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Introduction

Over the past fifteen years, the debate about flexible integrat ion within the European Union has never been far from the surface, emerging

and reemerging in varied forms.  Two factors above all have favoured this development, the repeated enlargement of the European Union

and differing views among the member states about the appropriate pace and extent of the polit ical and economic integrat ion which the

Union should be seeking.  Enlargement called into quest ion the consensual model of decision-making on fundamental quest ions such as

revision of the founding Treat ies, which had been possible in the original European Community of six member states.  The reluctance of

Britain in the early 1990’s to part icipate in such fundamental European projects as the single currency caused many to ask whether the

homogeneous and unified template of European integrat ion envisaged in the Treaty of Rome was anyway st ill achievable.

The Treaty of  Amsterdam in 1997 was the f irst  systemat ic at tempt  to address these problems.  It  envisaged an arrangement , known

as ‘closer co- operat ion’, which would allow a sub- group of  EU member states to pursue deeper integrat ion among themselves, using

the European inst itut ions.  The Treaty contained demanding rules and requirements to be met  for the set t ing up of  ‘closer co-

operat ion’: at  least  a majorit y of  members states had to take part  and each member state could veto the process, even if  not

intending to take part .  The Treaty of  Nice in 2000 revised these provisions, int roducing the concept  of  ‘enhanced co- operat ion’,

which sof tened the st rict  rules for ‘closer co- operat ion’ under the Amsterdam Treaty and potent ially made easier the set t ing up of

sub- groups.  The new Const itut ional Treaty takes the process a lit t le further, giving any sub- groups set  up the opportunit y, albeit

const rained by the f ramework of  the inst itut ions, to adopt  their own decision- making processes.  It  also creates a st ructure to

deepen the integrat ion of  a sub- group for the specif ic area of  defence (‘st ructured co- operat ion’), an innovat ion to allow f lexible

integrat ion in a policy area which would otherwise have remained excluded f rom the arrangements for ‘enhanced co- operat ion’.

Signif icant ly, none of  these possible tools for further integrat ion by a sub- group of  member states has been used in pract ice.  The

pract ical examples of  dif ferent  levels of  integrat ion which have existed in the EU -  Economic and Monetary Union, the Schengen

area and the Social Chapter -  were not  implemented using these procedures.  All of  them indeed pre- date the inclusion of  formal

tools for f lexible integrat ion within the European Treat ies.  It  will say much about  the future t rajectory of  European integrat ion

whether and to what  extent  use is made of  these lat ter tools within the European Union over the coming decade.  A number of

theoret ical models already exist  for the development  of  f lexible integrat ion, a body of  intellectual analysis well in advance of  what

has hitherto been the realit y.  This Policy Brief  will brief ly describe and review these models, and seek to ident ify the degree of

ef fect ive support  they might  enjoy.

The models

M ulti- speed Europe

This concept  is closest  to the original goal set  out  in the Treaty of  Rome of  an ‘ever closer union’ between the peoples of  Europe.  The

element  of  f lexibilit y relates only to the period of  t ime in which all member states achieve agreed goals.  In a ‘mult i- speed’ Europe

sub- groups of  member states typically decide to integrate more deeply in individual policy areas, while other member states do not

yet  choose to join them.  Such deeper integrat ion could well occur simultaneously in more than one policy area, with varying

membership of  the dif ferent  sub- groups.  Equally, within the sub- groups themselves, some individual members might  well f ind

themselves further advanced towards the shared goal than others.
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Crucial to this model of f lexible integrat ion

is the understanding that  no member state

will be excluded, or exclude itself  from new

or developing policy areas.  There is not

merely a cont inuing opt ion eventually to join

the relevant  policy areas, but  an expectat ion

that  all temporarily excluded member states

will strive to do so.  An interest ing illustrat ion

of this point  was provided by the Brit ish opt-

i n / opt - out  f rom t he European single

currency at  the t ime of the Maastricht  Treaty.

At  the t ime, it  was possible to regard this

arrangement as an example of a ‘mult i- speed

Europe’, with Britain tacit ly accept ing that

it  would in the foreseeable future join the

Euro.  Lat er  event s, how ever, have

cont radicted this analysis.  Not  merely is

there lit t le prospect  of Britain joining the

European single currency in any foreseeable

future.  The Brit ish government  clearly feels

no desire, let  alone obligat ion, t o work

towards this outcome.

European vanguard

A part icular and except ional case of  a

mult i- speed Europe would be a ‘vanguard’

or ‘avant - garde group’.  This sub- group of

member states, which would pursue their

integrat ion over a range of  policy areas,

would be more unif ied and coherent  than

standardly envisaged by the ‘mult i- speed

Europe’ concept .  The need for unit y and

coherence would probably init ially limit  the

number of  member states able and willing

to join the ‘vanguard’.  The member states

involved would need to recognise a high

measure of  shared st rategic and tact ical

i n t erest .  Thei r  advanced degree of

integrat ion between themselves would not

simply be occasional and opportunist ic, but

a fundamental and long- term policy choice

at  which they had consciously arrived.

The natural role of this ‘avant - garde’ would

be to shape and set  t he agenda for t he

future direct ion of  the European Union as

a whole.  Although in the short  term the

existence of  a ‘vanguard’ might  exacerbate

the cont rast  between member states at

dif ferent  levels of  int egrat ion, i t s clear

underlying goal would be to accelerate the

f inal  real isat ion of  shared int egrat ive

object ives.  The philosophy of  the ‘avant -

garde’ is to some extent  ref lected in the

provisions of  t he Amst erdam Treat y for

‘closer co- operat ion’.  The Nice Treaty, with

it s acceptance of  smaller sub- groups of

member states for ‘enhanced co- operat ion’,

marks a further step along this road.

Core Europe

An ext reme case of the European ‘vanguard’

w ould be t hat  of  a ‘core Europe’ or

‘European hard core’.  The terms are used

t o describe an ‘avant - garde’ of  highly

rest rict ed membership, membership of

which is not  necessarily open to all member

states of the European Union.  The European

‘hard core’  w ou l d have m ade t he

unambiguous decision t o pursue among

t hemselves a f ar- reaching agenda of

int egrat ion, ideal ly w i t hin t he present

st ructures of  the European Union, but  if

necessary without .  They would hope and

expect  t hat  other member states of  t he

Un i on  m i gh t  f o l l ow  t hem  i n  t hei r

integrat ive path.  They would work as a

highly co- ordinat ed group w i t hin t he

European Union t o pursue it s and t heir

further integrat ion.  But  it  is at  the heart

of  t he ‘core Europe’ concept  t hat  i t s

members cannot  allow themselves to be

const rained by the hesitat ions of  others.

They will be a ‘vanguard’ which may or may

not  be followed by others.

Leading members of  t his potent ial ‘hard

core’ would be France and Germany, and

indeed some crit ics regard the concept  as

simply a rat ionale f or Franco- German

at tempts to shape the European Union in

their own image.  A broader- based ‘core’

might  include all the original six founding

m em bers of  t he European  Un i on ,

t radi t i onal l y regarded as t hose most

profoundly commit ted to the underlying

goal of  European polit ical and economic

integrat ion.  The new government  in Spain,

however, would probably wish it s count ry

t o form part  of  a European ‘core’.  The

present  Italian government , moreover, is a

l ess en t husi ast i c advocat e t han  i t s

predecessors of  the cent ralit y for Italy of

it s European vocat ion.

Variable geometry

At  the end of the spect rum which envisages

more permanent  levels of  variat ion within

European integrat ion lies the model of  a

Europe of  ‘variable geomet ry’.  This opt ion

takes as it s start ing- point  that  there will

i nevi t abl y be subst ant i al  di f f erences

bet ween t he int egrat ive capacit ies and

desires of  twenty- f ive and more member

states.  It  would be surprising if  even in the

long term these capacit ies and desires could

f u l l y converge.  ‘Var i abl e geomet ry’

t herefore envisages a series of  dif ferent

policy areas for the European Union, all of

which (apart  f rom t he single European

market ) would have varying membership.

This would allow the varying approaches

of the EU’s member states to such delicate

subjects as monetary policy, foreign policy,

defence and tax harmonisat ion to be fully

ref lected in the policy areas they wished to

join.  While no count ry would be excluded

f rom any pol icy area, i t  would be ful ly

underst ood t hat  some count ries might

never decide to share part icular parts of

t hei r sovereignt y.  ‘Variable geomet ry’

would al low t hem t hat  opt ion, w it hout

inhibit ing those who took a dif ferent  view.

As a concept , ‘variable geomet ry’ is capable

of  a number of  dif ferent  expressions.  One

ext reme would be the case in which most

member states part icipated in all European

policy areas and only a few opted out  of

one or  ot her  pol i cy area f or  speci f i c

nat ional, historic or cultural reasons.  The

opposite ext reme would be that  in which

almost  no member state part icipated in all

policy areas and many member states had

opted out  of  a wide range of  policy areas.

The f irst  ext reme is not  very dif ferent  f rom

the original unif ied concept  of  the Treaty

of  Rome.  The lat ter would be very near to

the blueprint  of  ‘Europe à la carte’, which

is a denial  of , not  a model f or f urt her

European integrat ion, f lexible or otherwise.

The political context

At tent ion has already been drawn to the

mismatch between rhetoric and realit y in

t he cont inuing debat e on t he f ut ure

inst itut ional development  of  the European

Union.  If  any of  the above concepts is to

evolve int o t he real i t y of  t he European

Union over the coming decade, it  will be as

a result  of  decisions taken by the Union’s

member st at es.  These decisions w i l l

primarily emerge from the nat ional debates

on the future of  the European Union which

vary so st rikingly throughout  the cont inent .

A number of  member states and groups of

member st at es w i l l  play a part icularly

important  role in this context .

France and Germany

Hist orical ly, France and Germany have

effect ively pract ised between themselves

a form of  ‘enhanced co- operat ion’.  The

single European market , Economic and

Monetary Union and the Schengen area

would all have been impossible without

systemat ic co- ordinat ion of policy between

t hese t w o count r i es.  I t  i s general l y

accepted that  if  f lexible integrat ion is over

the coming years to play a signif icant  role

in the evolut ion of  the European Union,

France and Germany will need to be at  it s

heart .  There have been over the last  decade

inf luent ial French and German advocates

of  a European ‘core’, including Giscard

d’Estaing, Joschka Fischer and the authors

of  the celebrated Schäuble- Lamers paper

in 1994.  Jacques Chirac has also spoken of

t he desirabi l i t y of  a European ‘pioneer

group’, an idea w it h def init e echoes of

proposals for a European ‘vanguard’.  The

united opposit ion of  France and Germany



to American military act ion in Iraq in 2003

led some observers t o conclude t hat  a

decisive step had been taken towards the

creat ion of ‘core Europe’ on the world stage.

When the process of  rat if icat ion for the

European Const itut ion (whether successful

or otherwise) is completed, it  will probably

be easier to form a reliable judgement  on

the real commitment of France and Germany

to accelerat ing the process of  European

in t egrat i on.  There are a number  of

indicat ions that the willingness of the French

and German leaders to exercise collaborat ive

leadership may be more apparent  than real.

Despit e t he high level of  (bi lat eral) co-

operat ion and integrat ion between the two

countries, the most  st riking Franco- German

successes i n  recent  years have been

defensive and react ive rather than those of

set t ing the European agenda.  The ability to

force t he European Commission int o a

substant ial revision of the European Direct ive

on the Provision of Services is a good recent

example of this phenomenon.

In Germany moreover interest  in the idea

of  a core Europe no longer enjoys t he

sal ience i t  once had.  Joschka Fischer

himself  suggested in 2004 that  the t ime

for this concept  had passed.  For historical

reasons, Germany has t radit ionally had a

more inclusive perspect ive towards other

EU m em ber  st at es t han  France.  In

part icular, t here is a great er desi re in

Germany to include the UK, if  at  all possible,

in any subst ant ial  project  of  f l exible

integrat ion, in order t o give t he project

greater polit ical legit imacy and diplomat ic

st andi ng.  Germ any t oday w ou l d

undoubt edl y pref er  t o be par t  of  a

‘vanguard’ rather than a ‘core’.  But  there

cannot  yet  be any def inite assessment  of

how  sol i d t h i s pref erence m ay be.

Unf ol di ng ci rcumst ances may ei t her

reinforce or cont radict  this present  German

analysis.

Nor should it  assumed uncrit ical ly t hat

French public or elite opinion is genuinely

commit ted to a ‘core’ or ‘vanguard’ role for

France and Germany i n  t he evol ving

European Union.  There is a dist inct  sense

in France that  a combinat ion of  European

en l argem ent  and i ncreasi ng sel f -

assert iveness by Germany have dest royed

for ever the familiar and at t ract ive workings

of the European Union, workings to which

France made a decisive and f requent ly

const ruct i ve cont r i bu t i on .  No cl ear

alt ernat ive has yet  commended it self  t o

French opinion, an uncertainty which may

well f ind some ref lect ion in a negat ive vote

on the European Const itut ion at  the end

of May.  While in France there are certainly

outspoken advocates of  a ‘core’ Europe led

by a Franco- German dyarchy (Jacques

Delors is one) many commentators have

quest ioned whet her t he current  French

polit ical system is capable of generat ing the

polit ical will and determinat ion necessary

to resurrect  t he t radit ion of  French and

German leadership w it hin t he European

Union.  Scept ics furt her doubt  whet her

there exists a suf f icient  range of  untapped

policy areas in which France and Germany

could convincingly demonst rate their role

as a European ‘vanguard’.  The most

tempt ing candidate for such a policy area,

namely defence, is one which it  would be

ext remely dif f icult  plausibly t o develop

wit hout  t he part icipat ion of  t he Unit ed

Kingdom.

In t he past , t he Uni t ed Kingdom has

frequent ly underest imated the resilience of

Franco- German collaborat ion.  The at t itudes

of  bot h count r ies t ow ards t he f ut ure

development  of  t he European Union are

clearly in a period of t ransit ion, the outcome

of which it  would be rash to predict  with

any great  confidence.  France and Germany

have in common a definite dissat isfact ion

with the way in which they see the European

Union as developing.  They have not  yet

f ound an ef f ect i ve response t o t h i s

dissat isfact ion and they are not  ent irely sure

what  role their partnership should play in

the elaborat ion of this response.

The other founding members

The other signatories of  the Treaty of  Rome

– Belgium, It aly, Luxembourg and t he

Netherlands – have in the past  generally

supported the agenda of deeper integrat ion

f avoured by France and Germ any.

Occasional i rri t at ion at  Franco- German

leadership did not  prevent  t hese f our

count ries f rom wishing to part icipate in all

project s leading t o furt her int egrat ion.

Today, t his descript ion of  t heir at t it udes

needs qualif icat ion.

The Benelux count ries

The pro- integrat ionist  out look is st ill f irmly

in place in Belgium and Luxembourg.  They

can be seen as natural potent ial allies of

France and Germany in a vanguard group,

or even a core Europe.  A glimpse of  this

could be seen in April 2003, when both

count ries w ere part  of  t he ‘Chocolat e

Summi t ’ on def ence w i t h France and

Germany, which was held during the height

of  t ensions over t he Iraq war.  The two

count ries also broadly share France and

Germany’s desire to defend and ent rench

the European ‘social model’.

In the Netherlands however, a more crit ical

at t itude towards the European Union has

developed over recent  years, deriving mainly

from disquiet  at  the Dutch posit ion as a

major net  cont ributor to the EU.  While the

majorit y in Dut ch polit ical circles is far

removed from Eurosecpt ic ideas, these ideas

have some resonance with public opinion

and certain minority part ies.  The result  of

the referendum on the Const itut ional Treaty,

for example, is by no means a foregone

conclusion.  Another important  element  in

t he Dut ch equat ion is t he t radi t ional

At lant icism of the Netherlands, ref lect ing

itself  in Dutch refusal to part icipate in the

April 2003 defence summit .  The Dutch

government  would probably be a follower

rather than an init iator of any substant ial

moves towards a European vanguard group.

It aly (and Spain)

Another founding member, Italy has a long

pro- European t radit ion.  The Berlusconi

government , however, has taken Italy’s EU

policy in a more nat ionalist ic and more

At lant icist  direct ion.  While in the past  Italy

would have been seen as a natural member

of  a vanguard or core group, no such

presumpt ion can exi st  under  t oday’s

governm ent .  In  con t rast  t o t he

Net her l ands, I t al i an  publ i c opi n i on

maint ains i t s t radi t ional  ent husiast i c

approach to the European Union.  A new

government  would f ind it  relat ively easy to

reest abl ish It aly’s hist oric int egrat ion-

minded pol i cy w i t h in t he EU.  I f  M r.

Berlusconi’s government  falls at  the next

el ect i on , due i n  2006 , h i s probabl e

successor will be the former President  of

the European Commission, Romano Prodi.

A substant ial change in it s European policy

has recent ly taken place in Spain.  Since it s

accession to the European Union Spain had

been a st rong supporter of further European

integrat ion, with a very high level of  public

approval for the European project .  This was

recent ly manifest ed again in t he clear

majority achieved in the referendum on the

EU Const itut ion.  More recent ly, however,

under the conservat ive government  of  José

Aznar, a new and less posit ive note entered

into Spain’s European policy and rhetoric.

This w as show n part icularly clearly in

Spain’s t ruculent  posi t ion dur ing t he

negot iat ions in the IGC on the European

Const itut ion, where the Aznar government

refused to give up the disproport ionately

high number of  vot es in t he Counci l

accorded to Spain by the Nice Treaty.  The

new Social ist  government  of  José Luis

Zapatero, when elected in M arch 2004,

reversed t his refusal, furt her dist ancing

it self  from it s predecessor by withdrawing

Spanish t roops f rom Iraq.  On a number of

occasions over the past  year, Spain has very

publicly aligned it s posit ion with that  of

France and Germany.  Spain, as a medium-



sized member state which is already part

of  both the Schengen area and the Euro,

might  well be in the short  term a potent ial

subst i t u t e f or  I t al y i n  any European

vanguard group.

The UK

Brit ish at t itudes towards the possibilit y of

f lexible integrat ion well exemplify Britain’s

defensive and ambiguous at t itude towards

the European Union.  The present  Brit ish

government  of ten proclaims it self  as being

favourable to a more ‘f lexible’ European

Un i on .  Bu t  i t  w ou l d regard w i t h

consi derabl e unease any f l ex i b l e

development  of  the European Union which

led to the establishment  of  a vigorous ‘core

Europe’ f rom w hich Br i t ain might  be

excluded.

An interest ing recent  development  in the

Br i t i sh pol i t i cal  debat e has been t he

evolut ion of  Conservat ive policy towards

the European Union.  The only European

Union i n  w hich t oday’s Conservat i ve

leadership could see a tolerable role for the

United Kingdom would be an ‘à la carte

Europe’ in which the United Kingdom could

opt  out  not  merely of  fut ure European

policies, but  also out  of  European policies

which have already been established, such

as the Common Fisheries Policy.  Hand in

hand with this demand for a renegot iat ion

of  Britain’s exist ing terms of  membership

i n  t he EU goes, how ever, a w i l l i ng

acceptance that  other count ries may wish

to form among t hemselves much closer

int egrat ive arrangement s, f rom w hich

Bri t ain would almost  cert ainly w ish t o

remain aloof .  M r. Blai r ’s government

desires a European Union which is f lexible

enough to accommodate Britain’s part icular

interests, but  not  so f lexible as to provoke

an effect ive refounding of the Union around

an ‘inner core’.  Contemporary Conservat ive

policy is indif ferent  to the lat ter possibilit y.

Ironically, there is one policy area where

the UK might  well be a prime candidate to

funct ion as an inf luent ial member of  a

vanguard group, namely defence policy.  The

neut ral status of  some EU member states

and the dif fering military alliances of which

they are members have long made defence

policy within the EU a highly plausible area

f or  t he appl i cat i on  of  i nst i t u t i onal

f lexibilit y.  Any such project  would be much

reduced in it s credibilit y without  the UK.

The UK has shown it self  relat ively open to

the possibilit y of  European init iat ives in the

defence f ield.  This has at  least  part ly been

a conscious ‘count er- balancing’ by t he

Brit ish government  of  it s otherwise f irmly

At lant icist  stance.  The knowledge that  any

European avant - garde in t he f ield of

defence policy would almost  certainly be

arranged along intergovernmentalist  lines

is also a dist inct ly reassuring prospect  for

Mr. Blair’s government , which fully shares

t he t radi t ional  Br i t i sh dist rust  of  t he

European inst itut ions.

The new member states

As the first anniversary of the EU’s most recent

enlargement  approaches, it  becomes ever

clearer that  it  is misleading to regard the

Union’s new members as a single bloc.  Some

plausibility had been given to this analysis by

the support  given in 2003 to American act ion

in Iraq by a number of East European countries

which joined the European Union in 2004.

Many European commentators assumed at

the t ime that there was more than a grain of

t ruth in Donald Rumsfeld’s sneering division

of the EU’s member states into ‘old’ and ‘new’

Europe.

In fact , of the ten new member states, there

are only two where the cont inuing process

of European integrat ion is regarded with

anything other than enthusiasm, namely

Poland and the Czech Republic.  Polish public

and polit ical opinion is notably volat ile, with

public opinion in recent  months having

undergone a marked shif t  in a more pro-

European direct ion.  On a polit ical level, the

suspicions remain and focus part icularly on

the supposed desire of France and Germany

to seek the same dominance in an enlarged

European Union as t hey of t en exercised

before enlargement .  In the Czech Republic

public and polit ical opinion is divided, with

widespread suspicion of the Franco- German

‘axis’ and a pronounced At lant icism which

understandably derives from the past seventy

years of Czech history.

All new EU member states are obliged under

the t erms of  t heir accession t o become

members of the Euro and the Schengen area.

Many of them will therefore part icipate in

the foreseeable future more fully than the

United Kingdom in the major projects of

European int egrat ion.  There i s l i t t l e

sympathy, however, in Eastern Europe for

cur rent  proposal s envi saging t ax

harmonisat ion at  a relat ively high level

w i t h i n  t he Euro area.  Since t ax

harmonisat ion wit hin t he Euro area has

often been cited as a plausible arena for

f lexible future European integrat ion, this

could well develop into one topic of genuine

cont roversy between ‘old’ and ‘new’ Europe.

Neutral member states

The tradit ionally neutral member states form

a dist inct  and important sub-category within

t he European Union.  Thei r part icular

signif icance lies in the fact  that  among their

number are to be found a group of states

(notably Aust ria, Finland and Ireland) which

are generally enthusiast ic part icipants in

projects for further European integrat ion, but

which would f ind it  dif f icult  or impossible

t o j oi n  i n  col l aborat i ve def ence

arrangements with other EU members.  Since

many of the theoret ical discussions about

t he possibi l i t y of  a European ‘core’ or

‘vanguard’ have seen defence co- operat ion

as a highly promising vehicle for accelerated

European integrat ion, the reluctance of a

number of otherwise integrat ionist - minded

countries to join in such co- operat ion marks

a considerable pot ent ial  barrier t o t he

realisat ion of  any systemat ic integrat ion

within a rest ricted European grouping.

Conclusion

From the above discussion it  becomes clear

that  there is no obvious ‘favourite’ model

of  f lexible integrat ion in t he EU that  is

overwhelmingly likely to emerge.  It  is the

interact ion of  a number of  factors which

w i l l  det erm i ne w het her  European

integrat ion will in the future take a more

f lexible form, and if  so what  this form will

be.  One of  these factors, the appropriate

inst itut ional f ramework enshrined in the

t reat ies, already exists for member states

to pursue deeper integrat ion among a sub-

group.  So far i t  has not  been used in

pract ice.  As always, the nat ional choices

and preferences of  member states, both

inst i t ut ional l y and pol i t i cal l y, w i l l  be

deci si ve.  As a precondi t i on  f or  any

syst emat i c development  of  European

inst itut ional f lexibilit y, there will need to

be a crit ical mass of  member states which

have an unambiguous desire to integrate

more cl osel y w i t h  each  ot her.  Th i s

underlying inst itut ional choice of  member

states, that  deeper integrat ion would be

generally desirable for them, will then need

to interact  favourably with their polit ical

choi ces i n  speci f i c pol i cy areas.  A

subst an t i al  over l ap bet w een  t he

inst i t ut ional  and pol i t ical  choices of  a

worthwhile number of  member states is

therefore probably a prerequisite for f lexible

European integrat ion to occur on anything

other than an ent irely occasional and ad

hoc basis.  Whether such an overlap will

occur, and what  conclusions are drawn by

those count ries at  the heart  of  this overlap,

remain t he as yet  unresolved cent ral

quest i ons of  t he European  Un i on ’s

inst itut ional future.
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