The European Union as an indispensable tool:

Defining where we need the EU and where not

The debate about the European Union is dominated by two extremes: the scepticism towards the EU's bureaucracy, the fear of many people to loose control over their own life and the accusation that the EU is dominated by economic considerations. On the other hand , people are hoping that the EU would guard the 'European social model' with its high social, environmental, consumer and other standards and protect them from the negative effects of economic globalisation.

We must overcome this contradiction. The debate is not and can not be about "more" or "less" EU. Rather, we must clearly define the policy areas, for which we need a strong EU and ensure that efficient, transparent and democratic decision-making structures are in place to achieve those ends. Equally, we should define the areas where we want the EU to stay out of our lives and where decision-making should best take place on the national or local level.

The following outlines key areas where a strong and well-functioning European Union is essential.

Safeguarding the European social model in a globalised world.

The vast majority of Europeans support the European social model, which values social justice, worker and consumer rights and environmental and health protection highly. Modernising and safeguarding this model in an increasingly competitive, globalised world can not be achieved any more by a single country alone. This needs the strength of the European Union, which must however undergo considerable reform to enable its institutions to play this role.

Consumer and health protection

No matter if bird-flue, BSE or dioxin, in times of crisis European citizens look to the European Union for protection. That the European Union is guaranteeing consumer rights and safe and healthy products in an open market is taken a very important role which is almost taken for granted by now.

A healthy environment

While being far from perfect, the establishment of relatively high environmental standards in the EU is one of the EU's success stories
. One estimates, for example, that the amount of premature deaths from air pollution will be reduced by 15.000 every year when the EU legislation is fully implemented in the new member states.

Pollution does not stop at boarders and must therefore be regulated internationally. In addition, European legislation is indispensable to avoid eco-dumping in the EU.

On the global scale, the EU plays an indispensable role in moving forward multilateral environmental agreements, such as the Kyoto Protocol.

Democracy and the rule of law

There is no question that the European Union still has to improve in terms of its own democratic procedures. However, the EU has played and plays an important role to safeguard and demand democratic procedures and institutions in its member states. This positive effect is true for old and new member states alike. The European court, the European ombudsman and the complaint procedure are important tools for citizens to protect their rights. 

In addition, the prospect of joining the EU has and will trigger reforms towards more democratic and transparent institutions, less corruption and the rule of law.

Peace and global justice

World politics are increasingly dominated by US unilateralism. Only if European countries unite, a different model, based on multilateral approaches with a priority for conflict prevention and non-military conflict solution, a strong role of the UN, the rule of law and the promotion of sustainable development, has a chance.

It is almost taken for granted by now, but the EU is an important reasons why Europe is enjoying a very long period of peace. Many countries outside the EU – such as in the Balkan region - are looking for support from the EU to find long-lasting peaceful solutions. In the Mediterranean region the strength and vision of the EU will also be needed to promote tolerance and peaceful conflict resolutions.

Stopping harmful tax competition

In order to attract investments and jobs, EU member states are competing with increasingly lower taxes for corporations and individuals. This is slowly erasing the tax base for necessary investments such as education or research. The EU is the only platform where a common tax base and minimum tax levels could be established. To achieve this, the unanimity rule for taxation issues must be overcome to allow the establishment of minimum levels of taxation.

A Europe free from borders and visa-bureaucracy.

Not so long ago, travelling from Luxemburg to Estonia would have meant applying for Visas at three different embassies – a time consuming, annoying and expensive procedure. The right to move to and work where we want is a key achievement of the EU – a freedom people in several European countries are still waiting for.

Solidarity

Within the European Union we have understood that an open market only functions in the interest of everyone, if one helps the poorer regions to catch up and not fall behind. The Structural and Cohesion Funds of the European Union are an indispensable tool in this regard, even though the specifics of how the money is used must still be improved.

Research

To live its full potential, Europe must find ways to exchange the knowledge and innovation-potential of its scientists. The programmes of the EU are an important help in this regard. Research budgets must however be directed more clearly towards sustainability (e.g. research for energy efficiency and renewables and not nuclear energy).
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� One of the reasons for this is that decision making is done by qualified majority and with full involvement of the European Parliament.
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