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GERMAN CHANCELLOR MERKEL 'WORKING TO HOLD THE EU TOGETHER'

- 09.02.2017

Deutsche Welle (8 February 2017)

German Chancellor Angela Merkel has changed course and is now advocating a Europe of "two 
speeds." Her goal is to save the European project. Many do not agree with her means to the end. 
Max Hofmann reports from Brussels.

The German chancellor's last appearance at the EU summit in Malta was delayed. It was originally 
slated for 6:00 p.m. on Friday, but her press statement kept getting pushed back later into the 
evening. The longer the waiting period was extended, the more journalists left the room to finish 
their stories on time. It meant that very few people were present to hear what Angela Merkel 
finally had to say at around 8:00 p.m.: "The history of recent years has shown that there will be a 
multi-speed EU, and not all members will participate in the same steps of integration." The 
statement was barely mentioned in European media that weekend.

Szydlo did not contradict Merkel's suggestion statement

Yet it was the first time that Merkel clearly claimed this old idea as her own. Whoever believed it 
was an exclusive statement had to think again on the following Tuesday. In a meeting with Polish 
Prime Minister Beata Szydlo, Merkel once again spoke of a Europe of "two speeds." Szydlo and her 
country are normally opponents of this idea, but she did not contradict Merkel this time. From her 
point of view, the German chancellor has decided to take a pragmatic path for crisis-ridden 
Europe. She will follow it with her quiet determination. "That should be taken seriously," an EU 
diplomat in Brussels told DW.

'You see the challenges, don't you?'

At the upcoming summit in Rome, state and government heads not only want to celebrate the 
60th anniversary of the European Economic Community, they also want to present a vision of a 
post-Brexit European Union. Right now it looks like a two-speed Europe will be part of this vision. 
Even though such a structure would allow every country the freedom to join - or not join - a project 
based on national decisions, many feel uneasy about it. One of them is Latvia's foreign minister 
Edgars Rinkevics.

"A few years ago, I would have thought it was a bad idea," he told DW. "You see the challenges, 
don't you?"

Latvia's Rinkevics said the challenges were clear

The truth is that Europe has worked at different speeds for decades. The eurozone, the freedom of 



movement embedded in the Schengen agreement and the Maastricht Social Protocol are already 
part of a "phased integration" in which not all EU member states take part. In the future, different 
combinations are conceivable, like the eurozone, a core Europe driven by Germany and France or 
a circle of the EU's founding members. But that may also be part of the problem. Are national 
interests driving the EU further apart because the bonds have loosened? "At some point we will 
have a situation in which the decisions of a core group are not compatible with the positions of the 
others," warns Rinkevics.

Keep the EU project

So the question is whether the EU is selling its soul by entertaining the idea of a two-speed union. 
In times of Brexit, Donald Trump, the euro crisis and the immigration crisis, many politicians can 
do more than to argue that they want to keep the show running even if it means departing from a 
unified Europe. The EU has lost its "strategic focus" because of its many crises, says the European 
politician Tanja Fajon, a Slovenian social democrat who fears that her small country on the eastern 
edge of the bloc will fall apart in a multi-speed Europe. She says Slovenia has no objections to the 
national interest policies of larger states or alliances in the EU. "The basic idea was actually that 
we are equal partners and benefit from common policies," says Fajon.

Fajon said the strategic focus has been lost

But now, some countries, like Hungary, refuse to cooperate when it comes to sensitive topics, one 
of them being the distribution of refugees in the EU. What is the bloc worth if solidarity is officially 
ruled out in favor of a Europe a la carte? "We are in an unprecedented situation," said Rinkevics.

The goal is to save the European project. This applies to the common currency and the economy in 
particular. The next Greek crisis is at Europe's doorstep, and maybe even a trade war with Donald 
Trump's United States. Before everything goes down the drain, Merkel is trying to at least maintain 
the shell of the union. Maybe the mutual project will be expanded someday in a less EU-hostile 
future. The idea of a multi-speed union is perhaps Angela Merkel's last attempt at saving Europe.
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