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Towards more decentralised Europe where economic growth and social cohesion reinforce each other

Message of Riccardo Illy, President of the Assembly of European Regions (AER) in the debate on decentralisation and cohesion

The enlargement of the European Union coincides with two changes of epochal importance: the full globalisation of the markets and the shift from the industrial era to the era of knowledge.

Faced with the enlargement and the new scenarios of the global economy, the European Union is under pressure to decentralise its own organisation. The guidelines for the future of Europe have been drawn up in the central offices of Brussels and Strasbourg, with the contribution of the representatives of the single member states. These in turn have to move them through mechanisms – as in the case of Italy – in which the Regions and local authorities, the bodies closest to the citizens, are obliged both to apply them materially in their areas of competence and, as a consequence of a recent constitutional reform, assimilate them in a subsidiary manner.

This is what happens in my Region, Friuli-Venezia Giulia, in which, last year, we approved a law – the first in Italy – to provide an organic framework for the process of assimilation of the regulations and decisions passed by European Union institutions. A few weeks ago, again for the first time in Italy, we approved the first annual community law for regions, through which we assimilate three Community regulations of considerable importance for the Region’s population.

Increasingly often, the Regions, as intermediate bodies between central government and local authorities, can make a decisive contribution to social and economic convergence as they are able to interpret better at a local level the thrusts of the European Union and the forces for change on a global scale.

In general, the Regions have appropriate instruments to intervene effectively in the economic field in order to implement the principles of the Lisbon Agenda (competitiveness, technological innovations, improvement of the transport and technology infrastructure networks), keep a careful eye upon sustainable development from an environmental point of view, and at the same time fulfil an important role in the fields of health and the social protection of citizens. Naturally, not all have the legislative, financial and technical instruments to operate in this manner, but our commitment is geared to ensure they can guarantee – within an enlarged Europe, in that of pre-membership and more generally in the new market scenarios – the maintenance of the European model for development which, unlike the North American one, does not see economic growth and social cohesion as contrasting elements, but as elements that reinforce each other.

These are concepts which I have recently been able to explore in Brussels, firstly within the framework of the structured dialogue with representatives from all institutional levels and from associations representing regional interests in Europe, and then directly with the President of the Commission, Barroso. This was a relaxed, frank and constructive meeting which ranged from culture to aspects of development, welfare and education. A meeting-cum-comparison which I am sure will be of material assistance in creating a shared route for both citizens and European institutions.

The history of the European Union of the past ten years has followed a series of objectives that have been happily attained: from the single market of 1993 to the enlargement of 2004, a series of goals – some of them epoch-making – have helped build and increase the sense of belonging and participation. In this moment, however, the two forces that have been the power behind the principal challenges of recent years – the deepening of each country’s institutional instruments and the broadening of the member states – have been progressively weakening.

An open question remains the result of the approval of the Constitution, which is already suffering from a widespread and perilous lack of interest. Also uncertain is the enlargement to include further new states, from Croatia, for which we hope negotiations will start soon, to other countries of ex-Yugoslavia and Turkey. However, it is clear that the EU is currently under pressure to rethink its role, just as an organism that has developed fully and now lacks the natural support of its own process of growth now has to express its full potential in a new way or suffer decline.

There is a risk: the risk of taking a step backwards instead of forwards, as ten years of growth have accustomed us, is real. And here I am thinking of the new imminent referendum on the European Constitution in France, a referendum concerning which I have adopted an open and clear position, inviting the presidents of the Regions to support the “yes” vote.

In this moment, therefore, recognition of the strategic role of the Regions is not a crucial point for the Regions alone, but also for the whole of the EU. Within this context, we repeat the request for approval of the “European Group for the Territorial Cooperation” document. This new regulation will further develop and strengthen the cross-border co-operation. The cross-border co-operation is a key, almost symbolic, part of the process that can lead to a new type of equilibrium; that which, in the full expression of the Regions’ role and in their reciprocal collaboration, can ensure a renewed and lively relationship between decentralisation and cohesion: an interaction upon which the future of the European whole ‘as an adult’ is based.
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