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Dear Dirk, 

Dear Professors, 

Ladies and gentlemen, dear friends, 

 

It is a great pleasure for me to be here today to discuss with you such rich, often 

confusing, sometimes disturbing European and world events.  Those are of 

course of particular interest to diplomats, since it is our profession, but in which 

every citizen, and your generation in particular, also has an important role to 

play. I am all the more happy to do it with my colleague and friend, Ambassador 

Brengelman, with whom we often discuss these issues.  

1/ We are at a decisive moment for the European Union, and its Member 

States. Not only because we have just voted to appoint our representatives in the 

European Parliament, but also because we are faced with choices that will 

determine the future of the European Union.  

This introduction may seem somewhat overdramatic. But it reflects a reality that 

we cannot ignore or whose difficulties we should not underestimate: the 

European Union, the projects and fundamental values it has been carrying for 70 

years, must indeed now face an unprecedented series of crises that endanger its 

very existence. Crises that are both internal (with the Brexit, violations of the 

rule of law, the rise of nationalism...) and external (with the migration crisis, the 

challenges of climate change, terrorist threats, the questioning of 

multilateralism...). 

We are at a crossroads and our options are in fact limited in number. We can 

either make the difficult and ambitious choice to radically reform the European 

Union and give it a new impetus. Or on the contrary, we can let ourselves be 

tempted by the ‘chacun pour soi’ and the retreat behind national borders, thus 
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accepting the end of the Union, even though Brexit is only beginning to show 

the constraints, limits and dangers of such a choice. 

A third option would be the status quo. But it would in fact only mean delaying 

the most difficult decisions because, if there is one consensus, it is on this point: 

the EU cannot continue business as usual. In the words of President Macron, 

“Europe can afford many luxuries, except that of paralysis. Either we want to 

divide ourselves and become the scene of external, Chinese, Russian, American 

influence games; or we decide to pull ourselves together and be sovereign. We 

must be united because it is unity that makes us strong”. 

The good news in that rather gloomy picture is, according to the prophecy of 

Jean Monet, one of its founding fathers, that “Europe will be built through 

crises and will be the sum of the solutions adopted to solve those crises”. It has 

already overcome more than one and proven wrong the prophets of doom and 

gloom that have often announced its end. Yet the Union is still alive, criticised, 

weakened and paradoxically looked upon with envy by many States that aspire 

to join it. In any case, it is waiting for profound reforms to answer the concerns, 

sometimes contradictory but very real, of its citizens. 

2/ Today we live in an unstable and threatening international environment. 

I believe it is marked by three main phenomena.  

- First, the main principles and pillars of the international legal order, built after 

the Second World War, are being shattered. The institutions (the United Nations, 

UNESCO, WTO, OPCW, etc.), treaties (the Paris Climate Agreement, the 

Treaty on Intermediate Nuclear Forces, the Iranian Nuclear Agreement, to name 

but a few) are challenged in their foundations and legitimacy. 

Some even say that the United Nations Security Council, as the cornerstone of 

the international system, is no longer in a position to ensure neither the security 

nor the unity of Nations. The word given, and therefore the trust and respect that 

must govern relations between States, and even borders, whose intangibility is a 

cardinal rule of international law and international relations are no longer 

respected (for example, with the illegal annexation of the Crimea). 

- Second, contrary to the ideals of "harmony among Nations" and the main rules 

of international cooperation that presided over the birth of the European Union, 

we are witnessing the development of forms of radicalisation and hyper-

violence, of which terrorism is the most paroxysmal expression. We can also 



 

 
 

-3- 

mention here the return of authoritarian regimes, the rise of so-called "illiberal" 

democracies, a worrying oxymoron, or the resurgence of hate speech of all kinds 

(xenophobia, anti-Semitism, anti-migrant speech, and so on and so forth). 

- Finally, a third development, which is just as worrying, is an ever harsher 

confrontation, assumed and even claimed between some countries, which 

replaces the cooperation that governed relations between States and structured 

the international community nolens volens after the Second World War. What is 

at stake here is nothing less than the preservation of multilateralism, without 

which we risk moving towards a form of international anarchy, in other words 

the law of the jungle and the survival of the fittest. 

It is no coincidence that, faced with these developments, which are the opposite 

of everything we believe in and which we consider contrary to our most 

essential interests, President Macron pleaded, again a couple of days ago and 

last week in Geneva before the International Law Organization and at 

Colleville-sur-Mer, on the occasion of the ceremonies commemorating the 

Normandy landings, for the indispensable role played by multilateral institutions 

in international peacekeeping and security. He had already done so on several 

occasions, namely at the UN General Assembly or at the opening of the Peace 

Forum in Paris. 

The challenges we are confronted with, terrorism and security issues, climate 

change and energy transition, poverty and development challenges, migrations, 

protectionism or the repeated crises of financial capitalism are all difficulties 

and threats that no single state today, however powerful it may be, can escape, 

let alone claim to solve alone. It is a reality and an imperative call for reflection 

and collective action that our leaders, but also all citizens, each of us, must face. 

With Europe, the expression “stronger together” takes on its full meaning. The 

EU is on the right scale and gives us the critical mass necessary to defend and 

promote our core values and interests. That is why the debate on national 

sovereignty is biased if it does not take into account these power relations, if it 

leads us back to a Westphalian order in its most  archaic and  obsolete form, 

back to a brutality that we thought, perhaps with some naivety, we had 

overcome.  

In other words, we are still a long way from the “end of history”, which, 

according to Kojève and Fukuyama, should have already marked the definitive 

victory of democracy and liberalism. I truly believe we will be sovereign 
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together or dependent alone. I fear that the British will learn this at their 

expense, even if it is their choice, and that we should both regret and respect it. 

3/ In this context, the recent European elections seem to me very 

instructive. I will focus on three main points. 

- First of all, the turnout rate is higher than expected and significantly higher 

than in previous elections (around 50% in France, compared to just over 42% in 

2014). The lack of interest in Europe is therefore not as deep as we thought and 

some even want to see it as a wake-up call. Moreover, the election campaign in 

France has really dealt with European issues and the future of the European 

Union, and not exclusively with national issues, as it usually did. This is all 

good news, even if we should not give in to euphoria. At least for France and the 

Netherlands (I think the figures are better in Germany), one in two voters did not 

go to the polls and we are still far below the turnout rates recorded for other 

elections. 

- Secondly, more worrisome, and with nuances depending on the country, the 

rise or, at least, the consolidation of extreme right-wing parties, populist, 

nationalist, Eurosceptic at best, Europhobic at worst, and for some openly 

xenophobic. So-called “Sovereignists” now hold about a third of the seats in the 

European Parliament, even if the cohesion and discipline of such an affiliation is 

doubtful.  

In France, the “Rassemblement national” ended up with a short lead, less than 

1%, ahead of “La République en Marche”. I think that two other results, which 

had not been predicted in the polls, are also worth noting: on the one hand, the 

excellent results of the Greens, among the most pro-European, like in Germany 

and the Netherlands, and the collapse of the traditional right, now in deep crisis. 

- Thirdly, the reconfiguration of the European Parliament with the end of the 40-

year domination of the two main parties, the right-wing EPP and the social 

democrats, who will have to join forces either with the ALDE Liberals or the 

Greens to achieve majorities in the future. This development will have profound 

repercussions, both in the short run with the appointment of the main leaders at 

the head of the European executive, while the Spitzenkandidaten system is being 

challenged, and in the long term for the examination and voting of the texts, 

starting with the budget, as early as next autumn. 
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We heard, during the campaign, criticism of the EU as too bureaucratic, too 

slow, too complex, too far apart from everyday life, visionless, not to say 

lacking momentum and efficiency while being too costly. Some of these 

criticisms are legitimate. Some are unfair. All must be taken into account. 

Whatever the partisan preferences, the frustrations and disappointments but also 

the expectations and hopes of European citizens must shape our collective 

thinking on the future of the EU and its necessary reform. They must feed our 

projects for the next five years. There will be no second chance.  

4/ In my opinion, this new European ambition could be structured around 

three main priorities. 

- First, climate emergency and environmental protection, reducing CO2 

emissions and preserving biodiversity. France defends, alongside the 

Netherlands, the ambition of 0 carbon in 2050 and, for instance, cutting by two 

the use of pesticides in 2025. We do not underestimate the difficulties of what 

constitutes a radical challenge to our way of life, but we see it as a positive 

revolution with new economic opportunities and major technological 

breakthroughs. 

President Macron recently made proposals on this subject: “I would like to see 

progress on the common taxation of kerosene in Europe. I also want us to move 

faster, particularly on European funding, hence the idea of the European 

Climate Bank. Finally, we must tax the most polluting companies in Europe and 

put a carbon tax at the borders”. France's refusal of a new trade agreement with 

the US is part of those same objectives, in the interests of fair competition. “We 

cannot impose tougher rules on our companies, while negotiating an agreement 

with the US, which has decided to no longer comply with the Paris climate 

agreement. This is unfair.” 

- Secondly, the construction of a new model for growth and progress for Europe. 

This requires massive investments in innovation (including the digital and 

ecological transitions I mentioned earlier) and in new technologies (notably 

artificial intelligence). This requires a deepening of the single market and the 

euro zone, but also social policies that allow more convergence between EU 

Member States, all in line with the Franco-German Meseberg Declaration of 

June last year "to renew Europe's promises in terms of security and prosperity". 

It seems to us that, in order to respond to the fears and expectations of those of 

our fellow citizens who consider themselves left behind, we must indeed strike a 
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better balance between economic efficiency and social justice. The latter is in 

fact the condition of the former in what is called the “social market economy” 

and which remains, for me, with the rule of law, the best definition of the 

"European model". Similarly, we reject an exclusively short term and budgetary 

approach of the EU, that of net contributors. We reject it not because we want to 

be nice but because the EU will not survive its unpopularity for long. There can 

be no prosperity and security without solidarity. 

- A third priority, in my eyes, is that of security, which is a very widely shared 

and multifaceted demand in Europe. Our fellow citizens want indeed to be better 

protected: 

= be it in the field of defence, where we have made great progress in recent 

years but where we can do more and better, by continuing to apply the concept 

of strategic autonomy both in military doctrine, external operations and defence 

industries and military equipment; 

= be it illegal immigration, which should not be confused, as populists on all 

sides do, with the debate on refugees (in other words, immigration must be 

better regulated, illegal immigration firmly fought and our borders better 

protected, but refugees must be welcomed, in accordance with our international 

obligations, with greater solidarity between us); 

= or be it the conditions of competition for our companies, which must be placed 

on an equal footing in global competition and some of which, because of their 

strategic activities, must be protected from takeovers, contrary to our interests. 

On all these issues, we need a more sovereign Europe, one that is able to decide 

and act, if necessary alone. France would like to promote these major priorities 

if possible with all EU Member States, but if not, in smaller formats, bringing 

together all those that are ready to move forward and form a kind of “avant-

garde,” as we are already doing with the euro or in defence matters. 

France wishes to do so in close cooperation with Germany, with whom we have 

a privileged relationship, unlike any other, forged in the worst and best moments 

of our common history. We are of course aware of the reluctances, even the 

fears, that some have about this very special relationship, but we also know that 

no major decision can be taken within the EU if France and Germany do not 

agree. Just as we know that Germany and France cannot, on their own, impose 

their views on the other Member States of the Union. I want to see this as a form 
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of “checks and balances” and a call for the widest possible cooperation. The 

Franco-German partnership, however close it is, is never meant to be exclusive. 

I will conclude, before giving the floor to Dirk and answering your questions, 

with Jean Monnet again. He said: “what is important is not to be optimistic or 

pessimistic, but to be determined”. In a world marked by new tensions and by 

the questioning of basic principles that have built the international order for 

decades, our collective determination to bring the European project to life and 

prosper is indeed essential. The years ahead will be decisive and your generation 

has an essential role to play. It is up to you to promote the Europe you want for 

tomorrow, your Europe. Thank you./. 


