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In December, l999 the leaders of the l5-member European Union met in Helsinki, Finland to discuss the future of the organization. They did so against a backdrop of economic prosperity and success (notably the launching of the Euro, the Union's common currency) but also failure and disharmony (the destructive and divisive Kosovo campaign and the British-French dispute over British beef). In the Balkans, Milosevic, the reviled Yugoslav president blamed for the disaster in Kosovo, was still in power despite a ruinous NATO bombing campaign; Montenegro, still a part of what remains of Yugoslavia, showed signs of wanting to secede; and Kosovo was the scene of brutal retaliation against remaining Serbs by extremists among the long-oppressed Kosovars.

The quarrel between France and the United Kingdom over "tainted" beef reminded Europeans how quickly amity can change to enmity. Although other European countries also continued to avoid purchasing British beef, the French refusal especially angered Britain. At issue here is mad-cow disease or bovine spongiform encephalopathy (BSE), which can arise in cattle when they are fed offal (the remains of other animals such as sheep). BSE turned out to be transferable to people, and in Britain a small number of people have died from it. Although British farmers culled their herds and changed their practices, and scientists proclaimed British beef safe, the French (and others) continued to ban it. This led to attempts at retaliation against French goods in Britain, and angry headlines in the British press accusing the French of hypocrisy and worse. Back in France, French farmers blockaded Channel ports against British goods. It was a trade war with cultural overtones, and it proved that nationalism can rear its head quickly in unifying Europe.

But at Helsinki, bigger issues dominated. Even as the European Union experienced difficulties in a number of spheres arising from the current breadth of the organization, the Helsinki summit decided that expansion should continue (as indicated in the map on page 65 of Regions). Six countries are in so-called full accession negotiations already: 


Cyprus, Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Poland, and Slovenia

Six additional countries were invited to begin negotiations with Brussels (the EU headquarters) any time after February, 2000:

     
Bulgaria, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Romania, and Slovakia

Missing from these two lists is the country that dominated the discussion in Finland: Turkey. But for the first time, the Turks were informed that the EU was ready to formalize the notion that Turkey is a candidate for eventual membership—a notion repeatedly torpedoed by the Greeks and also by anti-EU politicians in Turkey itself. But this time the initiative survived, and although no date was set for the start of accession negotiations, and no one expects this date to arrive soon, the fact that Turkey is now an official candidate represents a huge change in EU prospects.

The Plus Side

Why would the European Union, sometimes called a "Christian Club" in other parts of the world, want to include a Muslim (though officially secular) state? First, it would prove the EU's capacity to encompass cultures even more divergent than those of Europe itself. Second, it could lead to a solution to the problem of still-divided Cyprus, where Greeks and Turks have a history of disharmony (the Cyprus that is a candidate for EU admission is, in effect, only the southern, Greek part of the island, not the Turkish north). Third, Turkey has influence in the energy-rich region of Turkestan, and could become a bridge between Europe and Central Asia. Fourth, Turkey might be helpful in stabilizing the situation in the former Yugoslavia and Albania, where Muslim communities still exist uneasily in a Christian-dominated zone. And fifth, several million people of Turkish and Kurdish descent now live and work in Germany and other EU countries. If Turkey can meet the human-rights standards of the EU and becomes a full member, these people will be in the European fold, not, as at present, outside of it.

If all l3 countries, including Turkey, become members of the EU, the organization will nearly double in membership. Its common market will grow much larger, the Euro will rule over a wider zone. Barriers against the free flow of people and goods will be lowered across most of Europe west of Russia (but note that neither Ukraine nor Georgia, both desirous of participation, show up on the Helsinki list). Only Iceland, Norway, Switzerland, and most of the fragments of the former Yugoslavia will remain outside the EU framework. To those who dream of a United States of Europe, the geopolitics of the Helsinki plan are enticing.

The Minus Side

But the EU's rapid expansion plan entails major risks. Few would disagree that larger breadth means smaller depth; when countries as diverse as Belgium and Bulgaria come under the same umbrella, some of the spokes must be bent. Already, the EU is in an ongoing dispute over farming and the so-called common agricultural policy (CAP). French farmers, long coddled by subsidies of which farmers in Eastern Europe can only dream, are in the forefront of an often angry campaign to ensure that their privileges are not lost. The French government feels that these farmers are an integral part of the French cultural fabric, and protecting their farms and villages is a cultural as well as an economic priority. Imagine what will happen when the farm products of Eastern Europe can reach Western European markets without the barriers that now keep them out or raise their prices! And the CAP is only one arena of difficulty. Consider quite another: the notion of a common defense policy for the EU. Many Europeans were quite unhappy to see the United States take the lead in the Kosovo campaign, but the truth was that Europe's combined forces could not have waged this war without American leadership. This has led to internal debates, within EU countries, about the level of defense forces to be maintained, and among EU countries over a force that would be a European, not a NATO, army.

Another growing concern has to do with the level of grass-roots support for the EU among the ordinary people (not the bureaucrats) in the participating countries. Travel in Europe and ask taxi drivers, farmers, shopkeepers, hotel clerks, and other workers and you will hear quite a different story from the one portrayed by the Helsinki negotiators. Grass-roots support for the EU has been declining in a number of countries, and approval has dipped below 50 percent in several member countries. True, such opinions tend to cycle, but general approval of EU membership (and rules) has shown an overall decline. This seems to be accompanied by a rise in support for far-right political parties with platforms opposed to immigration and asylum. Austria was in the news in l999 because of the strong support such a far-right party received in an election, but similar trends mark the politics of several other EU states. For these voters, it is not just xenophobia that drives their politics; they also fear the submergence of their national culture (as they perceive it) in a Greater Europe over which they have no control.

And it is not just the immigrants and asylum-seekers that anger a growing number of European voters. Take the case of the Gypsies (the Roma, as they prefer to be called). Roma communities exist all over Europe, from the Netherlands to Romania. Generally poor, disadvantaged, and suffering from high unemployment made worse by immigrants willing to do the menial work the Roma used to do, they tend to cluster in ghettos in urban areas or in remote rural settlements with minimal standards of living. Yet they are citizens of their respective countries. This is not always enough to protect them against discrimination: in the Czech Republic, citizens of the town of Usti nad Labem actually built a wall to separate several apartment buildings occupied by Roma from people on the other side of the street. They did this at night with police protection, and when the news spread in Europe, there were those who wondered whether the Czech Republic was ready for accession to the European Union and its high human-rights standards. 

As we note in Regions 2000, countries that seek to join the European Union must adhere to certain standards, economic and otherwise. In a study completed in l999, based on 20 economic indicators and reported in The Economist (Dec. l8–30, p. l48), countries now in the EU and those awaiting admission were ranked. The original three—Belgium, the Netherlands, and Luxembourg—were at the top of the list of qualified states. But Italy and Greece ranked well below several of the non-member applicants, suggesting that fairness is not the only criterion to determine admission to the "club." What might be? "Geopolitical allure," says The Economist, "perhaps the most seductive quality of all."

If that is the case, Turkey might well find itself courted even more assiduously than was the case at Helsinki. In any event, we will soon be redrawing the map of Europe. 
