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Introduction: Why Was the European Union Created?

The idea of a United Europe has appeared for hundreds of years in the works of certain thinkers, yet the integration process of European states only started after World War II. This is because the end of the war found Europe divided and in ruins. Western European countries took advantage of a historic opportunity when they put their conflicts aside, sat down to negotiate and started to plan a peaceful future for the continent by introducing a few specific cooperative measures. 

The idea was that lasting peace could only be achieved if they interlinked their economies. The goal was to establish inter-dependence and division of labour in order to prevent individualistic politics and possible renewed attempts at totalitarian rule. The international community, including the United States (with the Marshall Plan) made it clear through aid efforts dedicated to reconstructing the continent that they wanted an integrated and peaceful Europe. Moreover, at the time Western European nations were increasingly concerned about the steadily developing communist block in Eastern Europe.


It should not be ignored that although uniting Europe has important political implications, the primary bond is economic cooperation. Western European countries had a great deal to accomplish, patiently and carefully strengthening their partnership in order to obtain a leading position in the world economy. The high costs of welfare and social security that characterize European states, together with high wages, reduce the competitiveness of European goods. To counterbalance this, the solution lay in the expansion of the scale of production, standardized production and specialization whereby each country would produce different goods. This in turn necessitated larger markets, bigger than the territory of any single European country. The high costs of research also had to be considered, because a number of industries need research budgets which are too large for a single state to provide. At the same time, the possibility of integration was favoured by geographical proximity; hence, the elimination of borders gave companies larger markets than national ones.

What Is Integration and What Are Its Different Stages?

Integration goes through several stages, which can be followed throughout the development of the EU. In fact, it is a unique, textbook example because never in history has any form of cooperation between states achieved the level of the current European Union. Starting with a so-called free-trade zone (where there are no tariffs between member countries, but each country keeps its own external tariffs towards non-member countries), in just about ten years Western Europeans developed a customs union where tariffs are lifted between member countries, and there is a common customs system and common external tariffs towards non-member states. In Europe the establishment of the customs union was quick and easy, and its advantages were tangible. Nevertheless, the obstacles faced by the free flow of capital and labour proved more challenging. Hence, the next stage of integration means that the free movement of production and services becomes possible: the factors enabling production can move freely; the free flow of labour and capital is achieved. For example, this means that the citizens of member countries can buy land wherever they want. The creation of the single market in 1992 was an outstanding achievement. It marks the beginning of a truly integrated European market, given that all physical or theoretical obstacles have been removed, and for example unified standards are applied in member countries.

The possibilities of the EU do not end here. The EU’s Monetary Union has already been established, which means that member countries use a common currency. The introduction of the well-known Euro requires uniform banknotes as well as a unified financial system, whereby member countries harmonize their economic policies. As a result, today the EU functions as an “Economic and Monetary Union”. Where can we go from here? In theory, we could talk about a political union, where common defence and foreign policies accompany a common economic policy. In this case member countries would practically become federal states, forming a system like the United States of America.

Has Preparation for Political Union Started?


If we are thinking in terms of the creation of a United States of Europe the answer is probably no. Nonetheless, one might wonder what the establishment of a common European army would mean. What does “Mr. Europe” imply, who roams the world as a quasi foreign secretary of Europe even in our time?

The “Treaty establishing a European Constitution” would have opened one possible path towards political union. Several European countries rejected it in its original form, even though it was the result of several years of hard work. A so-called Convention (on the Future of Europe) assembled in order to discuss matters regarding the future of the EU. The number of representatives in the Convention resembled that of the parliament of a small country, and its task was to draft answers to questions relating to the future of the EU and to present these to member countries.

Post-Convention Inter-Governmental Discussions… Signing… Ratification… the French-Dutch Debacle

Independently of the failure of the constitution and the role it might play in the future, it is worth examining its basic concepts and its most significant achievements. Historically, even in the earliest constitutions, we encounter a list of fundamental human rights. The purpose of a constitution, as a collection of a state’s most important basic laws, is to lay down the most fundamental principles that govern a society’s life. It was known that the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union, proclaimed in 2000, would be included in the European Constitution. This Charter proclaims in six main points the basic values that would have been obligatory for all EU institutions and citizens, had the constitution been accepted. Nonetheless, these values are already recognized by all European countries.


The first chapter deals with the question of human dignity. It asserts that everyone has the right to live, and as a result, it forbids the death sentence in European courts, as well as the practice of capital punishment. In this context, the document also bans torture and inhumane treatment by authorities in the EU. Furthermore, it does not authorize human cloning.


The second chapter addresses the issue of human rights. In this section the document presents rights that are evident to many of us, but it is important to bear in mind that in many countries people do not enjoy these rights. Among them we find the right to private life and the right to form a family, as well as freedom of conscience, religion and assembly. The Charter protects personal information, meaning that the authorities or other persons cannot possess our personal data. The document guarantees the freedom to study and choose residence, in other words we can study what we want wherever we wish and we can work where we want to.


The third chapter discusses the principle of equality. All EU citizens, women or men, Muslims or Christians, supporters of the political left or right, people of Jewish or African origin, French or Hungarian speakers, members of ethnic minorities, all have the same rights and responsibilities. In the EU equal opportunities will be offered to people both at the workplace and in cultural life, and mentally and physically disabled people will be fully respected members of society.


The fourth chapter’s motto is solidarity. Workers and employees are entitled to defend their interests and enjoy the protection of trade unions, and they have the right to go –legally- on strike. Working conditions and hours must be fair and humane. All EU citizens can benefit from social security and health care services.


The fifth chapter covers the issue of civil rights. All citizens have the right to vote and can present themselves as candidates at elections. Within EU territory citizens can settle wherever they wish and can access all EU documents in any language they request.


In the sixth and final chapter, regarding the issue of jurisdiction, the Charter declares that everyone is entitled to impartial courts and legal defence. If they are convicted, citizens have the right to balanced and not excessive punishment.

The Transition from Values to Institutional Mechanisms

In Western democracies state power is divided into three main branches: legislative (held by parliament), executive (held by the president and the government) and judiciary (held by the courts). The three bodies function separately and supervise the work of one another. The importance of the parliament derives from the fact that the people who belong to it (members of parliament) are directly accountable to the men and women who elect them, whereas the other two branches are responsible only towards the parliament.

The European Parliament: The EU’s Democratic but Not Very Popular Institution

The European Parliament is the only European body whose members- as in national parliaments- are elected directly by citizens, yet strangely enough it is not more popular than any other European institution. Given that the Members of the European Parliament (MEP) are “the people’s” representatives, in theory the parliament should reflect most accurately what people think about different EU decisions. Just as national laws are passed in parliament, the EU’s legislation-or at least a significant portion of it- is made in the European Parliament.

The origin of the word “parliament” is most probably the French “parler,” meaning “to talk.” In the Middle Ages the first assemblies under this name served as advisory committees of the monarch, where advisers “talked” about important matters. If you switch on the TV today and watch parliamentary debates, you still see loudly debating MPs, and even if their style is sometimes shocking, this organization is a fundamental institution of democracy. The representatives of the people make decisions about laws and actions that determine society’s future life.

The European Parliament is a special public body: firstly because it is the only international organization elected by voters and not appointed by politicians or “important people.” Secondly, because it is an assembly of international delegates who discuss genuinely important matters (today there are several international conventions and institutions, yet some serve primarily the purpose of getting to know each other rather than carrying out serious work).

Interestingly, the creators of united Europe did not initially intend to establish a large common parliament, because they did not want the complicated procedures surrounding assemblies (debates, agreements) to further slow down the already clumsy decision-making process between member countries. Between 1952 and1962 the organization was called the Common Assembly, and until 1970 it served solely as an advisory body. Later the organization was given the name European Parliament (EP) and gradually became stronger; for example now it also plays a major role in the important issue of budgetary procedure. Since 1979 EU citizens can elect their MEPs directly. Voting was not and still is not an easy matter, given that member countries all have their own regulations regarding polling procedures (in some places people vote for several days, in others only on Thursday or Sunday etc). However, the main point is that every five years there are EP elections with the participation of national parties in each country, whose elected candidates become members of the EP.

The European Parliament holds its plenary sessions in Strasbourg, France, whereas its committees work in Brussels, the EU’s administrative centre. The parliament has its presidents and vice-presidents, and its sessions are prepared by committees, in other words it works under similar principles to national parliaments. The parliament convenes for a week each month to debate and vote, in short to make decisions. The material for each session undergoes preliminary debate and preparation by the experts of the relevant committee, and is presented by one of its delegates to other MEPs.

As the result of a series of agreements, the European Parliament has been gradually getting stronger as an EU institution since 1987. Unlike national parliaments, it has no independent legislative authority, yet it is progressively becoming an indispensable organization in EU decision-making, and its consent is necessary in an increasing number of issues. It should be noted that in the European Union there is significant competition for different spheres of authority, with different bodies fighting for the right to make decisions in particular areas. The European Parliament influences the EU budget (how much the EU spends on what), and can even reject it. It takes part in drafting laws, but in this area it has to collaborate with the Council of the European Union. This consists of representatives of national governments, who vary according to the issue being discussed. The third area of the EP’s authority is the supervision of the European Commission, or the EU’s “government”. It is involved in the appointment of the members of the Commission and if the “government” is not doing its job well, a two-thirds majority vote of MEPs can force the Commission to resign.

In parliamentary debates, as in national parliaments, political parties confront each other, yet, interestingly, they are not grouped by countries but by political orientations. At the moment the largest group is the 
European People's Party, which combines the conservative parties of different European nations. The other political faction is the Party of European Socialists. Liberal parties belong to the European Liberal Democrat and Reform Party. Apart from these there are of course other groups in the European Parliament, for example Green parties and Eurosceptics. 

Members of the European Parliament have great responsibility, given that beyond the interests of their political group, they have to represent those of their home country. It requires professional competence and foreign language skills, and it means living away from home for five years (though of course they can travel home quite often). Perceptions of MEPs vary; many see them as careerist politicians, while others point out that often those who fail in national politics escape to the EP. In any case, their salary is usually considerably higher than that of their fellow MPs at home. 

The Commission: The European Union’s Non-existent “Government”

People sometimes get fed up with politics. It is enough to go out into the streets to hear people ardently criticizing politicians and parties. Usually, you notice that most people criticize the government, and not parliament. The best explanation for this is that governments have the most visible role in decision-making. The structure and the legal authority of the European Commission do not resemble those of national governments; nonetheless, we can observe certain similarities in its functioning and significance. Hence, Europeans also complain about the Commission more than about the Parliament. In fact, they already do so by nicknaming it the EU’s government. Those who oppose the EU or are less informed about it do not bring up Brussels by accident (“Brussels gives orders,” “Brussels is like Moscow,” “overblown Brussels”), given that Brussels serves as the commission’s headquarters.

The European Commission is an independent institution whose main aim is to represent the community’s interests. The question arises: why doesn't the parliament represent these interests? While in the Parliament MEPs represent their own views or those of their country or region, in the Commission nobody represents his or her own country. Hence, common interests appear on the level of the entire community of the EU. The Commission is responsible for preparing laws, policies and programs. In other words, projects start from here, and after the approval of the Council and the Parliament, it is the Commission’s task again to execute them. Consequently, the EU’s entire work is closely linked to the Commission.

The term Commission has two different meanings. First it stands for the organization whose twenty members divides community policies among themselves, and independently of their citizenship are responsible for acting in their policy field in the interests of the EU. Secondly, it refers to the whole institution that supports the twenty-member organization, and which is often criticized for its complicated bureaucracy. Each political field has its own Directorate General, with a staff of several hundred people. Position appointments are closely regulated. Officials, translators, clerks and administrators are selected in proportion to the population of their countries and undergo a strict and difficult admission process.

The Commission is accountable to, and if necessary has to report to, the Parliament. All proposed bills must primarily consider the interests of Europe as a whole. Yet, it should be noted that the Commission has to present bills that are worthy of discussion or necessitate consideration at EU level. In cases where national regulation suffices, the Committee has to take a secondary role.

The Commission and the European Court of Justice ensure that Europe-wide laws are enforced. For example larger companies constantly fear competition law commissioners. Countries often receive letters from the Commission reprimanding them for violating the laws of the community. In this case, the country has to give an explanation for the violation at short notice. If the issue is not settled the Commission reports the member country to the Court.

Democratic Deficit

What does all this matter to us, citizens?


At this point you are probably wondering what purpose all this serves. Why do we spend millions of euros on these institutions, and what is the EU good for beyond guaranteeing our fundamental civil rights and maintaining peace in Europe?

The answer is that the EU brings thousands of practical advantages.

Within the European Union we can seek employment, buy a house, purchase a new couch or open a café wherever we wish. During the referendum about the EU we could hear slogans that are generally true; nevertheless, the real substance always lies in the details. The underlying goal of a united Europe was exactly that it should become a large single market where passports become unnecessary, where we do not have to pay customs duties, in short where goods, people, capital and services can circulate without limitations. In the following section we will examine these areas.


The main obstacle to unity was the fact that countries regulated these fields with different laws, which primarily protected each country’s interests against those of others. In order to create terms that are equal and acceptable to all, member states had to give up regulations that limited the influx of goods, persons, capital and services, and had to become open. Once eliminated, these restrictions were replaced by new EU legislation that regulates these issues on the European level. This process was not quick; indeed it has been continuously evolving over nearly four decades, and it was not even completed with the EU expansions that involved most Eastern-Central European countries.

The Free Movement of Goods

The market of the European Union functions like a national market. It is a system that is not obstructed by internal boundaries. Regardless of the origin of a product, it can be sold under the same conditions on the Spanish or the Austrian market. It is not subject to higher taxes than the products of the given country. To stay with these examples, Hungarian pork will be subject to the same taxes in Madrid as Spanish meat, and in Vienna as Austrian meat. (The Hungarian trader can decide where it is most profitable to sell the meat). Products arriving from other member countries can only be taxed in certain cases: if the import violates the public interest or if the rearing of imported animals and the cultivation of food products do not fully meet sanitary regulations. This regulation clarifies why the EU has asked us, among others (including recently joined Rumania) to improve the sanitary inspection of animals and food safety. It equally serves the interests of our health and our trade!


There are no customs between EU member countries;  however, products arriving from outside are subject to the same customs duties regardless of where they enter EU territory, be it Sicily or the northern coast of France. After paying duty at a Sicilian customs office, a Tunisian tradesman can freely access the markets of any other member states without having to pay again.

The Free Migration of People

The “Maastricht Treaty”, one of most important agreements of the Union, states that all EU citizens enjoy the fundamental right of free movement within EU territory. However, it does make a difference what the purpose a citizen’s visit is, because there are different regulations about travelling, employment or starting a business abroad. EU regulations guarantee that workers from all member countries have the same rights as local workers. This is very important, because it allows e.g. Polish miners to obtain work in Spanish mines and to earn the same salary as local workers. This is equally beneficial for employers because it enables them to contract more competent workers for the same salary. Social security payments complicate employment abroad, because it is difficult to specify which country’s pension fund will support the retired miner who has worked in several countries. EU specialists are still working on the answer, proposing that the funds of all countries where he or she has worked should pay according to the type of employment and the rules of the given social security system.

 
There are categories of workers, including traders, artisans etc., who do not try their luck in other member countries merely as employees. Settling in a new country also enables them to set up their own enterprises. The only obstacle could be the acceptance of their diplomas and qualifications in another country. However, this does not present an insoluble problem these days as most member countries have implemented systems for validating foreign diplomas. There are barriers to starting and running a business: if somebody wants to make cheap chemical goods out of toxic materials or runs a business in another country for money laundering purposes, they should not complain about discrimination based on nationality when the local authorities intervene.


It is a general rule that all EU citizens can travel within the EU for three months without any kind of permit. For longer periods (study, employment, or settlement) a residence permit is required, nevertheless this is easy to obtain as long as the individual can present acceptable reasons and proof of income to the authorities.

Free Flow of Capital

This field is probably the most obvious: what is the advantage of freely choosing my workplace, if I cannot take my property with me if I decide to move again? The principle of the free movement of capital was accepted in 1990, and ever since then only states that accept this condition are permitted to join the EU. Understandably, certain limitations remain in this field as well: entrepreneurs who evade taxes or take part in money laundering abroad will be prosecuted outside their home countries as well. In this case the illegally obtained capital can be halted by local authorities during international bank transactions.


Currently, the issue of the free movement of capital is also undergoing major changes. An example is the harmonization of banking services. Most financial services in the EU, including retail banking services, are far from being good examples of a united market. In certain member countries the constant high profits earned by banks are a cause for concern, in addition to the significant concentration of the market and the various factors that limit entry into the banking services market.


The Commission has proposed the creation of the European Payment Union for this reason. It is intended to make financial transactions, including credit and debit card payments, electronic money transfer, direct debits or other forms of payment just as easy, cheap and secure across borders as payments within member states. Perhaps this will create competition between financial service providers and enable them to offer their services throughout the EU. The principle proposed by the Commission would ensure fair and open access to banking service markets and would strengthen and harmonize consumer protection. More efficient and competitive banking services would also mean that European citizens would pay less for their basic banking needs.

Free Flow of Services

Finally, let us consider services, which are in many ways the least evident field. What should we consider as services from an EU point of view? Services consist of activities that are carried out for some form of financial compensation by a person or a business that is temporarily active in another member country. There are service-providers, including cell phone companies that compete with each other without restrictions and enjoy the same conditions as local providers. On the other hand, there are sectors such as electricity and gas provision where states (for the time being) do not allow the complete opening of the market because they want to protect local citizens.


Like service providers, those who use services cannot be restricted either: a Dutch patient cannot be barred from seeking treatment for his or her kidney complaints in a famous German private hospital. EU experts have identified many issues that need to be remedied in this field, and are trying to eliminate legal barriers that limit the free movement of services with new EU legislation. Their attempts often cause disagreements between member states.

Europass and the European Qualifications Framework (EQF)

As demonstrated previously, the free movement of persons within the EU is possible. Nevertheless, practical matters can set hurdles if, for example, we want to find work in a country where another language is spoken or have to pass entrance examinations in a different education system. How can I provide proof of my qualifications? How can I apply to a foreign university or professional training centre?

The Europass is an educational and professional C.V. / resumė or a certificate package. It is not obligatory to use it and it exists in both paper and online versions. It collects into one “package” all our diplomas, professional training results, language certificates and work experience, in addition to our EU standard resumė, the language portfolio that consists of our language qualifications, and the MobiliPass which records our educational background, in theory facilitating employment outside our home country.


Nonetheless, this document package does not make it possible to compare the level of qualifications, so it does not solve the worst problem with educational and professional certificates: namely the fact that apart from eight professions these documents are not automatically recognized across borders. Validating a foreign secondary school or university diploma often involves lengthy, expensive and difficult bureaucratic struggles.


Under the auspices of the Lifelong Learning Programme, the European Qualifications Framework (EQF) was established. The EQF is a standardized description of qualifications that assists member countries, employers and citizens in comparing the diplomas issued by the different education and training systems of the EU. The EQF is necessary because people have to confront obstacles far too often when trying to validate their qualifications in other member countries, whether they are seeking employment or continuing their education. A French employer could be discouraged from recruiting a Slovak employee if he or she does not understand the level of qualification represented by the candidate’s diploma.


The European Qualification Framework’s central element is a set of eight reference levels that describe the student’s knowledge, understanding and skills. In short, it conveys the student’s results independently from the system where the given qualifications were obtained. Accordingly, the reference levels of the EQF shift the former emphasis on the formal elements of education towards the assessment of the knowledge obtained. The EQF addresses secondary and adult education, vocational education and training, as well as higher education. The eight levels cover the entire scale of qualifications from those obtained after finishing compulsory education to the most advanced levels of higher and professional education and training.


The EQF does not replace the Europass, but rather complements it. The Commission has promised that the Europass will be developed so that it takes into consideration the EQF system. In the future, the Europass diploma section will specify which EQF level the individual’s diploma falls under.

To Babel in Silence?

It goes without saying that in the EU each member country uses its own language in everyday life. Nonetheless, given that integration is about getting closer to each other, language has become an important issue. Although EU citizens are not required to be able to chat in a major foreign language, it has its advantages. In this section we will look at the foreign language skills of Europeans. We will also look into the impact that the new official languages of the 10 new member states are having on the EU’s political life.

 “Unless you speak a foreign language you have no chance in the EU”- you may already have heard this from your language teacher or school head. For once, they were right. Although in the EU the languages of all member countries are recognized as official, in practice among equal languages there are some which are “more equal” and are distinguished as working languages. English and French are the most important ones, but it also helps if you speak German. (It is probably no surprise that English takes the first prize). It is an advantage for young EU citizens to speak one or two of these languages: it's good for their travels, studies and employment prospects.

Language education is often one of the worst memories of our student years, because foreign languages are often poorly taught and the looming date of the language exam can cause many sleepless nights until somehow we pass it. The truth is that the EU does not have standard regulations regarding language exams, in other words there is no official ‘twelve yellow star’ (EU) certificate. In fact, not all member countries regulate language exams at state level. Hence, there is no need to worry that some kind of “European language exam paper” will be expected from us.

The other side of the coin is that in European practice it is the users, that is, institutions of higher education and employers, who decide what kinds of diplomas they accept. In some cases no papers are required because they are more interested in testing actual language skills through their own systems. Of course in the first round you need to send in some papers (for example when applying to a foreign university), so there is no harm in having some kind of certificate. Unfortunately, national language exams probably will not fulfil these requirements, so internationally recognized examinations (for example those organized by Cambridge or the Goethe Institute) are better bets. Because several of these exist, if you apply to many places, at the end of the day you will need a variety of papers.

In order to avoid chaos the European Union asked member countries to examine how the different examinations of different countries can be harmonized, using the recommendations of the Council of Europe (CE) as a basis. The Council of Europe is a regional international organization based in Strasbourg. Currently it has 47 members but it is open to all European states that accept the institution of constitutionality and grant their citizens fundamental human rights. One of the most important achievements of the Council was the ratification of the 1950 European Charter of Human Rights. This provided the framework for establishing the European Court of Human Rights, which is Europe’s main judicial institution. The Council of Europe was created through loose intergovernmental cooperation. Unlike the European Council and the Council of the European Union, it is not an EU institution.
The CE recommends a six-level examination system. The task is to transform the existing national levels (e.g.: elementary, intermediate and advanced) into a six-level system, which would render a national system more European. What truly matters is that you actually know and can speak a language, and not just that you have papers about it.

E-government in the EU


Everywhere in the world, the creation and development of electronic systems of government provide an opportunity to modernize public administration. The costs of administration can be reduced, procedures can be more convenient and faster and communications between citizens and businesses and state institutions can become more efficient. With regards to European integration it has further advantages, given that compatibility between modern administrative services would contribute to the competitiveness of Europe.


It is important to note that member countries do not have a unified public administration system. Nonetheless, the basic principles of the EU make it essential to harmonize administrative systems that often operate according to very different historical traditions. In addition, the goals of common policy-making often require states to produce similar solutions and results. Citizens moving within EU territory and businesses operating on the common market still have to confront various administrative obstacles. For example, member countries set different conditions for setting up a business.


As a result, the idea that member countries should offer the same electronic administrative services, which should function according to similar principles and ideally should be usable in other member countries of the EU, was outlined as a common EU objective. Similarly to its Lisbon goals, the EU marked 2010 as a target year for the harmonization and expansion of e-governmental systems. If everything goes as planned, by 2010 hundreds of billons of euros can be saved while the quality of public administration and services will generally improve.


In 2005 a public opinion survey about the European Commission revealed that EU citizens believe that in order to expand e-administration, administrative options should be advertised to the public. Furthermore, these services should be designed so that from the start everyone can access and use them. The so called pan European e-Government Services (PEGS) include the most frequently used services, for example those that arise when an EU citizen moves from one country to another. 


The priorities of businesses that have launched their products and services on the single market have also been surveyed. In terms of usefulness the following factors were listed: demand, efficiency (saving time and expense), the effort required from governments to make the service possible, technological feasibility. 

The importance of using e-Government services from the citizen’s point of view (% consider it important)
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The Dwarf and the Giant

We can count nearly two hundred independent countries on present-day maps. They are connected by thousands of links. The globalization of the world economy has fundamentally changed the economic structures of nation states and forced them to reconsider their foreign policies. Specialization and the division of labour have produced mutual interdependence. The major players of the global world economy are transnational (multinational) businesses whose activities offer new possibilities for utilizing the advantages of international cooperation, including direct foreign investment, joint enterprises, subcontractor relations and concessions.


There are several main centres of national economies that constitute the world economy: the United States of America, Japan, China, Russia and the European Union. Much of the world’s production and international trade are concentrated in their hands. They exert significant influence, and as a result medium-income and developing countries cluster around them.


It is interesting to talk about the European Union’s common foreign and defence policies because they are the subject of several famous statements by “great men.” Europeans never forget former US Secretary of State, Henry Kissinger’s mocking question: “Who do you have to call if you want to talk to Europe?” To get an answer all you have to do is understand the wretched fate of common EU foreign policy.


Foreign policy and foreign trade policy meet at many points. A good example is the series of “European agreements” with post-communist countries in the early 1990s, which meant political rapprochement and set the foundations of economic cooperation. Talking of expansion, we must not forget that with the entry of each new member state there are more foreign policy issues to address. Suppose that Spain were not an EU member. In this case the EU would have had nothing to do with the conflict when Spain and Morocco almost went to war over a rocky island the size of a soccer field. Given that Spain is an EU member, the peaceful settlement of the island-affair became a concern of EU foreign policy.


The creation of common foreign and defence policies was driven by two issues. Firstly the geopolitical “turmoil” of the early 1990s: the disintegration of communist systems and of the bipolar political system (with the two poles in East and West), the reunification of Germany and the collapse of the Soviet Union, which all raised new questions. Changing countries that were left to themselves in the middle of Europe needed some form of security in the transitional period. Secondly, in the meantime the European Union’s economy got into full swing, introducing a common currency and becoming one of the world’s leading economic powers. The question was how an economically powerful region can be fairly weak in terms of foreign policy. To illustrate this with another famous comment, let us recall the much quoted remark of Jacques Delors, who described the Union as an “economic giant and a political dwarf.”

The 27-Member EU: the World’s Largest Trader


The EU is a political and economic community which is the most important economic, commercial and investment agent in the world economy. About one fifth of the world’s trade is carried out by the EU, it is an active investor all over the world, and of all large states (and unions of states) it is the largest donor of aid to developing countries. The European community, protected by a common customs union, pursues a single foreign trade policy with non-member countries, which is primarily controlled by the European Commission on behalf of member states. 


The basis of the common foreign trade policy is that the Union has a common tariff boundary; hence wherever a foreign tradesman enters the EU, he or she has to pay the same tariffs. The other important principle is that that the Union’s trade treaties are not agreed upon by separate member countries with third parties, but together - by the European Commission and with the approval of the European Council. Similarly, member states make decisions together regarding EU economic and commercial guidelines and plans under the leadership of the Commission. For example, the Commission takes action if a foreign product is sold cheaper on the EU market than in its country of origin, or if subsidies received by foreign goods violate the Union’s customs regulations.

The Common Currency: the Euro 

In countries to the west of Europe the euro is used almost exclusively. The euro started its victorious journey 5 years ago, expressing the unity of Europe by its creation. The shiny new coins and crisp notes appeared in eleven European Union member countries on January 1st, 2002, and within a couple of months they conquered European wallets for good. Although half a decade is not a long time, especially in economics, today it is more than natural for us to pay with Euros in most member countries. Moreover, motivated by the currency’s success, even those countries who have not adopted it are thinking of joining the euro-zone. Plans to adopt the euro reappear regularly in certain countries outside the euro-zone, for example in Sweden. The new members of 2004 and 2007 have also agreed to join the euro-zone once their economies allow them to do so.


The euro has become a quintessential symbol of European cooperation. It builds bridges between participating countries and opens up windows towards a united Europe. It is no accident that these architectural symbols appear on its bank notes. Not everyone was enthusiastic about the disappearance of national currencies: some felt that Brussels was taking away another piece of national history, not to mention decision-making authority, from member countries. For this reason, as a gesture of reconciliation, all member countries could design one side of their coins. The diversity of coins provides an opportunity for a good game: you can collect the different coins.

When will the still national coins join your collection?


In order to adopt the Euro, a country has to fulfil certain requirements that prove that a country’s economic and financial achievements are adequate. The euro was not invented just because it “looks good”: its creation was determined by important economic considerations. In the next couple of years we will often hear certain terms related to the introduction of the euro: “Maastricht criteria”, “convergence” and “state budget”. Countries that use the euro as an official currency should be imagined as a club which we can join only if we adhere to certain rules, just as we do in our private lives with groups of friends. Accepting and following these rules will enable us to trust each other’s economies and it will provide a sense of security, because one country’s poor results do not leave a negative mark on the euro’s overall results. To stay with the example of a group of friends, consider the kind of conclusions we draw about a group of ten people based on the behaviour of one of them.


Among the conditions we find the following: the rise in prices (inflation) must not be too high (here the best countries are taken as a basis), interest rates must not be too high, before joining of the euro-zone the country must have a stable national currency (1 Euro cannot be 200 national currency one day and 400 the next), the national debt must not exceed 60% of the GDP and the budget deficit (when a state spends more than its income) cannot exceed 3% of the GDP.


The question arises: is it worth the effort that it will take to fulfil these conditions? Entering the euro-zone has several advantages. We do not have to worry continuously about changes in the exchange rate, which benefits tradesmen in particular, because they do not have to be concerned every day about how much a product whose value is expressed in euros would cost in your national currency. Not to mention that national traders or service providers also face losses caused by bank charges for foreign currency exchange. The stability of a currency affects the entire economy because it lowers the mean interest rate, allowing more investments, as credit conditions are better. The growth of investments comes hand in hand with an economic boom, which in the end benefits citizens because wages rise.


On the other hand, it will not be easy for new member states to fulfil these criteria, so we are likely to be one of the last countries to join the euro-zone. Although the advantages are clear, nobody wants to obtain them at all costs, for example by triggering the growth of national debt or by dismantling public services (reducing the police force, healthcare or pensions in order to cut the budget deficit). Deciding how to put the economy on the right track (for example by increasing or decreasing taxes?) is a delicate matter. The need to introduce the euro will determine the direction of the country’s economy in the forthcoming years. Nonetheless, it will not be the only factor, given that the government in power will have to deal with several other issues.
Resources for Cohesion
Available Resources from Structural and Cohesion funds 2007-2013
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Operative programs guarantee proper supervision of the development of different fields by inviting applications and by selecting the most feasible and necessary programs. In order to guarantee feasibility the applicant’s own resources need to be included. Depending on the project's specifications, these resources may be contributed by the state or they may have to be provided by the company or institution that made the application. We already know that in order to create jobs and ensure sustained growth several priority areas have been chosen for harmonized national and EU programmes: transportation, the revival of society, environmental and energy policy, regional development and state reforms.

Some countries have a long way to go. 
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