Eight tips for the European Council 

Frits Bolkestein

On Thursday and Friday of this week the European Council will meet. Here are eight tips for its members, the leaders of the EU’s Governments. 

One. A good Dutch political proverb says that when shaved one should sit still. The French and Dutch electorates have now shorn the European Council of its pretensions. The treaty is dead. The leaders should not try to resuscitate it by some cunning sleight-of -hand. That would only infuriate the no-voters. The leaders should sit still, take time to reflect and not take refuge in some pointless activity. The following items may be useful for such reflection. 

Two.  Do not call this proposed treaty a Constitution. It is not. A Constitution is something a newly independent state gives itself. The EU is not newly independent nor is it a state. And the European Commission is not a Government. Calling the proposed treaty a Constitution raises ambitions which will not be satisfied and fears which cannot be mastered. 

Three. Scrap the proposed Charter of Fundamental Rights. We already have the European Convention of Human Rights with its court in Strasbourg, which covers more countries than the EU. The Charter is badly drafted. Leaving it out would lighten the treaty. Let the EU accede to the Convention. Competition between Charter and Convention would otherwise be inevitable and create friction and chaos. Why create a rod for one’s own back? Also, scrap the preamble, which consists of vapid rhetoric. 

Four. Do not turn yourselves into an institution. There are enough institutions as it is: European Parliament, Court of Justice, Council of Ministers, European Commission. Institutions mean bureaucracy. Making the European Council an institution means more bureaucracy to support its President in his competition with the President of the Commission, which will then be inevitable.  

Five.  Citizens are politically equal only in a unitary state. In a federation they are not: Vermont sends two senators to Washington as does California. The EU is not a federation nor will it ever become one. So a fortiori the citizens of the EU’s member states are politically unequal as are the Member States themselves. But there must be one place where all Member States are equal and that can only be the European Commission. So enshrine in any future treaty the right of all Member states to appoint a Commissioner.

Six. Mr. Solana is now High Representative for Foreign Affairs. He reports to the Council. He has not been heard much about the Iraq crisis. That is not his fault. He can jump no further than the Council lets him. The disagreement among Member States about Iraq means that he can do very little. Turning him or his successor into a Minister will not make this any better. A common foreign policy à vingt cinq is in any case an illusion. Also, the new Minister is supposed to wear two hats: one for the Council and one in the Commission, of which he would become a member. That is asking for trouble: two bosses do not a happy Minister make. 

Seven. Do not start negotiations with Turkey. There are easily half a dozen electorates with a majority opposed to its membership. Their rejection is understandable. Turkey is too large, too poor and too different. Its accession would lead to that of the Ukraine, Belarus, Moldova and perhaps even Georgia and Armenia. Add to that the West Balkans and you would have an EU of some forty Member States. That sort of EU would be reduced to a single market, if that. This would be to the liking of the British, who have never loved the EU and always want to dilute it. Rejecting Turkey would not be to the liking of the Americans but have they ever thought of letting Mexico join their union? Starting negotiations with Turkey would be a slap in the face of the French and Dutch electorates. Don’t do it. 

Eight. Budget-wise it is time for modesty. The EU now spends a little less than 1% of the combined GDP’s of its Member States. Sticking to that percentage would mean that the EU’s budget would rise in line with GDP. The Commission proposes a second accelerator, namely an increase to 1,27 % of GDP. This is excessive and by proposing it the Commission has placed itself outside any discourse. When Member States have to save every penny to meet the criteria of the Stability and Growth Pact of the EMU, the Commission should also restrain itself. But is doesn’t. It piles programme upon proposal, expecting all to be funded. Restricting its budget means it will at last have to set priorities. For Member States themselves it is indeed time for a financial exchange: the Common Agricultural Policy should be shorn of everything that can safely be repatriated; the Regional Fund should exclude the richer Member States; the British should swallow their pride and the rebate. And the Dutch are fed up being the biggest net contributor, paying twice as much per head as the Danes. 

Do this and the ground will be cleared for an amended treaty. Large parts of this text have value. There will remain a need to cast the existing treaty (of Nice) in a more logical form. It is important to simplify in particular the Byzantine procedure for taking decisions. Above all, it should be made clear what the EU should – and more importantly should not – do. 
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