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Don’t always
blame Europe

ernments and parliaments. However, since
fiscal adjustment is politically costly, be-
cause it requires cuts to public spending or
tax increases, it tends to be postponed un-
til after the next elections. Only on the
verge of a financial crisis do governments
take corrective action. However, rather
than recognizing their policy failures, gov-
ernments typically justify the austerity
measures as being the request of the Eu-
ropean authorities.

The paradox is that the scapegoating
works. Rather than blaming those effec-
tively responsible for the rise in the public
debt, in particular the governments which
ruled during the 1980s, when the ratio to
GDPbasically doubled – from60% to 120%
– or right after the entry into the euro, Ital-
ians tend to accuse the European Com-
mission for imposing budget cuts. Accord-
ing to Eurobarometer, 60%of Italians think
that Europe is responsible for austerity.The
same applies in other countries. The per-
centage is even higher inGreece (79%), Ire-
land (63%), Portugal (70%) or Cyprus (77%),
but also in creditor countries like Germany
(60%), the Netherlands (73%) and Finland
(73%).

Europe is also guilty of being“missing in
action,” because it did notmonitor Greece’s
budget efficiently before it exploded. “How
did they not find out earlier that the Greek
Government hadmadeup the numbers?” It
is often forgotten that the member states
still have control over national statistics,
which have to be used by the Commission
for its surveillance exercise.

Europe is the perfect scapegoat also
when it is blamed for not deciding in time,
or not addressing citizens’ problems. Gov-
ernments’ inability to tackle the crisis is of-
ten explained by the fact that most of the
powers are now in the Union’s hands. This
is only partly true, however. It is certainly
the case ofmonetary and trade policies but
not of structural measures, which affect
countries’ growth potential. The powers to
reform labor markets, to liberalize goods
and service markets, to modernize the ed-
ucation system, the judicial, the bureau-
cracy, have all remained with the national
authorities.These are the sectorswhere na-
tional politicians ask Europe to do more,

There is a broad consensus that the
next European electionswill result in
a sharp rise of Euroskeptic and na-

tionalist parties. There is less of a consen-
sus on themain causes of this possible out-
come. Many will suggest that Europe has
disappointed, because it has not been able
to provide answers to the main problems
that European citizens faced over recent
years. Others contend that the anti-Europe
sentiment is a way to protest against the
ruling governments in the member states.

My explanation is that Europe has be-
come an easy scapegoat for all the prob-
lems that affect advanced economies.Why
is it easy? The reason is that the unifica-
tionprocess has progressively transferred to
the Union an increasing number of com-
petences and created an intense network of
cooperation, to the point that it has be-
come practically impossible for an average
citizen to distinguish between the powers of
the Community and those still of themem-
ber states.The general feeling, especially af-
ter monetary union, is that the latter have
very few powers left, and sovereignty has
been lost to the Union.

Take budgetary policy as an example.
This is clearly in the hands of national gov-

ciencies. Unfortunately, crises are needed
to make governments realize that the de-
centralized exercise of power in certain ar-
eas creates problems and to make them
accept giving those powers up.

This was the case of banking union.
For years economists and commentators
suggested that a monetary union could
not work without a fully-fledged banking
union, but national governments and su-
pervisors resisted the idea of centralizing
regulatory powers together withmonetary
policy, until the crisis clearly showed the in-
consistency.

Europe is also criticized for unduly re-
ducing the room formaneuver of themem-
ber states, for instance by not allowing pub-
lic spending to finance growth-friendly
measures, such as public investments, re-
search and development, welfare reform.

The argument seems to work with public
opinion, even though it ignores the fact
that European budgetary rules only con-
cern the net balance, not the composition
of expenditures nor the structure of taxa-
tion, which is entirely at the discretion of
the member states. In addition, when Eu-
ropean institutions dare to give recom-
mendations to national governments, they
are rebuffed with heavy accusations of be-
ing deaf bureaucrats.

The above strategy, which is followed by
mainstream political parties in Europe, is
self-defeating. Those who are elected with
the mandate to be “tough in Europe,” but
are then not able to be tough, can hardly
propose the same strategy all over again.
The ambiguity of the position is doomed to
fail sooner or later, especially when con-
fronted with muchmore radical – but also

more coherent – anti-European positions.
Why criticize Europe, the euro, the Euro-
pean Central Bank, while still being part of
it?Why not get out of Europe altogether, or
ask for a derogation like the United King-
dom?Why criticize the fiscal compact or the
debt parameters when the country could
simply renege on the debt?

It’s the ambiguity of the apparent pro-
European position, which nevertheless
blames Europe for any problem, that fuels
the anti-European positions, contrary to
further integration. The growing populism
against Europe is the result of using the
Union as a scapegoat for all problems on
the continent.Unless this changes, the pop-
ulists will get the upper hand. But to re-
verse the trend, and become constructive
Europeans, requires strong and courageous
leadership.

but Europe doesn’t really have the powers
or the legitimacy to decide. A recent exam-
ple is energy policy, where national gov-
ernments continue to go in different direc-
tions, while at the same time blaming Eu-
rope for a lack of initiative.

European institutions do notmake any
effort to dispel the confusion. They like to
give the impression that their powers are
broader than they really are. This creates
false hopes aboutwhat Europe can achieve,
which is typically followed by huge disap-
pointment. What European citizens don’t
often know is that the first to not want Eu-
rope to acquire new competences are the
member states’ governments themselves.
“Turkeys don’t vote for Christmas.”National
authorities don’t like to deprive themselves
of the powers that they have, unless it be-
comes apparent that this creates ineffi-
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The EU bureaucracy has become
a convenient scapegoat for all that
ails the continent. A better
understanding of the
mechanisms that make it work
will reveal how facile such knee-
jerk reactions really are.


