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Introduction

Dear friends,

Let me first of all greet you at this meeting, and let me start my words by expressing the satisfaction which I feel by being among you. For many years this House was my house and therefore it is only natural that I feel at home whenever I have an opportunity to come and spend some time at the Headquarters of the Council of Europe. I am also glad to address people like you, coming from two countries, Macedonia and Georgia, which I came to know well, and two peoples which I have respected and loved ever since I came into contact with them. I had the opportunity to visit your capitals when I was the President of the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe, between 1992 and 1996, and I keep very warm memories of those journeys. Moreover, I have in my room an oil painting showing fishermen working at the lake of Ohrid, and I wake up every morning with that fantastic landscape in front of my eyes… No need to add that I am also very happy to sit here near those who have opened this session of your seminar, all of them friends whom I appreciate very much. Let me add one further minor initial comment: I have been introduced here as "former President of the Parliamentary Assembly". Well, we all are former something: the Macedonians know it very well, and I understand that they feel irritated when being still now referred to as "former Yugoslavian Republic". I prefer for them and for me to be quoted for what we are now: you are coming from the Republic of Macedonia and I am Honorary President of the Council of Europe's Parliamentary Assembly; indeed, I am also a member of the European Parliament.

Coming into the substance of my address, I shall tell you that, when a couple of months ago, my old and good friend Ambassador Zasov asked me to address your seminar, I did accept immediately. I felt that it was a very good chance to come and share some precise ideas with a number of young leaders from two key European areas: the Balkans and the Caucasus. But it was also a good opportunity for me to stop for a while my tour in the tornado which is the European Parliament, and to put in paper for a couple of hours my views on the current situation for the European construction process at a moment when I don’t hesitate to say that the project is at a crossroads. 

I realise that building a democratic, strong and efficient united Europe has been the central action goal of my life for the past forty years, and therefore it is always convenient to stop for a moment, to reflect and to analyse things as I see them. That is why my intention was simply to try to fix a picture of the current situation in the European Union, to make a short evaluation of the progress achieved in the last few years, to underline the success which one could perceive, to identify nevertheless the problems which were to be foreseen, and in addition to all that, to dare making some prospects for the future of our united Europe construction project.

And here the first thing to underline is that at the time when I accepted Mr. Zasov's invitation to be here today we were at an exciting and quite optimistic moment of the European process. Quite a number of factors had intervened in building such a positive impression.

I shall first mention that, a few months before that, in March 2004, the Socialist Party had won the general elections in Spain and had come back to government after eight years of very conservative rule in my country. But what matters here is that the Socialist victory had been based on our commitment "to bring our country back to Europe". The previous government had moved to a different strategic priority, preferring to get closer to the USA. That policy had gone as far as having Spain putting a veto to the European Constitution which the other 24 current members of the European Union were ready and willing to sign at a Summit in Rome at the end of 2003. The importance of the Socialist victory in March 2004 was that Spain immediately changed approach and thus the European Constitution could be signed by all 25 member States of the enlarged Union already by the middle of 2004. And that was felt by all of us as an enormous success, as an enormous achievement, as a big moment in the European construction process.

We then believed that we had in our hands the necessary instrument -an acceptable and well suited tool- to march forwards. The Constitution was perceived by many of us as the indispensable tool to overcome a number of lacks which we had been denouncing for years both in the EU structure and in its functioning, as well as in its juridical and ideological basis. Going back to what I said a moment ago, we were sure that the Constitution was what we needed to make at last a more democratic, more efficient, and stronger European Union; to build a Union which would be able to play as a global actor on the international scene, that of globalisation which so far has been more and more operating as a monopoly of the United States, in consistence therefore with American interests, values and strategies, which might be coincident with those of Europe, or might not be coincident with ours.

But there were other factors which had contributed to create a positive and optimistic atmosphere a couple of months ago; some of them, by the way, still closely linked to the Constitution. For instance the European Parliament had ratified the Constitutional Treaty with a large support of over 70 % of our members in favour of it. And in Spain we had had again a very successful referendum with over 75 % of our voters ratifying the Constitution. One after the other, up to eight EU member States had ratified it through largely majoritarian votes of their respective Parliaments. Latvia was going to do the same a bit later.

Other very significant factors were that we had had elections and we had a new European Parliament, with elected representatives for the 25 member States of the recently enlarged European Union; and a new European Commission had taken over with a large support by the European Council and the European Parliament. Last but not least, Romania and Bulgaria had signed their Membership Agreements and we were ready to start negotiating integration with Croatia and Turkey.

Perhaps all that was too beautiful to be true. In any case what was definitely true was that already at that time there were a number of dark clouds which one could foresee. But none of us had expected that the clouds were to turn into such a tremendous storm, so quickly, changing the favourable expectations into great concern and a lot of incertitude about the near future of our project. This is to tell you that only in a couple of months the scope has worsened in a considerable way; which doesn’t mean that we shall give up… But obviously we shall need to keep on fighting even harder than what we had foreseen.

The facts of the negative evolution: a great paradox

No need to stress that what has deteriorated quite dramatically the atmosphere has been the result of the two referendums where the majority of people in France and in the Netherlands have rejected the European Constitution, this being something which nobody had expected a few months ago. France and the Netherlands are two founding members of the European project; but they are also two key funding members: two of those who have been financing the Communities solidarily dimension ever since the project was launched, about fifty years ago. Many reasons can explain the results of the two referendums. One may refer to the economic crisis and its social impact, especially in France; but also one has witnessed a tremendous deployment of demagogy and populism, misinforming people and, which obviously we have not known how to counter… At least three other factors need to be mentioned in an indispensable self-critical approach. One: there is a serious lack of leadership in our respective countries; a lack of leaders whom the people do trust respect and follow. Two: there has been a tremendous lack of genuine communication between our Institutions and our people, at least in the two countries of the lost referendums. And three: a big mistake has been made by politicians along recent years: whenever projects were successfully implemented thanks to European support, that was not really underlined: we preferred to stress that it was our own success. But whenever there was a failure, we tried to justify it saying that it was the fault of "Brussels"… As if Brussels was anything but our own Governments and our own representatives in the Parliament. And obviously after doing that, we could not bring our people's awareness great understanding, and even medium size support for a project, about which we very seldom spoke in favourable terms. Certainly the process has brought to all of us peace, stability and prosperity. But for most people in our countries these are things which are taken for granted!

The most surprising and the most frustrating of the whole matter is the dramatic paradox behind the two respective No's given to the Constitution by the French and the Dutch peoples. As a matter of fact people have voted No to the Constitutional Treaty while it was the instrument to put an end to lacks -as I said a while ago- which had been denounced in a justified way for decades, by us among others.

- Thus, we have seen how criticism has been made that the Constitution hadn’t been prepared as an open and democratic way.

- And we have heard criticism to democratic deficit in the different institutions and functioning of the enlarged Union.

- We have heard criticism to lack of political/democratic control and orientation of the economic dimension of the project.

- We have heard criticisms because the missing social aspects in the text of the Constitutional Treaty.

- And we have heard criticism to the lack of any foreseen role of the United Europe on world affairs. We have even heard that the European Constitution made Europe a dependence of the USA…

As I have hinted at, the paradox is tremendous, because any genuine reading of the European Constitutional Treaty, and any genuine knowledge if the procedure used to draft its text shows that in all these cases what is true is precisely the opposite of what has been denounced and used to promote the No campaign which finally was so successful. Mind you, it is not the peoples, it is not the voters, who have not understood. It is we, who have not known how to explain, and especially who have come much too late to explain. The failure is perhaps also to be put in our educational system. In any case what we were unable to make people understand, both in France and in the Netherlands is that nowadays it is not possible to imagine and to build a progressive France or a progressive Holland, but in the framework of a progressive Europe. And, honestly, to have a progressive Europe it is necessary to have Europe at large. Without Europe, without the Europe pictured in the Constitution, there will be no chance to build a progressive Europe, and without a progressive Europe, I insist, there will be no chance for progress in any one of our countries, taken separately, one by one.

The impossible equation  

In any case, the negative results of the referendums for the ratification of the European Constitution in France and in the Netherlands have provoked a serious crisis in the European construction process: everybody is talking about it and we listen to plenty of comments, including the ones which I have just shared with you. Nevertheless, I believe that all this matter concerning the referendums is only the tip of an iceberg, and that the real problem, a much larger one, is less evident. In my opinion, it is the lack of will, and also the lack of ability to push forwards for a real United Europe, which we find in the current political leadership in most of the European countries.

A second, perhaps much more important signal of the real crisis which I have in mind is the debate which is taking place, concerning the financing of the European Union for the period between 2007 and 2013. I refer to what is generally known as "the financial perspectives" which should be adopted at the next Council meeting in a few days in Brussels (16th and 17th June). On this very issue we are facing what I call "an impossible equation" which shows the lacks currently affecting the political European leaders. Obviously the equation which I am talking about is one which has no solution under the present terms.

What you all record is that just now and at the same time: 1. The Governments of countries which have so far been contributing with their money to the existence and to the functioning of the European Union have made it clear that they want to pay less than what they did so far; and 2. The Governments of countries which have so far been receiving considerable amounts of money in order to modernise and develop their structures and their infrastructures, have made it equally clear that they do not want to receive less contributions than what they have been receiving so far. What makes the whole issue simply impossible is that while those two statements are proclaimed by the ones and those others of the former 15 EU member States, all of them, in several solemn statements have committed themselves hundred per cent:

1. To accept funding the modernisation of the 10 new members which have come to enlarge the European Union. And

2. To accept funding the modernisation of the two countries -Bulgaria and Romania- which will be full members of the European Union as for the beginning of 2007.  And

3. To accept funding the preparation of two countries -Croatia and Turkey- which will start negotiating their future integration in the Union. And

4. To accept funding seriously the modernisation of countries defined as "neighbours" in the South (Northern Africa) and at the East of the European Union borders. And last but not least,

5. To accept financing the development of the Third world, basically contributing to the implementation of the Millennium Development Goals, which is again going to represent a serious financial contribution for the European Union.

Now, you will easily realise that it is simply not going to be possible to implement the commitments which we have undertaken, especially if our respective national Governments do not show basic consistence and realise that all those commitments mean putting more money in, and certainly not cutting down their current contributions to the European Union. This is what may bring the process to a deadlock if no genuine will and agreement are found in the coming week, which will require at least a renewed political commitment and a good deal of financial flexibility and understanding.

Can we explain the current deadlock?

There are several arguments to explain the current deadlock, but some of these arguments seem to me to be just, acceptable, justifications. Of course, one of the main elements in this crisis is the lack of leadership in our countries nowadays. This contributes seriously to a dramatic lack of medium and long term vision of the European construction process: everybody seem to be exclusively involved with the most immediate movements and problems, concentrating hundred per cent in their solution, without understanding that many of them can really be seriously solved with long term sights and strategies. Another lack to be denounced is certainly the lack of courage to face the problems and to explain them to our citizens; the lack of convictions, too, and to explain to the people that, along the last fifty years, the European project has been very positive for all member States and is still positive for all of them; the same convictions and courage would be necessary to make people understand that, under the current world circumstances, the European project is indispensable in order to maintain our prosperity and even to enlarge it and to increase it. Among the lacks which I see and I denounce for the current crisis, I want also include a certain lack of confidence in our democratic and representative Institutions. I do not agree with referendum to take decisions and I believe Parliaments are the appropriate bodies to decide on issues of such high importance. This is particularly true as it is proved by all scientific studies that anytime people go and vote at a referendum, not more than 20 % do vote directly because of the question which is put to them. The large majority vote for any other reason which has little to do with the question of the referendum (disagreement with Government, etc.)

Of course, there have been other reasons which have played a certain role in the negative results of the French and Dutch referendums. Very powerful interests have interfered in a negative way, having their origin both in Europe and outside Europe. It is easy to understand that very strong financial interests didn’t want a more political, more democratic, more efficient and stronger Europe, with more defined values and social concerns; such a Europe, would certainly come to control and to curtail the operations and the profits of such economic interests, and they logically didn’t play in favour of the Constitution. Neither did we get the support of political interests based in other big international powers. Obviously, the United States prefer a scattered, broken Europe rather than a united one who would certainly counteract their enormous power at all levels of the international scene. China is probably not far, either, of such positions. As a matter of fact, when one bears in mind all these factors, we may realise how difficult it was -how difficult it is going to be- to move forwards, and to succeed with our project, how many efforts we shall have still to produce in order to overcome the lacks which I have listed and to counter the interests which are opposing our vision of a United Europe.

What to do, now

I believe that, in any case, what we cannot accept now is to withdraw or to surrender: to give up with our project. Having analysed the facts, those who believe in the goodness of the European project, and even more, those who believe in its necessity, we all have to react remaining calm, firm, consistent and united in action. If we do so, we shall be also very strong, and we shall succeed in spite of all obstacles.

The European Constitution must remain our main priority and we should not dramatise the current crisis. Our response should be that, for the time being, we have 10 countries in favour and 2 against. Ten to two is not quite a bad partial score. We know that we must reach at least 20 ratifications, therefore we have to try to proceed in a normal way, putting all our efforts in convincing the peoples and Parliaments of the 13 member States which have not ratified so far. And indeed, one of the most decisive arguments may be precisely to reach a positive, daring and generous agreement in what concerns the "financial perspectives", that is to say: the resources for the European Union for the period 2007-2013. I am aware that such an agreement will be difficult, but if the European leaders are able to find a solution, showing political will, solidarity, social cohesion, courage and common sense to go forwards, that will be a strong impulse to recover confidence and hope among European citizens in favour of the European project. Otherwise, if the "financial perspectives" are blocked, that is going to be one more step backwards, which we need to avoid. Mind you, it is difficult to be optimistic when the European Parliament itself has been particularly disappointing in this very issue. For the first time, the Parliament has recommended to the European Council, to put in less money than what has been requested by the European Commission. This is to say that our Chamber has been closer to our national Governments than to our citizens, which are however the ones which we are supposed to represent. Let us hope that, in spite of all, the Council meeting of 16/17 will result into some better hope for the near future.

Conclusion

I guess that you will agree with me that, in view of the crisis, a proper diagnosis of the situation is indispensable. Mine is certainly not tender, but I believe that it is realistic. It is the diagnosis of somebody who is hundred per cent convinced. My conviction applies to a few principles for which I have fought my whole life: freedom, democracy, human rights, solidarity and social progress. But my conviction is also based on the evidence that only within a united Europe and only with a strong united Europe the values and the prosperity which such values do generate, will be maintained inside our borders and will be made available for the rest of the mankind, all over the world.

Without making a reality of the Europe which we have been dreaming about and fighting for, we shall all be condemned to mediocrity, to obedience and to silence, which is to say that we shall have to give up the hopes for a better Europe and for a better world which we learnt at the Council of Europe. 

These are Europe's challenges and these are Europe's choices or options. Frankly speaking, today more than ever, Shakespeare's words are relevant to Europe: "to be or not to be. That is the question." My choice is clear: I want Europe to be. And I take personal responsibility to contribute for Europe to be. I am sure that it will be the joint effort of many and many of us, taking personal responsibility and contributing to Europe being as we want it to be, that will give us the wisdom and the strength to succeed. And thus, my friends, my European compatriots from Georgia and Macedonia, we shall overcome.
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