
 1 

 
 
 

The Unification of Europe and 
the Modern Day-European Union (EU) 

 
by Ettore Greco 

 
 
Let me first say a few words about the Italian Institute of International Affairs of 
Rome of which I am the deputy director. 
 
The institute was founded by Altieri Spinelli, a key figure of European federalism, 
who certainly needs no presentation here, in 1965. The institute is therefore one of 
the oldest Italian foreign policy study centers. And it is also one of the largest.  
 
Its size and budget have considerably grown over time, but they remain fairly 
small at least by the American standards. We have about 30 researchers with 
various levels of responsibility.    
 
It can be safely said that the creation of the institute more than 40 years ago was as 
a truly transatlantic achievement. Indeed, the contacts and cooperation links that 
Spinelli was able to establish on this side of the Atlantic proved of key importance.  
 
Several US institutions played a role in the consultation process and even, to some 
extent, in the political debate that led to the foundation of the institute. The US 
institutions that were involved included the Council on Foreign Relations, Rand 
Corporation, the Carnegie Endowment of International Peace, and above all, the 
Ford Foundation, which provided a crucial grant for the first five years of activity 
of the institute – in addition to the funds that were raised in Italy.  
 
On the Italian side key institutions interested in fostering the transatlantic dialogue 
and widening the horizon of the foreign policy debate in Italy took part in the 
process: such multinational companies as Olivetti and Fiat and leading cultural 
associations like the Olivetti Foundation and Il Mulino of Bologna.  
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Spinelli submitted its plan for the new institute to those US and Italian supporting 
institutions and interacted with them quite closely. 
 
 It is therefore no exaggeration to say that the establishment of the institute resulted 
from an unprecedented transatlantic convergence of efforts. Indeed it was part of a 
wider attempt to create a network of experts as a condition for a constant exchange 
of ideas between the two sides of the Atlantic, something that Italy badly needed 
since its foreign policy expertise was limited and the foreign policy debate was 
often parochial. 
 
Spinelli created an institute which was very different from the existing Italian 
academic institutions. In fact it was rather a policy oriented study center modeled 
on the US think tanks from whose experience it was expected to draw.   
 
As a policy oriented think tank the institute had – and still has - a mission:  
its studies are aimed at promoting, to use the words of article one of its statute, the 
evolution of all states of the world towards forms of supranational organization. A 
mission based on the federalist ideas enunciated by Spinelli in his Manifesto of 
Ventotene. 
 
I think the institute has remained loyal to this original mission. It is well known in 
Italy and Europe for its pronounced pro-European, or, better to say, pro-integration 
approach.  
 
However, as a politically independent and non-partisan organization, whose focus 
is on research rather than on political advocacy, the institute is clearly not a branch 
or an instrument of the federalist movement. Indeed our proposals sometimes 
diverge from those of the Italian federalist movement. 
 
The institute has made a constant effort to reconcile its basic pro-European 
approach with the promotion of policies aimed at reinforcing the transatlantic 
partnership under the assumption that the two goals are not incompatible and can 
be even mutually reinforcing.  
 
Admittedly this has become more challenging of late for a number of reasons, 
among other things because of the policies followed by the current US 
administration. 
 
Another key traditional function of the institute has been to contrast and compare 
Italian foreign policies and positions with those of the other international actors. In 
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view of that, the institute participates in several major international networks of 
foreign policy institutes, mostly European. It also cooperates with such institutions 
as the NATO, the EU Commission, World Bank etc.  
 
The institute’s transatlantic activities are quite important. Since its foundation, it 
has tried to contribute to the formulation of policies aimed at promoting Italy's role 
in transatlantic relations. It has made a systematic effort to identify the weaknesses 
and potential of the common transatlantic policies in the areas of greatest 
political/strategic interest to Italy, such as the Balkans, the Mediterranean and the 
Middle East.  
 
In carrying out these activities we cooperate with various US institutes, mostly 
Washington-based institutes, including the German Marshall Fund, which has 
funded our transatlantic projects for many years. We have also worked with RAND 
on security and defense policy, with Carnegie on the Islamist movements and the 
problems of democracy promotion in the Middle East and with the Institute of 
International Economics on trade issues and the role of the WTO.  
 
Finally, I wish to underline that we have an English-language journal The 
International Spectator published by Routledge, an international publishing house. 
The journal is our principal means of disseminating our research and studies 
outside Italy.  
 
After this rather long introduction let me turn to the state and prospect of the 
integration process within the European Union. 
 
As you know the last European summit took important decisions that should make 
it possible to break the deadlock in the debate over the constitutional reform by the 
end of this year.  
 
A new intergovernmental conference has been mandated to replace the 
constitutional treaty which was rejected in the French and Dutch referendums in 
2005 with a so-called “Reform treaty”. This new treaty will be a traditional 
“amending treaty” instead of a constitutional one.  
 
However most provisions of the new treaty has already been agreed so that there is 
a general expectation that the negotiations on the new treaty can proceed smoothly 
and rapidly and a final agreement can be reached by December of this year.  
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The ratification process of the final treaty is expected to be completed in time for 
the next European parliamentary elections scheduled for June 2009 not least 
because no new referendums are in sight except in a couple of not particularly 
problematic countries such as Ireland and Denmark. There remains, in fact, some 
uncertainty concerning the decision that will be taken by the new British Prime 
Minister Gordon Brown, but he is also likely to opt only for a parliamentary 
ratification.  
 
The new reform treaty will be, in several aspects, a watered-down version of the 
original constitutional treaty, but most of the institutional innovations of the 
constitutional treaty will be preserved.  
In other words and without entering into the details the form of the constitutional 
treaty has been abandoned but much of its substance will remain. 
 
First, there are some important provisions that would increase the decision-making 
capacity of the Union and help prevent deadlocks. In particular, the majority voting 
would replace the unanimity rule in a number of important policy sectors. Most 
changes to the budgetary, legislative and decision-making procedures laid down in 
the constitutional treaty will remain. 
Unfortunately the new voting system will be fully applied only from 2017 onwards 
due to the opposition of Poland, which however eventually accepted to give up its 
request for an alternative voting system. 
 
Second, the establishment of new institutional bodies was confirmed– in particular 
the Union foreign minister, now called the “High Representative of the Union for 
Foreign Affairs and Security Policy” - and the full time president of the European 
Council. Those new institutional figures have the potential of ensuring a greater 
leadership capacity at the supranational level which is essential in a Union which is 
now composed of 27 members (I’ll come back later to this point) 
 
Third, the new arrangements for common foreign and security policy foreseen in 
the Constitutional treaty, including those for defense cooperation, will remain 
largely unaltered. These new institutional mechanisms can ensure a more 
consistent and dynamical external action, especially foreign policy action. 
 
Fourth, some reform provisions will remain that can improve the democratic 
accountability and transparency of the Union institutions, starting with the further 
enhancement of the powers of the European Parliament. 
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No doubt this reform will not be a great leap forward but rather another relatively 
small step in the process of European integration 
 
Even the future institutional reforms are likely to be incremental. Indeed, as a 
result of the enlargement process the Union has grown more diverse. In a Union of 
27 members reaching an agreement on further institutional deepening will be tall 
order.  
 
The Union will continue to be characterized by a mix of federalist and 
intergovernmental elements. 
 
In the short and medium term one could expect a period of consolidation during 
which priority would be given to the internal reform over other objectives, in 
particular the enlargement plans.  
 
I would say that a consensus has been emerging around this order of priority at 
least until the election of the European Parliament in 2009, when, as I said, the 
current reform cycle is expected to be completed. 
 
Let me say then a few words on the problem of enlargement. 
 
The key factor remains the so-called “enlargement fatigue”, the persistent and 
perhaps still growing discomfort about the prospect of further accessions, a feeling 
that is widespread at the level of both the public, as shown by the opinion polls, 
and the policymakers. 
   
What is certain is that the recent big bang enlargement will be followed by at least 
a slowdown of the process, if not a pause.  
 
Both the European Parliament, which has a veto power over the new accessions, 
and several governments, including the current Italian government, are in favor of 
defining the final borders – or the frontiers – of Europe although this remains 
mostly a vague and rhetorical position.  
 
In practice only Croatia does have a real chance of becoming a new member in the 
next five years and it is also possible that, apart from Croatia, no new accession 
will take place in the next decade.    
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In fact, the Union has renewed its promise to integrate the whole Balkan area, but 
the other countries of the region are far away from meeting the membership 
requirements. 
Indeed, the Union may lose part of its influence in the Balkan region as the 
membership perspective becomes more uncertain. 
 
The relations with the other neighbouring countries including Ukraine will 
continue to be developed on the basis on the so-called European Neighbourhood 
policy which does not include the membership perspective.  
 
And there is of course the problem of Turkey. 
As you know accession talks with Turkey which started in 2005, are going on. 
 
But the hard facts are: 
First, popular opposition to the Turkish membership has steadily increased in 
several member states; 
Second, France and Austria have promised to hold a popular referendum on the 
Turkish membership – France introduced even a constitutional change to that 
effect; 
Third, Angela Merkel and most German Christian democrats are in principle in 
favor of offering Turkey only a so-called special partnership; 
Fourth, Sarkozy’s victory was another setback for Turkey’s European ambitions 
since the new French president is categorically against the notion of Turkey ever 
joining the EU.  
Fifth, Cyprus as a member of the Union has a veto power over the development of 
the EU’s relations with Turkey and it has shown that it does not shy away from 
using it. 
 
New concessions on the part of the Union could help Turkey to sort out of its 
current political and constitutional crisis. On the other hand the internal crisis in 
Turkey, especially if it escalates, can provide ammunitions to those who want to 
freeze the accession process once and for all. No doubt, the upcoming 
parliamentary elections in Turkey will be, in this regard, a crucial event.   
 
The risk is widely felt that the EU influence in Turkey, which has been substantial 
in the last few years, can further diminish in a period during which the American 
influence is much diminished because of the war in Iraq and pro-American feelings 
are at an all-time low in Turkey. 
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The fact remains that even now at 27 and even if there is a pause in the 
enlargement process the prospect of a further deepening of the integration process 
seems to have become more problematic. 
 
According to some, given the many difficulties that the integration project has 
experienced in the last few years, the only way to promote further integration is 
through the formation of so-called ‘pioneer groups’ among those member states 
that are ready and willing to go ahead with more integration.  
 
Some think that it would also be possible to create a core group among the 
members of the euro-area. 
 
The problem with these proposals is that there are substantial differences even 
between the countries that are considered the most likely candidates to form these 
pioneer or core groups, for example between France and Germany over economic 
policy. And in some areas, especially in foreign and security policy, the full 
participation of Britain will remain essential. 
 
However, in other areas, for instance justice and home affairs, the prospect of 
closer integration between few countries is not unconceivable. And one or more 
pioneer groups can provide a crucial incentive for the others to join at a later stage 
as happened with the Schengen agreement. 
 
However, apart from the progress that can be made in individual policy sectors, 
what counts the most is the general direction that the European Union will take in 
the coming years. 
      
This leads us to a wider, but closely related, problem: how to ensure a more 
effective political leadership in Europe. 
 
The recent change in the political leadership in key European countries has 
produced what a Europhile analyst dared to call a ‘dream team’ of political leaders. 
  
This is probably an overly optimistic prediction. But in fact a change in the 
national leaderships has long been seen as a key prerequisite for the re-launch of 
the European project. 
 
And no doubt an important cycle of substantial political change in Europe has been 
completed as epitomized by the fact that all major protagonists of the contròversy 
over Iraq are not in power anymore.  
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And there is a reasonable hope that for example Sarkozy and Brown can establish a 
more effective working relationship than Chirac and Blair did.   
 
Of course, the problem was that for a long time both Blair and Chirac were lame 
ducks with little political capital to spend to play an effective leadership role in 
Europe. 
 
The collaboration between Sarkozy and Merkel can be an important new element. 
They appear to agree on several EU issues. And another factor that deserves 
mention is that Prodi in Italy and Zapatero in Spain are distinctively more pro-
European than their predecessors. 
 
In sum, there is a widespread hope that these political changes may give a boost to 
the European Union. And in particular that there can be a revival of the French-
German couple as a driving force of the European integration. But not less 
important that this new couple Merkel-Sarkozy can be more open and inclusive. 
Both Merkel and Sarkozy have shown, for example, a clear inclination to reach out 
to the Central and East European countries, which was certainly not the case of 
Chirac, as you know. 
 
And indeed, the convergent efforts of Merkel and Sarkozy were instrumental in 
making the last meeting of the European Council a successful event. 
 
That said, I remain deeply skeptical that any restricted group of countries – for 
instance the so-called EU-3 composed of Britain, France and Germany - can by 
itself provide the leadership that the EU badly needs. In my view, especially now 
in a the Union composed of as many as 27 members, a closer cooperation between 
the largest countries should  be complemented by what I would call an institutional 
leadership that only the key institutions of the Union can provide.  
 
And in this sense, to come back to the point from which I started, the envisaged 
Reform Treaty can be an important step forward, albeit an incremental one, since 
the new treaty will contain most institutional innovations of the constitutional 
treaty, as I have already emphasized, including the new foreign policy chief – or 
whatever name it will be given – and the full-time president of the European 
Council. These new institutional figures can offer perhaps the best chance of 
enhancing the power of initiative and the autonomous agenda-setting capacity of 
the Union’s institutions. 


