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Honourable Members of the European Parliament,  
Honourable Members of National Parliaments, 
Ladies & Gentlemen, 
 
Let me start by thanking you for inviting me to this event.  
 
The members of the European Parliament among you, I see quite often, during lively 
debates in this House.  
And as former national parliamentarian -- I even was a Speaker of the House -- it is always a 
pleasure to be back in my old hunting ground! 
 
The European Union is currently taking important decisions to improve our shared 
economic governance of the internal market and of the Eurozone. That's why I consider 
it of the utmost importance that the Parliaments which are ultimately responsible feel a 
sense of ownership.  
And you should indeed take every opportunity to make your voice heard and your 
concerns taken into account.  
So I am very much looking forward to our debate! 
 
In my introduction, I should like to place the "European Semester" (admittedly, a somewhat 
curious name!) in its wider context, taking the opportunity to inform you also of the most 
recent developments.  
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The European Union is steadily getting out of the economic crisis. Look at some basics. 
The economic fundamentals of the Eurozone as a whole remain sound:  

 continuously low inflation 
 balance of payments in equilibrium 
 public deficit levels below those of most other major industrialised countries 
 return to economic growth.  

 
 
But, as we all know, we have hit a snag in the form of the public debt crisis. This crisis 
showed how a problem can spread from just one country to affect all, with a speed and 
magnitude that took many by surprise. 
 
It became clear last year that we urgently need to learn lessons from this.  
A first set of conclusions was drawn up in the context of the Task Force on economic 
governance.  
We are now working on a second set, aspects of which were discussed at the Eurozone 
summit last Friday, and on which we hope to conclude at the level of the 27 in the 
European Council at the end of next week.  
We should then be able to finally turn the corner. 
 
All these reforms comprise several elements, each one of which is small, but which 
together amount to a significant change in how we Europeans will jointly manage our 
integrated economy, in particular in the euro area.  
 
My key message is this. All our decisions involve finding a new balance for the 
Economic and Monetary Union, a balance between joint responsibility (or solidarity) 
and the individual responsibility of each country.  
The European Semester which you are discussing here is part of that equation. 
 
On the side of solidarity, momentous actions were undertaken: the temporary stability 
mechanisms, the packages for Greece and Ireland, and plans for the permanent stability 
mechanism. 
 
On the side of individual responsibility, it involved tough and urgent domestic measures 
in a number of countries. 
 
And the two aspects are linked, not least politically. Take the permanent stability 
mechanism: potentially €500 billion of loans guaranteed by the Member States of the 
Eurozone. These are huge amounts. So it is natural that the negotiations involve extra 
pledges to minimise the risk of these funds being used, including difficult austerity and 
reform measures in economies with major deficits.  
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The political constraints on both sides are considerable, as you know all too well.  
Governments, faced with the need for austerity measures and economic reforms, had to 
take courageous decisions. They are succeeding.  
The same was true for governments which had to convince their parliaments and their 
public opinions to (possibly) step in with loans (under strict conditionality). For them 
the stakes are high as well.  
In both cases Europe did not and does not become popular… However, this should not 
stop us from acting – both for solidarity and for responsibility. Let us not forget that 
without the decisions we have taken, the crisis would have been much worse. It is in the  
interest of all to preserve the stability of the Eurozone. This also places a great 
responsibility upon the national parliaments. For instance, the Stability Mechanism will 
require the unanimous consent of all parliaments. Your involvement gives it the 
necessary legitimacy. It also means that the effect of your voice will affect all the others. 
You decide not just for your own country, but for all of us. 
 
For the future of the Economic and Monetary Union, we want to minimise the risk of 
such problems occurring again. Let me mention three steps in thinking and acting (all on 
the side of stronger individual responsibility).  
 
First, we discovered that the Stability and Growth Pact in its original design was not 
strong enough. The Pact lost much of its bite when the rules were flouted in 2003 by 
two big countries. When Greece confessed a deficit of close to 15 percent, late 2009, 
matters became worse. 
 
The Task Force on Economic Governance, which I chaired last year, proposed to 
strengthen the Pact: sanctions will come in earlier, with more bite, and more focused on 
public debt. Agreement among Member States on the implementing legislation should 
be reached in March -- and with the European Parliament by June. 
 
Alongside the strengthening of  the Pact comes the European Semester. This is not, as 
some have claimed, an exercise of "Brussels" telling Member States how to draw up 
their national budgets. The adoption of the national budgets remains a key prerogative 
of national parliaments and a key feature of national democracy. The Member States 
have to comply with targets -- fiscal, macroeconomic and thematic -- so that 
developments in these fields are guided in the same direction. That is indispensable for 
the Eurozone countries. The financial stability of the Eurozone in everyone's national 
interest. 
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Member States prepare their programs (National Reform Programs for structural 
reforms, and Stability and Convergence Programs for the budget) which will be assessed 
by the Commission. The Commission will propose to the Council country specific 
recommendations/opinions on NRP and SCP. These recommendations adopted by the 
Council should be taken into account when preparing the draft budget for 2012. 
I think this is most interesting, also for you, because it can bring a European dimension 
to the national discussion -- which is now all too often lacking. For instance, if a 
government chooses not to follow a certain recommendation, its parliament may ask for 
it.  
And if not the governing parties, then maybe the opposition! 
 
And you, as the economic affairs committees of the national parliaments and of the 
European Parliament, have a key role to play here!  
 
Of course, the content of the budget (what a country wishes to tax and on what it 
chooses to spend-) remains a national decision. 
 
Ladies & Gentlemen, 
 
I come to the second step, in improving the sense of individual responsibility. This 
came with the realisation that sound budgets are not enough to guarantee 
sustainable economic growth -- another message of the crisis.  
 
In the euro's first decade, low interest rates and monetary stability in the Eurozone made 
losses of competitiveness invisible. Macro-economic imbalances and risks, such as 
housing bubbles or oversized balance sheets of banks, were also overlooked. 
 
That's why we are now setting up a form of macro-economic surveillance, monitoring 
such risks and imbalances. If we had had it in our toolbox right at the start of the euro, 
many problems would have been avoided. 
 
 
This brings me to the third and most recent step. It concerns the growing 
commitment of Eurozone countries to draw the consequences from sharing a currency. 
We know there is a tension in the system: we have a monetary union without sufficient 
economic unity. As a result of the experience of the crisis, the governments now clearly 
say: "We have to deal with this. All of us." For me it is a key development.  
 
Obviously, there will be no sudden jump to a quasi-federal system with EU taxes, 
Eurobonds etcetera. One may regret it, but it is politically excluded in almost all Member 
States. We have to live with that fact. Fiscal policy, the welfare system, the labour market 
-- those are and remain core responsibilities for the EU's national democracies. While at 
the same time, the euro is and remains our common currency! 
 

- 4 - 



So, instead of centralising policies and instruments, and rather than doing nothing at all, 
we are talking about concerted action, about coordination of national policies. It is, 
again, about the individual members taking up their responsibility for the whole.  
 
This conviction that countries of the Eurozone have to do more is now shared by all 17 
Eurozone leaders. At last week's eurozone summit, we agreed on the Pact for the Euro.  
 
We identified three main objectives:  

 competiveness (mostly wage competitiveness);  
 employment;  
 and sustainable public finances and  pension systems.  
 Financial stability 
 Tax coordination 

 
We will collectively identify, relying on a set of indicators, the countries which need to 
take action. The Commission will monitor the process and assess the implementation of 
the measures needed to comply with the norms.  
So it is the same approach as in the European Semester: the choice of how to deal with 
difficulties will be a national matter, but the analysis and identification of problems that 
affect everybody will be undertaken jointly. 
Moreover, it is not just about Brussels-centred procedures, but about political 
commitment. The Heads of Government will announce measures under the Euro Pact, 
which they will put in place nationally. 
 
So alongside market pressure, and alongside the existing institutional pressure, we will now 
have stronger peer pressure.  
This will give the commitments under the Euro Pact a politically binding force.  
 
It is funny: some are saying that this method is not binding enough, but at the same time 
others try to convince us that the Pact is jeopardising our social model…I am convinced 
that most of the measures are needed in the national context, to keep for instance 
pension systems sustainable and the economy competitive. The techniques of economic 
governance put pressure on the Member States because we have a common interest, the 
Euro. This doesn't make Europe very popular. On the contrary Europe becomes "la mal 
aimée". 
 
A final remark on the Euro Pact. I have insisted all along on involving those non-
Eurozone countries who may wish to be involved, on a voluntary basis. Of course, it is 
perfectly justifiable that those who share a common currency do more together. On the 
other hand, the ten others are politically and economically very close. The opportunities 
and risks of financial interdependence affect them as well. Think of the link between the 
UK and Ireland. Moreover, many will join the Eurozone in the future.  
At the March European Council, the non Eurozone colleagues will announce whether 
they want to take part in the Euro Pact.  
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Ladies & Gentlemen, 
 
To conclude, the future of the Economic and Monetary looks better.  
 
 The fundamentals are sound.  
 The collective and individual responsibility of each for the Euro is better secured. 
 Economic growth in the Eurozone is better than expected with a forecast of 1,6 this 

year and up to 2,0 percent in 2012.  
 
Let me add that the European Council didn't neglect the problem of structural 
economic growth. That's why we established the '2020' strategy, we developed an energy 
& innovation strategy, and that's why the Commission launched the Single Market Act. 
 
Finally, the political determination is unflinching. In the hearts and minds of the 
members of the European Council, the future of the euro is closely linked to the future 
of the European Union. This is a political fact to reckon with. I know there are some 
who think we won't live up to it. Yet, we have consistently stepped up to the plate and 
taken difficult decisions. They must now be implemented - including the European 
Semester. As the French say: L'amour est dans les preuves d'amour. Or as one says in the 
English speaking world: the proof of the pudding is in the eating.  
 
Now over to you… 


