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Hardly two years after France and the Netherlands had rejected the 
European Constitution by way of a referendum, the 27 Head of States 
of the European Union met on October 18 and 19 in Lisbon to approve 
what had been termed as a ‘mini treaty’.  
 
The ambitious word ‘Constitution’ was dropped and the ‘Reform 
Treaty’, as it is now known, returns to the traditional method of an 
amendment to the existing treaties. Though the main outlines of a new 
Treaty had been agreed upon during the 21-23 June EU Summit, the 
last minute painful bargaining by the Twenty-Seven (and particularly 
new entrants like Poland) could have stopped the integration process. 
Everyone knows that it is more difficult to prepare a good meal with 27 
cooks than with 6. In March 1957, the Treaty of Rome linked the fate 
of France, Germany, Belgium, Luxembourg, Netherlands and Italy, 
creating a Common Market as well as common institutions such as a 
Parliament, a Commission, a Council and a Court of Justice. In India, 
one is aware that so many ingredients and chefs may not improve the 
quality of a khichiri, (it is something I have never been fond of, even 
after 33 years in India).  
 
The other issue is that the EU construction process has a tendency to 
become ‘political’: with each party or nation having its own electorate 
and its own ‘national’ interests to safeguard. Take, for example, 
France. Two years ago, President Chirac who had a majority in the 
National Assembly could have decided to get the ‘Constitution’ ratified 
by the MPs. But miscalculating his personal popularity and the 
complexity of the issue, he decided to call for a referendum. During 
the campaign, all the problems faced by France at that time came to 
the debate tables, often totally unrelated to Europe. One of the main 
planks of the anti-constitution lobby was ‘outsourcing’. The ‘Polish 
Plumber’ became the subject of all conversations. Would all the French 
plumbers be rendered jobless? With a ‘Constitution’ in force, would 
France be engulfed by a sea of plumbers and nurses coming from the 
East? The debate revolved largely around such unfounded fears, losing 
sight of the need for the European Union to be regulated by a legal 
framework agreed by all.  



 
As the Union regularly enlarged, things became more complicated. The 
Polish Plumber Syndrome is basically a fear of globalisation in the 
world economy. Is there a way out? It is not an easy task for the 
heads of governments, presuming that they are convinced themselves, 
to convince in turn their voters that Union is good for them.  
 
Another problem hampering the smooth development of the Union is 
the famous Brussels bureaucracy. Indians often pride themselves for 
possessing the most ‘bureaucratic’ babus in the world, but they are 
wrong, they lag far behind the Brusselwallas who are said to have 
60,000 pages of rules and regulations in their drawers, translated into 
23 official languages. I was recently speaking to a farmer in Southern 
France. The poor man, who had been running a poultry farm for 
decades, described to me the ever more sophisticated ‘EU standards’ 
as well as the increasing nightmarish number of required forms to feed 
Brussels’s appetite for papers.  
 
After the ‘No’ by the French and Dutch in 2005, the Union was 
paralysed. It could not function without an institutionalised treaty.  
 
Nicolas Sarkozy probably understood that despite its defect, the Union 
was a necessity if Europe was to survive in the global world economy. 
During his presidential campaign, he mentioned several times a ‘mini 
treaty’ to be ratified by the Parliament only. Thanks to his incessant 
trips across Europe and his good relation with Merkel, a consensus 
soon emerged. The idea was not to have a ‘Constitution’, a term 
dreaded by European citizens. But they would accept a simplified 
‘Reform Treaty’, which would modify the previous treaties of Rome, 
Maastricht or Nice. It was an important compromise because only the 
changes in the new treaty would be subject to ratification.  
 
Soon after the Lisbon summit, Commission President José Manuel 
Barroso said: ‘We have a treaty that will give us now the capacity to 
act.’ 
 
The Portuguese Prime Minister Jose Socrates who chaired the Summit 
was also happy. The main changes that should help the Union to finally 
become a working entity are: Creation of a post of a permanent 
President who will chair the EU Summits for a two-and-a-half year. A 
senior Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy. The label 
EU Foreign Minister was dropped at the insistence of the UK 
government. Reducing the number of Commissioners from 27 to 15 by 



2014; A single legal personality for the EU. An exit clause to make it 
possible for members to leave the Union. A qualified majority rule for 
Council decisions. 55 per cent of member states and 65 per cent of the 
EU's population will be needed to pass a proposed EU legislation. 
Extending qualified majority voting in 40 policy areas, especially those 
relating to asylum, immigration, police cooperation and judicial co-
operation in criminal matters.  
 
The Reform Treaty will come into force as soon as all 27 member 
states have ratified it; hopefully by 2009. Most of the countries will try 
to avoid the ambush of the referendum or citizen consultation. 
However, the 50-year-old divisions continue, the pro-Europeans 
praised the new agreement for “safeguarding the substance of the 
draft EU Constitution" and the Eurosceptics criticised it for bringing the 
rejected EU Constitution through the back door.  
 
Interestingly, Poland who went to polls a few days after the Lisbon 
Accord, outvoted the Kaczynski brothers who dragged their feet for the 
integration process. They will be replaced by pro-European elements 
who should make it easier for the Union to progress on the road to 
integration. All said and done, the Lady has become more mature and 
the citizens realise that the Union is not only a source of peace and 
prosperity for Europe, but also the only opportunity to survive in an 
increasingly global world. 

 


