Europe 

of future. We do not have to call it convention but we need an open debate. 

Populists ignore facts but they talk a lot. We must have a strong, emotional, 

based on facts and truths counter narrative. People do not hear from us. 

 

 What the Brexit thing has to do with all that? Why it is a momentum? I believe 

it is a chance to transform the current crisis into an opportunity of the 

integration. Brexit tells us also that focusing on euro zone makes a lot of 

political sense. Brits will be explicitly out from building Europe.  The  biggest 

non euro country will be gone.  

 

 Do the remaining non euro countries have power, political  and emotional, to 

take major areas of European integration forward? I have doubts. They are 

weak and distant because they are troubled with euroscepticism of political 

elites. They have lost their credibility of potential front runners of European 

integration. So, even stronger than it has been so far, Eurozone will be the 

political center of the Union. Last week Financial Times reported on many 
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financial sector actors moving away from the City. But this does not make 

euro zone automatically stronger. Reforms are needed.  

 

 Unfortunately, euro zone countries are divided on major reforms which euro 

zone needs. These discrepancies have to be overcome. Both with regard to 

the architecture and governance of euro zone.  

 

 Can we move on these reforms without heated debates that confuse and 

frustrate people? I think that people see lack of political will to move forward 

and they also see the discrepancies. This turns people against Europe. But I 

believe we have a plan.  

 

Let us use the momentum we have now to embark on decisive reforms. Let 

us set a roadmap with a timetable, to avoid that the current momentum gets 

lost in a few months, when governments may be tempted by “business as 

usual” and focus on the coming elections in France, Germany and possibly 

Italy.   

 

Brexit  led immediately to the fears that it might embolden right-wing parties in 

push for referenda. Series of polls taken since the Brexit vote indicate that the 

support for the EU has actually risen and support for exit has fallen down 

notably in countries with lukewarm attitude to the EU integration. UK seems to 

be the negative example of the "mess" none of those countries would like to 

follow. Danish support for Europe has risen from 60% to 69%, in Finland from 

56% to 68%. This of course doesn't absolve the EU from what is perceived as 

intrusive handling of national finances and refugee crisis. 

 

 But EMU has to stop being an unfinished business. We have to develop a 

legal framework within which some member states will do everything together 

while others will stay less involved if they wish so. It is highly improbable that 

we could proceed with the same speed. Of the twenty eight states some 

already work much closer on some issues. Euro zone members have banking 

union, common supervision, common approach to failing banks, common 

stability fund, and will have EDIS. Within the twenty eight/seven we will 

continue to share policies at a different speed. For this we need rather sooner 

than later a new treaty allowing for this approach to continue. 

 

 It goes without saying that we will need a very clearly formulated clause on 

non discrimination between those who are in the euro zone and the outs. The 

clause should say that governance of the euro area shall not undermine 

single market as well as economic, social and territorial cohesion of the 

European Union. Additionally, the European Commission should be entrusted 

with the task to ensure the consistency of the policies of the Union and of the 

euro zone.  
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 Differentiated integration which seems to continue as a political taboo does 

exist already today and is also formalized in the Treaty. It actually goes back 

to special budgetary solutions for the UK, through Schengen, Maastricht, to 

euro. There are special mechanisms in the Treaty allowing for opt outs, opt 

ins, enhanced cooperation in general and more specific for CFSP. As long as 

common ground is not questioned and no individual state is excluded, 

differentiated integration is an accepted dimension of our reality. It is better to 

move at different speed than stand still and fear that we will be driven by 

events to a disintegration into twenty eight globally irrelevant states.  

 

 


