Topic: Sovereignty and Integration Issues within the European Union
Guest: H.E. Gabriele Meucci, Embassy of the Republic of Italy in Montenegro

Moderator: Daliborka Uljarevic, CCE Executive Director

Forum of European Integration Schools, organised by Centre for Civic Education, Centre for Development of Non-Governmental Organisations and European Movement in Montenegro, in cooperation with the Faculty of Political Science and with support of FOSI ROM, organised on 28/11/2007 a lecture on the topic of “Sovereignty and Integrations Issues within the European Union”. The guest of the Forum was H.E. Gabriele Meucci, Ambassador of the Republic of Italy in Montenegro. 

Ambassador Meucci began his lecture with a short reminder of the roots of EU and of the importance of economic integrations for everyday life of the citizens of the Community. To return to the roots, according to him, is to search for the EU future in the very beginnings of this project: Europe ravaged by the war, which, right after the horrors and the concentration camps witnessed a kind of political miracle – European leaders sat at the same table in Mesina and attempted to draft together a different future for Europe.

 “Let us say that this may have been a very special moment, that in these eight years there was a political miracle, extraordinary political maturity and ability to metabolise the past, to project the future... At the same time, every economist who thought rationally in those years would have told you that, economically speaking, agriculture in Europe is perfectly senseless”, Meucci said.

“EEC was born from the need to revive European economy. By creating this artificial agricultural market, subsidised by the member states, they created a market which to this date supports European economy. Without a system of Common Agricultural Policy, European farmers would go bankrupt within days, because they could not compete with the prices of imported goods”, Meucci explained.
In order to make the policy at all viable, however, it was necessary to reduce the number of farmers to a minimum, to some 6-7% of active population in Europe. In order to do that, the EU member states gave up on their independent economic policies and let EC take all the decisions on production, subventions and prices on the European market. Meucci sees the decision to preserve European agriculture as an expression of desire to protect the “European landscape, the environment” and the “small number of people who still earn their living by working the land, but at the same time guard the moral and social values of a society which evolved from an agricultural community”. 

At the basis of everything, maintains Meucci, was the wish to establish and preserve peace, to create every possible mechanism in every sector to bring together people of different interests to the same table to talk about their common problems. It is not surprising, he said, that the second most important sector in this regard was the production of coal and steel, where German domination and strong competition always presented a threat to destroy agreement with conflict and violence. 
The need to create a basis for negotiation and common solutions to the problems and the need to keep agriculture alive are the two pillars supporting the EU to this date. Gradually, however, consequences of these and similar mechanisms led to the fact that today, in 2007, EU member states have virtually no sovereignty over their economic policy.

“If we look at the three basic branches of economic policy – monetary, fiscal and structural (regarding labour markets and firm organisation), we will see that the monetary policy has been completely taken over by the European Central Bank and that the fiscal policy is extremely limited in the domains of public expenditure and state aid. All that remains is the tax policy. European competition policy deprived national governments of the basic tools of economic policy”, warned Meucci.

Structural reforms, which is the only domain left in the competence of the national governments, are at the same time most painful, he explained. Pension reforms, taxation, flexible labour markets are all activities which can cost many votes. Such reforms are, unfortunately, necessary, as there is no more space for “cosmetic” adjustments through fiscal and monetary policy.
“These cosmetic games, which Italy has been playing for years, are efficient in the short run but in the long run they have very negative consequences”, Meucci assessed. “European governments have no option of “covering up the wrinkles” any more and they are forced to face the real problems”, he added.

Finally, Meucci turned to the situation of Montenegro with respect to these profound changes in the European economic policy. Montenegro will now have go through the entire process of adjustment and gradual loss of economic sovereignty which took Europe some fifty years to complete in a very short time. This is only possible if Montenegro believes that the political goals are right and if it manages to maintain public support for this project.

“You must bear in mind that the costs of structural economic reforms will be very high. Montenegro has the advantage that it already gave up the monetary policy by its own decision, taking up euro as its national currency and thus completed half of the work way before signing the Stabilisation and Association Agreement”, Meucci said.

He emphasised that it is necessary to have a vision, but also be able to clearly understand the challenges that lie ahead of Montenegro in the upcoming period. “One should never forget why EU exists, nor that this will be a process of gradually delegating many independent decisions to EU. Will that make us more or less happy is to be seen. It is important to know, when embarking on such a process, where we want to find ourselves in the end. Montenegro is not alone. The whole of Europe is now taking a small break, a political break, until the public and governments of EU member states are again able to decide what are the goals to be achieved in the next few years”, Meucci concluded.

Asked whether a country can afford not to enter EU, Meucci pointed at the example of Switzerland, which is not in the EU, but it remains “somehow isolated”, having agreed with Brussels on a series of bilateral treaties which enable Switzerland to function the way the other EU member states do, but without the accompanying benefits”. “They are currently paying much more than they would if they were EU members. One should ask whether Montenegro can afford not to enter EU? Can Montenegro pay what Switzerland pays in order to ensure that its citizens have the same rights as the citizens of EU?”.

