
2011 3

After the Presidency and in Times of Crisis –
A Glance into Europe’s Future from Budapest
Enikő Győri

“If you don’t know where you are going, every road will get you nowhere”
(Henry A. Kissinger)

Those who have been charged with drawing up strategies are not in an enviable 
position – unless they happen to be sitting in Sarkozy’s or Merkel’s seat. And even 
they are, more and more often, pushed off the front pages of the major newspapers 

by the latest moves or jolts of the credit-rating agencies. Under such circumstances, 
the wisest course of action is to stick to some proven and tested truths. In an address 
to the European Parliament on 5 July 2011, Prime Minister Viktor Orbán stated the 
following as he evaluated the Hungarian Presidency: “As a nation that has suffered so 
much in war, we shall always support the ideal of European cooperation and European 
unity.” People with clear ideals will find their way more easily when guided by such 
ideals, even when they find themselves in a confusing situation and are constantly 
encountering crossroads. At the very least, they will not be struck by fear.

* * *

Many people believe that the European Union is undergoing the gravest crisis of its 
history. In April 2011, José Angel Gurría, Secretary-General of the OECD, stated the 
following at an informal meeting of EU economic and finance ministers held in Gödöl-
lő, Hungary: “The European Union is a microcosm of the global imbalances.” The financial 
crisis that erupted with formidable force in the autumn of 2008 has culminated in 
an economic recession. Then in the autumn of 2010, just at the point when light was 
appearing at the end of the tunnel, first the periphery of the eurozone was affected by 
a sovereign debt crisis, which later also spread to Italy. By November 2011, the financial 
markets began to test even the eurozone’s core countries – Austria, Belgium, Finland, 
France and the Netherlands; investor confidence in the common European currency 
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was shaken. A partial waiver of Greek public debt and the integrity of the eurozone 
are no longer taboos. It has also emerged that, according to expert forecasts and leading 
political statements, both the eurozone countries and EU member states outside 
the zone may be facing a decade long economic recovery – with austerity and debt 
reduction measures. At a conference of Hungarian ambassadors in September, Prime 
Minister Viktor Orbán stated that the common currency and the European economy as 
a whole will be subject to attacks from speculators for another decade or so.

We can witness tectonic shifts, which ultimately question the major EU achievements, 
institutions and integration principles. There are many signs of turning inward as well 
as of separation and selfishness among the member states, while we also see a growing 
awareness of the need to strengthen integration and to expand into new areas. It is 
thus hardly surprising if in the search for solutions – an “all-embracing solution” – the 
old community method is being replaced by attempts at intergovernmental problem-
solving.

Amid this rather difficult environment of rapid and fundamental changes, Hungary’s 
Europe policy must recognise the country’s interests promptly and then advance those 
interests in the EU’s unique mechanism for coordinating and reconciling different 
interests. We received a particular glimpse of how this mechanism works during the 
Hungarian EU Presidency in the first half of 2011.

It is worth reviewing the main issues that will define the European Union’s agen-
da in the near future and at the same time we shall make an attempt to clarify the 
Hungarian national interests in relation to those issues.

The Benefits of a Successful Presidency

The performance of a Presidency can be measured against various bench-
marks. Professional success is primarily judged on how efficiently Presidency 
was able to advance or even conclude the legislative and non-legislative dos-
siers it took over from its predecessor. In this respect, Hungary has no reason 
to be ashamed, as the Hungarian Presidency was one of the most successful in 
recent years. Our slogan was “Strong Europe”, and through the modest means 
of our Presidency we did manage to contribute to a stronger Europe.

Here are several pieces of data to show the scale of the work: during the Hungarian 
Presidency, 103 legislative and non-legislative dossiers were successfully closed, 
including 43 initiatives under the ordinary legislative procedure together with the 
European Parliament (twenty in the first reading, six in the second reading, and one in 
the third reading). As many as 60 Council and Presidency conclusions were adopted. 
Some of our achievements can also be measured on a historical scale, such as concluding 
the accession negotiations with Croatia, leading the Council and inter-institutional 
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talks on the so-called legislative “Six Pack” (which represents a comprehensive EU 
response to the economic and financial crisis), and guiding the implementation 
of the first European Semester. The Hungarian Presidency staff, working at the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the cooperating ministries as well as at the Permanent 
Representation in Brussels, can be justly proud of their achievements.

Hungary stood firm in the face of the many unexpected events of the six-month 
Presidency, like the deteriorating crisis in the eurozone, the aftermath of the economic 
and financial crisis, the Arab Spring, and the nuclear accident in Japan. All these events 
required rapid and determined action, as did the E-coli epidemic. As Hungary prepared 
for the Presidency, it was taken into account that all previous Presidencies had to face 
crisis events. Accordingly, Hungary put in place a flexible structure and organisation, 
capable to react swiftly to unforeseen developments.

The Lisbon Treaty reduced the role of the Presidency in the field of a common foreign 
and security policy to the minimum. Thereby, Hungary’s task had become both easier 
and more difficult at the same time. It facilitated our task, because the lion’s share of 
duties in this sensitive area – duties that had previously been the responsibility of the 
Presidency – were undertaken by the High Representative of the Union for Foreign 
Affairs and Security Policy. And it made the task more difficult, because co-operation 
between the two institutions was still in its infancy, which meant the Presidency had 
to take impromptu decisions as to when and when not to interfere. The feedback from 
Brussels and the capitals of the member states indicate that Hungary managed to find 
the right balance.

There is a third measure of the success of the Presidency’s work, namely the extent to 
which the member state in the role of the presidency gains recognition and publicity for 
itself, and, following the presidency, how durable the collective knowledge and skills 
acquired at the centre of the European Union’s complex decision-making mechanism, 
the social capital, and the attention and trust gained as Presidency will prove to be. The 
ability of Hungarian diplomacy to make use of the skills and know-how accumulated 
during the Presidency will be tested in the weeks and months ahead. The positive 
effects of the Presidency are already visible in the Hungarian public administration: 
public officials have developed broader perspectives and have a better understanding 
of the functioning of the EU. It boosts Hungary’s capacity to influence the decision-
making process in the EU and to advance Hungarian interests.
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Saving the Euro as the Main Economic Policy Challenge

Today the eurozone crisis overshadows all other issues in Europe. The crisis is so deep 
and multifaceted that the accumulated problems cannot be resolved by a single regular 
or extraordinary summit – even though this is what the public and the market actors 
are hoping for. Though, it would be unrealistic to deny that the EU’s necessarily slow 
and circumstantial decision-making system is unable to keep up with the frenetic ups 
and downs of the market. Over the past two years, the heads of state and government 
have only been capable to make short-term decisions and each package of measures has 
proved unsatisfactory to the markets a few days or weeks later. When globally leading 
economies like Italy with its enormous industrial and export potential are unable to sell 
their bonds on the financial markets (or can do so only at unrealistically high interest 
rates) and credit ratings are moved from the tenth page of the newspapers to the cover, 
the question arises: How can governments and EU institutions regain governance?

Upon its EU accession, Hungary undertook to introduce the common currency once 
it had met the criteria. Therefore, the effective management of the eurozone crisis is 
vital for Hungary as well. However, successive EU summits have left the basic dilemma 
unanswered: how to strike a balance between promoting growth and job creation on 
the one hand while maintaining fiscal discipline and reducing debt and deficit on the 
other. With its declining economic performance, worsening competitiveness and ageing 
population, Europe will inevitably fall behind and lose power – not only in relation to 
its traditional rivals, the United States and Japan but vis-à-vis the upcoming stars of 
the global economy, the BRIC countries, as well. At stake is not only the EU’s economic, 
financial and commercial weight in the international arena but the global influence of 
the European model, which rests on the primacy of democracy and human rights. (The 
United States occupies a special place: its macro- and micro-economic indicators are 
worse rather than better than the figures for the EU and for the eurozone in particular. 
Even so, no one is talking of a dollar crisis, although the long-term fluctuation of the 
euro–dollar exchange rate is also an evidence of the success of the single European 
currency.)

A primary goal of Hungarian foreign policy is to preserve the unity of the EU. 
Hungary expects the basic treaties to be respected and the Community method to take 
precedence over intergovernmental solutions. She urges eurozone members to keep 
their internal affairs transparent for euro-outs and to keep them fully informed of all 
decisions. In this respect, the European Council of 8–9 December brought dramatic 
new developments, making a partial review of important aspects of Hungarian EU 
policy necessary while keeping the fundamentals intact. As we know, France and 
Germany proposed another amendment of the Treaty. The aim was to strengthen the 
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eurozone, to deepen integration and extend it to new areas, including the possibility 
of applying additional, quasi-automatic sanctions against member states violating 
the rules. (The essence of such automatism: where member states fail to comply with 
the recommendations and have budget deficits in excess of three per cent of GDP, 
the Commission will – without consideration – propose “corrective” measures, that 
would be adopted unless a qualified majority of the Council vote against it.) The 
European Court will have jurisdiction over the procedure: member states’ budgets will 
be approved in advance by the Commission and by the Council, and, ultimately, the 
Court will confirm whether the ‘golden rule’ of a balanced budget has been met. (The 
structural deficit must not be more than 0.5 per cent.) Eurozone members undertake 
to include the “golden rule” of the debt ceiling in their constitutions. (Hungary was 
among the first to voluntarily include such a provision in its constitution in 2010.)

The EU’s two strongest member states made it clear that if a Treaty amendment 
could not be agreed upon by all 27 member states, they would seek to reach an 
intergovernmental agreement solely with the member states of the eurozone, and that 
such a treaty – similarly to the earlier Schengen Agreement – would be open to subsequent 
signature by other member states, ultimately being included in the EU framework. The 
United Kingdom however vetoed the amendment of the Treaty, so the “17+” option in 
an intergovernmental framework was taken. Since the strict common supervision of 
member states’ fiscal policy foreseen in the intergovernmental agreement amounts to 
a further transfer or limitation of sovereignty, governments of the nine non-eurozone 
member states – with the exception of the British, who are staying out anyway – need 
the prior consent of their national parliaments to their accession to the treaty. It has been 
clarified in subsequent negotiations that the new rules in the direction of a fiscal union, 
would only apply to member states using the common currency. Consequently, Hun-
gary will be bound by them only after joining the eurozone – and not before. Following 
the clarifications, the Hungarian Parliament gave its consent to the signature of the new 
Treaty that is due to take place at the European Council on 1–2 March.

At the same time, Hungary wishes to preserve the single internal market and the 
established common policies, because such policies represent relative stability amid 
the financial storm. The implementation of the Merkel–Sarkozy proposal for a fiscal 
union (or at least for greater fiscal coordination) will probably be a stressful process in 
political and institutional terms. Nevertheless, Hungary will remain a partner because 
it wishes to avoid being pushed to the periphery (the western periphery of Europe is 
faraway and already occupied).
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A New Budget Battle

In its communication of 29 June 2011, the European Commission published its proposals 
for the Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) from 2014. The new budget battle has 
begun. Whatever else happens – apart from the treaty change and the debate on the 
euro crisis – this topic will dominate political discourse in the European Union for a 
good year or so.

The complex and multi-actor negotiations in connection with the MFF has never 
been an easy process, but in view of the current grave economic and financial crisis 
and the efforts of member states to reduce their debt burdens, it seems that it will be 
even more difficult to harmonise the divergent interests of the net contributor and net 
recipient member states. As a new member state, Hungary experienced first-hand the 
major clashes of interests that give rise to the multiannual financial framework in 2004–
2005. The general context of the debate on the MFF is now even more unfavourable: 
the Lisbon Treaty may have expanded the EU’s functions, but this counts for nothing 
when governments are being required to take unpopular money-saving measures on 
the domestic front. Why would they be generous and liberal with their money when 
the EU budget is being discussed?

Of course, posing the question this way is somewhat biased. The essence of European 
integration is that it should apply to areas where shared powers and common action 
can achieve better results than if executed in a national framework. If member states 
realised this when they increased the powers of the EU under the Lisbon Treaty, then 
it would be rational to apply the same logic and increase the common budget. The 
European value added represents cost efficiency. The net contributor member states, 
however, do not accept all this in the Eurosceptic atmosphere they themselves have 
helped to create. Indeed, nine member states have indicated that they wish to maximise 
EU expenditure at one per cent of GNI.

Taking all of this into account, Hungary considers the European Commission’s 
proposal to be a realistic point of departure in terms of the main budget figure. (The 
Commission’s proposal anticipates expenditure (including items outside the MFF) to be 
1083.316 billion euros at 2011 prices, whereas the previous financial framework at 2011 
prices amounted to 1119.703 billion euros.) And if the cake cannot be any bigger and 
has to be divided up into a greater number of parts, then this can only be possible by 
rearranging some of the expenditures. The new enhanced EU policies, such as energy 
policy and the common foreign and security policy, will also demand their slice of 
the cake. Furthermore, the strategy of increasing competitiveness and Europe2020 also 
require changes to be made. The Commission found resources that could be relocated 
in the two “most traditional” common policies, in cohesion policy and in the Common 
Agricultural Policy (CAP). That is, it proposed a reduction in their allocations, whereas 
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the level of support will remain steady or increase in almost all other areas. In terms 
of the amount of available resources, these changes place Hungary in an extremely 
unfavourable situation.

We do not sell a pig in a poke. At a meeting of the General Affairs Council on 15 
November, Foreign Minister János Martonyi spoke openly about the position of the 
member states in the “Friends of Cohesion” group and of Hungary. The “Friends of 
Cohesion” all agree that cohesion policy is a strong and integrated instrument for 
growth, which must receive a level of funding similar to the current level of funding. 
They believe that cohesion policy has not become obsolete; on the contrary, it is crucial 
for the realisation of the Europe 2020 strategy, and its efficiency can be judged on the 
basis of its contribution to economic growth and job creation.

The cohesion funds must be concentrated in less developed regions, and the rules 
governing the use of funds must be made simpler and more flexible. The principle of 
structural macroeconomic conditionality must be applied in a fair and balanced way, 
whereby the funding as a whole should be linked with the goals set out in national 
reform programmes and relating to specific policies. In this way, the regional and local 
beneficiaries would be punished (with the suspension of cohesion resources) in case the 
budget policy of a central government failed.

Using various techniques, the European Commission seeks oddly to redistribute the 
cohesion funds to the more developed regions – at the expense of less developed regions. 
Obviously, it is seeking to preserve an interest on the part of member states with such 
regions (e.g. Spain) in the fight for cohesion policy. In Hungary’s view, however, this 
reallocation of resources is contrary to the basic principles of cohesion policy, for, in this 
way, support will be withdrawn from those member states that are in greatest need.

All fourteen “friends” of the cohesion policy are affected by these problems, though 
in different degrees. However, there is a specific Hungarian matter. The Commission’s 
proposal would cap the “envelope” passed to member states entitled to cohesion 
funding at 2.5 per cent of their GDP (capping). It does so because if the complex formula 
determining the amount of the allocations (the Berlin formula) were to be applied without 
restrictions, then payments to member states would pose an unrealistic burden on the 
common budget – and this would be unacceptable to the net contributor countries. 
Therefore, it is justifiable to incorporate some kind of regression into the system. 
However, since Hungary’s GDP figures and forecasts (which are based on the truly 
disappointing figures for 2008–2009) are rather weak, Hungary’s cohesion allocation 
– due to the combined effect of the above factors – will be reduced by around 20 percent 
relative to the previous financial period, numerically equivalent to around 5 billion 
euros. At a meeting of the General Affairs Council, János Martonyi emphasised that 
this is politically unacceptable for Hungary. The European Commission’s solution to the 
Hungarian problem would be to review the situation at a later date, with the possibility 
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of an adjustment in Hungary’s allocation if this were justified by the real growth 
figures. Janusz Lewandowski, European Commissioner for Budget and Financial 
Programming, has even publicly argued that although Hungary underperformed 
(relative to the forecasts) during the current financial cycle, cohesion funds were not 
withdrawn from the country. His apparent message was that since Hungary has done 
rather well, it should now put up with losing a bit more during the next seven years.

Hungary’s main argument is that the European Commission’s proposal goes against 
solidarity and competitiveness. A strong cohesion policy is an appropriate means to 
increase the internal competitiveness of member states by reducing regional inequalities. 
And without internal competitiveness, there can be no external competitiveness. For 
this reason, solidarity and competitiveness are intimately linked. At this point we can 
certainly remind our partners that unanimous support is required for the adoption of 
the EU budget. The solution could be some kind of compensation mechanism, which 
would reduce Hungary’s losses to an acceptable level.

It can be seen that in the first stage of the negotiations, the various positions of the 
member states are quite far apart. The fact that the Commission’s plan to restructure 
cohesion policy will result in a disproportionate disadvantage for Hungary places 
the Hungarian government in a tactically difficult position, because, as the talks 
move forward, it will be increasingly difficult to find allies and build coalitions. It is 
Hungary’s fundamental interest that the group of “cohesion friends” take a united 
stand for as long as possible and that Hungary should also coordinate its interests to 
the greatest possible extent with the Visegrad countries. In the period ahead, perhaps 
this will be the greatest challenge for Hungarian EU diplomacy. (We have significantly 
less influence on the treaty change and the future of the eurozone.)

Enlargement Policy and the Western Balkans

It cannot be repeated often enough that the European Union’s enlargement policy is a 
success story. The coordinated and consistent deepening of European integration has 
always been followed by a further round of enlargement. Hungary has fully supported 
a continuation of the process not only in its capacity as the Presidency of the Council 
in 2011 but as a member state as well. We wish to see the EU remain open to those 
European countries that share and support the values of the EU and which are willing 
and able to meet the requirements and to adopt and implement the EU acquis. Amid 
the current economic and financial crisis, as we search for sources of economic growth, 
it is even more important to emphasise that enlargement contributes to the improved 
competitiveness of the EU.
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The Berlin speech of Polish Foreign Minister Radek Sikorski on 28 November 
underlined the already proven potential of enlargement: the value of France’s exports 
to the ten new member states has increased from 2.7 billion euros in 1993 to 16 billion 
today, while the value of Germany’s exports to those same member states has increased 
from 15 billion euros to 95 billion. The volume of trade between the EU-15 and the EU-10 
countries amounted to 222 billion euros in 2010, compared with 51 billion in 1995. These 
figures, no doubt, translate into a good number of jobs, quipped the Polish foreign 
minister. And, indeed, we have no reason to suppose that an enlargement covering the 
West Balkans – a region threatened by a power vacuum – would not produce similarly 
dynamic economic growth.

The enlargement schedule is determined by the December 2011 decisions of the 
Council and the European Council. The Member States agreed that progress had 
been made in almost every enlargement country in 2011. It was a general assessment 
that particular attention should be paid to regional cooperation and – applying the new 
approach – to place rule of law issues on the agenda in the early stage of the integration 
process.

Building on the work of the Hungarian Presidency, Croatia’s accession treaty was 
signed in December. It carried an encouraging message to the whole of the Western Balkan 
region. The Hungarian diplomacy is confident that Croatia’s accession will give an 
impulse to the enlargement process.

Integration efforts of the Western Balkan countries in general will again be recognised 
by the expected opening of the accession talks with Montenegro and the decision to 
grant candidate status to Serbia.

Hungary has been a consistent supporter of Serbia’s integration and will continue to 
be one also when relevant decisions are taken by the Council.

Reinforcing Schengen

In the first half of 2011 developments in the North-African region and the impact of the 
increased migratory pressure in a number of Member States, as well as the situation 
of Member States affected by unexpected and significant increase in secondary 
movements, made inevitable the debate on the effectiveness of the Schengen system.

During the Hungarian Presidency the European Council set orientations for 
the future development of the Union’s migration and asylum policy, as well as the 
governance of the Schengen area, in particular of the rules for controlling of external 
borders.

In September 2011 the European Commission submitted its proposal for the re-
form of the Schengen system. Key issues in the initiative included a greater role of 
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the Commission and the EU Agencies (e.g. FRONTEX) in the Schengen evaluation 
mechanism with the aim of improving its effectiveness. Furthermore, a mechanism 
consisting of series of measures would be applied in order to assist a Member State 
facing heavy pressure at the external borders. As a very last resort, in the framework of 
this mechanism, a safeguard clause could be introduced to allow the exceptional and 
temporary reintroduction of internal border controls.

The most disputed element of the package of measures was the procedure relating 
to the reintroduction of border controls. Hungary’s position on this issue was clear: the 
reintroduction of internal borders can only be a last resort, based on clearly defined 
and transparent criteria. Concerning the procedure, Hungary, like the majority of 
member states, cannot accept that the Commission would make the decision on the 
reintroduction of border controls at the internal borders.

As a response to the Commission’s proposal, the Justice and Home Affairs Council in 
March 2012 plans to adopt guidelines for the strengthening of political governance in 
the Schengen cooperation. The aim is to clarify the Council’s political role and its right 
to take decisions to ensure the efficiency of the Schengen area.

An important issue concerning the future of the Schengen Area is the successful 
accession of Bulgaria and Romania. It was an important achievement of the Hungarian 
Presidency that the Justice and Home Affairs Council declared that Romania and 
Bulgaria were adequately prepared for the full application of the Schengen acquis. The 
Presidency put forward the compromised plan for two phase opening which takes 
into account the different interests of Member States (the control of borders would be 
abolished first at air and see borders, and in a later stage at the land borders). The 
enlargement of the Schengen area is also supported by the European Parliament, which 
has consultative rights.

The final decision, however, requires a political consensus, which is currently 
blocked by the Netherlands, who links the question of Schengen accession with the 
reform of the judiciary and with tangible and lasting results achieved in the fight of 
corruption and organised crime in the two countries. The Hungarian position remains 
clear: Bulgaria and Romania shall join the Schengen area without any further delay.

The Single Market as a Take-off Point

We cannot address here all the issues that Hungary’s EU diplomacy, following the 
Hungarian Presidency, considers as priorities; these include energy policy, the financial 
services dossier, transport and communications policy, family and population policy, 
environmental protection and climate change. Even so, it is certainly worth mentioning 
the efforts aimed at strengthening the single internal market and improving the 
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situation of small and medium-sized enterprises, for these are particularly important 
now as European decision-makers seek feverishly for a way out of the crisis.

The single European market is a cornerstone of economic integration in Europe and 
has always been the main driving force behind economic growth in the EU. Today it 
can assist the whole of Europe in weathering the economic and financial storm, since 
governments, in the face of general austerity measures, have barely any means other than 
the single market to stimulate economic growth.

The Hungarian Presidency achieved significant results in this field. On 13 April 2011, 
the Commission issued a communication on the Single Market Act, which defines the 
12 key measures that are crucial to the further development of the internal market. At 
a meeting on 30 May 2011, the Competitiveness Council adopted conclusions, in which 
the member states articulated their position on the Single Market Act and undertook 
to agree, by the end of 2012, upon the most important specific measures and legislative 
proposals that are needed in order to renew the single market. Some of these measures 
– above all the Patent Package – was concluded during the Polish Presidency.

Hungary takes part in the enhanced cooperation for the implementation of single 
patent protection scheme and it supports the closure of the patent dossier as soon as possible, 
particularly as compilation of the current compromise draft text was one of the successes 
of the Hungarian Presidency. Hungary’s goal is that the single European patent system 
should be introduced with the best possible conditions for Hungary, having special regard 
for the distribution and level of maintenance fees.

The Hungarian Presidency gave great emphasis to the programme for a reduction in 
administrative costs. In response to a Commission proposal, the EU heads of state and 
government undertook, in March 2007, to reduce administrative costs by 25 per cent 
by 2012, whereby national goals had to be adopted by each member state. Like several 
other member states, Hungary set its national goal at 25 per cent.

Our ambitions have not changed one iota since the end of the Presidency. In addition 
to the member states’ efforts to achieve financial and fiscal stability, we should not forget 
the conditions needed to launch economic growth and job creation. A crucial element in the 
process will be a simplification of regulations, allowing small and medium-sized busi-
nesses particularly affected by the crisis some room to breathe. Moreover improving 
the quality of EU and member state legislation will also cost money. The same can be 
said of the Small Business Act, which was reviewed under the Hungarian Presidency 
and which placed the focus on intelligent regulation, funding for SMEs, a wide range 
of measures relating to their market access, enabling SMEs to contribute to a resource-
efficient economy, as well as entrepreneurship, job creation and inclusive growth. The 
goals set out in the review of the package of measures for small and medium-sized 
businesses are in agreement with the aims of Hungary’s policy on SMEs.
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The EU Is Not Only about Money

It should not take anyone by surprise that this survey of the main points of Hungary’s 
Europe policy finished with monetary issues. We are living in times when money is 
being spoken about all the time – due to the economic and financial crisis, the austerity 
measures, and the bargaining over the budget. However, if we are not careful, we may 
lose sight of the long-term goals.

As Europe’s leaders seek to prevent markets running amok, not only do they have no 
time to come up with new ideas and thoughts, but also they rarely get as far as posing the 
questions. And yet, on a daily basis, they see that the European welfare model with its high 
standards of social security is barely maintainable in its present form, and that neither 
the European Union nor the member states can ignore any longer the issues underlying 
the debt crisis. Can we afford to give up the Europe’s achievements for good? The cost of 
preserving them is calculable – and many do make that calculation. But the social costs of 
abandoning them are inestimable.

The developments over the past years make more and more of us realise that no 
member state will be able to cope with the crisis on its own. One by one, even the 
large nations are losing out in the global competition – and this is true with or without 
the crisis. According to British forecasts, by mid-century even the largest European 
countries will no longer be among the top ten economic powers. The EU member states 
can only preserve their place and significance in the world by advancing arm in arm and 
as a single market. This is why we need to continue the enlargement process, to reach 
out to new markets and to respond to the demographic challenge.

The motto of the Hungarian Presidency was “Strong Europe”, even though at the 
time the problems in the eurozone had yet to become fully apparent. Since the end 
of the Presidency, this motto has become – unfortunately – even more relevant. Amid 
the storm of the crisis, will the Europe Union be strong enough to face the bitter and 
painful challenges so that it can decide where it is going? Let us recall the words of Walter 
Hallstein, former German foreign minister and first President of the Commission of the 
European Economic Community: “Anyone who does not believe in miracles in 
European affairs is no realist.”

13 December 2011


