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You have invited me to reflect on whether EU is up to the challenges ahead. 

The shortest answer to that question that comes to my mind is that we are 

working on it.  

When I say "we" I mean all levels of European governance, businesses, 

academia, all stakeholders but also shareholders of the Union. Making 

Europe fit for the future must be a joint effort.  But this time around 

engagement coming from citizens must be taken seriously.  

Over the recent decade or so the European Union has been pictured as being 

in a very bad shape because, critics go saying, it needs reforms. But Europe 

has always meant change. It has never been just happening. Every new step 

in its evolution has been created by men and women. In response to 

demands coming from global shifts and from our own expectations and 

needs. Europe has always been a normative process. Also now, we can build 

Europe we have appetite for.  

 

Where are we in making Europe fit for the future? I would say there are bad 

news and there are good news. Times we live are difficult. Europe has been 

shaken profoundly by multiple crisis phenomena. They mostly hit in areas 

where European competences had been in an embryonic state. Years of huge 

efforts of addressing those problems are behind us. But a lot of unfinished 

businesses are still with us. Our societies are polarized, our economic and 

social realities are diverging. The folly of populism has marched into the 

mainstream of our politics. Nationalism is back and nation state mentality is 

damaging to our capacity to improve Europe. A disrespectful way of doing 

politics has not skipped European political landscape. And yes, there are 

angry citizens and their grievances are legitimate.  

 

National narratives about Europe are in crisis. We have not succeeded in 

generating a counter narrative to populist anti-European lines that turn people 

against Europe. There is enough evidence to substantiate the claim that 



national capacity to think and act in a pro-European way has been eroded. 

We can see it in tens of infringement procedures launched by the European 

Commission. What is worrying is that we see situations in some member 

states where European values we believe are cast in stone are under political 

dispute and democratic institutions are questioned. This is not the challenge 

of democratic deficit, this is much more serious. And when values are lost we 

are lost.  

 

Among rather good news, one could talk about improving economic situation, 

decreasing unemployment rate, emerging conditions for the exit from years of 

extraordinary monetary policy. The challenge of making it the right way is here 

with us.  

What is also felt is a stronger appreciation of the added value of European 

Union reflected by public opinion polls after the British referendum. The 

encouraging shift is demonstrated by the results of the French presidential 

election, probably for the first time in the recent decade won under Union’s 

flag. So yes, there is a glimpse of hope.  

 

Where are we going from here? I cannot say that there is no risk that political 

demands can take Europe back. The change in Europe has always been in 

response to a demand. This risk is with us. On the one hand, there is a 

general shared lack of acceptance of the status quo. But that is exactly where 

consensus ends. There is then a lot of diverging views on where to go. Both, 

in terms of the landing zone and in terms of how to get there. I would even 

say that sense of urgency of change is stronger and more spread this time 

around.  

 

If you ask me about what can happen in Europe in the time ahead I would say 

there is no risk of an implosion. I would say there is no risk of the re-

nationalization of Europe in a follow up to Brexit. I would even say that there 

will not be any meaningful scaling back of powers. We will see meetings of 

subsets of states looking for joint positions. It is important to watch these 

tendencies and ensure that they are not undermining the unity which is 

needed more than ever. However, I do not believe that these political clusters 

could trigger a tendency to excluding others. The multi speed Europe will 

remain legally open, politically it will be the responsibility of national leaders to 

keep their peoples on the margins of mainstream progress.  

 

In the Commission's White Paper there are possible options to design a path 

of change. Some of them look like possibilities but do not sound like options to 

be chosen. It seems I believe rather clear to those who feel responsible for a 

better future that a stand still which would mean muddling through is not an 

option. We know it from short periods of the history of European integration. It 

would mean taking the lowest common denominator for decision making. It 



would mean acting too late and doing too little. It would mean policy making 

through ex post reactions. It would mean making decisions under immediate 

pressure of events. If we go for this choice we are lost. The world would not 

wait for us. Future generations would not forgive us. A more responsible 

approach would mean to opt for change. With the same speed for everybody 

which seems rather unlikely under current lack of political cohesion in the 

Union. Or on the basis of an agreed framework for a multi speed integration. 

 

There are those who would call for ripping the current institutional framework. 

This is not an option either. There are calls for moving toward federal 

solutions but appetite for this solution, even if at the end it will be the landing 

zone for the European integration, has not really reached a necessary critical 

mass. In spite of the fact that some federal institutional solutions, like the 

Banking Union, have been implemented.  

 

There is a wrong debate in Europe opposing pragmatism and vision as two 

exclusive tracks for the move forward. We need both. Seeing the big picture is 

fundamental for making right pragmatic choices. Those who claim that we live 

times of pragmatism only probably do not have any vision. This I would see 

dangerous.  

 

Without doubt we will continue efforts to cope effectively with delivery gap in 

the three areas identified in ongoing reflection on the future. These are areas 

of economic and social dimensions of integration, security and migration. 

These are long term processes which require a comprehensive approach to 

policy making, cooperation at the community level and good European level 

solutions.  

 

I trust all upcoming Commission papers, two of them already published, will 

provide a good package deal. They address social dimension of Europe, 

globalization, EMU reforms, European defence and the budget for Europe.  

But I feel tempted to say that the challenge is not only an ambitious package 

deal. The challenge is more fundamental. I sometimes, as a citizen, worry 

less about the Union and more about what I would call Europe. We have as 

societies become illiberal and regressive. There is still time to prevent this 

change from staying with us. But the bell tolls. We have to act with a sense of 

urgency before it is too late. We cannot ignore visible hints of crisis of 

representative democracy. We cannot pretend that anti-globalization mood is 

not dangerous for our future well being. We cannot develop an amnesia 

regarding the dangers of the nation state mentality. We cannot allow 

ourselves not to be aware of emerging risks to open society.  But that is 

another story, probably not for this debate.  

 



In the months and years to come making choices regarding governance will 

grow in importance. It is legitimate to ask whether intergovernmentalism is an 

option.  

I would say definitely no, it must not be an option but it does exist, in my view 

as a possibility. We see here and there a growing appetite for entering into 

this folly. I am calling it a folly because the times we live and the problems we 

face have been for a while generating an increasing demand for European 

solutions. Across all areas we have to address. We also see calls for taking 

the control back. However even in case of UK a big public call for identifying 

policy areas qualifying for repatriation from Brussels ended up with identifying 

none. We can see promises to provide security to citizens trough national 

policy and these are false promises as reality proves.  

 

The most probable option to be followed will be the one of a multispeed 

Europe. This is really the well known reality. We all know it does exist but we 

all pretend it does not. European treaties have always had enough flexibility 

space to accommodate national preferences and choices while not 

undermining the common European interests. Many believe this option can be 

better exploited, not allowing those with justified smaller appetite to slow down 

progress in the integration process. As the history shows moving forward 

selectively can be done within the treaties or outside the treaties. I trust the 

treaties and believe we should offer ourselves a better legal framework for the 

two speed Europe based on the common currency as a dividing line and at 

the same time uniting factor for those in the area. Safeguards would be 

needed for those staying for the time being outside and the European 

Commission should be the guardian for those safeguards. Without UK non-

euro are will become politically and economically much weaker. Additionally it 

will be weakened by euro skepticism of their political elites. Whether we like it 

or not political center will move even more decisively toward euro zone. And 

safeguards I just mentioned will be needed to ensure integrity of the internal 

market, consistency of policies and non-discrimination between the euro area 

and the European Union members.  

 

Before I conclude let me mention two more important realities we have to face 

as the Union. One is the transatlantic challenge. It seems very dynamic with 

every day bringing something new to reflect on. It is true that for the first time 

in the history of transatlantic relationship we see an American President who 

seems to enjoy the perspective of a disintegrating Europe. We have also lost 

crucial frameworks for our strategic cooperation that over years worked for 

both sides. I think here of TTIP and climate commitments. On NATO related 

issues, fortunately we seem to recover from the initial risk.  

So yes, it seems legitimate to ask whether future EU - US global leadership 

on trade is still possible. Especially, that also in Europe we face the challenge 

to resist the clear public backlash against international trade agreements. It 



should be our joint task to bring back the commitment to multilateralism and 

global standards. Financial sector is another area in risk in this context. 

 

And finally, Brexit. Some people say it is a window of opportunity for us, 

Europeans to move forward with long due reforms. I also think it is worth 

mentioning in this context that we have to understand that a less influential 

CITY will not make EMU automatically stronger. It is true that we have started 

the integration without the Britons and we will carry on without them. It is true 

that we have to go on with reforms with or without them. But maybe there is a 

new factor to be exploited if it lasts. I think here of unprecedented unity the 

twenty seven member states have demonstrated in the context of the Brexit 

negotiations.  

I also hope that both sides will be willing to identify what I would call a 

common interest. It can be an orderly withdrawal based on a damage 

minimization principle.   

And let’s hope for a good use of the whole process as a learning process.  

 

 


