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Chastened Leaders need Concrete Policy Successes
Andrew Moravcsik
European politicians seem to have learned little from last year’s constitutional debacle.

Unrepentant idealists in the European Parliament propose to relaunch the debate on common European values, promulgate a revised but comprehensive constitution, and hold another referendum – this time on a continental scale. National leaders, they claim, are paralysed and confused and only the Europeans can kick-start the process again. Pundits echo them, proclaiming that the EU faces an institutional crisis.

For these critics, the answer to failed democracy is more democracy; and the answer to a failed constitution is another constitution.

Beneath the rhetoric, however, a more pragmatic consensus about the future of the EU is quietly emerging – particularly among national leaders. Few are as blunt as Dutch foreign minister Bernard Bot, who recently declared the document dead. Yet most share his view. No one wants to address constitutional reform seriously before 2009 and, even then, only in a radically altered form. National parliaments have taken the unprecedented step of rebuking the European parliament for its more ambitious proposals. The year-long “reflection period” increasingly seems a smokescreen behind which to bury the constitutional remains. What Europe needs instead are more concrete policy successes.

This pragmatic consensus rests on a set of deeper lessons drawn from recent events. One is that, far from being paralysed, EU institutions actually function rather well. To judge by results rather than rhetoric, the last decade ranks as one of the EU’s best: enlargement, the Euro, and increasingly coherent internal and external security policies.

Freed from the albatross of constitutional reform, the past six months have seen a budget settlement, forward movement on Turkish and Croatian accession and further steps toward deregulation of services. With regard to Iran and other issues, the EU is increasingly co-ordinated in foreign policy and internal security.

The EU already has, moreover, a working constitution in all but name, a permanent body of supreme law embodied in the amended Treaty of Rome. Historically, major revisions have been motivated only by an overriding functional goal, a so-called grand projet, such as the single market or single currency. The rejected constitution was, however, a conservative document, consolidating rather than expanding.

No grand projet was proposed because none is on offer. Frustrated leftists dream of a fully-fledged European social policy, yet they have few plausible proposals. German Chancellor Angela Merkel now seeks to sweep the issue away with a symbolic “declaration.” Europeans find a global foreign policy backed by a US-style military build-up neither attractive nor affordable. Taxes, healthcare, pensions, education, culture, infrastructure and even most immigration matters seem destined to remain largely national.

Most Europeans approve of this stable “constitutional settlement”, in which some issues remain national and others are handled in Brussels. Major constitutional reform, as the commission president observes, puts the cart before the horse.

Another clear lesson is that Europe should avoid abstract schemes and recommit to concrete problem-solving. The politics of quiet incremental reform made the EU the world’s great political success story of the past half century.

Today Dominique Strauss-Kahn and the French centre-left call for a return to the “Monnet-Schuman method of small steps and concrete projects”. The Centre for European Reform recently proposed a workable programme for streamlining foreign policy-making, R&D policy, defence procurement policies, European patent procedures, and Balkan enlargement. Flexible co-operation, in which not all states take part, is working well in counter-terrorism and might be extended to tax and fiscal co-operation.

The new pragmatism, formerly espoused by Tony Blair and other “Anglo-Saxons,” increasingly pervades even France, where President Jacques Chirac and his rival Nicholas Sarkozy agree, as does the Socialist opposition, on a slimmed down reform. A few key institutional reforms should be stripped out of the constitution, and the rest discarded. In spite of the commission’s ritualistic critique of such cherry picking, proposals to establish a foreign minister, reallocate voting weights and reform the rotating presidency, while setting aside grand constitutional rhetoric, seem promising.

Some will object that such technocratic tactics cannot succeed unless the EU is brought closer to the voters. This is a noble and touching sentiment, yet the failure of the constitution demonstrates a third lesson: efforts to address public lack of trust through constitutional and democratic reform, or rumination about European identity, are counterproductive.

The process of constitutional deliberation was designed to legitimise the EU. Citizens were supposed to pay attention, educate themselves, swell with idealism, and support the EU. Nothing of the kind occurred. They ignored the constitution until referendums were held, and remained ignorant of its content even as they voted.

In the absence of any clear substantive justification, abstract debate over constitutional structure served only to drive politics to the lowest common denominator: suspicion of the political elite, hatred of foreigners, special-interest protectionism, and sterile ideological disputes.

No institutional reform could have generated citizen engagement, because nearly all the bread-and-butter issues citizens care about most – taxation, social welfare, healthcare, pensions, education, defence and infrastructure – remain essentially national. So do labour market and business reforms desperately needed by many EU member states.

Occasional issues of real political significance, such as services deregulation, are adequately addressed through existing channels of representation. In the future, as Sarkozy has proposed, individual proposals can be ratified through the traditional EU mechanism.

Perhaps the greatest challenge is rhetorical. Among pro-European elites, there is no accepted language for expressing such views. Pragmatism is widely viewed as politically incorrect, particularly among European federalists.

When President Barroso recently analysed the constitution in these terms he was pilloried by leaked commission criticism. Now parliamentary idealists prefer to assert that the reflection period will lead to a rebirth of European idealism. Such talk is dangerous delusion.

If public trust is to be restored, European politicians need to acknowledge – in language national publics can grasp – the success of Europe’s constitutional settlement and the limited aims of future reform.

For those who believe in Europe this is no shameful compromise of principle.

The EU’s distinctive system of multi-level governance is the only new form of state organisation to establish itself since the welfare state at the turn of the 20th century. Its unique genius is that it locks in policy co-ordination while respecting powerful rhetoric and symbols that attach to national identity. Now it is a mature constitutional order, one that no longer needs to legitimate itself by seeking “ever closer union.” More appropriate is the phrase in the preamble to the draft constitution: “unity in diversity.”

On this basis, Europeans could now develop a new discourse of national interest, pragmatic co-operation and constitutional stability – a discourse that views Europe as it really is.
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