Buro crisis is an opportunity for the EU
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new chapter in Europe’s in-
Ategration began on Dec. 9 as
European leaders reached con-
sensus on a new treaty, showing the
type of political will and commit-
ment to the Européan project ne-
cessary to overcome the current fi-
nancial crisis.
Twenty-six European Union lead-

ers agreed to treaty changes aimed

at containing the contagion, ensur-
ing fiscal discipline and favouring
economic growth within the EUL

Not surprisingly, euro-pessimists
and speculators, who spent mionths
painting a gloomy picture of the eu-
ro’s future and foreseeing “the EU’s
downfall,” were quick to dismiss
this major milestone in Europe’s
economic governance and crisis re-
sponse as “no grand bargain” or “an
I1th-hour deal.”

A negative spin was also given to
Britain's rejection of the treaty chan-
ges, But what seems to be forgotten
in the outpouring of eriticism and
negativity is the fact that' disagree-
ment and dialogue lie at the heart
of any healthy democracy. It’s a les-
son history taught us. Mere decades
ago, political divergence led to dev-
astating wars in Earope, We have
come a long way from those not so
distant days; today political issues
can be freely and peacefully debat-
ed — the very purpose of the Euro-
pean Union.

We don’t pretend to downplay the
far-reaching social and political im-

plications of the finanecial erisis. -

However, we can also look at it from
k

a different perspective — as.an op-
portunity to step up political and fis-
cal integration,

The Eurcpean Union remains
the world’s biggest economy, bigger

‘than the U.S. or China — and the big-

gest trading bloc in the world, The
European Union is in fact a single
market, highly integrated — in sev-
eral aspects more integrated than
the Canadian market — and which
counts more than 500 million con-
sumers. The Eurcpean Union is Can-
ada’s second-largest trading partner,
after the U.S., but well before China,
and the current EU-Canada nego-
tiations for a Comprehensive Eco-
nomic and Trade Agreement (CETA)
will further boost our bilateral trad
flows. :
What's more, the Furopean Union,
with its 27 members and institu-

tions, is active in a wide range of -

policy areas such as hunian rights,
transport, climate change, trade, de-
velopment and co-operation, com-
petition, research and agriculture,
to.name a few. The European Union
remains the largest donor of relief
and development aid and a leader
in the global action against climate
change.

general pay little attenition-to the
major achievements-of the Euro-
pean Union, Instead, a lot is written
about the European Union’s sup-

posed doomsday, and its fate to fail. .
Economic facts, however, pointto a

different reality.
Only a handful of EU member
States face public debt problems,

- most of which being manageable -

perhaps with the exception of Greece
for which a voluntary restructuring
has been agreed on. However, econ-
omies like Germany run at full cap-
acity while those like Poland and Es-
tonia are growing at an accelerated
pace.

We don’t pretend to downplay

the far-reaching social and
political implications of the
financial crisis. However,
we can also look at it from
a different perspective —
as an opportunity to

step up political and

fiscal integration.

* Overall, the European Union, and.

in particular the euro zone, is in bet-
ier financial shape than many other

_jurisdictions, The euro zone public

debt amounts to around 80 per cent
of GDP — the same as Canada’s and
considerably less than United States’
100 pér cent or Japan's 197 per cent.

“Tte European Union’s average fiscal
: "-deficit reached 4.7 per cent of GDP
It is regrettable that the media in . SR

in 2011, compared to 10 per cent in
the 1.8, and private and household
debt levels are significantly lower
than both in Canada and the U.S.
Also worthy of note is the fact that
the euro is currently the second most
commonly held reserve currency in
the world (26 per cent of world re-
serves are in euros) and, despite the
financial turmoil, the currency has
been remarkably stable. Over the
last 12 months, the euro has fluctu-
ated between 1.30 and 1.45 againsi
the U.8. dollar. When the first earo
coins were issued in 2002, one euro

© was worth $0.88 U.S.

The Buropean Union is a work-in-
progress, not without obstacles o1
stumbling blocks in its path — and it
will be strengthened under the cur-
rent reforms. The great European

* Union project is what brought peace

and prosperity to the old continent
and created a unigue model of soci-
ety many European nations aspire
to.be part of — hence the European
Union enlargement process con-
tinues with Croatia set to become
the 28th EU member state in 2013,
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