BARRY GARDINER – SPEECH AT UNICE COMPETITIVENESS DAY “CROSSING FRONTIERS”

I would like to begin by thanking M Seilliere and UNICE for inviting me to speak at this important event.  It’s a great honour to be addressing such a large and distinguished audience.

I would also like to congratulate you on your choice of theme.  Understanding and overcoming frontiers – both physical and psychological – is at the heart of the quest for competitiveness in today’s business environment. 

Context 

Few would deny that the last few months have been an “interesting” time for the UK to assume the Presidency of the EU Council of Ministers.   We’ve seen clear differences of opinion over the Constitutional Treaty, Europe’s budget and accession negotiations. Commentators have offered a myriad of opinions on how this is all symbolic of a deeper crisis for the EU.

The immediate and understandable temptation is to retreat behind barriers and try to blame others for what has gone wrong.

However I think we need to put things into perspective.  

I firmly believe that the occasional disagreement, and the debate this one has unleashed, will provide much needed impetus towards renewal and an opportunity to think afresh about what we loosely term, “the European project”. 

Europe’s achievements

But before I outline where the UK has got up to with its Presidency, I’d like to pause for a moment to remind ourselves of our considerable successes within the EU - successes of which we can rightly be proud.

We are still the world’s largest economy.  We are the biggest exporter of goods and services and the most important international investor.   The European project has brought unprecedented levels of prosperity for its citizens - and has done so at the same time as raising levels of social justice and respect for our environment.  This is a feat largely unmatched anywhere else in the world.

So far, so good.  But we also recognise that we are in the midst of an unstoppable revolution – a revolution that will either enable us to build on and secure our prosperity and way of life in the future.  Or which will consign us to a neglected backwater on the margins of the world economy.

We therefore need to use all the resources of our imagination and creativity to find solutions that will secure Europe’s position as a leader in the global economy.  That’s why the key priority of the UK Presidency is to create the conditions EU businesses need to flourish in 21st century.  

The challenge of globalisation

I know that those gathered here today are only too well aware of the reality of the challenge presented by Asia’s growing economies.

Asia’s manufacturing output is now greater than that of Europe.  China alone is now the 6th largest economy in the world and is projected to be the third largest within a decade, overtaking Germany in the next five years.  Its exports to the EU have grown by 100% over the last three years.  China and India are now turning out more engineers, more computer scientists and more university graduates – four million a year – than the whole of the European Union and United States combined.  

Many find statistics like that alarming.  However more than ever, policy-makers and politicians alike need to be clear-sighted about what is happening and courageous enough to respond.  

EU Economic Reform

Unfortunately, the truth is that the EU’s track record so far has not been good.  Take the programme of economic reform agreed in 2000, known as the Lisbon Agenda.  The aim of Lisbon was to make the EU the most competitive economy in the world by 2010.

A range of measures was identified to make this a reality.  But progress so far has been patchy and slow.  Too often we have been overly cautious and we have allowed narrow national interests to get in the way of broader objectives.

Nonetheless, under the Barroso Commission, the culture is changing.   The number of targets under the Lisbon umbrella has now been reduced and national governments are committed to producing new reform programmes, which include clear and concrete actions.  These are currently being published.

Better Regulation

Another important area where work is beginning to progress more quickly is in the field of better regulation – an issue close to my heart.  I am really pleased to see this agenda now getting widespread support from member states and the Commission.  Only last month Commission Vice-President Günther Verheugen [Ver-hoy-gen] identified some 67 proposals for new legislation that were no longer necessary and these have been withdrawn.  

Equally importantly, the wider use of impact assessments is making people think much more carefully about what effect new laws will have on business competitiveness.   

Extending the Single Market

One success that I think Europe sometimes doesn’t give itself enough credit for, is the establishment of the Single Market.  Within the last ten years, EU GDP had grown by 1.8% more than it would have done without its creation.  That’s 877 billion euros worth of extra earnings or an average of around €5,500 per household.  

But the Single Market has not yet fulfilled its potential – it needs to be extended to the Services sector.    I’ll make no secret of the UK Presidency’s disappointment that there will now not be a first reading for the Services Directive in the European Parliament until next year. It’s always frustrating when it is not possible to progress at the speed one would like. But we are working hard with our Austrian and Finnish counterparts to ensure that this progress is achieved rapidly in 2006

Opening international markets

As well as opening up markets within the EU, the UK Presidency is acutely aware of the need to work for more open markets in the world at large.  
In the short term, we will continue working hard towards an ambitious outcome in the Ministerial meeting on the Doha Development Agenda in Hong Kong in December.  

Reducing barriers to international trade and strengthening trading links between all countries is crucial to enhancing world economic growth, tackling global poverty and strengthening security.  

Boosting Innovation 

Finally, I would like to talk a bit about research and innovation.  Perhaps the biggest challenge Europe faces is the one presented by those four million Asian graduates a year that I mentioned earlier on.  

Increasingly competitive advantage will hinge on our ability to develop and exploit new technology.  

With this in mind, we are working towards agreement on a 7th Framework Programme to fund Research and Development that will genuinely add value.  At the same time, we are determined to achieve an outcome which researchers will find considerably more user friendly than in the past.  Similarly, the proposed Competitiveness and Innovation Programme should provide for better co-ordination of support to small businesses, boost collaboration and give SMEs more opportunities to market test new ideas.

Conclusion

As the title of this event suggests, we face a number of frontiers that we need to confront and overcome as we enter the 21st century.  I’ve spoken today about the physical and regulatory barriers that constrain our economy and limit our potential for economic growth in the future. These are the barriers that the UK Presidency will continue to focus on throughout the rest of this year.

Are we certain to succeed?  No, of course not.  A Presidency cannot force; it can only facilitate.  The UK has set out big and bold ideas for its Presidency, but it takes big and bold politicians in each of our member states to face up to these ideas and to act upon them.  We all need the courage to tell five uncomfortable truths to our electorate about the future:

1.
The world does not owe Europe a living;

2.
Today’s additional social protection is tomorrow’s unemployment;

3.
Opening our markets is not simply a matter of justice for the world’s poor – it is essential for our own economic growth;

4.
There is no benefit to us from having the best science base in the world if we do not invest in it to turn ideas into products that people want to buy;

5.
In the EU, people often talk about the “democratic deficit”.  Just as important is our “demographic deficit”.  We must either manage increased population migration positively or we can grow poorer as we grow older.

Big issues require big solutions. All of us sat here today are only too aware of the cost of failure. If we don’t set our sights high to improve the EU’s competitiveness, - make no mistake – Europe will be left behind. 

I and my UK colleagues will work with the upcoming Austrian and Finnish Presidencies to make our ambitions a reality.  It is not simply the right path, it is the only one.  Competitiveness, and “crossing frontiers” must and will remain at the forefront of our approach to Europe.

Thank you.

