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“We will act together, at different paces and intensity
where necessary, while moving in the same direction, as
we have done in the past, in line with the Treaties and
keeping the door open to those who want to join later.”
Rome Declaration, March 25, 2017

I

In 2017, the old EU is dead, but the new EU has not been
born yet. Debates around Brexit, euro area governance,
foreign and migration policy, and the rise of insurgent
parties are prompting a fundamental rethink of how
member states should go forward from here. In this
context, the “White Paper on the Future of Europe” proposed by
the European Commission is the latest intervention in ongoing
discussions over ‘multi-speed’ Europe. Known also as ‘variable
geometry’, ‘differentiated integration’, or ‘Europe à la carte’, this
concept has been around since at least the 1970s. Yet, in response
to EU’s poly-crisis, leaders from across the continent seem to be
today converging on this approach as the fix to Europe’s creaking
institutional infrastructure.
Such discussions among ‘core EU states’ have however gone
down particularly badly with Eastern European governments.
This essay begins by questioning some oft-repeated arguments
for ‘differentiated integration’ before presenting what it implies
in practice for a country like Bulgaria. Overall, getting ‘multispeed Europe’ right requires embedding a principle of ‘open
integration’ in all future discussions, centered on mechanisms
already provided in EU treaties. Therefore, both significant
diplomatic efforts and domestic reforms are required if Bulgaria
is to avoid that “those who want more, do more” turns into the
old-fashioned “the strong do what they want, the weak suffer
what they must”.

Those who want more do more?
At first glance, ‘differentiated integration’ is an elegant solution to
a thorny problem – how to move forward when the heterogeneity
of interests is high? Allowing those who are ‘willing and able’
to plough ahead rather than wait for all the others to join in
should allow Europe to move into gear and escape the trap of
the lowest common denominator. Therefore, plans for common
European defence, more integrated labour standards, more tax
harmonization – and why not for joint EU finance minister
in some form – suddenly look feasible again. Thus, ‘multispeed Europe’ solves the conundrum of what to do when the
‘unstoppable force’ of the functional need for integration clashes
with the ‘immovable object’ of no desire for treaty reform that is
at the core of EU’s ‘lost decade’.
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The question that follows, however, is whether there is a
common direction that ‘core’ states, liberated from pesky
troublemakers, are willing to adopt? A quick look at the history
of the various EU crises since 2010 suggests that hardly any of
them can be blamed on a couple of reluctant member states that
are acting as ‘holdouts’. By now it is well-recognized that the
euro area crisis is a result of a half-built and unsustainable EMU
architecture, which led to the bank-sovereign loop that in turn
fed into financial fragmentation. Yet, despite some progress on
banking supervision, the core disagreements over issues such as
bank resolution and deposit insurance can be traced to conflicts
within the ‘core’. On the migration crisis, Eastern Europeans have
been most vocal, but one is hard pressed to identify appetite for
effective burden-sharing in most ‘core states’. If ‘troublemakers’
are sidelined, do remaining states actually have a common
destination to which they can now ‘speed ahead’?
There is a second argument for ‘multi-speed Europe’ – maybe it
is nothing more than recognizing what already exists and is just
a way of setting aside the empty rhetoric of ‘united in diversity’
which rings ever more hollow. As it is well known, various forms
of opt-outs abound – from UK’s (in)famous rebate, through the
formal opt-out from euro adoption for the UK and Denmark,
to uneven membership in Schengen. These are just the tip of
the iceberg with many lower profile opt-outs in primary and
secondary legislation. This was aptly illustrated through the
following graphic in the White Paper
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Yet, the experience of Eastern European countries makes them
skeptical of this framing. Bulgaria, for example, is both out of
Schengen and out of the euro area. None of these are opt-outs it
has demanded; instead, it has been repeatedly denied entry into
these mechanisms since joining the EU in 2007. Furthermore,
while requirements are couched in technical language, the
underlying reasons have often been political. Bulgaria has
satisfied the overwhelming majority of official requirements
for joining Schengen since 2010, but has seen its bid repeatedly
blocked by France and the Netherlands. Similarly, Bulgaria has
been in a currency board with the euro since its creation, has
low public debt, low inflation (since 2008), and by and large
limited fiscal deficits; yet it is still largely stopped from joining
ERM II, the euro’s ‘waiting room’. Given such experience, it is
understandable why ‘multi-speed Europe’ sounds more like an
excuse to formalize practices of exclusion in the ears of many in
Sofia rather than an exciting opportunity to seize.

Multi-speed Europe in practice:
Domestic repercussions
For Bulgaria, such discussions about ‘differentiated integration’
are much more than academic exercises as shifts in that direction
will affect profoundly domestic political dynamics. The rush to
join the EU in 2007 generated an extraordinary momentum for
many much needed structural reforms. Yet, since then, the pace
of change has stalled, replaced by a general feeling of strategic
drift as external stimuli weaken and the logic of state capture
returns. In this context, it is unsurprising that Bulgarians are the
most ardent supporters of the EU project, and in particular, that
they have much more trust in the ‘distant’ Brussels institutions
than in their domestic politicians (see graphs). Hence, there is
understandable apprehension at the prospect of becoming part
of a ‘loose periphery’ – there is much at stake.
The impact of a shift to a ‘multi-speed Europe’ can be seen in
two key areas – justice and economic development. Since 2007,
Bulgaria and Romania have been subject to a Cooperation and
Verification Mechanism (CVM) monitoring over problems in their
judicial systems, including corruption. Over 70% of Bulgarians
welcome this intrusive procedure and many see it as one of the rare
elements that generate some momentum for changes, although
its practical impact is debatable. Meanwhile, EU cohesion funds
have gradually come to account for the overwhelming majority of
capital investment in the country, particularly in infrastructure
projects. Given it is EU’s poorest member, Bulgaria is the biggest
relative beneficiary of such funds in the EU. Again, their impact
is debatable and they might have generated problems with
corruption and media freedom. However, ‘really existing’ multispeed Europe clearly means less impetus for judicial reforms and
less capital and infrastructure spending.
Finally, some argue that the right approach is to make the most of
what ‘multi-speed Europe’ can offer. This can help Bulgaria avoid
being lumped together with more Euroskeptic governments
and, in the most optimistic reading, it can even allow Sofia to
pursue joint projects with ‘core’ states. This represents the right
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approach, but experience with similar mechanisms warrants
some pessimism. In 2014 in the wake of the collapse of Bulgaria’s
fourth biggest bank due to corrupt practices and insider lending,
all Bulgarian political parties and the President announced their
intention to join the European Banking Union. This was supposed
to make use of a clause that allows for ‘close cooperation’ with
non-euro countries that comes close to ‘those who want, do more’
logic. Yet, this initiative quietly slipped off the political agenda
and EBU membership is instead even further removed in 2017
than it was in 2014.

Getting ‘multi-speed Europe’ right
Given these problems, can leaders get ‘multi-speed Europe’ right?
The imperative for some form of differentiated integration is clear
– if something cannot go on forever, it won’t. Yet, the problems
and pitfalls should also be acknowledged unless good intentions
are to lead to a counterproductive result. This requires actions
from Bulgaria on both the EU and domestic levels.
On the EU level, if multi-speed Europe is unavoidable, then
it should be pursued by a method of ‘open integration’ that
participants can join according to clear and public rules reducing
the amount of political considerations and the risk of exclusion.
Bulgaria should therefore clearly argue for ‘differentiated
integration’ based on the already existing mechanisms in the
EU treaties. These include ‘enhanced cooperation’ procedures,
and, in the area of defence, ‘permanent structured cooperation’.
The worry is that so far ‘enhanced cooperation’ has yielded only
relatively minor agreements in divorce law and patents, and has
flopped when a financial transaction tax was proposed (although
there is a current proposal for an European Public Prosecutor’s
Office). Moreover, throughout the euro area crisis, the EU has
been increasingly sliding towards relying on intergovernmental
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mechanisms outside the treaties, most notably for the Fiscal
Pact, the Single Resolution Fund, and the European Stability
Mechanism. These should be brought as quickly as possible into
EU legislation, and the Single Supervisory Mechanism’s ‘close
cooperation’ procedure may serve as an example of how to embed
‘open integration’ in institutional design.
On the domestic side, Bulgaria should recognize that strategic
drifting is too costly and pursue a stream of reforms to
demonstrate that it can be an effective member of the ‘core’. Most
urgently these include changes in the judicial system, but also all
necessary reforms to pursue membership in the Banking Union,
and, at a later stage, in the euro area. These policies have their
own merits for Bulgarians independent of their EU dimensions,
but ongoing discussions about ‘multi-speed Europe’ strengthen
the case for such measures. Moreover, Bulgaria is the first noneuro country to take over the presidency of the Council of the EU
in the first half of 2018. This presents an unique opportunity to
bring our own perspective on ‘differentiated integration’ at the
high level of strategic discussions, but also by embedding the
principle of ‘open integration’ as much as possible across specific
legislative dossiers.
Overall, this short essay argued that even if ‘multi-speed Europe’
may appear as an appealing solution, in practice there are still
many potential pitfalls. In this context, it demonstrated why
Eastern European countries have some legitimate worries
over how discussions are currently evolving and that Bulgaria
has important reasons to worry about possible domestic
repercussions. In this context, getting ‘multi-speed Europe’ right
requires embedding a principle of ‘open integration’ in all future
discussions, centered on mechanisms already provided in EU
treaties rather than intergovernmental agreements. We are not
there yet. However, ultimately the EU always does the right thing
– but only after trying everything else.
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