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Guy VERHOFSTADT*

“More Europe is the solution…”

Lectio Prima delivered by Guy Verhofstadt, MEP, Leader of the ALDE Group in the European Parliament, on the occasion of receiving the Doctor Honoris Causa award from the
National University of Political Studies and Public Administration, Bucharest (Romania).
The awarding ceremony took place on November 8, 2013, as part of the „European Citizenship Week”. This initiative carried out by the NUPSPA comprised a series of events to mark
20 years from the introduction of the European citizenship through the Treaty of Maastricht.
Guy Verhofstadt, leader of the Liberals and Democrats, is one of the most influential voices in the European Parliament. He is currently running for President of the European Commission in the 2014 European elections. Throughout his political career, Verhofstadt has been
a keen promoter of reforms within the EU; he has fought for a faster decision-making process
and has supported the active consultation and involvement of European citizens in matters
regarding the future of the European Union.
In his address to the academic community of the National University of Political Studies
and Public Administration, Guy Verhofstadt plainly stated that the EU is currently at a crossroads and that a decision has to be made with regard to its future. The options available define the role that the EU seeks to play in the globalized world: either the EU becomes more
integrated and fit to cope with the new rules of the game or it remains an intergovernmental
organization that “continues to think within its borders”. In the latter scenario, the Union becomes irrelevant and incapable to successfully act as a real player on the global scene.
The recent financial and economic crisis has hastened the need to make a choice. Will Europe become more integrated or will it continue to “provide national solutions to European
or global problems”? Unfortunately, time is of the essence and the Union has to decide quickly which road to take. What renowned scholars have remarked a while ago (see J. Habermas,
The crisis of the European Union. A response, 2012) is now fully acknowledged by politicians, too: the political crisis of the EU may be worse than the economic crisis. It is this political crisis of a Europe doing “too little, too late”, as Verhofstadt describes it, that alarms
citizens and political elites and informs Eurosceptic and Europopulist views of the EU. Eurosceptics may be right in criticizing an inefficient and dysfunctional Union, but, according
to Verhofstadt, they are wrong with respect to the way in which they think the problem could
be solved. Eurosceptics’ fear of losing national identity and culture (and even sovereignty)
in a federal Europe is counterbalanced by a threat of massive job loss and feeble competitive
advantage on the globalized market in a less (or dis-) integrated Europe. European citizens,
politicians, decision-makers, experts, we all have to make a choice.
The speech delivered by Guy Verhofstadt is timely and highly informative for the most
pressing topics in European politics. Certainly, Eurosceptics will have a strong voice in the
debates over the future of the EU. Including this speech in an issue on “Debating Euroscep-
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ticism” provides the readers with the opportunity to access a well-established European politician’s opinion on the EU and its intricate functioning. At the same time, it brings a fresh, interesting perspective on the complex characteristics of Euroscepticism.
Dear Rector, ladies and gentlemen, dear students,
It is a very big privilege for me to be here today in Bucharest and in your University. And
it is a great honour to receive this Doctorat. I am most grateful to you all. Thank you very
much.
Ladies and gentlemen, the European Union is in a crisis. And this crisis can have potentially fatale effect on our Union. Unless we change course now.
The EU is living through a dramatic economic and financial crisis. Unemployment is up.
Growth is down. Deficits keep increasing. As does debt.
Yet this is a uniquely and specific European crisis. This crisis is not global though. China and India continue on a spectacular growth path. So does Brazil too. The US is growing
again. Even Japan is coming out of a long period of economic stagnation. Only Europe is in
recession today.
So why? Is it because we are less clever than the others? Or is it because we manage the
crisis less well?
Well, I believe that the root cause – the reason why we are still in crisis today, is because
Europe is not integrating enough. That is the real reason. It is a crisis of politics. Not of economics.
Because we still believe that we can provide national solutions. To European or even global problems.
Ladies and gentlemen, you must know that today the five hundred largest multinational
companies account for 70 percent of total world trade. A position they have systematically
consolidated over the past twenty years. Today, more than half of the world’s largest economies
are actually not states but companies, enterprises, multinational companies. They have no
home. And they have no borders.
Yet we too often continue to think within our borders. And we find ourselves impotent.
Because, we, the nation states of Europe, are simply dwarfs faced with the reality of the
new empires. Empires such as China or India. Or empires such as multinational companies.
They are the ones that define the rules. And it is increasingly so in ecological terms. In economic terms. In financial or fiscal terms. In political terms.
So we have a simple choice. Either we integrate or we will slowly lose influence. Lose relevance. But, most worryingly, lose our civilization model.
Today the EU represents about 7% of the world population. Yet we spend 50% of all social spending in the world. This means that we have decided to put people first. And we are
the only place in the world where this is being done. Not even in the USA where Obamacare
has tried to rectify some of the inequalities.
So ladies and gentlemen, the solution is not less Europe. But more.
But what Europe do I mean? Because when I use the word “Europe”, I don’t mean the
European Union of today.
Not the Union of today that is badly governed. Governed in an intergovernmental way.
Governed in an inefficient way. An incapable of taking the right decisions at the right time.
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But that’s not surprising when you know how our Union works. Indeed, what is actually
more surprising is that our Union is able to take decisions at all.
Stand back for a few seconds and see how we try and solve problems. How we govern
Europe.
Let me show you. Imagine that the USA was managed by the 50 governors of the 50 US
states.
That means no Obama. It means no American administration. No American treasury.
There are only the 50 governors. And they meet five, six times a year in order to decide on
the policies of the United States. Important questions like should the banks be recapitalised?
Should we help the Syrian opposition? Should we have a common migration policy? And then
to make matters worse, to take all decisions by unanimity.
So I ask you, would such a system work?
Well, no. There is no way it can work.
Yet, that’s exactly the way we are governing Europe today.
So, ladies and gentlemen, there is only one way forward.
There is only one way to tackle our problems.
That is to recognize we need more Europe in our globalized world of today. And that it is
only a more integrated Europe that can defend our model. Our principles. Our values.
And that in order to regain our sovereignty. Not to lose it as many would have you believe.
No ladies and gentlemen. I repeat. In order to regain sovereignty. To regain the capacity
to take care of our own destiny. To control our own future.
Let’s be clear, in 2030. That is just over 15 years from now. There will not be one single
European member state present in the G8. There will be the USA, China, Russia, Japan,
Brazil, India, Mexico. And Indonesia. Not a single European country.
So either we integrate. We unite. Or we become irrelevant. It is no longer an ideological
choice. The only ideological dimension is how to make a more united Europe function. And
here we have different models.
We have the current model. The one we see on TV in Brussels. Heads of state meeting
every few months in secret and seemingly finding solution to Europe’s problems. And always
doing too little, too late.
We know it doesn’t work. Indeed, this Europe of too little too late is fuelling Euroscepticism and populism. People are not crazy. They understand that with such a system – a hidden diplomatic system – you can’t solve problems. And furthermore, that these solutions need
to be legitimized. They need the consent of the people. And that is missing.
So the Eurosceptics are not wrong in their criticism of our Union. It is dysfunctional. It is
not sufficiently effective. And it finds solutions too slowly – when it finds solutions at all.
But the Eurosceptics are wrong of course in the solution they prone. Hiding back in the
past. It is not back to the future – but back to the past. We want a better tomorrow. And they,
the Eurosceptics, want a better yesterday.
But we do not need a more united Europe for the sake of it. We need it to find solutions.
And every time I hold a plea for a more integrated Europe, I hear that we are at risk of
losing our individuality. Our national identity. Our culture. Clearly Eurosceptics don’t seem
to mind that we are now losing jobs en masse because of the globalized market.
But actually the opposite is true. The Union provides protection for our identities. Our cultural diversity. Our multilingualism. Our minorities.

Revista_comunicare_31.qxd

70

5/26/2014

2:43 PM

Page 70

Revista românã de comunicare ºi relaþii publice

So a more integrated Europe, a federal Europe is just a protection against the natural tendency of nation state to absolute homogeneity. A protection for multilingualism. A protection
against discrimination of minorities. Against the imposition of a cultural or religious norm.
In short, a federal Europe is a guarantee for us not to repeat the mistakes of the past.
Today, look at the language map of the European Union. They both practically coincide.
And in places where there still is multilingualism, these languages ??are only tolerated as a
kind of heritage. Rarely are they recognized as an official language. Well, it used to be just
the opposite. Multilingualism was the rule. Now it is the exception. And this is the result of
two hundred years of nationalism in our continent.
The foundation of a more united, integrated Europe, of a federal Europe, is the preservation of pluralism, multiculturalism, multilingualism, diversity in all its forms. A federal Europe will not remove these differences away. On the contrary. An integrated Europe is seeking
out the elements in common. What connects us. And this common ground are the values ??that
we share.
Our common principles. Our shared ideals : democracy, free market economy, social responsibility, freedom of expression, tolerance, freedom of religion or belief. A whole range of
fundamental beliefs.
And this is what makes the basis of our common citizenship. It is our values and principals. That are common.
So more Europe is the solution. Not the problem.
And more Europe means a European Union.
A political union.
Because what would be a disaster for Europe – would be less Europe. And what would
be a disaster for Member States, would be less Europe.
So we need a political union with a real European government.
With a European treasury.
We need to go forwards to the United States of Europe.
Not a uniformed centralized place.
Quite the contrary. A place where decisions are taken at the level where they can be implemented. And that these decisions are taken democratically. In an open and fair way. Not
a centralized superstate.
Where citizens maintain their identities but are also able to protect their interests. Where
a more united Europe is seen as a chance and not a threat. Where is it understood that working together is the only way of guaranteeing our common futures.
This is the kind of Europe I want to see emerge over the coming years.
Because, let’s be clear ladies and gentlemen.
I am not advocating integration for the sake of it. Nor am I proposing institutional change
lightly. Because institutional change is certainly not an end in itself.
In their book ‘Why nations fail – the origins of Power, Prosperity and Poverty’, Daron
Acemoglu and James Robinson clearly demonstrated how strong institutions are needed to
generate economic growth. And most critically, to keep it. Not so much in the daily management of a country, but the sustained anchoring of democratic institutions.
“Why Nations Fail” starts with the story of Nogales, a city located right on the border
between Mexico and the United States. A fence divides the city into a northern and a south-
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ern part. Into an American part. Into a Mexican part. People of the same ethnic group. Living in both parts of the city. Under the same sun. On the same soil. And affected by the same
disease.
Yet the American part of the city is prosperous and healthy. And the southern part much
less. Actually, all aspects of the southern part are worse.
The difference in development between the two is only explained by the lack of strong economic and democratic institutions in the south and their presence in the north.
So we face this choice in Europe. Do we want to work on strong European institutions that
are efficient and democratic? That enjoy the confidence of citizens and entrepreneurs? And
that lead to wealth creation? So that we can enjoy top schools and top universities? And also excellent health care, innovative companies? This is what is at stake. No more, but certainly no less.
In short. Do we want to be the North or the South of Nogales?
I have chosen. And I hope you have too.
Many thanks.

