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INTRODUCTION


Sixty years ago, Europe lay scarred from the battles of the Second World War. During the next several years, a plan began to take shape that would unite the countries of the European continent so that future wars would be inconceivable. On May 9, 1950, French Foreign Minister Robert Schuman issued a declaration calling on France, Germany, and other European countries to pool together their coal and steel production as “the first concrete foundation of a European federation.” “Europe Day” is celebrated each year on May 9 to commemorate the beginning of the European Union (EU).


The EU consists of twenty-seven countries, spanning the continent from Ireland in the west to the border of Russia in the east. Eight of the ten most recently admitted EU member states are former communist regimes that were behind the Iron Curtain for most of the latter half of the twentieth century.


Any European country with a democratic government, a functioning market economy, respect for fundamental rights, and a government capable of implementing EU laws and policies may apply for membership. Bulgaria and Romania joined the EU in 2007. Croatia, Serbia, Turkey, Iceland, Montenegro, and Macedonia have also embarked on the road to EU membership.


While the EU began as an idea to ensure peace in Europe through interconnected economies, it has evolved into so much more today:


•Citizens can travel freely throughout most of the EU without carrying a passport and without stopping for border checks.


•EU citizens can live, work, study, and retire in another EU country if they wish.


•The euro, the single currency accepted throughout seventeen of the EU countries (with more to come), is one of the EU’s most tangible achievements, facilitating commerce and making possible a single financial market that benefits both individuals and businesses.


•The EU ensures cooperation in the fight against cross-border crime and terrorism.


•The EU is spearheading world efforts to preserve the environment.


•As the world’s largest trading bloc, the EU uses its influence to promote fair rules for world trade, ensuring that globalization also benefits the poorest countries.


•The EU is already the world’s largest donor of humanitarian aid and development assistance, providing around 60 percent of global official development assistance to developing countries in 2011.


The EU is not a nation intended to replace existing nations. The EU is unique—its member countries have established common institutions to which they delegate some of their sovereignty so that decisions on matters of joint interest can be made democratically at the European level.


Europe is a continent with many different traditions and languages, but with shared values such as democracy, freedom, and social justice, cherished values well known to North Americans. Indeed, the EU motto is “United in Diversity.”


Enjoy your reading. Take advantage of this chance to learn more about Europe and the EU!


Ambassador John Bruton,


Former EU President and Prime Minister of Ireland




CHAPTER 1


MODERN ISSUES
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When you think of Ireland, leprechauns, shamrocks, and Irish music might come to mind. You might imagine an ancient land of magic and myth. That Ireland does exist—but modern-day Ireland is also changing. It is no longer the homogeneous society it once was.





Before Ireland joined the European Union (EU) in 1973, it was a very poor country, one of the poorest in Europe. Then, in the last quarter of the twentieth-century, Ireland’s economy skyrocketed. It became known as the Celtic Tiger, and people from other parts of the world flocked to Ireland, seeking jobs and economic opportunities. All that changed, though, in 2008, when the world's economy took a plunge that dragged Ireland along with it.


The flood of new cultures and peoples to Ireland has changed the centuries-old traditional life that once existed there. New foods are sold and served. Other languages are spoken. In fact, there are now eight times as many people in Ireland who speak Polish as there are people who speak Gaelic, Ireland’s ancient language. In some counties, 10 percent of the population is Brazilian, and people from all around the world add their perspectives to the Irish outlook.


A 2005 study by Foreign Policy magazine found that Ireland is the most globalized country in the world, partly because so many of Ireland’s residents are related to people in other parts of the world, and partly because Ireland does business with so many countries around the world. Experts predict that by 2030, one-quarter of Ireland’s population will be foreign-born.


Hand-in-hand with Ireland’s current economic problems came still other changes. The society’s relaxed pace has disappeared. Most jobs once gave employees an hour and a half as a lunch break, during which time many people took a nap. Today, however, job pressure has risen, and most workers no longer have time to take any lunch break at all. Most jobs are located in urban areas, so many workers commute fairly long distances; in 2005, the Irish Examiner announced that most Irish workers are sleep deprived because of the long distances they drive each day to work.


Ireland was once known as a very religious country, but that has changed as well. Many people don’t go to church, and in a recent survey of Irish people between fifteen and twenty-four years old, more than a third did not know the meaning of Easter.


Some things in Ireland haven’t changed, though. The country still feels the ancient tension between Irish Catholics and English Protestants that it has been experiencing for centuries. Riots still break out between Catholic and Protestant teenagers, and bricks are thrown back and forth. Law enforcement says these incidents are so common that they’ve almost become a recreational activity.
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