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GROUPING SHOWS HOW SOFT POWER CAN WORK 

EU's grand enterprise still offers much to the world 
JOERGEN 
OERSTROEM MOELLER 

T he European Union (EU) has 
unde rgone a number of c ri
ses, leading many observers 

to question t he grouping's suprana
tional mode l, which has been largely 
unchanged s ince the 1950s. In Britain, 
the Tory pa rty has mooted an EU ex
it referendum and it remains unclear 
how the long-standing controversy of 
the United Kingdom's membership in 
the EU will pan out. 

However, a closer scrutiny sug
gests the EU has a favourable score
card. Above all, it has br·ought rule of 
law, t r ansparency and accountabil
ity from the national level to the in
ternationa l level. The EU addresses 
pt·oblems t hat economic globalisa
tion has brought to its member states 
and citizens. Without the E U, politi
cal and economic uncertainties would 
be deeper. 

The problem wit h the EU t hen 
could be one of perception. When it 
steps in to save a bank eve rybody 
hears about it, but few recognise that 
it may be du.e to financia l mismanage
ment at Wall Street. 

When the EU limits t ox ic s ub
stances, it is often seen as Brussels 
meddling in national affa irs, while in 
fact it enhances consumer safety and 
opens a s ingle market for corpora
tions. Twenty-eight nationa l proce
dures have been replaced by a single 
and common one. T his is simplifica
tion, not bureaucracy. 

Recently, the EU Commission pub
lished a plan to reduce ca rbon diox
ide emission in 2030 to 40 per cent of 
the 1990-level and for renewables to 
provide 27 per cent of energy in 2030. 
The plan immediately met with oppo
sition, but critics conveniently ignore 
how the US or other major countries 
approach the issue. 

STRENGTH IN THE COLLECTIVE 

There are huge and intangible ben
efits to be accrued from pooling sov
ereignty and exercising it in common 
wit h adjacent count ries to purs ue 
analogous goals. 

In this era of globalisation, sover
eignty does not consist of defending 
yourself against what comes from the 
outside world. It consists of shaping 
international rules and avoiding the 
trap of being blocked from implement
ing domestic policies by rules and reg-
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Searching for compromises and consensus, the EU has reached a state of political 
maturity that, if introduced globally, would be praiseworthy. PHOTO, BLOOMBERG 

C:.. C:.. The EU. through stating 
WW its identity, shows how 

soft power can work. It 
is a grand enterprise pushing 
the Europeans towards solving 
problems in common instead of 
towards self-serving measures. 

ulations introduced by internationa l 
organisations . 

Individua lly, European count ries 
cannot tack le t he global economic 
crisis. If there were no EU, Europe
an countr·ies wou ld be undercutting 
employment in neighbouring nations, 
star ting a wave of competitive devalu
ations that leave no one better off. This 
happened in the 1970s and early 1980s, 
not to forget the 1930s. 

The euro is often criticised for be
ing a political rather than an economic 
project. It is both.The preamble of the 
treaty sets the aim of "an ever closer 
union among the peoples of Europe". 
In modern times, no one has tried so 
ambitious a project. Unsurprisingly, 
the ru les were not complete. Short
comings and flaws have appeared, but 
they are being repaired. Gradua lly, 
these gaps are being fi lied or clarified. 

Some countries, in particular Brit
a in, postulate that immigrants from 
other EU countries a re guilty of un
scrupulously collecting welfa re ben
efits connected to the free movement 
of labour. It sounds good as an election 
slogan, especia lly tor politicians beat
ing t he drum of populism. However, 
a study undertaken by a consultancy 
for the EU Commission suggests the 
truth is quite the opposite. 

In mos t EU countries, the por
tion of EU migrants among welfare 
beneficiaries is below 5 per cent and 
they contribute more in taxes than 
they t·eceive in benefits. In Denmark, 
possibly the country wi th the mos t 
lavis h welfare system in the EU, an 

analysis shows that 143,000 citizens 
from other EU countries pay taxes 
wi t h only 39 documented cases of 
abuse found. 

AS A SOCIETAL MODEL 

Searching for compromises and con
sensus, the EU has reached a state of 
political maturity that, if introduced 
g lobally, would be praiseworthy. 
The price is a sometimes cumber
some and time-cons uming decision
making process- but this is a price 
worth paying. 

ln the latest treaty, Europe's iden
tity has been defined as follows: "The 
Union is founded on the values of re
spect tor human dignity, freedom, de
mocracy, equality, the rule of law and 
respect for human rights, including the 
rights of persons belonging to minori
ties. These values are common to the 
Member States in a society in which 
pluralism, non-discrimination, toler
ance, justice, solidarity and equality 
between women and men prevail." 

After the collapse of the Soviet Un
ion in 1991, the EU was instrumental 
in preventing confrontations of ethnic 
or religious nature among the centra l 
and eastern European. The follow-up 
is the Eastern Partnership reaching 
out to countries fur ther away, includ
ing Ukraine. Politicians there oppose 
it because it embodies a society attrac
tive to their citizens by attacking nep
otism and other forms of power abuse. 

The EU, through stating its identi
ty, shows how soft power can work. It 
is a gra nd enterprise pushing the Eu
ropeans towards solving problems in 
common instead of towards self-serv
ing measures. Some would like to keep 
the EU purely as a trade forum. But 
the EU has developed into a societal 
model offering its citizens, and indeed 
the world, much more. 


