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Current PolitiCal CirCumstanCes.

FinanCial and migration Crisis

This analysis intends to find the answer to the question of whether the Brexit 
issue highlights the EU’s fractures.
The issue of the United Kingdom possibly leaving the EU – commonly referred 

to as ‘Brexit’ – has been a hot topic over the past couple of months, and rightly so: 
the outcome of the referendum has fundamental implications for the future of the 
Union. Most analyses tend to concentrate on the potential economic, political, and 
social consequences of a possible British vote to leave the EU. This study, however, 
aims to assess Brexit from the perspective of the ongoing crises and dilemmas 
currently facing the European Union.

In the last decade, there were two enormous crises which affected the European 
Union to a great degree and put it in a difficult situation in terms of its crisis 
management, simultaneously raising several questions about the future of the 
European Union itself. One was the financial crisis, the major difficulties of which 
have already been solved, and the other, the migration crisis, is still going on.

In 2008, the global financial crisis reached the European Union as well, plunging 
it into severe economic difficulties for years. The leader of the financial crisis 
management was Germany among the Member States (MSs) of the European 
Union, mainly guiding the Greek, Spanish, Portuguese, and Italian economy and 
their government.

On the other hand, the European Union could not provide a common, precise, 
and fast answer to the financial crisis. The euro crisis was also known as the crisis 
between the North and the South, marking a clear difference between the fiscal 
approaches. The crises proved that the different economic interests cannot always 
be compatible in the desired way. The European Financial Stability Facility was only 
a compromise in order to maintain the Greeks’ solvency.

The European Monetary Union requires a gradually deeper integration, including 
a banking and fiscal union, which reflects the ever-closer union article of the 
Foundation Treaties. The acceding states are legally forced to agree to joining the 
Eurozone, when they fulfil the Maastricht criteria. There are only two exceptions, the 
United Kingdom and Denmark, which do not need to join the European Monetary 
Union, as they have an “ever-opt-out” status.

When considering the levels of the European Union’s integration, the measure of 
giving up sovereignty should be taken into account. The analysis intends to highlight 
these critical points of the integration process and the relevant integration theories 
as well in light of the Brexit issue.

http://unipub.lib.uni-corvinus.hu/2146/1/KG_2015n3p41_Forgacs.pdf
http://unipub.lib.uni-corvinus.hu/2146/1/KG_2015n3p41_Forgacs.pdf
http://unipub.lib.uni-corvinus.hu/2146/1/KG_2015n3p41_Forgacs.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/economy_finance/euro/adoption/who_can_join/index_en.htm
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The other fundamental crisis is the migration crisis and the mostly affected 
common policy is that of the Justice and Home Affairs (JHA), especially the 
migration policy and the Schengen Agreement.

While these two issues (the financial meltdown and the influx of migrants) have 
dominated the headlines over the last few years, we should not overlook other 
controversial issues that also shape the future of Europe and the role of Britain 
within it. These include the proportion of budget contribution (net contributor or net 
receiver) and the related regional and cohesion policies, which are also affected by 
political debate among the MSs pertaining to the migrant crisis. Nevertheless, the 
effect on regional policy could be a further consequence and the Brexit issue has 
even more influence on the JHA-related cooperation.

The United Kingdom (with Denmark and Ireland) has opt-outs in several policies 
of the JHA and the critics therefore claim that the UK is a member of an ‘à la carte 
Europe’. JHA policy is highly related to the migrant crisis and possible solutions for it, 
which is an essential political debate among the MSs, including the migrant quotas 
and the question of the Schengen Agreement. (Some of the MSs reintroduced the 
border control at their state border, suspended the Schengen Agreement regulations, 
some protected the external border of the European Union, and some were a kind 
of transit country.)

Both crises touch upon the sovereignty issue and a deeper union’s power-
transfers as well. The different approaches could highlight different interests, which 
further exacerbates the cleavages of the European Union and raises questions on 
the future common policy platform.

the uK’s Four Points

Under these circumstances the UK’s prime minister, David Cameron fulfilled 
his campaign pledge with organising a referendum on 23 June 2016 on the 
UK’s membership of the European Union. Cameron is against leaving, and 

he reached a compromise with the Heads of State of the European Council on 19 
February 2016. The compromise would strengthen the UK’s special status within 
the EU and each point of it would be implemented in case of remaining after the 
referendum.

The UK’s 4-point requirement touched upon the topics of economic governance, 
competitiveness, sovereignty, and migration policy.

The required new regulation on economic governance stresses the need 
for different levels of commitment to the European Monetary Union. The 
competitiveness part is mainly about the need to reduce red tape and requires the 
completion of the single market for services. The sovereignty issue contains two 
aspects: one refers to the ever-closer union and the other is about increasing the role 
of national parliaments. Both of them are intended to underline the importance of 

http://www.euractiv.com/section/uk-europe/linksdossier/europe-a-la-carte-the-whats-and-whys-behind-uk-opt-outs/
http://www.euractiv.com/section/uk-europe/linksdossier/europe-a-la-carte-the-whats-and-whys-behind-uk-opt-outs/
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2016/02/19-euco-conclusions/
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2016/02/19-euco-conclusions/
http://www.bruxinfo.hu/cikk/20160220-negyven-ora-alkudozas-utan-megszuletett-az-eu-brit-megallapodas.html
http://www.bruxinfo.hu/cikk/20160220-negyven-ora-alkudozas-utan-megszuletett-az-eu-brit-megallapodas.html
http://openeurope.org.uk/today/blog/what-did-the-uk-achieve-in-its-eu-renegotiation/
http://openeurope.org.uk/today/blog/what-did-the-uk-achieve-in-its-eu-renegotiation/
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the intergovernmental approach. Last but not least, the migration policy focuses on 
the limitation of access to the welfare system’s benefits for non-British employees, 
which could highlight the fractures of the EU as well. The United Kingdom does not 
take part in the Schengen Agreement, thus the UK is solely in control of its own 
border.

Whether the Brits will remain or leave the European Union, we should take into 
consideration the strengthening voices of Euroscepticism and the possible effects 
of the Brexit issue for the other MSs. While the financial crisis called attention to the 
different approaches of the economic integration, the migration crisis underlined 
the sovereignty issue within the EU. In short, the EU is facing many challenges; the 
Brexit issue is just one particularly poignant symptom of this.

rival aPProaChes in deCision-maKing ProCesses.

Federalism and intergovernmentalism

Treaties

Among several different theories for the basis of the common framework, two 
competing visions became decisive. These are the federalist approach with the 
distant goal of establishing a supranational state, and the intergovernmental 

approach based on the close cooperation among nation states.
During the development of the European integration, the different approaches 

have always competed with each other, and the changes of the European Union’s 
Treaties are the best examples of these competitions.

The Treaty of Rome (1957), which established the European Economic 
Community, had already contained the aspiration for the ever-closer union. It means 
that the foundations of the European Union were laid on the principles of the federalist 
approach, but the decisive issues were always decided on an intergovernmental 
basis. The essence of the different approaches depends on the extent of the power 
transfer to a supranational body, which effectively entails giving up sovereignty. In 
order to keep the balance between the ever-closer union and the intergovernmental 
approach, the principle of subsidiarity was enacted. (Subsidiarity means that every 
decision should be implemented at the lowest possible level of the integration.)

Beside the federalist aims, the intergovernmental approaches became 
emphasised through the Luxembourg Compromise. Regarding economic 
governance, the intergovernmental approach had been strengthened.

As a result, the common European project and federalist vision have been 
undermined, the divergent interests overshadowed the original purpose of 
establishing the Union. The Treaty of Maastricht recorded the principle of subsidiarity, 
which narrowed the federalists’ scope. In addition, the intergovernmental approach 

http://ec.europa.eu/archives/emu_history/documents/treaties/rometreaty2.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=URISERV%3Axy0025


6 Zsuzsanna Csornai

POLICY BRIEF

was strengthened with the pillar system, while the deeper integration of economic 
cooperation and deeper integration within the monetary union were the substantial 
parts of the Treaty of Maastricht included in order to maintain balance.

The Treaty of Lisbon defined and specified the power-sharing between the 
Commission and the MSs within the common policies: there are transferred, 
divided, and complementary powers. The Treaty of Lisbon, similarly to the former 
treaties, assigned intergovernmental compromises to the federalist aims. Although 
the President of the European Council became an institutionalised position, the 
intergovernmental approach does still prevail in the decision-making process.

Ever-Deeper Economic Integration vs. Opt-Out Preferences

When it came to the crises of the past decades, the European Union often 
responded only belatedly and half-heartedly. There are several divergent 
interests, and the two current crises brought them into the light as well. 

On the other hand, these different interests have been already existed during the 
time of the European integration’s development. The economic integration became 
deeper and deeper, but some MSs were not highly committed to the ever-deeper 
cooperation, and they chose opt-out options within the EU’s framework.

The foundation of the European cooperation is based on the framework of ever-
deeper economic cooperation: from the preferential customs area through the free 
trade zone and completed customs union to the single market, in which the needs 
(work force, capital, etc.) for production and sales flow freely.

Introducing the free movement of persons in 1973 was followed by the 
establishment of the European Monetary System in 1979, which the United Kingdom 
declined to join already then. In 1999, the euro was introduced as an account 
currency. Following the Single Market, the next step was the Economic Union, 
which consists of the common currency and the common European Economic and 
Monetary Union (EMU) besides the coordinated economic policies.

Although not all the Member States of the EU are members of the EMU, the 
common Monetary Policy is an essential part of the federalist approach towards 
European integration. Besides the still non-monetary members, there are the United 
Kingdom’s and Denmark’s opt-outs, which strengthen the fault lines dividing the 
common European aims. (The UK receives the possibility to preserve its own 
national currency, pound-sterling, and receives rights to be out of some parts of the 
common JHA regulations. The opt-outs refer also to Denmark in monetary policy 
and JHA as well as to Ireland in JHA policy.)

Even though the economic forecasts predict less prosperity for the UK in case 
of Britain leaving the Union, the Brexit-campaign leaders underlined the importance 
of taking back sovereignty, control, and democracy to their country. The Brits have 
pursued a specific policy within the EU and with the EU. They have always been 
sceptical towards the federalist approaches for the European cooperation. Thus, the 
UK has always belonged to the group of MSs, who supports the intergovernmental 
approach.

http://europa.eu/eu-law/decision-making/treaties/index_en.htm
http://www.economist.com/news/britain/21696517-most-estimates-lost-income-are-small-risk-bigger-losses-large-economic
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nK4NR5TYzuU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nK4NR5TYzuU
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Despite the existing different interests, the given response to the financial crisis 
focused mainly on the federal approach: even tighter cooperation and deeper fiscal 
policy with the foundation of the banking union.

Moreover from another perspective: without the compulsory participation of the 
EMU, the idea of a multi-speed Europe can become more relevant.

Figure 1
Participation of Euro and Non-Euro EU Countries

in Intergovernmental Arrangements to Strengthen EMU

 

What Kind oF Fault lines Could Be invoKed
By the Brexit issue?

The two current crises highlighted the EU’s cleavages through the divergent 
approaches to seeking solutions, while the differences in the responses to 
the crisis underlined different values and competing visions for the future of 

European integration.

Different Approaches: Financial Crisis and Migration Crisis

Although the members of the Eurozone pursued coordinated monetary policies 
and share a common currency, the economic approaches differ greatly from 
each other: for instance, the restrictive German fiscal policy is less attractive 

to the MSs in the Mediterranean and differs from the liberal British economic policy 
as well.

Financial Crisis

The EU’s financial leadership is much more similar to the German austerity-
prone financial policy. Thus the austerity measures, applied in the period of the 
financial crisis, are more suitable to the German policies. Establishing the banking 

http://dfk-online.sze.hu/images/egyedi/doktori/doktori m%C5%B1helytanulm%C3%A1nyok/marj%C3%A1n.pdf
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/brexitvote/2016/02/16/one-market-two-monies-the-challenge-of-strengthening-the-eurozone-without-harming-the-uk/
http://carnegieendowment.org/2014/11/14/countering-forces-of-fragmentation-in-europe
http://carnegieendowment.org/2014/11/14/countering-forces-of-fragmentation-in-europe
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union allows a bigger control mechanism for the European Union, as a form of 
supranational oversight, compared to the intergovernmental approach of the nation 
states.

The financial crisis underscored the challenges of the social welfare systems. 
One of the UK’s proposed four points is the rethinking of the social benefits system: 
modifying the employees’ contributions along with the restriction and postponing 
of the social benefits (child benefits, unemployment benefits, etc.) allowance for 
non-British citizens.

Migration Crisis

In the case of the migration crisis there is another cleavage among the MSs of the 
EU, known as an East–West fracture: while the core (Western) EU states intend to 
impose quotas in order to distribute migrants evenly among countries, in line with a 
federalist approach, other (Eastern, i.e. Visegrad 4) MSs would like to find solutions 
within national state powers and would like to decide on their own about taking 
migrants in.

Regarding the migrant crisis, we should take into consideration the Schengen 
Agreement, and the political effects of (non-)compliance. Until certain Central 
European countries reintroduced border controls, protecting the external border of 
the EU posed huge challenges for Member States located at the external border 
(i.e. Greece, Italy). Regarding the migration crisis, there is clearly a lack of common 
policy; instead, there seem to be only different factions or alliances.

Divergent Policies: Euroscepticism

Beside the divergent economic approaches, political approaches are becoming 
more fragmented as well: Eurosceptic policies have become more popular 
over recent years. Eurosceptic policies have emerged as an often-researched 

topic since the Treaty of Maastricht came into force (1993).
Eurosceptic approaches on politics argue against the policies of the European 

Union from different aspects. Eurosceptic voices tend to be louder, and sometimes 
they argue against the existence of the European Union altogether, not only against 
any specific policy of the EU. There are harder and softer Eurosceptic policies as 
well. Meanwhile the harder Euroscepticism is against the existence of the European 
Union per se, the softer do not argue against the European cooperation. The 
difference between its various sub-groups is whether they consider the European 
cooperation primarily on an economic basis or whether they support ever-deeper 
integration, which includes the political union as well.

The Brexit issue could strengthen the existing political fractures with the EU as 
well. Political fractures can be identified in two key terms within the European Union: 
national fragmentation on the basis of identity, along with populist fragmentation.

http://www.fundacionalternativas.org/public/storage/opex_documentos_archivos/769d01b154a86ed59704c3e2b1a7b1b5.pdf
http://phd.lib.uni-corvinus.hu/775/1/Duro_Jozsef.pdf
http://phd.lib.uni-corvinus.hu/775/1/Duro_Jozsef.pdf
http://carnegieendowment.org/2014/11/14/countering-forces-of-fragmentation-in-europe
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Considering identity and national fragmentation, we should think about the 
intentions of the Scottish and the Catalan independence movements. In the case 
of Brexit, the Scots’ intentions for independence could become a hot political issue 
again. In parallel with the various efforts of these political entities to gain statehood, 
the Juncker Commission has decided on a non-enlargement period during its 
mandate till 2020. Thus if the United Kingdom leaves the European Union, this 
would only modify the number of the MSs.

Considering the populist fragmentation we should be aware of the tendency of 
the strengthening of Eurosceptic parties, but this paper focuses mainly on the UK’s 
Eurosceptic voices and its allies among the Member States: Denmark, Sweden and 
the Netherlands. These four countries vote most often together.

Since its establishment in 1993, the main aim of UKIP (United Kingdom 
Independence Party) is to lead the UK out of the EU and instead enact a Swiss-
type trade agreement with the Union. The UKIP’s arguments for leaving are the 
additional costs within the EU (e.g. for the SMEs), the social system’s unsustainability, 
excessive bureaucracy, curtailing British sovereignty, and the Eurozone’s perceived 
bankruptcy. UKIP is the most decisive flagbearer of Brexit.

Euroscepticism is extremely popular in the Netherlands, so much so that a 
referendum was held in April on the Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Association 
between the EU and Ukraine. Although it was not a legally-binding referendum, the 
results were against the Agreement. The main idea was to argue against the EU’s 
supremacy. The PVV (Freedom Party), led by Geert Wilders, argue for taking back 
Netherland’s sovereignty. They urge the Netherlands to exit from both the EU and 
the Eurozone. They do not prefer the net contributor position of their country in the 
EU, and they argue for an EFTA-style cooperation with the EU.

Although the Danish People’s Party is a governing coalition partner in Denmark, 
they consider the EU as an antidemocratic phenomenon. They require more 
intergovernmental economic cooperation. They argue against Denmark’s net 
contributor’s position, and they are against the Schengen Agreement and the 
free flow of persons because of the Scandinavian country’s existing immigration 
tendencies, and the social tensions resulting from it.

The Sweden Democrats criticise the loss of national sovereignty, they object 
to the role of Brussels as a supranational entity, and urge intergovernmental 
approaches instead. They intend to renegotiate their membership’s conditions.

Besides the allies of the UK, we should consider the empowerment of the 
Eurosceptic voices in the two decisive Member States: in Germany and in France as 
well. In the last European Parliament election the Alliance for Germany (AfD) gained 
several seats, despite the fact that it was previously just a marginal political player 
in Germany itself.

The voice of the Front National in France became louder earlier on, so that FN 
has sat in the EP since 1984. They are for the “National Europes” idea, their political 
agenda is to regain France’s sovereignty with the reintroduction of French franc as 
the national currency. The Front National is against closer cooperation in Justice 
and Home Affairs, because of the federalist approach of the latter.

http://60811b39eee4e42e277a-72b421883bb5b133f34e068afdd7cb11.r29.cf3.rackcdn.com/2016/04/VoteWatch-Report-2016_digital.pdf
http://60811b39eee4e42e277a-72b421883bb5b133f34e068afdd7cb11.r29.cf3.rackcdn.com/2016/04/VoteWatch-Report-2016_digital.pdf
http://60811b39eee4e42e277a-72b421883bb5b133f34e068afdd7cb11.r29.cf3.rackcdn.com/2016/04/VoteWatch-Report-2016_digital.pdf
http://phd.lib.uni-corvinus.hu/775/1/Duro_Jozsef.pdf
http://phd.lib.uni-corvinus.hu/775/1/Duro_Jozsef.pdf
http://phd.lib.uni-corvinus.hu/775/1/Duro_Jozsef.pdf
http://phd.lib.uni-corvinus.hu/775/1/Duro_Jozsef.pdf
http://phd.lib.uni-corvinus.hu/775/1/Duro_Jozsef.pdf
http://phd.lib.uni-corvinus.hu/775/1/Duro_Jozsef.pdf
http://phd.lib.uni-corvinus.hu/775/1/Duro_Jozsef.pdf
http://phd.lib.uni-corvinus.hu/775/1/Duro_Jozsef.pdf
http://www.euractiv.com/section/eu-elections-2014/news/germany-s-centre-right-wins-election-eurosceptics-near-7/
http://www.euractiv.com/section/eu-elections-2014/news/germany-s-centre-right-wins-election-eurosceptics-near-7/
http://www.france24.com/en/20140528-france-national-front-policy-eu
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Moreover, we should consider the increasing political support for the far-right 
and far-left parties in the Mediterranean: Rome recently elected a 5-Star Movement 
candidate for mayor, and we should monitor the upcoming Spanish election to be 
held on 26 June, watching out for the outcome of votes for Podemos.

Informal Leader

In the last decade it is more and more clear that the European Union has only 
one real leader for the first time in its history. This state is Germany even if it 
has emerged as an unspoken leader more out of the need to react to arising 

crises than due to a proactive responsibility to take on this role. Germany can fill 
the gap what the other MSs left: France is in a difficult economic situation, the 
UK is not highly committed to the integration process, and Italy’s economy needs 
refreshment as well. Moreover, Germany was the greatest creditor during the period 
of the financial crisis, and they are the leader in the migration crisis to date, too.

summary: PerCePtions

Summarising the fractious points of the European Union, we should underline 
the opposition to the ever-closer union and the concept of a multi-speed 
Europe. The Brits would like to receive another ever-opt-out from the idea of 

the ever-closer union. They intend to provide a bigger role for the intergovernmental 
approaches and decisions than the federalist and supranational approach. Their 
4-point proposal contains the incorporation of the national parliaments into the EU’s 
decision-making process as well. The Brits would like to emphasize their national 
sovereignty against the European Union’s supremacy.

Several questions could arise on the basis of the opposition between deeper 
integration and preserving national sovereignty. First of all, the EU’s decision-makers 
should take into consideration the option of a multi-speed Europe:

• Although the economic and the monetary union needs more deeper 
integration, the current political climate is generally unfavourable to such a 
development.

• The net contributor position of certain EU states is one of the main arguments 
against European policies, thus the future of the Regional and Cohesion 
Policy after 2020 and the Enlargement Policy of the EU are also questionable, 
which could also undermine the original European idea (deeper and wider 
integration).

• Although current incidents, such as the terrorist attacks in Brussels and in 
Paris, call for a more united JHA’s policy among the MSs, there are MSs with 
their opt-outs, which are against the tighter cooperation.

https://next.ft.com/content/b974e17a-12b2-11e6-91da-096d89bd2173
https://next.ft.com/content/b974e17a-12b2-11e6-91da-096d89bd2173
https://www.theguardian.com/world/datablog/2016/feb/10/introducing-camerons-eu-red-card-limited-impact
https://www.theguardian.com/world/datablog/2016/feb/10/introducing-camerons-eu-red-card-limited-impact
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• Nation states would like to preserve the intergovernmental approach (with 
refusing the European Constitution), but the solutions for the crisis are more 
federalist than intergovernmental.

• How long can the one-speed or common vision for Europe be sustained or 
what kind of other approaches could be imaginable and viable?

According to Donald Tusk, the President of the European Council,  “we need to let 
go of the ‘European’ dream – at least as it has usually been defined since founding 
of the Union.” During Tusk’s presidency the Central and Eastern European proposals 
are more common on the decision-makers’ table than ever before. Besides the idea 
of a multi-speed Europe, the other question is whether proposals and policies from 
outside of the core Europe can become more dominant. Can the European Union 
become more balanced? Will there be other mainstream driving forces behind the 
development of this cooperation?

Predictions for the British Referendum’s Outcome

In case of the Brexit
• there will be a two-year period in order to re-regulate the relationship between 

the UK and the EU;
• Eurosceptic voices may become much louder in other countries as well.

In case of Bremain
• renegotiations of the UK’s 4-point proposal: it will create a kind of new basis 

for the relationship between the EU and the UK, and the renegotiation could 
influence the other Member States’ policies and approaches too.

• Eurosceptic voices could be undermined.

Overall, this analysis aimed to showcase the various fault lines of the political 
and economic differences between the Member States, and the way in which 
the potential Brexit highlights the severity of this crisis. In light of the two major 
challenges recently facing the Union (the financial meltdown and the influx of 
refugees), it is clear that Britain’s reluctance to remain in the EU in the current 
form is symptomatic of the all-encompassing problems surrounding the issues of 
sovereignty, legitimacy, democratic deficiency, and the role of national identity. As a 
result, whatever the outcome of the British referendum will be, the Brexit can clearly 
be interpreted as just one milestone along the hard path of European integration.

http://www.politico.eu/article/european-council-president-donald-tusk-buries-the-european-dream/
http://www.politico.eu/article/european-council-president-donald-tusk-buries-the-european-dream/
http://www.politico.eu/article/european-council-president-donald-tusk-buries-the-european-dream/

