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Preface to the Fifth Edition

It seems remarkable that the first edition of this book appeared in 2014, two years before the UK’s Brexit Referendum. Three more editions followed. Since the last one appeared after the UK voted for Brexit, we changed the title to Making a Success of Brexit and Reforming the EU. But much of the material was still recognisably from the same book. 

This fifth edition reverts to the original title The Trouble with Europe, and it also returns to the original thrust of the book, namely the future of Europe. Yet, not least because the tenth anniversary of the Brexit vote is the inspiration and driver of this new edition, there is a separate new chapter assessing whether Brexit was ‘a good thing’. 

The book takes the reader on a journey from Europe’s past to its possible future. Much of the material about Europe’s past appeared in earlier editions. But most of the material on Europe’s future is completely new. It reflects the new world in which we find ourselves: an aggressive Russia, a global trading system that seems to be breaking down into two competing blocs, demographic decline, large-scale migration, fear of climate change, and economic stagnation.

As with previous editions, my aim has been to inform people, not only in the UK, but also across continental Europe, about Europe’s place in the world and the threats and opportunities that it faces. After all, at least European readers may at some point have a say in deciding Europe’s future. I have wanted this book to play a part, however small, in helping them to make the right choices. 

Roger Bootle 

London

April 2026




Prologue: The Trouble with Europe

Europe is being forced towards a decision point. For almost three-quarters of a century, Europe’s leaders have obsessed about the future of the grouping of countries that we now call the European Union. Over the last 40 years much of the debate has raged around the question of whether the EU should be ‘widening or deepening’, that is to say extending EU membership to more countries or embarking on the further integration of existing members, thereby ‘deepening’ the Union.1 In the event, it has done both. 

With regard to the future, still more of both is on the cards. But the tensions this has created have reached boiling point. Indeed, quite a body of opinion believes that the union should be, if not ‘narrowing’, then at least ‘shallowing’. The EU has to come to a decision on what it wants to be. 

Despite these tensions, in the last 15 years the EU has won two major victories: saving the euro and weathering Brexit. But it now some faces enormous challenges. I reckon that there are eight in total. Four of these are not strictly economic in nature, although they have profound economic consequences: an aggressive Russia, demographic change, immigration and climate change. 

Three of them are essentially economic: the implications of Artificial Intelligence for productivity growth, the fracturing of the world into two competing trade blocs and, relatedly, President Trump’s aggressive trade policies. The final challenge is partly a response to the others. It is straightforwardly political: how to respond to the tide of populism and Euroscepticism racing across the continent.

How the EU meets these challenges could either make it or break it.

Escaping from a trap of its own making

The first of the EU’s recent victories was over the euro. I don’t mean the battle to establish it and make it work – although that was a phenomenal achievement. I mean the battle to keep it going and prevent its troubles from undermining the EU itself. 

To this British economist, as well as to many other analysts, it always seemed strange to try to forge a deeper union between the member countries of the EU through monetary union. A monetary union without a fiscal union would be a halfway house. Ultimately, the EU would also need to forge a fiscal union, that is joint control of government taxes, spending and borrowing. Yet a fiscal union would surely require a political union, and it was far from obvious that this was a viable proposition. And not many of the EU’s 450 million people seemed to want this.

Forging a monetary union without fiscal and political union was downright dangerous. The euro’s annus horribilis came in 2012, when Greece was very nearly forced out of the euro. If Greece had succumbed, then massive pressure would have built up against Italy’s continued membership, and then Spain and Portugal, and possibly even Ireland, would have come into the firing line. The financial and economic chaos that would have followed a break-up of the euro is one thing, but the political fallout would have been momentous. Would the EU have survived such a thing? Certainly not in the current form.

After much drama and considerable pain in the southern countries which, under pressure from the euro authorities, retrenched in order to subdue inflationary pressures and align their economies more closely with the core, the medicine worked. There is no longer any acute misalignment between the core and the periphery.

The weathering of the euro storm of 2012 and the subsequent recovery of the peripheral countries does not mean, by the way, that the euro has been a stonking success. We will never know how well the peripheral members would have done if they had not joined the euro. Given the deep recession into which they were forced, it is perfectly possible that their position now would be stronger, without having to bear the lingering scars that are the legacy of such extreme downturns – the loss of skills, the emigration of workers, especially young ones, and depressed investment.

The one remnant of the euro crisis and the problems of misalignment concerns a rather surprising country: France. The whole EU project has been driven by the Franco-German ‘motor’, and the euro project itself was French-led, against initial German resistance. During the euro crisis of 2012 there was little doubt that France belonged to the Germanic core. 

Since then, however, its position has changed. France’s public debt ratio has continued to rise. In 2025 it stood at over 110% of GDP, nearly double Germany’s ratio. It is still noticeably below Italy’s ratio but it is catching up. And at one point in late 2025 French bond yields exceeded their equivalents in Italy, Greece and Spain. Worryingly, successive French governments were unable to get an austerity budget through the National Assembly. Bearing in mind France’s febrile political situation, a French financial crisis remains a significant risk for the future.

Surviving the Brexit shock

Four years after the financial crisis of 2012 which threatened the survival of the eurozone and ultimately the EU itself, the Union faced another existential crisis in the UK’s vote in 2016 to leave the Union. I will assess in Chapter Six how Brexit has affected the UK, but we should note here how it has affected the EU. 

The answer is not a lot. One reason why the European elites wanted to make life outside the EU as difficult for the British as possible was that they feared that other countries might want to leave the EU, starting a snowball process which could lead to the break-up of the Union or, at the very least, its transition into something much weaker.

In the event, nothing like this has happened. The EU has survived the Brexit shock. Not only has Brexit left a sour taste in many British mouths but no other countries have come close to leaving. Even right-wing political parties across the bloc have dropped their prior advocacy of leaving the euro and even more so the EU.

Mind you, this does not mean that Euroscepticism is dead. Quite the opposite, as I will discuss in a moment. Indeed, the EU faces some continuing issues over membership. The so-called Visegrád 4 countries – Poland, the Czech Republic, Slovakia and Hungary – have very different views from the EU establishment on a number of issues. They have clashed on several occasions. Poland has been subject to fines. And Hungary’s leader, Viktor Orbán, has openly defied the EU. Not only do these countries disagree with the EU’s position on certain key issues, especially concerning immigration, but they have a different conception of their own statehood. Having escaped only recently from tutelage to the Soviet Union, they do not like having to submit to Brussels. It wouldn’t be surprising if one or even all of these countries at some point sought a looser relationship with the EU.

In the other direction of travel, there is a queue of countries wanting to join. The really important questions about enlargement apply to Turkey and Ukraine. For the time being, both have been kicked into the long grass. But it would not be surprising if their possible membership were again to pop up on the agenda some time in the future.

So the EU has survived both the financial crisis of 2012 and the potential political crisis that could have followed the shock of 2016. Elements of the factors that caused these two crises are still simmering but, at least on the surface, things seem quiescent. Yet the EU faces the eight key economic, social and political challenges that I outlined above. They will define its future. In thinking about these challenges, it is helpful to start with something that is not economic in nature but will have a serious economic impact and will have a profound bearing on almost everything else.

The demographic timebomb

Europeans are living longer. But in just about all European countries, the birth rate has fallen dramatically. The result is that the European population is ageing and the working population is falling. Before long, without substantial net immigration (see below), the overall population will fall for many years to come. Individuals may be living longer but, unless we make more of them, Europeans as a group are dying out.

One possible way this prospect could be staved off is through the adoption by governments of policies that encourage women to have more children. This has been the approach taken by Viktor Orbán’s government in Hungary, with some success. But, of course, even if European governments went down this route and it was successful, it would be a good 18 years before any effect was visible in the size of the workforce. And in most European countries we are a long way from seeing the adoption of such policies, let alone seeing them deliver a successful conclusion.

So, the sensible assumption is that in most European countries, with the exceptions of France and the UK, the working-age population is set to fall. This gives rise to acute distributional and fiscal issues. Even if the overall level of output were unharmed by this development, there would be fewer workers to support the growing cohort of pensioners. And output would be bound to suffer a blow from the reduced number of people working. Even if GDP continued to increase, it would surely be at a slower pace than it would have been if the working population had continued to grow. It would be asking an awful lot for productivity growth to pick up sufficiently to offset the lower input of labour. 

Indeed, with the population falling and set to do so for a good while, this is hardly the environment in which investment is likely to shine. It would not be surprising if, absent any marked changes from some other source, productivity growth actually fell back somewhat.

Low GDP growth would be bound to affect Europe’s relative economic position in the world. Of course, much of the rest of the world is undergoing a similar demographic timebomb. In China the birth rate is below 1 child per woman. (And in South Korea it is only 0.75.) Even so, and despite a declining trend in Chinese productivity growth, the Chinese economy is likely to continue to grow faster than Europe’s for some time to come. And much the same can be said for many, if not most parts of the world. 

Over recent decades the EU’s share of world GDP has been in sharp decline. In 1980, according to the IMF, the then 27 members of the EU accounted for 27.5% of the world’s GDP. In 2024, the figure was down to just over 14%.2 And the EU’s share of world GDP is likely to continue to decline. Capital Economics forecasts that in 2050 it will be down to about 9%.

Immigration: threat or opportunity?

It is ironic that at just the point at which the European population is set to decline, it is possible for a wave of immigration to keep this fate at bay. It has already begun to make quite a difference. Substantial net immigration has been one of the reasons why the Spanish economy has been relatively strong over the last few years. And if European governments were prepared to open up their borders, there is little doubt that huge numbers of people would be keen to come to Europe, especially from Africa, where population growth, although lower than it was, is still strong. 

But here we enter difficult territory. For the effects on the economy, the type of immigration matters a great deal – skilled versus unskilled, workers versus dependants. Moreover, across the whole of Europe there has been a public backlash against immigration, legal and illegal. As opposed to the various subjects about which politicians obsess – including questions of monetary union and other forms of closer integration – this appears to be a subject which really does excite electorates, and unite them. Accordingly, politicians across Europe are likely to be under intense political pressure to limit immigration to quite small numbers and thereby to prevent immigration from defusing the demographic timebomb.

Perhaps the only circumstances in which this is likely to change would be as and when the economic ill effects of a falling population become all too evident. That might swing the balance of opinion in favour of allowing more people in. But that is surely some way off. The most likely scenario is that immigration will be restricted and the European population will continue to fall. 

Productivity growth and AI

So Europe’s share of world GDP looks set to carry on falling for demographic reasons, if for no other. In addition, however, European productivity performance looks set to be poor. This is a multifaceted issue and surely involves the fact that energy costs in the EU are very high – roughly double what they are in the US. But perhaps the most important factor is the weakness of the EU in tech. There are comparatively few large tech or digital companies in the EU. Moreover, its universities are second rate compared to those of the US and UK. 

This is going to be particularly relevant to the possibility of a technological solution to Europe’s problems with a declining workforce. Plenty of people decry Artificial Intelligence (AI) because it will supposedly lead to the loss of large numbers of jobs and thereby increase unemployment and even cause the immiseration of millions of people. 

There is a reasonable debate to be had about how realistic such fears are. In my book, The AI Economy,3 I take an optimistic view. Although many jobs will be lost, I believe that many new ones will be created, which has been our story since the Industrial Revolution. But even if the pessimists are right and there are very large net job losses, the implications are very different in a world where there is a significant shortage of human workers. Suddenly AI becomes the solution to the problems created by a low birth rate, by replacing human workers and thereby causing a major pick-up in productivity.

The trouble is that apart from the UK, the countries of Europe are not well placed to benefit from the AI revolution. There are very few AI firms in the EU – in contrast to the US and the UK, where the AI sector is blossoming. 

More importantly, the EU has a history of over-regulation in general and a suspicion of technological advances in particular. It will find it very difficult to accept the waves of creative destruction that AI may set rippling through the economic system. Accordingly, the EU may be very slow to see gains from AI, and it may tend to lag behind other economic areas. 

So the European economy looks likely to suffer a double whammy – a falling number of workers and only a low increase in output per worker. Avoiding this fate presents a key economic and political challenge.

Climate change and the drive to net zero

Believe it or not, this leads directly on to the subject of climate change. There is nothing uniquely European about the threats from climate change. But there is something special about the EU’s programme for trying to limit its extent. Its approach has major economic and political effects.

This is an area where the EU takes a very different line from the world’s two leading economic powers, America and China. The EU is an active participant in the COP climate change conferences, and has led efforts to mobilise capital for green initiatives around the world. By its own accounts, the EU, its member states and the European Investment Bank are the largest contributors of public climate finance to developing economies.

The overall direction of climate policies was set out in the European Green Deal, launched by the EU Commission in 2019. Its principal goal is to achieve net zero carbon emissions in Europe by 2050, but also a 55% reduction in emissions by 2030 compared to 1990 levels. 

Whatever it contributes to the planet’s wellbeing, the EU’s stance on net zero increases costs for both businesses and households. With energy prices in the EU about double what they are in the US, while the EU is not well placed in the hi-tech industries of the future, it is going to struggle to hang onto many of the old, energy-intensive industries of the past. So this is another factor likely to hold back economic growth in the EU. 

It also risks making the EU more unpopular with voters and with various member states which are already chafing under Brussels’ yoke. For example, Poland was fined 500,000 euros a day for running an open-pit coal mine, and the Commission took the Polish government to court over its forest policies. 

Trump’s aggressive tariff policies

As if this were not enough, the world’s trade and monetary systems have run into very difficult and dangerous waters. Huge payments imbalances have built up. America is the main deficit country, while China is in huge surplus. 

The success of the euro in weathering the storms of 2012 and reducing imbalances between the core and the periphery has in effect been achieved by turning the rest of the eurozone Germanic. The EU is running a trade surplus as large as China’s.

This situation is unsustainable. Something has got to give. Whatever you think of President Trump’s actions on tariffs, he has sought to address this problem head on. The EU has already been singled out by Trump as an economic area that he is especially concerned by. 

However a trade correction comes, whether through tariffs or a weak dollar, or both, this is going to pose a huge problem for the EU, and especially for Germany. Most European economies will have to be reshaped to rely less on exports and more on domestic demand.

Not the end of globalisation but fracturing

Many commentators have said that Trump’s tariff aggression and his explicit naming of China as a strategic rival to the United States effectively mark the end of globalisation. In fact, I suspect that this isn’t quite right. What is happening is not the breakdown of the global order but rather its fracturing. 

As explained by Neil Shearing in his book, The Fractured Age,4 essentially, the world is splitting into two blocs, one led by the US and the other by China. A number of countries will seek to have a foot in both camps and some may seek to go it alone but there will be immense economic and political pressure to align with one bloc or the other.

Which way will the EU go? I suspect that it will be sorely tempted to try to have it both ways. As a large economic grouping, roughly the same size as the US and with important countries, such as the UK, in its close ambit, it may well think that it would even be in a strong position to form a third bloc. This temptation may be all the greater because President Trump singled out the EU for tough treatment on tariffs, while China is now widely perceived in Europe as a strategic competitor, not least to Germany’s engineering sector. In the end, though, not least for defence and security reasons, I suspect that the EU will find it unavoidable to line up with the US. (See below.)

An aggressive Russia

Linked to this, the EU faces a critical challenge over foreign and defence policy. For all of its existence, the EU has been able to shelter under a defence umbrella provided by the United States through its membership and support of NATO. In 2024, America spent 3.4% of its GDP on defence, much of it for the direct benefit of Europe, while most European members of NATO spent less than 2% of their GDP.

This has always been a bizarre position. Not only was this unfair on the US but it represented the infantilisation of Europe. Now Europe is having to grow up very quickly. The method chosen by the EU elites to forge closer union between the EU’s member countries was to press ahead with monetary union. But a much better bet may have been to forge a European defence union within NATO, one much less reliant on the US. 

As things stand, the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022 and President Trump’s undermining of NATO, not least through the threat to seize Greenland, a dependency of fellow NATO member, Denmark, have forced European countries into a radical rethink of their defence and security position. At the very least, European NATO members are now committed to substantially increasing their spending on defence. It now remains to be seen whether Europe’s support for Ukraine will continue as an initiative pursued by European countries individually, or whether it will mark the beginning of a European version of NATO. 

The security threat in the East also poses a political threat to the EU from within, as different member countries take a different view of the relationship with Russia and of the EU’s obligations to Ukraine. But the war is also a major opportunity for the countries of Europe to come together in a common European venture, even bringing in the UK and Norway which are not members of the EU. That could be the beginning of a different sort of European polity.

The rise of Euroscepticism

This feeds directly into the rise of Euroscepticism. Across the continent the peoples of Europe are getting frustrated with the EU. The Russian threat after the invasion of Ukraine may have stilled their criticisms somewhat, but compared to the situation 20 years ago, the EU is much more widely disliked.

Whereas it used to be thought that Euroscepticism was a uniquely British condition, Eurosceptic parties are now strong in almost all EU countries. In Germany, the Alternative für Deutschland (AfD) holds the second largest number of seats in the Bundestag.

The European project has always been driven from the top down. When European electorates voiced criticism, they were usually ignored or simply overridden. But now that Eurosceptic views are so widely held and Eurosceptic parties are in a strong position in various parliaments, it will no longer be easy to ignore the views of the people.

The country that currently concerns EU elites the most is surely France. She currently has a President described as a ‘lameduck’ by the press as he nears the end of his term and who has lost much of his influence. As noted above, the electorate steadfastly rejects austerity policies to address France’s fiscal problem, and there are periodic outbreaks of politically inspired industrial action, as well as riots on the streets. Two recent governments have failed to get a budget passed in the National Assembly, leading to their collapse.

There cannot have been a time when the internal politics of individual EU members posed a greater threat to the Union.

Options for the political future of the EU

So, in view of these challenges, what are the options for the EU’s future political structure? Of course, it is possible for the EU just to stay as it is and muddle through. This might well be possible but in view of the challenges that it faces, this hardly seems to be a long-term solution. Something has to change. In essence there are four options:

(i) Adopt fundamental reforms within the existing structure.

(ii) Press on with more integration, in other words ‘More Europe’.

(iii) Break up.

(iv) Abandon the model of ever-closer union for everyone and adopt a looser form of union, which could take the form of a unified core with various rings around it. 

An analysis of these options is the abiding theme of this book. The first part is about the history of the EU, its ideas, institutions, politics and economic achievements. The middle part is about the economic future of Europe if the current political structure of the EU stays the same. This includes an analysis of the euro and its future, and an assessment of Brexit so far and its future prospects. The final part of the book looks at possible different political futures for the EU and their ramifications: reform, ‘more Europe’, break-up or a much looser form of association.

But the place to start is surely with the origins of the EU – and the ideas that underpinned its development.




Part I

Past History and Present Purpose




Chapter 1

How the EU Came into Being and Why

The history of the EU is a story of remarkable development. In this chapter I trace its beginnings in war, before going on to discuss how the EU has changed as regards both its relationship with member states and its geographical reach. I then discuss what has driven the urge towards integration and why countries have wanted to join the Union – and still do.

War and peace

What we now call the European Union was born out of the carnage of the Second World War – and what carnage. It is well known that about 6 million Jews perished at the hands of the Nazis in brutal acts of ethnic cleansing and racial hatred, an astonishing 60% or so of European Jewry. In respect of proportions of a population, or the sheer horror of what took place, nothing can bear comparison with this. However, umpteen million other people died as well, largely as a consequence of more conventional ways of war. Estimates of Russian dead are particularly unreliable, but it is probably a reasonable approximation that about 20 million Russians (or, more accurately, Soviets) perished during and because of the war – about 10% of the population. Roughly a third of those were civilians.

Less widely known, and still less widely acknowledged, is that about 7 million Germans died in and because of the war, also representing about 10% of the population, rather more than half of them civilians, killed in bombing raids or attacks by the Allied armies or wasted by cold and hunger. Different people have different views on which episodes were the most traumatic for ordinary German people. Many cite the firestorms unleashed by the bombing of Dresden or Hamburg – and with good reason. But the image that has touched me most deeply is of the wretched rabbles of people, including old men, women and children, trying to flee from the advancing Red Army in the expanses of East Prussia. Taking to the frozen coastal lagoons of the region, in desperation trying to head west, away from the advancing Soviets, the words they most dreaded to hear from their fellow refugees were, ‘The ice is cracking.’

German people understandably find it difficult to utter this sentiment in polite company but, as a proud and patriotic citizen of the United Kingdom, I can do it without blushing: some of the greatest suffering during and because of the Second World War was borne by Germans. When you comprehend the scale of the horrors suffered by the German people, as well as their (admittedly well-justified) guilt regarding the horrors they inflicted on others, in addition to the division of their country and its partial occupation by the Red Army, you can readily see why German people have typically been among the most enthusiastic supporters of the European project. In contrast to these horrors, but still shocking, France lost ‘only’ about 800,000 people (around 2% of its population). A good deal of these casualties occurred in the German invasion of 1940, but about 50,000 were killed unintentionally by the Allies in the Battle of Normandy after D-Day, about 20,000 in the Calvados department alone. The city of Caen was all but obliterated by the Allies.

By contrast, during the whole war, the British got away with a comparatively modest death toll of just under 400,000 (0.8% of the population), combatants and civilians combined. Thinking of their experience over the whole war, and not merely in the Battle of Britain, continental Europeans might readily understand how the British could believe that this was ‘their finest hour’.

All of this European slaughter during the Second World War is widely believed to have been exceeded by the carnage of the First. In fact, as regards total losses this is not true: the Second World War was much bloodier. It is true for Britain, though, which lost more than 2% of its population in the First World War; more significantly, it is also true for France. Indeed, in the First World War, France lost almost 2 million people, over 4% of its population.5 Scarce wonder, then, that there was so much reluctance to staging résistance à l’outrance during the repeat run in 1940. With these enormous losses during the First World War behind it, in addition to its not inconsiderable losses during the Second, as well as the humiliation of three times being mauled by German armies (including the defeat by Prussian-led forces in 1870), it is hardly surprising that in the postwar world, France also sought a European answer to the essential questions about national security.

Indeed, across Europe, after the devastation of 1939–45, both ordinary people and the governing elites inwardly pledged that nothing similar must ever happen again. Many believed that Europe’s leaders had to evolve some pan-European entity that would tame and subdue the passions and rivalries of the nation states of Europe. Soon the pledge became explicit. Pledge turned into vision and vision into reality. This vision-inspired reality was a series of institutional structures that evolved into what we now call the European Union.

The founding fathers

One of the earliest supporters of the idea of European union was none other than Winston Churchill, who had talked of some sort of European ‘commonality’ as early as 1930. In a speech in Zurich in 1946, he uttered the words: ‘We must build a United States of Europe … The first step in the re-creation of the European family must be a partnership between France and Germany.’

Some people have taken his remarks as an endorsement of the idea of British membership of such a union, but this is clearly not what Churchill had in mind. In the same speech he said: ‘Great Britain, the British Commonwealth of Nations, mighty America and I trust Soviet Russia – for then indeed all would be well – must be the friends and sponsors of the new Europe and must champion its right to live and shine.’ So he clearly envisaged Britain remaining outside such a European association.

The evolution of the EU owes much to two men who translated Churchill’s vision of European union into action: Jean Monnet and Robert Schuman, widely regarded as the EU’s founding fathers. Their legacy continues to live on in the EU today, particularly in its vision of the future.

Interestingly, at the beginning of the Second World War, Monnet, a French political economist and diplomat, advocated a full political union between France and Britain to fight Nazism. On 5 August 1943 he said: ‘There will be no peace in Europe, if the states are reconstituted on the basis of national sovereignty … The countries of Europe are too small to guarantee their peoples the necessary prosperity and social development. The European states must constitute themselves into a federation.’ After the war, Monnet set about work aimed at the creation of a European Community. On 9 May 1950 Robert Schuman, France’s Minister of Foreign Affairs, made the ‘Schuman Declaration’, which had been prepared by Monnet. It proposed to place all French and German production of coal and steel under one central authority. This laid the foundation for the European Coal and Steel Community, the forerunner of the European Economic Community. Indeed, that date is now celebrated as the EU’s birthday.

The Schuman Declaration of 1950 laid out the key themes that were to dominate the evolution of European institutions. It stated: ‘Europe will not be made all at once, or according to a single plan. It will be built through concrete achievements which first create a de facto solidarity. The coming together of the nations of Europe requires the elimination of the age-old opposition of France and Germany.’ Schuman was a proponent of further European integration. In 1958 he became the first president of the body that may be thought of as the predecessor of the European Parliament. When he left office in 1960, he was acclaimed the ‘Father of Europe’.

The European Economic Community (EEC) itself was established by the Treaty of Rome in 1957. (In Britain it was referred to as ‘the Common Market’. Having joined in 1973, a referendum on leaving was held in 1975.) Although its early ambitions may have seemed modestly economic, in the preamble to the founding treaty was enshrined the essential driving force. The signatories to the Treaty of Rome (the heads of state of the six founding members: France, Germany, Italy, Belgium, the Netherlands and Luxembourg) declared that they were ‘determined to lay the foundations of an ever closer union among the peoples of Europe’.

Constant change

So, from its very inception, the Community was set up to become something more than it already was. There was a sense that the payoff for current efforts and sacrifices would only come in the future, when full integration was complete. Ever since then, being a member of the Community has amounted not so much to acceptance of a certain set of conditions in the here and now as to participation in a process that would lead on to the final destination. This is still the case today – and still the final destination has not been reached.

I will spare readers a detailed account of which treaties did what to whom. The key point, though, is that a succession of treaties has transformed the nature of the Union. In the process, the powers of the EU institutions have radically increased relative to those of the nation states. The major developments were the following:

•    In 1957, the Treaty of Rome established the EEC.

•    In 1965, the Brussels Treaty streamlined European institutions, laid down the composition of the Council and set out which institutions would be located in the three Community centres – Brussels, Strasbourg and Luxembourg.

•    In 1986, the Single European Act marked the watershed, since it extended qualified majority voting in council, making it harder for a single country to veto proposed legislation.

•    In 1992, the famous Maastricht Treaty prepared for European Monetary Union and introduced elements of a political union (citizenship, common foreign and internal affairs policies). This is when the EEC dropped one of the Es in its abbreviated name and became simply the European Community (EC). This clearly marked the transition from a largely economic association to one with an obvious political dimension.

•    In 1995, the Schengen Agreement came into effect, allowing travel without passport control between seven countries (later joined by others): Belgium, France, Germany, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Portugal and Spain.

•    In 1997, the Treaty of Amsterdam saw the UK agreeing to the ‘Social Chapter’ of the Maastricht Treaty. Moreover, the treaty created a new senior post, a sort of foreign minister for the EU, known as the High Representative for Common Foreign and Security Policy.

•    In 2001, the Treaty of Nice replaced the need for unanimous voting with a qualified majority system in 27 different areas – again diluting the power of a nation state to block measures that it did not like.

•    In 2007, the Treaty of Lisbon extended qualified majority voting to more areas, established a legal personality for the EU and created a new post: President of the European Council. For the first time in the history of the EU, included in the Lisbon Treaty was a clause making it clear how a state could exit from the Union.

But the story is not over yet. It has been widely mooted that before long, the post of EU president should be filled by the winner of a direct presidential election across the whole EU. The EU, of course, already has a flag and an anthem. Plans for a European army have been discussed. To the ultra-integrationists, the final destination is pretty clear: a United States of Europe.

Even if integration does not go quite that far, given the existence of the euro, matters cannot stay as they are. For, as I make clear in Chapter 5, if the euro is to survive, some sort of fiscal and political union will be necessary. So a United States of the eurozone, if not of Europe, is on the drawing board. Indeed, in January 2014, Viviane Reding, Vice-president of the European Commission, said: ‘We need to build a United States of Europe with the Commission as government and two chambers – the European Parliament and a “Senate” of member States.’ So the USE is not a mere pipedream; it is a realistic prospect – or, some would say, even a political necessity.

Geographical expansion

During the process under which the EU’s role in each member country’s affairs grew steadily greater, so the number of states belonging to the Union also increased dramatically. In her famous Bruges speech of 1988, the then British Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher, drew a contrast between ‘deepening’ the Union and ‘widening’ it; that is, letting in more countries. She wanted less of the former and more of the latter. In the event, the EU delivered more of both.

Figure 1.1 shows the stages of the EU’s expansion. The original six signatories to the 1957 Treaty of Rome were joined in 1973 by three more: Denmark, Ireland and the UK.

Figure 1.1 The stages of the EU’s expansion

[image: Map of Europe shaded with patterns to indicate the year each country joined the European Union. Map covers years 1957, 1973, 1981, 1986, 1995, 2004, 2007 and 2013.]
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Greece joined in 1981, followed in 1986 by Portugal and Spain. In 1995, Austria, Finland and Sweden joined, making a union of 15 countries.

However, it was in 2004 that the EU was really transformed. This was the largest of all the expansions, bringing in eight former members of the Soviet bloc, plus Malta and Cyprus. In 2007, the accession of Romania and Bulgaria brought the total membership to 27 countries, and in 2013 Croatia joined, creating a union of 28 countries – a far cry from the six that originally set out on this road in 1957. What is more, as I explain in Chapter 2, there are several other countries in the queue to join.

Centripetal forces

Why countries wanted to join the EU – and so many others still want to – requires an explanation. One of the reasons is quite simply that as the Union gets larger, remaining outside it becomes more and more uncomfortable: diplomatically, politically and economically. Outsiders fear that they will be subject to the EU’s overwhelming political power, but also that, if they remain outside, they will be excluded from its enormous, and still growing, market.

It is almost like the decision facing investors as to whether or not they should stand aside from a great stock-market bubble, like the tech boom, as it continues to inflate. History relates that in the tech boom, as well as in a host of previous bubbles, very few investors did so. Even those who initially avoided it were, by and large, sucked in by the end. The bigger a bubble gets, the more powerful are the forces drawing others in.

Many critics of European integration suggest that as well as this ‘sucking in’ of new members, there have been some nakedly self-interested motives at work. They have a point – although, as I will show in
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Dear Reader,

We’d love your attention for one more page to tell you about the crisis in children’s reading, and what we can all do.

Studies have shown that reading for fun is the single biggest predictor of a child’s future life chances – more than family circumstance, parents’ educational background or income. It improves academic results, mental health, wealth, communication skills, ambition and happiness.1

The number of children reading for fun is in rapid decline. Young people have a lot of competition for their time. In 2024, 1 in 10 children and young people in the UK aged 5 to 18 did not own a single book at home.2

Hachette works extensively with schools, libraries and literacy charities, but here are some ways we can all raise more readers:


• Reading to  children for just 10 minutes a day makes a difference

• Don’t give up if children aren’t regular readers – there will be books for them!

• Visit bookshops and libraries to get recommendations

• Encourage them to listen to audiobooks

• Support school libraries

• Give books as gifts



There’s a lot more information about how to encourage children to read on our website: www.RaisingReaders.co.uk

Thank you for reading.

[image: Hachette UK logo]

..................................

1 OECD, ‘21st-Century Readers: Developing Literacy Skills in a Digital World’, 2021, https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/21st-century-readers_a83d84cb-en.html

2 National Literacy Trust, ‘Book Ownership in 2024’, November 2024, https://literacytrust.org.uk/research-services/research-reports/book-ownership-in-2024
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