Panel on “The Future of Europe in light of EU elections”, TEPSA Finnish Pre-Presidency Conference,
6 June 2019

TEPSA’s Finnish Pre-Presidency Conference, taking place in Helsinki shortly before the inauguration of
the Finnish Presidency of the Council of the European Union (EU), featured a panel discussion on “The
Future of Europe in light of EU elections” organised in the framework of the Horizon-2020 project
“Integrating Diversity in the European Union (InDivEU)”. The panel was attended by 71 participants.

The panel was moderated by Dr Juha Jokela (Director of the European Union Research Programme,
Finnish Institute of International Affairs, and member of the TEPSA Board) and saw a keynote speech
by Michel Barnier (EU Chief Negotiator, Taskforce on Article 50 negotiations with the United Kingdom),
as well as interventions by Prof. Dr Michael Kaeding (TEPSA Chairperson and Professor of European
Politics, University of Duisburg-Essen), Tuomas Saarenheimo (Permanent Under-Secretary, Finnish
Ministry of Finance), Prof. Dr Frank Schimmelfennig (Head of European Politics Group, Swiss Federal
Institute of Technology), and Dr Elisa Pascucci (Post-doctoral Researcher, University of Helsinki).

In his address titled “Brexit and the Future of the EU”,
Michel Barnier argued that the Future of Europe is
much more important than Brexit, as well as the
future relationship between the EU and the UK is
much more important than the divorce. Showing a
sobering projection of European countries’ relative
weight in the world as individual actors vs. as EU27,
Mr Barner concluded that the geopolitics of Brexit
show that, “if we want to be actors and not
spectators of tomorrow, we must stick together”.

Speaking about possible future relationships, Mr Barnier stressed that the best possible scenario
would be the UK remaining part of the EU. The second-best scenario would be a “Norwegian regime”
(with the UK being part of the internal market but not of the EU), while the third-best scenario would
be a free trade agreement on the model of what the EU as with Japan or Canada. However, noted Mr
Barnier, the UK has certain red lines with regard to the future economic relationship, of which the EU
is taking note, and which make the free trade agreement the only possible option. The single market,
reminded Mr Barnier, is not a free trade zone; it is a real ecosystem, a social, human and economic
space between 28 nations, which cannot be unravelled because one country decides to leave.

Michel Barnier also touched upon the Northern Irish issue, arguing that Brexit is a lose-lose game for
the parties involved and risks putting in danger the progress made over the years in the settlement of
the issue.

Finally, observing that Europe represents an ageing society and a shrinking part of the world, Mr
Barnier outlined the main challenges that the EU27 will face in the years to come, namely:

e The need to build a greener EU;

e The need to take our security in our own hands;

e The need to prepare for the next migration crises by developing solidarity mechanisms for
those member states which are most impacted, and by developing a true partnership with
Africa;

e The need to support European businesses in their quest for competitiveness;



“A united Europe is not a uniform Europe”, concluded Mr Barnier, and our best chance to meet our
objectives is to act together, with all our national specificities.
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In his intervention, Michael Kaeding analysed the
results of the May 2019 European Parliament
elections. As a result of the surge in the turnout,
the new European Parliament has now much more
legitimacy than the previous one. However, it must
not be forgotten that the turnout did not grow in
all member states, and there were countries with
high level of abstentionism. At the same time,
argued Prof. Kaeding, this should not be translated
into a support for the European project, as there
were countries where the turnout increased but
Eurosceptic parties had a strong success.
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Secondly, a major feature of the new Parliament is the loss of majority for the S&D and EPP groups,
and the subsequent need to earn the support of the Liberals and the Greens.

When it comes to the internal composition of parliamentary groups, the balance within the EPP
changed as a result of the strong Fidesz performance in Hungary, which made the Hungarian
delegation the third biggest one in the EPP. Within the S&D group, the Spanish delegation is the
biggest one, whilst the German delegation is only fourth.

Finally, an important consequence of the European elections highlighted by Prof. Kaeding is that the
new European Commission will have to take into account the new composition of the Parliament,
including the increased weight of the Greens.

Tuomas Saarenheimo elaborated on the economic side of European integration and the future of the
European Monetary Union. The elections were a “defensive victory” for moderate, pro-European
forces, noted Mr Saarenheimo.

He argued that a more fragmented Parliament seems to be a victory for forces who challenge a
traditional vision of euro-area economic integration, i.e. the traditional idea, largely a brainchild of
EPP forces, that Southern states accept greater control on their economies in exchange for solidarity
from the Northern states. Support for this stronger control is weakening, stressed Mr Saarenheimo.
The new Parliament, he predicted, is unlikely to want the European Commission to be any stricter in
the implementation of economic rules than the previous one. This will result in an erosion of trust
between the North and the South. However, Mr Saarenheimo claimed that this should not lead to
worry, as he does not see a big role for trust when it comes to building permanent institutions for
Europe.

Frank Schimmelfennig discussed the role of Differentiated Integration (Dl) in debate on the Future of
Europe. Whereas before DI used to be an “ad hoc fix” to facilitate the integration of new policies
where there was opposition between some member states, it is now proposed as a proactive strategy
to develop the EU further. While DI has been been endorsed by prominent figures, he argued, its
usefulness is declining.

Prof. Schimmelfennig argued that the greatest potential for Differentiated Integration today is in the
field of defence, which at the moment is weakly integrated. However, the EU is most challenged with
the reform and consolidation of areas which are already very much integrated (e.g. eurozone, internal



market, Schengen area). Is it possible to identify advantages to use DI in these areas to overcome
existing conflicts? In response to this question, Prof. Schimmelfennig highlighted some risks linked to
the use of DI in highly integrated areas:

e There are no procedures to introduce DI in these areas;

e High cost of introducing Dl in these areas, especially when it entails one of more countries leaving
the said area;

e Risks of cherry picking;

e Some of these issues relate to fundamentals of the European Union (e.g. rule of law), which is not
an area where the EU can differentiate without putting an end to European integration as we
know it.

Therefore, concluded Prof. Schimmelfennig, the EU faces a dilemma: one the one hand given the high
heterogeneity there is a high demand for DI, but looking at the individual policies we find that this
would be extremely hard to implement. What the EU needs most at this moment, he added, is
strengthening solidarity among member states and strengthening the institutions’ capacity to face the
challenges, two objectives for which Dl is not the right tool.

Elisa Pascucci focused her intervention on how the migration issue was discussed during the EP
election campaign and what are the implications of the migration issue for the future development of
European integration. In some countries which are heavily affected by migration like Italy, the results
of the European elections played in favour of right-wing populist forces, for instance with the League
becoming the first party in iconic places for the migration issue (e.g. Lampedusa and Riace).

According to Pascucci “refugee crisis” is a misleading term, and we should rather be talking about a
crisis of the EU asylum system. After the 2015-2016 migration peak, a system was put in place with
the concept of hotspot at its centre. These centres are aimed at identifying incoming migrants and
streamlining of asylum procedures. Under this system, argued Dr Pascucci, Italian and Greek
authorities are forced to identify migrants in a
way that makes them responsible for these
asylum applications. Complementary to the
hotspot system, she reminded, is the EU-
Turkey statement, with Turkey currently not
accepting returns to its territory from mainland
Greece.

Dr Pascucci concluded his intervention with a
recommendation to completely revise or even
possibly overcome the hotspot system, and to
focus the EU’s attention on legal ways of
migration and safe passages.




