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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


POLAND’S CURRENT ISSUES
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Riverside of Gdansk at dawn.







Welcome to Poland, one of the largest countries in Central Europe. Bordered by Russia, Lithuania, Belarus, Ukraine, Slovakia, the Czech Republic, Germany, and the Baltic Sea, Poland’s culture has been shaped by its central location and the ease with which people, ideas, and even armies, have moved across the area.





POLAND AND EU ACCESSION


In 2003, following more than a decade of sweeping economic and political reforms, Poles voted for membership in the European Union (EU) in a historic referendum. Although national polling showed that a few Poles had concerns about joining the EU, the majority felt that tapping into the resources of a wider Europe would bring their new country more advantages than disadvantages.


The process of joining the EU, called accession, requires potential member states to adopt common policies on a wide variety of issues— from trade and commerce, to environmental protection and human rights. Some of these have been easier for Poland to comply with than others. As a new country, Poland is struggling with the EU’s human rights and environmental requirements.


ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUES


Polish rural communities depend on low-cost but dirty coal for their heating, and about 95 percent of Poland’s electricity comes from coal generators—but now the EU is pressuring Poland to come up with cleaner energy sources. The Polish government is proposing controversial shale gas wells as an alternative beginning in 2014.


Poland is thought to possess around 5.3 trillion cubic meters of natural gas reserves, and Prime Minister Donald Tusk made a statement in 2011 that he had been “assured that well conducted exploration and production would not pose a danger to the environment.” Poland’s leaders insist that extracting shale from rural areas should not be a problem, since it would be done in “empty space.” “We have very strict environmental rules, and in Poland we are the most water efficient country,” a Polish diplomat told reporters. “Water is very crucial to us and if there is any risk of water contamination, I do not believe we will start any exploitation.”


But other member nations of the EU are not convinced that this is a good idea. France, for example, has already frozen shale exploration licenses and banned “fracking,” a process of hydraulic rock fracturing that uses toxic chemicals. Cornell University scientists have found that the process has a carbon footprint that can be 20 percent to 100 percent greater than coal’s, and a report from Manchester University stated, “There is a clear risk of contamination of groundwater from shale gas extraction. It is important to recognise that most problems arise due to errors in construction or operation and these cannot be eliminated.” In response to this research, the EU announced in 2011 that it would draft EU-wide rules on shale tapping.


HUMAN RIGHTS


THE ROMA


Between 50,000 and 60,000 Roma live in Poland—and these people face discrimination and prejudice. About 90 percent are unemployed, and the European Commission has criticized Poland for allowing violent attacks on the Roma.




THE FORMATION OF THE EUROPEAN UNION


The EU is a confederation of European nations that continues to grow. All countries that enter the EU agree to follow common laws about foreign security policies. They also agree to cooperate on legal matters that go on within the EU. The European Council meets to discuss all international matters and make decisions about them. Each country’s own concerns and interests are important, though. And apart from legal and financial issues, the EU tries to uphold values such as peace and solidarity, human dignity, freedom, and equality. All member countries remain autonomous. This means that they generally keep their own laws and regulations. The EU becomes involved only if there is an international issue or if a member country has violated the principles of the union.
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