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Energizing Europe

The Importance of the Regions and the Case of Flanders

Bernard Catrysse’

Ladies and gentlemen,

Thank you for this kind introduction. Allow me to start with elaborating a little bit more

on my relationship with Europe and the EU.

Indeed, in front of you stands a real European in hart and in mind, by birth and by
conviction. Being born and raised in Brussels, a stone throw away from the seat of the EU,
Europe and the diversity of its cultures have been a very part of my daily life since
childhood. I have seen Europe growing before my eyes and also — literally — in my

backyard.

At the age of 18, I moved to Leuven, the old University City, some 25 km east from
Brussels. There, I studied international economics and for the first time in my life, it made
me understand thoroughly the tremendous benefits of the EU, the European zone, the
internal market where people, goods and capital could move freely without any hindrance
of borders. For the first time I could understand a little bit more about the enormous

potential of the EU for Europe and its citizens.

Soon after my graduating, I moved to Japan. That was some 23 years ago. Yes, indeed I
am 46 years old and I have already spent half of my life here in Japan. Soon, I will have
been living longer here in Japan than I have ever lived in Belgium. But being even far away
from Brussels, my genuine conviction of being a European hasn’t faded. To the contrary, in
my professional capacity, as a Representative of the Flanders Government in Japan and also
as a Director of Flanders Center I became an even more committed European then I have

ever been and in my work I have been acting accordingly.

As a director of the Flanders Center, I was a co-founder of the Osaka European Film

Festival now some 16 years ago. Every since we have held this festival every year and by

" Director, Flanders Center (Osaka, Japan)
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doing this it was my firm aim to help build a forum for the Japanese film lover to enjoy the
richness of European cinema. Some 10 years ago we have also started the European Open
Door Day, again a collaborative effort of all the European Cultural Centers in Osaka and
this time to promote and enjoy the benefits of mastering several European languages. And
then finally, some 5 years ago we started the Europe Japan Day, a cultural event to be held
every year in May with the firm support of all the European Cultural centers in Kansai and

with the aim of making Europe and its diverse cultures better known and appreciated.

Ladies and gentlemen, all along I do this and I keep on doing this because I believe very
much that the most precious thing that Europe has on offer to Japan is the diversity of its
cultures. Indeed, I believe very much in the benefits for Japan being exposed to the rich
diversity of European cultures. I believe that there is a tremendous potential of inspiration
and stimulation. And I am convinced that doing this effort to bring European culture to
Japan keeps on challenging and triggering the hearts and the minds of the Japanese and

enrich their life in many ways.

After this brief introduction about myself and my relation with Europe, allow me to get

back to the original aim of this meeting here with all of you.

Introduction

Before I forget to say, I would like to take this opportunity to stress my gratitude. I feel
it as a great honor to be able to address you here today at the Kobe University. I am very
happy to speak to this crowd of young people. This meeting is the perfect occasion and also
a very suitable forum to exchange ideas about the EU and the future of the European

Union. That is indeed what I would like to talk to you about.

I would like to take this occasion especially to engage with you in a deeper discussion
on the role and the importance of regions and sub-national entities. The EU is not just a

collection of 27 member states; it is also an association of hundreds of local regions.

It is my view and many others with me, that the regions as entities of governance could
or should complement or even in some instances replace states. The deeper involvement of
regions is not a movement against states. It is a way for states to better respond to the

challenges of globalization.

But before engaging in this very serious discussion, I would like to start telling you a
little bit more about my country and its involvement in the EU. I would like to underline
the immense importance of the EU, not only for all the participating member countries but

especially for my own country Belgium.
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In a second stage I would like to brief you about the latest developments in the EU more

especially the importance of the Lisbon Treaty in the decision-making process of the EU.

And lastly, I would like to elaborate on the importance of regions and sub-national
entities and try to define with you where exactly they come in on the European decision
making process. I especially would like to focus on the position of regions with legislative
powers like Flanders and how these entities, through bodies like the Committee of Regions,

can contribute to a more effective European Union.

Belgium and the EU

Coming back to the topic of my own country, ladies and gentlemen, one cannot think of
nowadays Belgium without its European context of which it is a very part. Belgium and

Europe belong to one another. Nowadays Belgium is firmly rooted in its European mission.

Back in 1957, Belgium was a founding member of the EEC, the then European Economic
Community that later became the EU, the European Union. Ever since, Belgium has been a
very committed and loyal member country of the EU. On top of that, Brussels, the capital
city of Belgium, became the heart and the official seat of the EU. Moreover, the first
president of the EU who has recently been appointed is the former prime Minister of

Belgium, Mr. Herman Van Rompuy.

As you can see, ladies and gentlemen, Belgium is very narrowly connected to Europe.
Belgium breaths European air in every thinkable way. As a smaller member country,
Belgium has been recognizing in a very early stage the importance of working closely
together with other European partners in order to create a scale effect and to better solve

some bigger problems.

Apart from the economic aspirations, that certainly were very urgent in the period after
WWII, there is the ever-growing need to tackle more and more issues effectively on a
higher level. Issues like cross-border crime, terrorism, but also all issues related to the
migration of people. There is the very precarious issue of the sustainable energy supply
and there are of course the very urgent environmental problems and challenges that are
related to the climate change. These very big issues made it even clear to us that a solution
for these problems cannot only be found on a European level but also need a very strong

coordination on a global level. The Climate top of Copenhagen is the very proof of this.

Over the years, the EU managed, in as far as possible, to fine-tune its decision making
processes. Gradually it evolved to the world's most advanced form of supranational

regionalism. It has managed to develop a model that incorporates political elements in a
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deep economic integration. Still on many occasions the European citizen feels left alone and
not being taken seriously. On those moments one could feel very much that there is still
room for improvements in the internal as well as the external policies of the European

Union.

Lisbon Treaty

Over the last years it was clear to many that the EU was facing a tough challenge
because in the space of just a few years it had doubled its membership. At this moment the
EU has 27 member countries. The EU therefore needed to continue to ensure that the

decision-making in the EU is a smooth process.

This is why the Heads of State and Heads of Government of the EU Member States
signed the Lisbon Treaty in December of 2007, and just a few weeks ago all the members

have ratified this Treaty.

This was not an easy process, I can tell you. This law — or Treaty rather — needed to
negotiate a tortuous path to reach the end-station. The EU went through a European
Convention, a draft Constitution, two rejections in national referenda, then a draft Treaty
and again a revised draft before it finally got signed. The good news however now is that it
got signed and there is now, at least we believe so, an EU that is better equipped and

possessing the right tools to improve its efficiency.

Indeed, for more than 40 new policy areas the EU will resort to qualified majority
voting. In essence, this means that a single Member State will no longer be able to prevent

action agreed by all remaining 26 countries.

Some of the innovations introduced by the Reform Treaty will also make the EU a
stronger global actor. For one thing, there will be a new role for what we have called the
High representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy. This High
representative, the so-called Minister of Foreign Affairs of the EU, will be responsible for
conducting the Union's common foreign and security policy. Recently, newly nominated
Catherine Ashton has occupied this position. It finally 'puts a face' on the Union: a face that

will be much easier to recognize for the Japanese Foreign Minister Okada than it is now.

Similar with the nomination of Herman Van Rompuy, the former Belgian prime
Minister. The EU has now it’s own President. Here too, finally, a face has been put on the

numero Uno of the European Council.

These are not cosmetic changes. In fact, these are necessary changes for an EU the

membership of which has ballooned in just a few years.
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Importance of the regions

In spite of the big Treaties like the Lisbon Treaty that I just talked to you about which
certainly are a big improvement and an update on the functioning and the governance of
the EU, one has to admit that the EU is still in need of more transparency, accountability,
effectiveness and proximity of the European decision-making process. There is still a quite
big democratic deficit. The very difficult path of rejection and revising that for instance the
Treaty of Lisbon went through before it was finally accepted and voted is just a proof of
that. Many Europeans still feel left out and not really properly taken into account when
important decisions are made. They often refer to these kinds of decisions as ‘Brussels has
decided that...”

The simple truth indeed is that EU is not just a collection of 27 member states; it is also
an association of hundreds of local regions and entities. Regions can be found at all
territorial levels some with administrative powers, others with legislative powers. Each of
these regions has their own characteristics. Some even have their own language and culture.
On the basis of their specific characteristics, these regions want a place within the European
decision-making forums and wish to participate actively and directly in the European

decision-making process.

Allow me to elaborate on the specifics of the Belgian political and institutional structure.
As you may know, Belgium is a constitutional monarchy, a parliamentary democracy and a
federalized country. Apart from a central Government, Belgium has three regions; Flanders
(Dutch speaking), Wallonia (French speaking) and Brussels (Bi-lingual Capital Region).
Each has their directly elected legislative bodies, which make them legislative sub national
power entities. In fact, Belgium evolved to this kind of political structure as a reflection of

its specific characteristics (language, culture etc.) and needs.

In fact, regions with legislative powers, like Flanders have good reasons to ask for more
saying and a stronger voice. Due to their own legislative powers, which were granted to
them by the Constitution, they are becoming an increasingly important actor in the
European policy process. They are responsible for transposing EU directives into their own
legislation and for implementing the EU policy in various policy sectors. This role results
from a major development in the political and administrative organization of our
democracies in the past decades. While regionalization and decentralization gained ground
within the EU Member States, more and more responsibilities were transferred to the

supra-national level.
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In other words, European integration has been accompanied by “de-federalization”: the
emergence of sub-national regional governance. Some will argue that we are witnessing a
decline of the importance of states for many issues of governance, and that regions of all

kinds are filling the gap.

The view that regions as entities of governance could or should complement or even
replace states is shared by a growing number of scholars. Kenichi Ohmae argued in his
book “The End of the Nation State” that regional economies are the new engines of
prosperity while “traditional nation states have become unnatural, even impossible,
business units in a global economy.” And Mark Leonard in “Why Europe will run the
Twenty-first century” called for a “regional domino effect” that should lead to a world of

interdependent regional clubs.

I myself believe that an announcement of the “death of the state” is exaggerated. In the
foreseeable future, states will remain important centers of governance. But in an attempt to
face the challenges of globalization, states can and at some point will have to turn to the
world and to local regions to complement and even strengthen their power. Transparency,
accountability, effectiveness and proximity of the European decision-making process new
types of efficient European governance should be based on a democratic partnership
between the different levels of governance in Europe, as they all have a responsibility in
drafting, introducing and implementing policy measures. If the European Union is to keep
abreast of how its citizens feel in an increasingly complex context, its decision-making will
have to be in line with their daily lives. The regional policy level is an indispensable
instrument for this. That is why regions should be given the opportunity to incorporate the
expertise, which they gathered on the basis of local needs and traditions, into a European
Union where all levels of governance shape the European policy. The international context
increases the need for a Union, which can count on the full support of the European

citizens.

As you might know, the Committee of the Regions (CoR) is the political assembly that
provides the regional and local levels with a voice in EU policy development and EU
legislation. This Committee is the only institution in Europe, which brings together the
various sub-national entities of the different EU Member States. The regions with
legislative powers are members of it and play a very active role here. These regions have

always been in favor of reinforcing the Committee.

At present, the Committee has a mere advisory role. Nevertheless, it can bring issues to

the notice of the institutions that have a certain impact within the EU, such as the
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Commission, the Council or the European Parliament. What really matters is to grant the

Committee a larger role than that of a mere advisory body.

Local and regional authorities in the Member States implement around two-thirds of
EU legislation. The Committee of the Regions was created in 1994 to give representatives of
local government a say over the content of these laws. The CoR organizes five plenary
sessions a year, where its 344 members vote on opinions issued in response to proposed
legislation. The European Commission, which initiates EU laws, and the Council of
Ministers, which determines the final content of the legislation (usually in tandem with the
European Parliament), are obliged to consult the CoR on a wide range of policy areas
including the environment, employment and transport. The Lisbon Treaty has
strengthened the position of the Committee of the Regions further. In future, the European
Parliament on all issues that are important for regions and municipalities must consult the

Committee.

Conclusion

In conclusion I would like to say that in this world that is getting more and more
complex, the European integration necessarily goes hand in hand with a de-federalization
process, where, for the sake of transparency, accountability, effectiveness and proximity of
the European decision-making process, more and more powers are given to the regions. In
the case of legislative bodies like Flanders, or the German Lander, or Scotland, England and
Wales, I would even say, ‘should’ be given to the regions. This doesn’t mean that national
level will vanish but I do mean that we will be witnessing a decline of the importance of
traditional states for many issues of governance, and that for more and more issues, the
regions will be the real engine and will be filling the gap. The future is thus more and more

going to be a world of states AND regions.
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