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INTRODUCTION





This book is a warning, not a prediction. A warning to those who believe the European Union (EU) is out of crisis and to Euro-optimists already busy dreaming of its brighter future. A warning to those who know too little of their own continent’s history and who labour under the comfortable but deluded impression that Europe has escaped its past. A warning, above all, to friends of the EU everywhere not to breathe a sigh of relief too soon.


The year 2017 brought good news. The eurozone returned to growth. Emmanuel Macron campaigned on a pro-European platform, and won. Eurosceptic populists flirted with victory in the Netherlands before snatching defeat from its jaws. Chancellor Merkel survived, though only just. And Brexit did not usher in a period of wider Eurosceptic political contagion. But look a little longer, and dig a little deeper, and it is hard to escape a sense of foreboding. Some seem to want to ignore it, and will perhaps view this book as an exercise in scaremongering or in doing the EU down, but that is not the motivation for writing it. To its author, it is a deeply felt gesture of concern for an indispensable European integration project. A project that has delivered the best seven decades of peace and progress in European history and that many in politics across the continent today seem to want to destroy. A project that our forebears embraced in the aftermath of the searing first half of the twentieth century and that embodies, however imperfectly, many of the lessons they learned from that experience. The EU, it has always seemed to me, is a gift from one generation of Europeans to another and a signpost we ignore at our peril. The message it contains could not be clearer: the path to a better life runs through European unity. To head in the other direction is to flirt with hell.


Writing a book like this, about the problems and vulnerabilities facing the European Union today, is therefore not an act of Euroscepticism but a call to action. My case is that the continued existence of the EU is far from secure and that were it to collapse, this would not usher in the bright future of Eurosceptic dreams but would rather open the door instead to an economic, political and geopolitical nightmare: a nightmare that would make the financial crisis of 2007–08 and its aftermath look like a footnote in Europe’s annual accounts. The arrogance and complacency with which some members of Europe’s governing elite seem to dismiss such a prospect ought to comfort no one. Many of these politicians are the ones who didn’t see the last crisis coming and who catastrophically mismanaged it when it did. Their collective judgement deserves no deference. The real danger to Europe comes not from those warning of the danger that still lies ahead but from those who believe the danger has passed. If this book is even half right, the fate of the continent hangs not only in the balance, but by a thread.


This is because the problems facing the European Union today are formidable and structural. From the outside, the institution is more challenged now than it has been for decades. Where once it was thought the institutions of the West would roll eastward, in the post-Cold War world it now seems that the flow is the other way around. Russia is penetrating and destabilising the European Union from the east and China’s footprint in Europe is growing. In the south, instability in the Middle East and its spill-over to Europe is dividing Europeans and destroying their internal cohesion. And from the west, the waning of American commitment to Europe, stark in the age of Trump but part of a long-term historical trend towards US withdrawal from the continent, leaves the EU strategically vulnerable and largely unable to act in its own defence.


Internally, the eurozone crisis and its aftermath have destroyed not only much trust in mainstream European political leaders but much solidarity between European peoples. What was essentially the legally sanctioned heist of the European taxpayer to bail out the banks and in some cases the governments that were too closely associated with them has caused massive economic, social and political damage. The rise of Eurosceptic populism has been but one result. Another has been a change of political atmosphere to one more illiberal than liberal in most EU member states. Populism has, moreover, drawn sustenance from and helped to amplify the glaring lack of solidarity that member states have demonstrated with each other as the European crisis has unfolded. Bail-outs of debtor countries have become politically poisonous both in the countries providing the money and in those receiving it. The lack of agreement on how to handle the flow of migrants and refugees to Europe has made the EU look incompetent and incapable. And both the legitimacy and effectiveness of the European Union have become more widely questioned than ever before as a result.


None of these problems or challenges are going away any time soon. There is more than a strong possibility that all will remain with us at the time of the next European recession. If they do, my view is that the European Union is in such a fragile state that developments will quickly place its continued existence in question. And even before then, and without a new economic downturn, a populist breakthrough could still cause chaos and a new spiral of crisis. It is worth reflecting, as I do in later chapters of this book, on a few of the inconvenient truths of 2017 that act as notes of caution to Euro-optimism. Emmanuel Macron’s La République En Marche! won a big victory in the final round of the French parliamentary elections, but it did so on a turnout of less than 50 per cent and with the support of only 25 per cent of the electorate. In Italy, the populist Five Star Movement and Northern League, both deeply Eurosceptic, consistently polled strongly. In Austria, the far-right Freedom Party moved into government. Although Chancellor Merkel just about won the German election, the far-right Alternative für Deutschland (AfD) made a historic breakthrough and now has large representation in the Bundestag. Where the Eurosceptic parties didn’t win, as in the Netherlands, they still shaped both the tone and content of the national debate. Just a few years ago such levels of both support and influence for Eurosceptic parties would have been unthinkable. Today, they should be seen for what they are: the representation of a European body politic in deep crisis and of a European electorate pensively on the look-out for something new.


In making my case in the pages that follow, I have not attempted to write an academic book or to mimic an academic style. The issues handled are all the subject of serious and sober study in the academic literature and so they should be. But as a former academic who has spent much of the last twenty years working in think-tanks, politics, business and the media, I have tried to do something a little different. I have written an unashamedly personal, and admittedly subjective, account of what I think is going on in Europe today, and of what is at stake for all of us if it goes wrong. I have not tried to balance or even to qualify every view expressed with counter-arguments to be found elsewhere in the literature. Part of the reason for this is that I have spent much of the last six years of my life co-founding and running a small non-governmental organisation, the European Leadership Network, an experience that has afforded me the chance to talk about European politics, economics and security with some of the continent’s pre-eminent statesmen and women, among them many former Prime Ministers, cabinet ministers, military leaders and senior diplomats drawn from across the greater European space. It is from that personal vantage point, and on the basis of the reflections it has stimulated, that I write. If the book’s style disappoints my many academic friends, and if my language at times appears unequivocal where in an academic context equivocation might be wise, this acknowledgement of difference will have to suffice as absolution.




 





The book is divided into three parts. Part 1 outlines the contours of what must be seen as the EU’s multidimensional crisis. The challenges to the European project from outside and from within are covered, as are what I consider to be the largely ineffectual responses offered to both so far. Some of the deep divisions within the European Union, and some of the forces out to destroy it, are exposed. Much of this material is the stuff of daily news reports and will come as no surprise to the informed observer. What I do here is try to bring the picture together in its totality in an attempt to locate individual challenges and events in their wider terrain and to connect them together on a larger canvas. Too many people think about Europe from the perspective of this or that policy silo. The point to understand is that the different elements of the European Union’s crisis interact with and feed off each other.


Part 2 moves the book into territory that few others have covered in a sustained way by asking what future trigger events could see the European Union tip from its current fragile state into one of collapse. It also explores what Europe after the European Union might look like if it does. Most of the existing studies addressing these questions have grown out of finance houses concerned, back in 2010–12, that the single currency might collapse. They have therefore focused predominantly on what the dynamics of the euro’s unravelling might be and on what the overall economic consequences of such an unravelling might look like. Far less attention has been paid to the political and geopolitical consequences that might result. Perhaps the lack of a more extensive literature rests on the belief that collapse is so unlikely or that if it does occur, it would be such a seismic event as to render speculation on what might follow useless. Whatever the reason, this book tries to fill the gap. My argument is that a collapse is not so unlikely and that by being clearer about just how bad the consequences would be, perhaps we might steel ourselves to do more to prevent it.


The book explains what the economic unravelling of the eurozone would look like in practice. It posits a boost to the politics of illiberalism and Euroscepticism in almost any collapse scenario, and it addresses what the end of the European Union would mean for the geopolitics and international relations of the continent. It is in this part of the book that the idea that Europe has escaped its catastrophic past is put most severely to the test. Without the binding that the European Union represents, an already complicated picture would become fiendishly difficult to manage. Without the EU, it is hard to see how Europe avoids a return to the balance-of-power system that so troubled its nineteenth-and twentieth-century past. While some of the actors and alliances may be different, many of the tensions that the EU has so successfully repressed would resurface. And while the rest of the twenty-first century marches on beyond Europe’s shores, Europe would be forced to look inward in search of solutions to challenges that faced, and ultimately overwhelmed, previous generations.


Part 3 concludes the book with some thoughts on what needs to happen to avoid the worst. It is not a detailed manifesto. There are already many of these around and most of them strike me as politically implausible. Instead, it is an account of the dynamics that need to be changed if the European Union is to be saved and the ideals that must be fought for if the Union is to command its citizens’ loyalty. One of the sources of most profound concern in the current debate is the multitude of routes to possible EU collapse that now exist alongside few plausible reforms that look capable of fending it off. Possible reform initiatives are touched on, but if, like the author, you want the European Union to succeed, it is hard to feel optimistic. The challenges are so formidable and the potential solutions so difficult to navigate. I hope for my own sake, for my children’s sake, and for yours, that I am wrong. 

















PART 1


THE EUROPEAN UNION IN CRISIS





















CHAPTER 1


EUROPE UNDER SIEGE





My starting point is to examine today’s European Union in a wider context. While in the post-Cold War 1990s and 2000s, the European Union exuded a confident power of attraction that meant it could export stability to its surrounding neighbourhood, it is now importing instability, being probed and destabilised by hostile state and terrorist actors, and has lost the backstop that used to be provided by the United States. It is challenged, astonishingly, not only from the east and south, but also from the west.


THE CHALLENGE FROM THE WEST


Donald Trump is bad news for the European Union.1 One can even go so far as to say he is a threat. He has engaged in the biggest populist questioning of the level of US commitment to Europe since World War Two. He has described NATO, which has much the same European membership as the EU and effectively acts as its hard security arm, as obsolete and largely irrelevant to today’s main security threats, a view that has come as a surprise and a shock to many in Europe who are rightly worried about a reassertive Russia. He has frequently expressed his admiration for Vladimir Putin and has hinted at the wish to pursue a more cooperative relationship with him. He has been not only dismissive of the EU, but openly hostile to it. Trump welcomed the Brexit vote and declared that he’d like to see others follow the UK’s lead and leave the EU. It seems obvious that he has not thought through what would follow in Europe were the EU actually to collapse. He welcomed Nigel Farage, the former leader of the UK Independence Party (UKIP), to Trump Tower just days after his election victory. He has called the EU a vehicle for German interests. His former chief strategist in the White House, Steve Bannon, has talked admiringly of the nationalist Le Pen family of politicians in France. His trade adviser, Peter Navarro, has suggested the US and Germany should be engaged in bilateral trade talks, essentially attempting to bypass the EU in one of its main areas of competence. And Trump has retweeted the racist venom of Britain First, showing either no understanding of, or no allegiance to, what used to be described as the shared values of the transatlantic space. His views are not only un-American, they are un-European.


Trump’s various positions, moreover, are linked. If carried through into genuine diplomatic initiatives they would suggest a desire to remake the Euro-Atlantic economic and security order. For many east Europeans, to talk of a rapprochement with Putin while questioning NATO’s raison d’être so soon after Moscow’s annexation of Crimea is to table the prospect of a new Russian sphere of influence in eastern Europe. It is to suggest the future should be a carve-up resonant of Europe’s past, not the EU’s dream of an escape from it. It is to be the harbinger of a Europe where the great powers do as they wish while the smaller and weaker powers on the continent do as they must. Trump is an assault on the kind of Europe the EU was created to build.


The challenge Trump represents does not stop there. His positions with regard to the Middle East are also a threat not just to that region but to Europe. He has made clear that his primary goal is defeating ISIS militarily, but he is neglecting the parallel development of a political and diplomatic strategy to stabilise Syria and Iraq. He has mused about rejecting the two-state solution to the Israel–Palestine conflict, and has very controversially recognised Jerusalem as the capital of Israel. While the EU sits cheek by jowl with poverty and conflict on a massive scale to its south, Trump has cut the US aid budget and treats refugees as enemies. To the extent that his approach to the region is clear, it will increase the level of conflict in the Middle East, not reduce it, and it will be the EU that suffers the blow-back. Increased conflict will mean greater displacement of people, the triggering of a greater wave of migration and refugee flows, and an upsurge in terrorist activity. Eurosceptic populist parties salivate at the prospect. In that chaos they see an opportunity to rejuvenate their assault on the EU project as a whole and on the values it is supposed to embody. The result could be fatal to Europe’s unity.


Trade is another area where Trump could do untold damage. The scrapping of the multilateral Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) negotiated by the Obama administration was one of his first acts as president. A threat to scrap the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) if it is not renegotiated to US liking remains on the table. And measures to force US companies to move investments in Mexico back across the border have been highly visible. Trump flirts openly with protectionism. If his relationship with it is consummated it will spell trouble for Europe’s fragile economic recovery. Not only could it damage growth, exports and the bilateral trade relationship with the US but it could be toxic to the entire transatlantic political relationship. And if the Trump administration gets into a trade war with China, the EU will be put in an excruciating position. European– Chinese trade is itself huge and a dispute between the US and China would be one between the EU’s two most important external trade partners. The assumption that Europe would simply side with the US, which would undoubtedly have been true for all of the last seven decades, can no longer be taken for granted, especially if the view in Europe was that the confrontation had been caused by ill-judged American belligerence rather than by the Chinese. Whichever way the EU and individual members of it chose to go, transatlantic relations would be badly damaged and with them, a host of European economic and security interests.


Trump already behaves as though continued military support to Europe must be ‘paid for’, and in the process implies that the security dimension of the transatlantic relationship is something akin to a protection racket. What store could be placed on US commitment to the defence of Europe if the EU and US were locked in a trade war and the EU was seen as being disloyal in a US trade confrontation with China? Without firm US support, a destabilised Europe that has underinvested in its own defence capability for decades will lie dangerously vulnerable and unable to act even when circumstances demand it.


The truth is that Trump represents a threat to the European Union at almost every level. His entire attitude to the EU and to trade is emblematic of a wider dismissal of multilateralism and multilateral institutions. He is hostile to collective efforts to tackle climate change. He is actively trying to undo the multilateral deal that has gained a measure of international control over the Iranian nuclear programme and that the EU was pivotal in helping to construct. He is dismissive of the United Nations. He represents a rejection of attempts to build and sustain a liberal, rules-based, international order, speaking admiringly of autocratic leaders who prefer to ignore it. He communicates no interest in protecting and preserving human rights, even going so far as to say that he supports torture himself. He peddles religious intolerance and when it comes to US behaviour on the world stage, including the use of American military power, he is utterly dismissive of the concept of international law. Trump’s world is a world of raw power politics unconstrained by rules, and of transactional bilateral deals wherever they can deliver narrow advantage. There is no concept of wider American leadership responsibility, no sense of global leadership in defence of a more enlightened sense of self-interest. From the economic sphere to efforts to avoid major power conflicts, Trump rejects the ideas and institutions developed at the mid-point of the twentieth century as an answer to protectionism and devastating war.


Some have sought solace in his unpredictability, the argument being that it is more important to focus on what his administration does than on what he says. One can understand why. His unpredictability is a matter of public record. He has talked both about expanding the American nuclear arsenal and of seeking to reduce it; of binning the one-China policy but also of being committed to it; of no commitment to the two-state solution in the Middle East while indicating that he might be willing to support it. Well over a year into his administration, large numbers of senior staff positions across the government were still to be filled, raising questions about Trump’s ability to get much of anything done in practice, and when he has made senior appointments, the individuals involved appear to have views that are different to his own. Secretary of Defense Mattis, for example, takes a more hawkish view on relations with Russia than does Trump himself. But while for the optimist this all holds out the tantalising prospect that Trump will not be as damaging to European interests as at first appears, the reality is unlikely to be reassuring. First, the evidence suggests that when there is something Trump is clear about, like his desire to introduce the ban on refugees from certain countries in the Middle East, he is willing to expend considerable time and energy on doing what it takes to get it done. Second, the uncertainty on substance and lack of ability to get a well-staffed administration both point to the more alarming conclusion that either he doesn’t know what he’s doing or the insurgency he represents is so short of support in the policymaking establishment, including in the Republican foreign and defence policy establishment, that governing effectively at all is going to be beyond him. Far from limiting the damage Trump can do, this points to a likely diplomatic vacuum in any number of geographies and issue areas where American leadership has historically been important. Unless other democracies with progressive ideas, including in Europe, can step in to fill this gap, we are likely to see the interests and designs of several non-Western autocracies emerge as the winners.


At a point in its history, therefore, when the EU is vulnerable, the American people have served up not a friend to the European project, but a foe. A multiplier of instability in the European neighbourhood, a questioner of transatlantic security solidarity, a fillip to those who oppose it, and a source of turbulence in the international economy at a time when Europe needs to boost both growth and trade after nearly a decade of economic crisis. The EU also works best in a rules-based, soft-power, multilateral diplomacy system but Trump is a hard-power, aggressive-diplomacy president whose effect will be to contribute to a hard-power, aggressive-diplomacy world. The EU will find it harder to prosper both at home and abroad for as long as he is sat in the Oval Office.


THE CHALLENGE FROM THE EAST


Another leader who favours a hard-power, aggressive-diplomacy world is Vladimir Putin. He too is hostile to the European Union and a pretty good case can be made that he is trying to destabilise and destroy it with a mix of military and non-military means. Emblematic of this is a series of major ‘snap’ military exercises close to EU and NATO borders. One such, involving 80,000 ground, air and naval force personnel, practised war-fighting scenarios in the Baltic Sea and in the Arctic close to the border with Norway. All militaries use exercises to prepare their readiness for real contingencies that may arise of course, but these exercises are designed to intimidate. They showcase the fact that Russia’s revamped military is capable of rapid large-scale deployment, and what makes them so effective is the backdrop of real Russian military action in Ukraine. Russia annexed Crimea in March 2014 when it became clear that Ukraine favoured an association agreement with the EU over an agreement to join the Russian-led Eurasian Economic Union. It has since partially occupied and destabilised parts of eastern Ukraine using a mixture of support from irregular paramilitary forces there, and regular Russian forces when deemed necessary. Its message to the EU’s eastern flank is: we can do the same to you.


The Russian military has also been engaged in a game of dangerous brinkmanship. It has used aggressive aerial manoeuvres, which have resulted in Russian and Western fighter aircraft coming within a few metres of each other in the air; mock cruise missile attack runs against targets in Denmark; submarine incursions off the coasts of Sweden and Scotland; and the abduction at gunpoint by Russian agents of an Estonian security service officer on Estonian, and therefore EU, territory. Its aircraft have also menaced civilian traffic. On 3 March 2014, a Russian warplane and a Danish civilian airliner came within seconds of a mid-air collision just south of Malmö. The Russian plane was deliberately being flown with its transponders switched off and a collision was avoided only because of evasive action taken by the pilot of the civilian plane. Flight SAS 737, which was carrying 132 passengers from Copenhagen to Rome, had a lucky escape. Nine months later, on 12 December 2014, a similar incident took place, again involving a Russian warplane with its transponders switched off.


Russian military operations have been accompanied by the widespread use of fake news and cyber-operations across a wide European geography. In November 2017, the UK National Cyber Security Centre accused Russia of mounting cyber-attacks against Britain’s energy networks and telecommunications and media sectors. Researchers at the University of Edinburgh concluded that 400 fake Twitter accounts run from Russia had published posts about Brexit in an attempt to influence the referendum on UK membership of the EU.2 Attacks have been reported on the Danish defence ministry and on the German parliament, the Bundestag. Just days before the German elections in September 2017, hundreds of Twitter accounts with links to Russia were used to boost messages linked to the far-right party Alternative für Deutschland. And in the weeks running up to the disputed referendum on Catalan independence in October 2017, Russian state-backed media organisations and automated social network accounts aggressively promoted fake news stories about the actions of the Spanish authorities in an attempt to damage both them and public confidence in the democratic processes being used to make public decisions.3 Polish government websites have frequently been attacked. Facebook pages supposedly dedicated to the creation of ‘people’s republics’ in Polish-populated parts of Lithuania have appeared. Photos and political messages appearing on these pages exactly fit the template used by the Russians in Donetsk and Luhansk in Ukraine. Poland has also seen widespread use of Russian internet trolls, seeking to shape discussions in online forums. And in Finland, the web news editor of the newspaper Helsingin Sanomat has publicly talked about the large proportion of identical pro-Russian comments that are posted on its pages whenever a big news story about Russia or Ukraine breaks. These comments are consistently critical of NATO, the EU and the US.


But where Russian strategy excels is in its use of money. In what some have called the ‘Kremlin Playbook’, it funds the political activities of parties and groups inside the EU that are hostile to the EU’s continuing existence.4 It uses shell companies, offshore accounts and opaque company ownership regimes as channels through which to pass funds into the hands of EU political figures and to gain control of strategically important energy projects. And it uses initial low-cost injections of capital to secure multi-billion-dollar mega-deals in the EU energy sector only to subsequently use those deals to hike prices, and cream off wealth that can then be used to buy or reward the cooperation of those EU nationals willing to do Moscow’s bidding. It uses, in other words, the corruption of individuals as a form of statecraft.


Occasionally, some of this activity finds its way to the surface. The most clear-cut case of Russian funding for a Eurosceptic populist party concerns the Front National (FN) in France. In 2014, Marine Le Pen’s party reportedly received a €9 million loan from the First Czech Russian Bank, a financial institution with links to the Kremlin. The FN has aligned itself closely with a number of Russian positions, not least recognising the Russian annexation of Crimea and legitimising the subsequent referendum on Crimean separation by sending observers to monitor the vote. Leaked SMS messages indicated Le Pen’s position on this, emerging through consultation with Russian officials.5 In the same year, movements that peddle anti-Semitism and a neo-Nazi outlook, such as Jobbik in Hungary and Golden Dawn in Greece, were invited to a conference in Moscow hosted by an organisation close to Putin. The purpose of the conference was to discuss how Russian and other European ‘national projects’ could be better coordinated. Such moves have caused anger in Europe. Lubomír Zaorálek, the foreign minister of the Czech Republic, for example, openly accused Moscow of ‘trying to divide and conquer the EU by funding movements across the continent’. 


The case of Croatia-based Migrit Solarna Energija may also be instructive with regard to the Russian modus operandi.6 In the summer of 2015, the company purchased a 14 per cent stake in Voimaosakeyhtio SF, a Finnish energy company involved in a consortium working to build a nuclear power plant in north-west Finland. The purchase was to facilitate a €158 million investment in the new nuclear plant by Migrit, without which the entire project might fall by the wayside because it was failing to meet the benchmark set by the Finnish government that at least 60 per cent of the capital behind it must be raised from within the EU. One of the biggest non-EU investors was Rosatom, Russia’s state-owned nuclear corporation, which was set to build the new power plant’s nuclear reactor. Given the high-profile nature of the project, and Finnish government rules, Migrit’s involvement was the subject of some scrutiny. The project was suspended while investigations could be carried out into who owned and controlled the company. In July 2016, the authorities in Helsinki concluded that the ownership of Migrit Solarna Energija could not be ‘adequately verified’. The economics ministry said it could not establish for sure that the company was ‘factually controlled’ from inside the EU. Herkko Plit, a senior civil servant, was quoted by the Financial Times as saying: ‘We cannot speculate on who Migrit is controlled by. It has many relations to foreign countries, not just Russia. But … those people who founded it originally were Russians. The current owners are also Russian citizens to the best of our knowledge.’ Olli Rehn, a former European commissioner who in April 2016 had become economics minister in Finland’s right-wing coalition government, also confirmed to the Finnish broadcaster YLE that ‘behind the Croatian company are Russian financiers’.


Just as the Finnish government was reporting its findings, Tomislav Karamarko, the former head of Croatian intelligence and high-flying first deputy Prime Minister of Croatia, was being forced to resign. He’d been caught up in, among other things, accusations of improper conduct involving payments made to a Germany-based economic think-tank from a foundation linked to the Croatian Democratic Union (HDZ), the political party of which he was a leading member. The problem was not the payments, which were all legal and only to pay for help in developing the HDZ’s economic programme for the forthcoming elections, but where the money had come from. It is alleged Karamarko had, unbeknown to other senior members of the HDZ, accepted large amounts of money from an organisation called the Foundation of New Generations. That foundation in turn was linked in the Croatian press to none other than Migrit Solarna Energija.7 In the space of just twelve months, it appeared Migrit may have been active in attempts to circumvent Finnish government investment rules, the purpose of which was to ensure EU interests controlled a strategically important energy project, and in trying to build a relationship with a senior Croatian government minister while, through a roundabout route, helping to meet the election expenses of his political party.


Questions also surround the PAKS-2 nuclear reactors project in Hungary. Although the four planned reactors have an estimated cost of €12.5 billion, something in the region of 10 per cent of Hungarian GDP, the contract to build them was awarded to Rosatom without bids being taken from other suppliers. Around €10 billion of the financing comes from Russia, via Vneshekonombank, which is close to the Kremlin, and at the time of writing remains under EU sanctions. Not only was the contract awarded in secrecy, but it is being shielded from public scrutiny. The Hungarian parliament has passed a law making everything about the deal confidential for as long as thirty years.


Russian strategy towards the EU is multidimensional. Its purpose appears to be to intimidate or otherwise secure the capture of individuals, institutions, projects and governments so they can then be relied upon to act in defence of Russian interests or be used to secure leverage that might in turn produce the same result. It appears to be driven by two sets of observations. The first concerns President Putin’s basic analysis of how Russia has been treated by the West since the end of the Cold War. In a now infamous speech to the Munich Security Conference in 2007 Putin railed against the West for dismissing Russian interests and for behaving as though it was the sole arbiter of when an international intervention in a conflict somewhere was justified.8 Putin sees the West as disrespectful to Russian sovereignty and he appears to believe the US and European governments are bent on trying to engineer his removal from office. His response has been to be far more assertive, especially in the Russian periphery. In 2008, relations between Russia and the West were set on a confrontational course when they were pitted against each other via the Russian–Georgian war, a development from which they have never recovered.


Second, however, Russian strategy seems to be informed by a very acute understanding of the European Union’s own weaknesses. Putin knows that the 2008 financial crisis and subsequent sovereign debt crisis in the euro area caused economic chaos across the EU. He knows that that crisis contributed to the biggest questioning of the viability, credibility and legitimacy of the liberal order and Western market economies since the 1930s. He knows it weakened the ability of European states to invest in their own defence. And he has understood that against that backdrop, a degree of complacency has set in about the extent to which post-communist democratic consolidation in eastern Europe can been taken for granted. Where the EU’s self-confidence in its own system and way of doing things has been undermined, Putin has seen an opportunity. Illiberal forces have come to the fore and Russian policy has been designed to help, encourage and profit from them. If they can be encouraged and even financed to disrupt EU and NATO unity, then the EU and NATO can be weakened and perhaps even brought to the point of disintegration, empowering Russia in the process and possibly delivering to it the sphere of influence in eastern Europe it has long desired. It is not an exaggeration, then, to say that Russian policy is one of war by other means, with the goal being not to defeat the EU in battle but to weaken its internal coherence and effectiveness so as to achieve victory without battle, in the military sense, ever being fully engaged in.


THE CHALLENGE FROM THE SOUTH


To the south, the threat to the European Union’s cohesion and existence comes not from a single adversary but from the effects of a historical process. The old order in the Middle East has been unravelling, held together only by force and in many places not being held together at all. Some of the influences at play could usher in a future of more tolerant, open societies that has been longed for by many. But the ongoing turbulence and chaos are generating threats to the EU in the here and now. Threats that less than a decade ago it would have been difficult to imagine. Threats that can be illustrated by the story of one Abdelhamid Abaaoud.


At 10.28 p.m. on Friday 13 November 2015, at the lower end of Boulevard Voltaire, Abaaoud exited a Paris Metro station and commenced a two-hour walk through the 10th and 11th arrondissements of the city. Over an hour earlier, he had been part of a group of attackers who had killed thirty-nine people at the restaurants La Belle Equipe, Le Carillon and Le Petit Cambodge. He had spent some time after those attacks driving a black Seat around the area close to the restaurants before being caught on CCTV cameras jumping the turnstile inside the Croix de Chavaux Metro station at 10.14 p.m. Abaaoud arrived at Boulevard Voltaire just as a second group of terrorists was in the process of slaughtering ninety people at the nearby Bataclan, a music venue packed with young concert-goers at the time. He was clearly drawn to the site of that massacre. Geo-location data on his mobile phone later showed that at 12.28 a.m., just as anti-terror police were entering the venue, Abaaoud was standing right next to them, taking in at first hand the chaos and bloodshed that he and his accomplices had unleashed on so many innocent people. Only a few minutes later, President Hollande was personally on the scene to examine the carnage for himself.


Abaaoud was no bit part player in this tragedy. He was the mastermind of the attacks that claimed 130 lives and left over 350 injured in Paris that night, and his biography is today’s worst nightmare for every European intelligence agency. He was born in 1987 to a Moroccan father who had moved to Belgium in 1975. His father had built a small business as a clothier in Molenbeek, a heavily Muslim-populated district of Brussels, and had sent his son to an exclusive Catholic school, the Collège Saint-Pierre d’Uccle, in a well-to-do part of the city. Abaaoud, however, was thrown out of that school and soon became involved in criminal activity. He first came into contact with the authorities in 2006 after drinking too much, posing as a police officer and threatening people with violence. He was detained, but only for a matter of days. Thereafter, he was frequently involved in drunken fights and on one occasion tried to break into a car repair shop, apparently while stoned. By 2012, he had already served a longer period in prison, and when he emerged in September of that year, he was sporting a beard and criticising the West for its behaviour in the Middle East. He told his lawyer that he had become religious and in the year that followed investigators believe Abaaoud was heavily involved in the jihadist scene in Belgium. In early 2014, Abaaoud kidnapped his thirteen-year-old brother and moved to Syria where, in a video made in Aleppo, the city in which he had joined ISIS, he said: ‘All my life I have seen the blood of Muslims flow. I pray that God breaks the backs of those who oppose him.’ According to the Wall Street Journal, while in Syria Abaaoud became an emir of war, ‘an unusually high rank for a fighter who hailed from Europe’.9


On 29 July 2015, just a few months before the Paris attacks, a court in Belgium considering a case against a jihadist group convicted Abaaoud of terrorism-related offences in his absence and sentenced him to twenty years in prison. The judges argued that he had ‘acted as if he were the head of a terrorist group’ and that ‘some elements [of his behaviour] gave cause for suspicion that he, from either near or afar, was a member of a cell that was preparing to commit an attack or attacks in Belgium’. The use of the phrase ‘from either near or afar’ was telling in two respects: first, because it indicated the authorities were not sure whether Abaaoud was in Belgium or Syria; and second, because it was assumed that even if he was in Syria, he could still pull the strings of a jihadist group operating in Belgium. Their assumption seemed soundly based. Court papers appeared to show strong jihadist links between the two countries. In one set of documents, the responsibilities of one of the Belgian defendants were described in great detail. These included: ‘taking care of travel costs, accompaniment during the trip, contact to a smuggler who helps with the border crossing, reception at the border, training of fighters, assistance in leaving Syria, the transportation of personal objects and money belonging to jihadists, conveyance of news to the family, purchase and transportation of Belgian goods to Syria and the collection of donations’.


By October 2015, European authorities seemed clear that Abaaoud was in fact in Syria. The French expanded air attacks on ISIS targets there at around that time, apparently at least partly in an attempt to kill him. They thought they had met with success when reports began to circulate, and even reached his family, that Abaaoud had indeed been killed. That, however, was either just a mistake or a deliberately planted story to cover Abaaoud’s tracks as he re-entered Europe.


Abdelhamid Abaaoud was eventually cornered by French police in the Parisian suburb of Saint-Denis five days after the attacks he had planned and launched on the Bataclan and other venues. After a gun battle that lasted several hours, he was killed with other accomplices in the apartment in which he was holed up. His body was reportedly bullet ridden and identification had to be carried out from his fingerprints.10 Investigators soon discovered that Abaaoud had re-entered Europe via Greece, using a false identity and posing as one of the many refugees fleeing the war in Syria. He was not alone: several of his accomplices in the November 2015 Paris attacks had made the same journey. A Syrian passport found close to the body of a suicide bomber at the Stade de France, though containing a false photo, was later revealed to have been registered by authorities at every stage of its journey across Europe, starting in Greece, and passing through the Balkans and central Europe along what was by then a well-established route of entry for migrants and refugees to the continent. 


The story of Abdelhamid Abaaoud and of the tragic events he was able to unleash therefore links two significant challenges to the cohesion of the European Union that are emanating from its south. The first is the threat of Islamist terrorism. The second is the major refugee and migrant crisis that has been impacting Europe since the spring of 2015. As Abaaoud’s case makes clear, the Islamist terror problem is more home grown than imported but it is inextricably linked to events in the Middle East, where a list of grievances against the West, from the Israel–Palestine conflict to the military interventions in Iraq and Syria, are used to spread the message of holy war and to mobilise people to engage in acts of violence. This terrorist threat appears set to get worse now that ISIS has largely been defeated on the battlefields of Iraq and Syria and the thousands of other Abaaouds who travelled from Europe to become ‘foreign fighters’ for ISIS try to bring what they have learned back to the streets of Europe.


The migration and refugee crisis is every bit as challenging. The EU has in recent years faced the largest flows of migrants and refugees to Europe since the Second World War, not just from a Middle East in flames but also from a growing number of failed and failing states in Africa and central Asia. Although the quantities of both refugees and economic migrants arriving in Europe in recent months have not matched the dramatic flow that Abaaoud was able to hide within in late 2015, the challenge nonetheless remains a significant one today and for any number of reasons the numbers could yet begin to rise again.


Both separately and in combination, the terrorist threat and the migration and refugee challenge emanating from Europe’s south have been seized on by populist and Eurosceptic parties inside the EU, which have used them to stoke fear and fan the flames of intolerance. This is changing the character of public discourse, fuelling ‘culture wars’ and leading to an increased incidence of hate crime. The populists have been able to stimulate and tap into a well-spring of supportive attitudes across sub-sections of the EU population in doing so.


A 2016 Pew Research Centre survey of opinion in ten European countries laid some of this bare.11 Across the countries surveyed, a median of 49 per cent said refugees arriving from places like Iraq and Syria posed a major threat to their own country’s security. When the question was narrowed down to ask about terrorism in particular, the number went up to 59 per cent. Those on the right of the political spectrum were far more likely to hold these views than those on the left. In France, 61 per cent of those on the right said refugees were a threat, but only 29 per cent of those on the left agreed, a gap of 32 percentage points. The divide was reported at 30 percentage points in the UK, 29 in the Netherlands and 28 in both Germany and Italy. The apparent fear of refugees is strongly linked also to negative attitudes towards Muslims, who of course make up a large part of the current refugee and migrant flows into Europe. Commenting on the Pew Research, the analyst Bruce Stokes noted:




An unfavourable view of Muslims is held by majorities of people on the right in Greece, Italy, Hungary, Poland and Spain. And at least four in ten people on the right in Germany, the Netherlands and Sweden share that opinion … Again, there is a significant partisan divide in anti-Muslim sentiment: a 31-percentage point differential between those on the right and left in Greece, a 30-point difference in Germany, and a 29-point gap in Italy.





Studies by the UN have shown that migration does not make terrorism more likely. Many recent attacks in London and elsewhere have also been unconnected to migrants or refugees in any way. In the larger scheme of things, the numbers of migrants and refugees entering Europe ought to be manageable if EU governments cooperated to welcome and integrate them. A case could even be made that their arrival represents an opportunity to replenish a workforce that is otherwise going to suffer depletion through the effects of demographic change. But this has not been the predominant response. After an initial welcome from Chancellor Merkel in Germany and the heroic efforts of some smaller countries like Sweden, on balance, more countries in the EU have pandered to those who believe it is best to keep the migrants and refugees out. In doing so, they have contributed to a climate that has the potential to destroy the EU. If conditions in the Middle East and north Africa worsen and the numbers arriving go back up sharply, or if the terrorists succeed in mounting an attack of hitherto unprecedented proportions, it is likely that some ideas that are foundational to the European Union will be attacked and abandoned. A massive boost to political forces that want to see the EU dead would be no surprise. Laws that target whole social groups, such as Muslims, rather than respect the rights of every individual may well become commonplace. Border checks and fences may replace the Schengen free movement zone, amid claims by some interior ministry officials and law enforcement officers that in security terms Schengen leaks like a sieve anyway. If the EU cannot find answers that command citizen loyalty, remain true to its core ideals, and are also effective at addressing radicalisation and terrorism, it will remain dangerously close to the abyss. While Trump and Putin might weaken the EU and make it unsteady on its feet, the challenge from the south could deliver the knockout blow. 




Notes


1. For a rounded take on what Trump means for Europe, drawing on thinkers from both Europe and the US, see Ian Kearns and Kate Murray, The Age of Trump (London: Fabian Society, 2017).


2. Lizzie Dearden, ‘Russian cyber attacks have targeted UK energy, communication and media networks, says top security chief’, The Independent, 15 November 2017.







OEBPS/9781785903892_cover_epub.jpg
Cimil ISAPSE

EUROPE AE THE EUROPEAN UNION






OEBPS/logo_1_online.png
...................





