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Dear readers,

Dear friends,
It is with great pleasure that I welcome you to the BullsEye Magazine. A few weeks ago EDS renewed its team, putting 
Mattia Caniglia in charge of the Editorial team, and we must thank him and the editorial team for their effort and 
dedication devoted to BullsEye. 

Let me take this opportunity to invite the reader to check online the many changes that have been done to undertake 
the digitalization of BullsEye. Immediately after the election of the new team all the branches of EDS (being the Bureau, 
the Working Groups, the Editorial Team and the Secretariat) gathered for Skills Training. This event was hosted by 
our friends at GDC in San Marino, the oldest Republic in the world, and allowed us to convene and agree that the 
digitalization of BullsEye was not only necessary but urgent.  The 77th issue of our magazine is the first issue that the 
reader will be able to digitally interact with. The website has been reinvented, and for the first time independent social 
media accounts have been created for BullsEye.  

 As the new team has been taking the reins of EDS, a new EPP-led Commission has also been established in the 
European Union. BullsEye is a space for reflection and innovative ideas, it is the lifeblood of EDS and as such we cannot 
avoid analysing the major challenges of the new Commission. At times of sudden and sharp changes in the world’s 
chessboard we can all acknowledge that the role of the EU will evolve. 

 Our team has also been in Westminster, to talk about Brexit from the very heart of it. We held discussions with the main 
players of the Conservative party both in the House of Lords and the House of Commons. Tories are now not only facing 
Brexit, which is probably blasting the British economy, but they are also facing a general election in the hope that it will 
break the Gordian knot of the Brexit deal.  

 After visiting London, our team was also in Israel, joining the SEMA Institute delegation invited by the Jordan Valley 
Regional Council. Israel is a beacon of freedom in the Middle East, yet 
it faces many threats and its democracy strives against instability. Our 
delegation was welcomed in the Knesset and visited local universities to 
have discussions on the future of the region. 

This has been all so far! 

Stay tuned on our social and let us know your thoughts! 

The issue n. 77 of BullsEye is an issue of new beginnings, ours and the ones of the European Union.  We present Bull-
sEye in a new look, with a new website and with a renewed will to bring our “Fresh Ideas” into the European political 
debate. At the same time, new European institutions forged in May’s elections present themselves with new strategies, 
plans and actors. 

Yet, with new beginnings come new challenges and difficulties. But as the wise say: it is in difficulties that one shows 
who he or she really is, it is in facing a challenge that we test ourselves.  

In this issue we will try to shed light on the challenges the Union will need to prove to be able to overcome in the next 
years. Strong winds blow on Europe: from Brexit and its overlooked impacts on the EU integration process, the “new 
Green Deal” and climate change related issues, to the need of the EU to re-take a leading role on the global stage on a 
geopolitical, social, economic and innovation level. We could not forget to take a deeper look at the latest developments 
in the Balkans, Ukraine and in the Baltics, all areas where the Union will be called to play a key role. Finally, in an in-
creasingly uncertain world, it is important to be aware of how new technologies are shaping our reality by influencing our 
very perception of it. Big Data, Artificial Intelligence and Social Media, represent an incredible opportunity but are at the 
same time being used to exasperate and take advantage of social, political and geopolitical conflicts.  

Finally, the surge in turnout in May’s European election showed that more citizens look to the EU for solutions, but the 
vote also yielded a more fragmented legislature. That means political coalitions will be harder to build, and policy will be 
harder to implement. 

All in all, governing the EU and steering a straight course in the midst of 
these strong winds will not be an easy task. Here is our little contribution to 
help understand towards which destination we should be sailing. Because 
after all, as Seneca said, “If one does not know to which port one is sailing, 
no wind is favourable”.  
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EPP at a Crossroads 

The May elections resulted for the EPP in the loss of 35 
seats in the European Parliament. The political family 
gained 24.23% of votes compared to 29.43% in 2014. 
Despite EPP remains the biggest political powerhouse in 
Brussels, it became a minority within a pro-EU majority 
that will include the Socialists, the Liberals and the 
Greens. The loss of 5 percentage points in 5 years may 
appear to be the beginning of a decline as member parties 
see the decrease of the support back in their countries.  
This was reflected in the formation of the von der Leyen’s 
team for the new Commission, where EPP will have only 
about half of the posts it held in 2014. Tensions within the 
family are stronger than ever. At the same time, the trust in 
the European Union is higher than any time in the last 25 
years, and Greens, Liberals as well as national populists 
are on a rising tide. So, what is behind the EPP problems?

_______________Lack of Credibility__________ _____
 

Becoming the dominant force in Brussels over the years 
helped EPP on the long-term firstly in overcoming social 

democrats in the European Parliament and secondly, 
in influencing nominations of the Commission and the 
European Council. A long-lasting pursuit towards being 
bigger and stronger resulted in enlarging the political family 
and in the establishment of a strong political mainstream. 
To maintain domination, the EPP has over the years 
accepted into its ranks parties of different political views. 
In 2019, the different views and political traditions present 
in the EPP are now an almost constant cause of concern, 
putting into question the cohesiveness and homogeneity 
of the party. Some could go as far to argue that the EPP is 
slowly moving away from some of its very founding ideals. 
The congress will need to provide a clear direction for the 
EPP, revive its Christian democrat tradition, understand 
where it wants to go when it comes to economy, labour civil 
rights and foreign policy.   The EPP still calls itself “centre-
right” and is described by others as “conservative”, but 
both terms might have become questionable. It is maybe 
time for EPP to ask itself if Kohl’s “You could have the best 
program, but if you did not have the numbers, there was 
little you could do” led the party to a dead end.  Ultimately, 
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After the European elections, even considering the first-place score, EPP has fewer 
reasons for celebration than for distress as member parties lost ground in almost 
every European country. Top politicians and party leaders, as well as several hundred 
delegates will gather at the statutory congress in Zagreb not only to elect a new 
Presidency but also to set the general political direction for the party. 

rewards that come from being the biggest beast in the EU 
jungle might, in the long term, prove to be less important 
than values that stay as the essence of a political project.  

More to that, EPP needs to resolve not only a case with 
Fidesz, but a broader - and probably more important than 
any interior quarrel - ideological contradiction between 
different views in the party. Reality is, the growing 
divergence in the political narrative of different members is 
making every day more difficult for the EPP to put forward 
coherent and credible proposals, ultimately damaging its 
image and consensus among EU citizens.  

______________Lost in Campaigning______________

Let’s take the bull by the horns, this lack of coherent 
proposals left somehow the feeling that the EPP European 
campaign for May’s 2019 elections had no clear direction. 
Member’s contradictory values and divergent interests in 
different EU states made it impossible to address voters 
with a consistent message. Christian democrats across 
Europe, depending on local conditions, were bidding for 
social promises with social democratic opponents or trying 
to be as keen on the rejuvenation of the EU as Liberals, as 
climate aware as Greens, and even as nationalistic as the 
far-right. The EPP could have but did not impose a public 
debate on leading themes that would have been universal 
for the entire continent and Weber’s performance in the 
campaign was just not strong enough to get any other 
lead topics into the hearth and mind of voters. Cherry on 
top, the EPP campaign perfectly omitted youth-related 
issues such as opportunities in the labour market, youth 
unemployment or housing. Based on imaginary bon-mots, 
the campaign did not raise any real problem, and thus had 
no target audience. Fading final stage of the campaign 
made bored young people turn their backs on the EPP 
and focus on more engaged campaigners. 

_____Change the EPP as the World is Changing_____
 
Arguably, the real winners in 2019 European Elections are 
Ecological liberals and populists who want to preserve their 
way of life. EPP stays on the crossroad between them. And 
that is why the potential threat to the EPP lies not only at 
the far-right but also left of the centre. The drop in electoral 
support registered by the Social democrats has opened up 
a space now occupied by Green parties, which are growing 
around Europe, moving their political agenda towards the 
centre and increased their presence in Brussels of about 
47 per cent. And without the immigration issues setting 
tongues wagging anymore, this is the Green’s leading 
topic: climate change. An issue that has vaulted to the top 
of voters’ concerns in a Europe. 

However, as Churchill would say, “an optimist sees the 
opportunity in every difficulty”. As the European Climate 
Foundation’s studies show more than three-quarters of 
Europeans want politicians to prioritise the climate crisis, 
the EPP might take this chance to meet the expectations 
of present-day voters and find a way to balance 
environmental interests with the protection of workplaces. 
Climate policy appears now to be a battleground shared 
between the democratic centre and right-wing populists. 

The EPP should aim at reversing this trend and trying to 
intercept the expectations of present-day voters and taking 
the climate emergency as the defining issue of our times. 
After all, the EU is very much in need of a convincing EPP 
perspective on the topic and this could be a way to turn 
“difficulties” into “opportunities”. Cutting jobs among the 
most unionized polluting industries, like cars and coal, 
cannot be the solely political answer to this problem. 
There is in fact a necessity to balance environmental 
interests with the protection of workplaces in the spirit of 
Christian democracy. What is more is that, this could also 
be a good start in the direction of targeting young voters 
more, especially considering that youth electorate no 
longer regard climate and environmental protection as a 
necessary evil, but as a natural component of the political 
agenda. 

Another important step in bridging the gap between the 
party and the youth electorate, would be to acknowledge 
that the continent is facing a new economic crisis, which is 
impacting the harder on young people. In a time when, youth 
unemployment is exceeding 30% in EU Mediterranean 
countries, EPP usual push for strengthening the single EU 
market and facilitation of small and medium enterprises 
development, is just not enough to solve the problems of 
young employees. Even a tripled Erasmus+ will not feed a 
family. A more tailored approach is needed in constructing 
a serious political agenda that can be brought to the 
attention of young people. 

__________Hunting on the New Leadership_________
 
To navigate these perilous waters, EPP needs a leadership 
who knows where the party comes from and has a good 
idea of where it should go. A leadership who can rise 
above national interests and build a shared, coherent 
and therefore credible vision of the party. A leadership 
who would enforce moral standards with a tough hand 
and regain credibility. A leadership ready to implement 
an agenda for the future, without looking away from the 
demands of modernity. And finally, a leadership that, just 
as Joseph Daul did, will be able to take care of the unity 
of the party while at the same time giving it more visibility. 

All in all, not an easy task. But as we said: “an optimist 
sees the opportunity in every difficulty”, and we are a 
party of optimists and we should do everything possible 
to remain so and to bring optimism back to the European 
people too.



In a sense it already is.  Yet despite the contingency, this 
deal is by no means a new one. To describe something 
as new would necessitated a precedence upon which 
to draw our novel conceptualisation, something that 
never happened with environmentalism. Still, exactly 
one year ago the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC) warned that the countdown has begun 
to make unprecedented sweeping changes, from energy 
consumption, to land and urban distribution and central 
infrastructure before we ‘cross’ the Rubicon. Therefore, 
this Green deal must be closed.  

This rising tide has mobilised public and private actors 
with one common goal: fighting climate change. No single 
group has dominated this forum, however, more than 
youths. Teenage climate activists such as Greta Thunberg 
have risen to stardom in a seismic trajectory that has seen 
them attain celebrity status helping bring green issues to 
the forefront of world politics. But other than using clever 
rhetorical ploys to grab the attention of the seemingly 
frantic Twitter news cycles, the tangible initiatives have 
been meagre.  

The plethora of policy prognoses offered to alleviate 
these problems have demanded radical, if not extremist, 
action. The Guardian’s own Phil McDuff removed any 
pretence when he summarised these sentiments through 
asserting that “ending climate change requires the end of 
capitalism.” On a similar tone, Marxist economist Grace 
Blakeley of the New Statesman was very forthright when 
she claimed that “the only way to halt climate change is to 
challenge the logic of capitalism itself.” These voices could 
not be more wrong. 

Climate change and its component outcomes have clearly 
shifted the interests of the median voter, and most notably 
amongst youths, towards sustainability and environmental 
policies, but not at the expense of centrist and liberal 
ideals. Any measures taken must consider political and 
economic factors at equal weight to environmental ones. 
As such market-friendly mechanisms provide the most 
applicable solutions to these diagnosis.  

The phenomenon of youth movements that has swept 

across the globe demanding climate action has been 
rightfully stoked with feelings of righteous indignation. But 
promoting illegal activities and disrupting the daily lives of 
normal citizens is not the way to achieve this. The actions 
of organisations of the likes of Extinction Rebellion who 
engage in excessive forms of civil disobedience such as 
those that severely disrupted London’s transport system 
work only to the detriment of public support for green 
policies.  

If the sweeping measures required to deal with the effects 
of climate change are to be passed, it would obligate young 
citizens to mobilise vis-à-vis policymaking, right now. The 
youth activists of today will be the political trailblazers of 
tomorrow, and this is not a burden that must be taken 
lightly.  

To delivery this outcome, the proposed reforms would have 
to go beyond maximising economic and environmental 
efficiency. It would obligate an understanding of the 
political dimension, too. It is not enough that a policy 
delivers optimal social distribution of costs and benefits, it 
must also be adoptable politically and acceptable socially. 
This mixture is incredibly difficult to achieve in climate 
policy. These measures create diffuse benefits to future 
generation, whilst producing immediate real costs to 
current citizens that reduce their living standards.  

The gilet jaunes (yellow jackets) movement provided a 
sobering illustration of what happens when demands for 
action do not consider the needs of people. When President 
Macron moved to tax diesel cars without viable and cheap 
alternatives available – such as electric cars – that pollute 
less, a political backlash was naturally provoked. The gilet 
jaunes movement that shook France over the prolonged 
period of urban riots saw this tax as an assault on rural 
and small-town way of life of less well-off French citizens, 
despite its environmental merit. Its abolition, then, should 
not come as a surprise. 

If youth members want to integrate environmental policies 
into the forefront of European politics they must offer 
balanced and fair actions instead of asking people to 
without offering them alternatives. This conceptualisation

combined with the proper degree of political shrewdness 
and pragmatic economic efficiency, the Green deal is 
neither radical, nor left. It is smart politics. 

The endorsement of the European Citizens’ Initiative 
Fairosene by both youth bodies of the EPP, EDS and 
YEPP, is a testament to the willingness and commitment 
of center-right youth to lead the charge on this battle 
equitably. This reform proposes an end to the tax 
exemption of highly pollutant aviation fuel and reinvesting 
the funds on innovation and climate-friendly modes of 
transportation, a pillar of the Commission’s Green Deal. 

These reforms spearheaded by youth activists offer the 
promise of generous electoral value if dealt with acutely. 
However, this would mean avoid wasting political capital on 
measures that risk inefficient and unacceptable outcomes. 
To achieve this policy objective we must harness the full 
power of market solutions as levers of change.  

Mainly, the public and private sectors alike must increase 
spending in research and development exceptionally 
vis-à-vis green energy in order to achieve previously 
unforeseen innovation. The youth leaders must champion 
viable and cheap alternatives to fossil fuels to make them 
accessible not just for select few, but for the entire world. 
Unsurprisingly, the Copenhagen Consensus Centre 
research on climate economics concluded that every 
dollar spent on research and development for green 
energy today would save 11$ of damages from climate 
change effects.  

Investing and deploying cutting-edge technological 
innovations, however, must be complemented with gradual 
changes to infrastructural and industrial activities. Almost 
all concrete instruments of capital equipment are replaced 
naturally on 30 year intervals. As opposed to forcing 
companies to write off major existing assets which may 
push costs onto consumers, aiming for decarbonisation 
over the next 30 years will cost significantly less towards 
the achievement of the same outcome.  

The former Chair of the UK’s Committee on Climate Change 
Adair Turner succinctly summarised these dynamics. 
“Once clear prices and regulations are in place, market 
competition and the profit motive will drive innovation, and 
economies of scale and learning-curve effects will force 

down the costs of zero-carbon technologies.”  

Mobilising the efforts of young people at present towards 
this direction would mean that future legislators amongst 
the current youth ranks would be able to deliver a 
green and sustainable economy. Thus, allowing market 
mechanisms advanced by youth dynamism to act as the 
hammer and anvil upon which carbon neutrality can be 
forged. The caveat is that action must start now and zero 
must mean zero.  

“Radical” action groups like Extinction Rebellion must 
refrain from treating climate reform as a fait accompli, 
politically. The choices facing policymakers today is not 
between overthrowing capitalism and inaction. Rather, it 
is between steady reform and inertia. As the influencers 
of tomorrow’s fate, youths have a duty to make the right 
choice.

At the forefront of these efforts the EPP family under the 
leadership of Commission President Ursula von der Leyen 
will need to stand firm in delivering this Green Deal with 
strong commitment and uncompromising tenacity. These 
efforts have been spearheaded by its youth wings of YEPP 
and the EDS who have ceaselessly developed working 
papers committed to climate neutrality in transport, 
infrastructure, and research funding through the newly 
created Sustainability & Energy working group.  

While it may be easy to demand further climate action, 
paying for it is a different story. Fashionable “radicals” 
and climate protestors have quickly understood that 
messages about “smashing” capitalism produce 
thunderous applauses and positive publicity, yet proposals 
of quadrupling taxes less so. But youths must steer the 
climate agenda towards the right direction, not because it 
is fashionable, but because necessity obligates.  

“Inconvenient” truths have never been so convenient and 
Europe will not wither on the vine.

BullsEye6

What will be the most heated issue of the coming decades? Here’s a safe bet. It will 
be climate change. However, while it may be easy to demand further climate action, 
paying for it is a different story.  
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“Someone has to change the way 
politics is being done in Moldova”
An Interview with Moldova Prime Minister, 
Maia Sandu

However, the fight was not easy. The PD has refused to 
relinquish power, trying to block access to government 
institutions, by using the scandalous decision of the 
Constitutional Court which declared the new government 
illegal. Tensions in the capital Chisinau raised, increasing 
the risks of a violent escalation between supporters of the 
two camps.

Fortunately, this did not happen as Washington, Brussels 
and Moscow decisively threw their weight behind the 
new government, forcing Plahotniuc to step down. It is 
probably for the first time in the last decade that the US, 
EU and Russia reached a compromise to find a solution 
in the region. It seems that the West got tired of the so-
called, “anti-Russian” game, led by Democrats to cover 
the steady degradation of democracy and the rule of 

law in Moldova. Already in 2018, following the politically 
motivated invalidation of the mayoral election in Chisinau 
won by the opposition, a European Parliament resolution 
called the country a “captured state” and froze all financial 
assistance to Moldova.

However, regardless of the small victories achieved in the 
last months, the atmosphere in Moldova is still dominated 
by cautious optimism. The alliance between the ACUM 
and Socialists is fragile, and the government needs to face 
many issues in the first part of its mandate.

But what does Moldova’s new government stand for? To 
find out, we decided to ask the newly elected Moldovan 
Prime Minister, Maia Sandu.

BullsEye8 The official magazine of European Democrat Students 9

  Following recent political developments, the 
international press has called the process of power 
change in Moldova a “Quiet Revolution”. Being at the 
heart of these changes do you agree with such a title? 
And what exactly led to this unexpected decision to 
form a coalition with a pro-Russian party?

If quiet means keeping a non-violent movement in spite 
of multiple instigations, and commitment to values like 
democracy, peace and the rule of law, then, yes, our 
revolution was a quiet one. There was terror everywhere, 
and I am proud that our people and our team surpassed 
the hard challenges and stayed faithful to the principles 
that have always guided us.  

We have been out in the streets protesting the abuses 
of the previous regime since 2015, four years before the 
change that happened in June of this year - garnering 
public support, growing the scale of our popular 
movement, encouraging more people to speak out, reject 
the oppressive tendencies of the previous government and 
demand that the state serves the people instead of a small 
clique of crooks. We built on this tension, and ultimately it 
gave way to this incremental change. 

The revolution was peaceful, in the sense that it did not lead 
to confrontations in the streets in June when the transfer of 
power happened, and violence was avoided. The previous 
government was prepared to keep power by force, but 
we would not have given up under any circumstances in 
our peaceful efforts to replace an illegitimate regime in 
Moldova. The previous government was driving the country 
into a disaster; this was obvious to people at home and our 
foreign partners. The previous regime, which transformed 
Moldova into a personal fiefdom, had to go, as Moldova 
could not continue like that anymore.  

In ousting that regime, we joined forces with an unlikely 
partner. We did it in response to an expectation from the 
people, a demand that we set aside our differences and 
take action against an oppressive regime. We understood 
the risks this coalition bears – but also the costs of inaction, 
which we deemed too high. The risks were to affect our 
image; the costs would have affected our country’s fate. 

We now work together to create a level playing field and 
conditions for genuine political competition and freedom 
of speech, and to ensure that Moldovan politicians work 
for the people. This was virtually impossible under the 
previous conditions when a small group of vested interests 
captured the public sphere and most institutions. My team 
and I will make sure that this normalisation is in place, and 
that we shut down any attempt to transfer the control over 
institutions to another political player. 

  Since the first day of your appointment, your 
government has committed itself to a so-called 
“deoligarchisation” process. What does this mean, 
how do you intend to change the system and how long 
do you think it will take to implement these changes?

Change is the most permanent – and at the same time, the
most difficult – thing to do in a system. Only destruction takes

little time, as you can destroy things overnight. Creation 
takes time and wisdom. And my people deserve to become 
a free and prosperous society.  

Deoligarchisation means eliminating the control of an 
oligarch group over the state institutions and bring more 
social justice by taking away unearned privileges from a 
few powerful individuals. Of course, these individuals  are 
not giving in without a fight. 

The previous regime set up a system of loyal individuals 
in key positions – often circumventing or subverting the 
law - and created a chain of command that reported 
directly to the leadership of the Democratic Party and had 
nothing to do with the interests of our citizens. Dismantling 
that network and the lucrative schemes it used to extract 
money from state institutions and companies is a key task 
for my government. It is challenging. Law enforcement 
and the judiciary became corroded and distrusted – many 
were perceived to have turned justice into a marketplace. 
People don’t trust prosecutors and judges to set things 
straight and to act based on the law. 

For our part, we vowed to uphold the law in everything we do, 
so our moves are in line with the legislation, and therefore 
by definition, they are limited and time-consuming. We 
think it is wrong to use the machinery of the state against 
the people that abused their powers. This has to happen 
under legal conditions and in the spirit and the letter of 
the law. And we are getting there. Slowly, but surely, 
we are uncovering illegal scheme after illegal scheme; 
we have amended the prosecution law and proposed a 
reform of the Supreme Court of Justice and the Superior 
Council of the Magistracy to ensure more integrity in the 
judiciary. We organise open competitions for key positions 
in state agencies and want to attract as much new talent 
as possible into the system and change the public work 
culture towards one that serves the people. That is hard 
– pay is modest, and the responsibility is substantial, but 
we are optimistic. Slowly but surely, we are getting there. 

This cleansing process is not easy; it will surely take a while 
– months and years – but I believe that it is indispensable 
for fixing things in Moldova. We must all learn anew to 
live by the rules, to help and elevate each other instead 
of using and diminishing each other. And my government 
and I are here to make this change happen. 

    The level of public trust in politics is quite low 
in Moldova. In light of the latest controversial 
appointments to the Constitutional Court and the 
Prosecutor’s Office, how do you intend to ensure 
transparency in decision-making to regain the 
people’s trust? 

Public trust in Moldovan politics is indeed low. Politics is 
quite a dirty word among our people. This is not surprising, 
considering how politics was done all these years and how 
it covered the petty interests of getting rich. I dare say my 
team, and I are a different breed of politicians. We are in 
this because someone has to change the way politics is 
being done in Moldova.

15’
read
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After ambiguous results in the parliamentary elections, this February, Moldovan 
politics was blocked for three months in endless negotiations to form a ruling coalition. 
And then finally, something unexpected happened. The pro-European ACUM alliance 
joined forces with the pro-Russian Socialist Party to create an “anti-oligarchic” 
alliance, removing from power the ruling Democratic Party (PD), led by the country’s 
most powerful oligarch Vladimir Plahotniuc. 

“We understood the 
risks this coalition 

bears – but also the 
costs of inaction, 
which we deemed 
too high. The risks 
were to affect our 
image; the costs 

would have affected 
our country’s fate.”  



Victoria
Olari

The processes we launched after 8 June have not been 
very smooth. We had all hoped that, after the blunt 
illegalities performed by the previous composition of the 
Constitutional Court, a new composition would help clear 
up the reputation of this important body, and I regret the 
mishaps in the appointment process – and the selection 
of the chair of the court. We made some mistakes, too. 
But we also learned our lesson and will follow the work of 
the court. One thing is for sure: there are members in the 
current composition of the Constitutional Court with high 
moral standards and integrity, who will make sure that 
the letter and the spirit of the constitution are upheld and 
respected. 

As for the appointment of the Prosecutor General – as you 
probably know, having an independent Prosecutor General 
is an important priority for my government. A functional 
prosecution service, independent of vested interests, is 
essential for investigating the illegalities committed against 
the people of Moldova and prosecuting the perpetrators. 
This is absolutely crucial for restoring a sense of fairness 
and justice among our citizens, without which society does 
not function properly. 

We were driven by these considerations when we amended 
the law on prosecution to ensure a fairer and more 
inclusive selection process for a new Prosecutor General. 
Until the new provisions of the law are enforced, and a 
new Prosecutor-General is selected, we have a temporary 
setup, which seems to work. The acting Prosecutor-
General has launched a number of investigations and sent 
a signal of change to the corps of prosecutors. We shall 
see if they act on it. I certainly encourage them to do so – 
we need honest, courageous prosecutors to do their job 
swiftly, with diligence and dedication. 

      We know that there is an informal understanding 
at the coalition level to avoid geopolitical issues. But 
how do you see the prospect of Moldova’s cooperation 
with the EU and Russia, given the different views of 
your governing partners? 

We do have an understanding that stirring geopolitical 
differences is counterproductive now, as we strive to work 
together to solve issues related to our domestic agenda 
and internal reforms. It has worked without major issues 
so far – with a few notable exceptions. I am glad to say 
that we have seen a agreeable opinions regarding the 
implementation of the Association Agreement and DCFTA 
with the European Union. EU integration remains a 
cornerstone of our foreign policy. We also hope to be able 
to restore trade to the Russian market, which is important 
for our producers.  

            Thinking about the wider neighbourhood, in the last 
few years some Eastern Partnership countries, such 
as Armenia, Ukraine and Moldova, have undergone 
important political changes. How do you characterise 
this trend in the region? Do you see these changes as 
an opportunity to intensify the relations between the 
EaP countries in fighting corruption and advancing 
European integration? 

I feel that the changes we have all seen in our region are 
a sign of maturity in our respective societies. Our citizens 
expect more from their elected officials, and they are 
less willing now to accept compromises and deception in 
exchange for electoral bribes or empty promises. This is 
a very good sign for our countries – and a signal for the 
political elites that business as usual will no longer work, 
that we must get to work and start delivering. And frankly, 
this is what we are here to do! 

Fighting corruption is at the core of my government’s 
agenda. We are inspired by the early examples of success 
in Georgia, the recent developments in Armenia, and the 
strife for change of our neighbours in Ukraine. The anti-
corruption measures we have put forth are based on the 
best practices from the region, and I hope they work in 
Moldova. 

We count very much on the support of the European 
Union in this fight. The confirmation of Laura Codruța 
Kovesi as European chief prosecutor gives us great hope. 
As Romania’s former anti-corruption chief, Mrs Kovesi 
oversaw hundreds of successful corruption cases against 
politicians and high-level officials. Her courage and 
perseverance inspire my team and me. 

        How does it feel to be finally in the right position to 
change your country for the better? As an interesting 
fact, both the leadership of parliament and of the 
government are currently represented by women. 
Moreover, your government is the first in the history 
of Moldova, where there are more women than men. 
How do you perceive this major achievement for the 
country’s overall gender equality? 

We are really delighted this is the case, even though this, 
of course, was not the major requirement - the government 
was created solely based on merits. This was the key 
criterion. We have now introduced a legal provision that 
candidate lists must contain at least 40% of candidates of 
either gender, and women are encouraged to run for office 
in local and parliamentary elections by being required to 
submit half the number of signatures required from male 
candidates to register to a race. We could test these 
provisions during the last local elections. 

And I am glad that we have done  this. There are many 
talented, hard-working women in Moldova, who deserve 
better representation. I hope that, through our work in 
Parliament and the cabinet, in the interest of all the people, 
we give them this opportunity.
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____________How is democracy doing?____________

On 21 April 2019, a new chapter of Ukrainian history started, 
with Mr Zelenskyi winning the presidential elections with an 
enormous 73% of the votes, having not spent a single day 
in politics. The results of the parliamentary elections were 
almost as surprising, with his party, ‘Servant of People’, 
gaining 43% of the votes, meaning 254 seats in the 450-
seat parliament. What makes these results even more 
interesting and unusual is that most of those 254 elected 
members of parliament are relatively new to politics. As 
this fresh wave of newcomers shapes a transformed 
parliament, Ukraine’s democratic system is becoming 
exposed to a series of potential problems; stretching from 
the reduced professionalism in institutions, to risks to the 
rule of law and national security.    

There are several signals that democracy and the rule of law 
in Ukraine could be about to face some challenging times. 
Ukraine`s institutions are not strong or independent enough 
to resist external impacts. For instance, parliament, in this 
new political scenario, could see its autonomy decreasing, 
as the president now has enough majority to influence the 
chamber strongly. The existing majority that the president 
currently holds in parliament means that any legislative 
initiative is approved easily. Having such a comfortable 
majority in parliament can be deemed as beneficial for the 
president when it comes to the implementation of reforms. 
However, the current political situation differs from a 
regular strong parliamentary majority. The fundamentals 
of the rule of law; the separations of powers, and having 
checks and balances, are put into question. Essentially, 
the current situation risks parliament becoming too lax 
and ends up adopting laws that are proposed by the 
presidency, without any debate and through systematically 
ignoring the opposition. 

Another relevant concern is that the new governing 
party might also abuse its new strength to pressure 
the opposition. It has been less than 6 months since 

Volodymyr Zelenskyi and his party came to power; but 
they are already moving against opposition forces, and 
at times, illegitimately. The newly appointed Procurator 
General instituted debatable criminal proceedings against 
Ukraine’s previous president, Petro Poroshenko, however 
the charges were dropped. At the same time, opinions of 
experts and civil society activists are being ignored. In 
turn, this lack of communication instigates a lack of trust in 
the state, which can also contribute to potential concerns 
of incompetence.  

Last but not least, the reported attempts of the government 
to control every supposedly independent institution, are 
worrying. Some of the targeted institutions include; the 
Prosecutor General’s Office, the Supreme Court and the 
Central Election Commission. In most cases, this cannot be 
justified by the need to reform an institution. For instance, 
the reform of the Ukrainian Supreme Court had just been 
completed, and it was widely considered as successful. 
The same applies to the Central Election Commission 
– this institution performed good and transparent work 
during the last two elections, according to Ukrainian and 
international observers, and was supposed to operate for 
another 6 years. Therefore, it can be concluded that the 
only reason for its term being terminated is the wish to 
gain a more significant influence on the commission. 

 _________Occupied territories and the war_________

The occupation of Crimea by the Russian Federation 
and the conflict in Eastern Ukraine, have been the most 
crucial issues in Ukraine for the past 6 years. In the past 
years, there have been several attempts to bring the 
conflict to a diplomatic end. There was a strong and clear 
understanding that to win this war; it is necessary to bring 
the international community to support and help Ukraine 
while seeking justice in international courts. However, at 
the same time, the country must have been prepared to 
defend itself, if necessary. Nonetheless, a new president 
brought about a new strategy. 

For Mr Zelenskyi, ending the war as soon as possible 
became the main goal. But here another problem arose: as 
former Ukrainian President Petro Poroshenko once said; 
“The key to peace is neither in Kyiv nor in Washington nor 
Brussels. The key to peace is in the Kremlin”. Meanwhile, 
Volodymyr Zelenskyi believes that peace can be reached 
via some concessions that could help in finding a middle 
ground with Vladimir Putin. Such a strategy, while possibly 
underestimating Russia’s intentions and willingness to 
use force, could represent a risk for Ukraine. This brought 
many citizens to the streets in protest. Caught between 
a rock and a hard place, the new president has a tough 
time solving this issue. Over time he could find out that – 
regardless of the concessions –Russia is not interested in 
peace.  

_____________A country at crossroads____________

In conclusion, Ukraine today is at a crossroad. The 
new government certainly has a golden opportunity to 

implement deep and crucial changes, while getting rid 
of old Ukrainian problems and effectively make people`s 
lives better. However, they should remember that with 
great power comes great responsibility and that although 
they were given the trust of a large share of the Ukrainian 
population, should they fail to deliver on what they 
promised, those same people will not hesitate to hold them 
accountable. After all, Ukrainians are people of freedom, 
who love their country, as has been proven on numerous 
occasions.  
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After the victory of Volodymyr Zelenskyi in the presidential election, and the landslide 
victory of his party in the parliamentary elections, the realities of Ukrainian politics 
changed significantly. Some take the actions of the new government as amateurish 
attempts to lead the country and seriously fear surrender to Russia, while others regard 
the almost absolute power of the president as a great opportunity for the country to 
move forward and deliver positive changes.  
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Since the 2016 referendum, global attention has rested on the United Kingdom’s 
devastating identity crisis. Yet Brexit has been a systemic shock to the EU too – one 
that the Brussels institutions and European capitals are still grappling with and that 
has revived the long-standing divide between advocates of a federal and confederal 
Europe. 

In and of itself, this “confederal revival” has recognised 
the danger of persisting in past orthodoxies: to consider 
the present anarchy in the UK as a vindication of the EU’s 
work of the past decades would be wrong and dangerous 
conclusion to draw from Brexit. This is not the time for 
complacency. Though the political turmoil in the UK has 
offered the EU respite from the most severe of anti-
European sentiment, this is all but temporary. A sense of 
economic injustice continues to threaten the social fabric 
of many EU Member States. Climate change does not 
only pose an existential threat to the livelihood of humanity 
but is likely to become the next live issue in the “culture 
wars”. The US remains an unstable ally under President 
Donald Trump, to put it mildly. Russia under Vladimir Putin 
continues to be a threat to the European project and liberal 
democracy on the continent. China is becoming an ever 
more ebullient player on the world stage, representing a 
totalitarian world view that stands in diametrical opposition 

to the values of the EU. To meet the challenges, the Union 
must change. 

At the same time, the confederal approach is one 
fraught with danger too: by yielding too much ground to 
the populist narrative that there is no appetite for “more 
(federal) Europe” among the people anymore. That there 
is a prevalent popular scepticism vis-à-vis grand ideas and 
global ambitions. In its pessimism, this new confederalism 
risks empowering the very forces it seeks to counter by 
conceiving of the Commission and European Parliament 
as structurally incapable of fully appreciating the lived 
reality of European citizens. This is not only perilous, but 
crucially inaccurate. The EU’s problems do not stem from 
federalism per se, let alone an excess of it, but rather a 
lack of federalism proper. For all the genuine advances 
in the integration process since the fall of communism, 
EU Member States have shied away at every turn from 

bringing the European integration processes to their 
logical conclusion. This is indeed the leitmotif of the EU’s 
recent crises: they were caused or at least exacerbated by 
a reluctance of national governments to transfer powers 
to democratically legitimated European authorities which 
were necessary for the regular functioning of a single 
currency and a common external border, to name but two 
examples. 

In other words, rather than retreat into national comfort 
zones, the EU should embrace a new spirit of genuine 
Europeanism. First by at last compelling all actors to catch 
up on the vital structural reforms that were delayed for 
too long and fuelled grievances exploited by populists. 
Second, by recognising that any European Union with a 
strong footing among the people needs to be further, not 
less democratised. Handing power back to the Council is 
to make EU decision-making more opaque, more distant, 
and less accountable. Lastly, the EU cannot and must 
not give up on its ambitions as a global player. For all its 
internal problems, it remains the sole somewhat stable 
defender of the liberal world order. To turn its back on 

its neighbourhood and avoid defending its values on the 
world stage would be to give up its raison d’être. 

To emerge strengthened from Brexit and the other 
challenges it is facing, the EU must renew, rather than 
renege on its original promise to the continent’s citizens – 
and yes, that includes those of North Macedonia.  

Henrique
Laitenberger

Henrique is Vice-President of the Nordic 
Conservative Student Union (NKSU) and Vice-Chair of YCGE 
United Kingdom. He is currently pursuing a PhD in History 
at the University of Oxford. He was the Editor-in-Chief of 
BullsEye from 2015 to 2017. 

On the eve of Tuesday, 15 October 2019, diplomats and 
politicians agonised over the EU’s future relationship 
with a certain country. They had obtained enormous 
concessions, arguably more than the domestic public of the 
state in question could bear. The EU had been urged from 
multiple sides to recognise the significance of the political 
moment and the potentially disastrous consequences 
if the Union did not show itself to be sufficiently flexible 
to accommodate their requests. Consequences that 
would affect said nation, the whole region and European 
continent.  

That evening did not see a step forward. No unanimous 
agreement could be reached on whether North Macedonia 
should indeed become a candidate for accession to the EU, 
after France had vetoed moving their bid to the next stage. 
Of course, in the next day’s press, the Council’s debate 
on the future of EU enlargement received less attention 
than the simultaneously ongoing Brexit negotiations. Yet 
in the long term, the fate of the Union is more likely to 
depend on the fate of Skopje’s relationship with the EU 
than London’s. 

In the immediate aftermath of the United Kingdom’s 
decision to leave the EU – as the first ever Member State 
to do so – questions were raised what this would mean 
for the future of European integration and indeed the 
European project. Had the idea of an “ever-closer union” 
become obsolete in the 21st century? What could the EU 
do to contain the tide of nationalist populism eroding its 
foundations? 

Overall, these questions have – at least in the popular 
imagination – receded a little further into the background, 
as the UK descended into (home-made) chaos and crisis. 
Indeed, many have wondered whether the UK’s departure 
may ultimately help the Union by offering a most vivid 
warning example of the alternative to European integration. 
That impression was reinforced as popular approval for 
the EU has surged in the 27 other Member States of 
late and many populist parties across Europe distanced 
themselves from earlier plans to follow the British example. 

Business could, arguably for some, be resumed – maybe 
not as usual, but without major disruption. 

However, the question of North Macedonia’s EU 
membership is symptomatic of another – and arguably 
the currently dominant – strand of thinking among the 
strategic thinkers within the European corridors of power: 
the EU must be more self-restrained; it should focus 
on consolidating itself internally, rather than seeking to 
project its strengths and values beyond its borders. In 
a similar vein, the EU needs to accept that, even in the 
21st century, national loyalties reign supreme over pan-
European idealism. Brexit, the migration crisis, the rule of 
law crisis, and even the memory of the Eurozone crisis 
have in this interpretation come together as symptomatic 
for the risks inherent to a more centralising approach that 
may have seen the European project overreaching and 
overestimating its capacity to act. To these strategists, the 
EU needs a period of introspection before it can pursue 
more ambitious initiatives within Europe and become an 
actor on the world stage (again). Briefly, the developments 
of the past decade have revived the “confederal” tradition 
of European integration, at the expense of federalist 
aspirations. Harking back to Gaullist ideas, this is a vision 
that sees national capitals, not the Brussels institutions, as 
the true guardians of the European project. 
French President Emmanuel Macron is the most 
prominent representative of this school of thought. This 
might seem counterintuitive at first sight, given his ardent 
enthusiasm for the European cause and zealous reform 
spirit. Yet for all his ambitions of deepening European 
cooperation in the monetary and defensive sphere, he is 
deeply sceptical of the belief that the recipe for Europe’s 
success lies in moving towards a genuine supranational 
democracy, underpinned by a strong European Parliament 
and a quasi-governmental Commission. His rejection of 
transnational lists to the European Parliament and the 
Spitzenkandidaten system show that even pro-European 
leaders think that the key to the future of the EU does 
not lie in greater democratisation and centralisation, but 
greater “nationalisation”. 
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 ______________Player or chessboard_____________

As the world descends into greater instability and 
geopolitical competition, other powers are increasingly 
challenging European countries’ ability to defend their 
interests and values. Russia managed to establish itself 
as a relevant actor in the Middle East. On the wave of 
this success, it continued increasing its global influence 
- engaging further in other regions, such as Africa and 
South East-Asia. Additionally, it is now clear that Moscow 
is willing to use energy supplies, cyber capabilities, 
and disinformation to its advantage. China’s position is 
becoming more assertive every day, not only internally 
and in its region, but it is also using its; economic power 
strategically to increase its geopolitical outreach and state 
capitalism to skew the international market. China’s actions 
in Hong Kong, Taiwan and disputed manoeuvres in the 
South China Sea are a testament to this. Turkey became 
increasingly bold in pursuing its geostrategic interests 
often at the expenses of European actors, exploiting 
migration and also by openly engaging in the conflict in 
Syria, and less openly, in Libya. Saudi Arabia leverages 
its energy resources, while the United States under Trump 
seems to be willing to exploit European dependence on 
the transatlantic security alliance and the dollar to achieve 
short-term policy goals. 

In general, the trend that can be observed on the global 
stage is that international and regional powers have 
become unwilling to separate the functioning of the global 
economy from political and security competition. This is 
bad news for the EU. 

The EU has the market power, defence spending, and 
diplomatic heft to end this vulnerability and restore 
sovereignty to its member states. However, unless it acts 
soon, rather than a key player, Europe risks to become 
the chessboard on which great powers compete for power 
and glory.

__________________A long story_________________ 

The history of the attempts to give the Union an effective 
Ccommon Security and Defence Policy, is long and 
complex. However, it was in 2016, with the publication of 
its Global Strategy that the EU set a new level of ambition 
in this policy area. Since then, the efforts to strengthen 
a common security policy produced little results, but – at 
the same time - closer defence cooperation among the 
EU Member States has indeed made it to the top of the 
agenda. The aim of the objectives set out in the Global 
Agenda was to make European defence spending more 
efficient, and work towards a strategically autonomous 
European defence union (EDU). The launch of permanent 
structured cooperation (PESCO) in December 2017 was 
then seen as a crucial step in this direction. 

This new impetus given to EU defence has been 
accompanied by widespread support on the part of 
high-level EU representatives and is also broadly 
backed by the European public. Nonetheless, despite 
this successful relaunch, the EU defence policy is still 
far from being achieved. Several challenges remain, 
including; boosting investment, overcoming fragmentation 
and accommodating national defence priorities while 
coordinating national defence capabilities. 

_________________A new chapter________________ 

President Junker pushed hard on member states to do 
more on common defence, and one of the best results of 
these efforts was the creation of the European Defence 
Fund (EDF), which is designed to stimulate research and 
development with 13 billion euros of subsidies from the 
EU budget. Now, the new President, Ursula von der Leyen 
will take things further by establishing a new Directorate-
General for Defence matters (DG DEF) in the European 
Commission. This, together with a series of new initiatives 
such as; a new EU military doctrine, a new EU fund for 

defence, a permanent EU military cooperation, a single EU 
headquarters for military operations, is meant to enlarge 
the prerogatives of the Commission on defence and 
security matters, which otherwise are primarily controlled 
by the Member States.

This has all the appearances of a rocketing start towards 
achieving the goal of a stronger security and defence 
policy and, consequentially empower the EU in the 
international arena. However, it is likely that the problems 
that the new commission will face along its path will be, in 
every way, similar to the ones faced by the previous one, 
and conclusively frustrate the renewed efforts.

If von der Leyen wants to deliver on this front, she will 
have to play it smart and study a cooperative and inclusive 
approach that can involve all the different stakeholders – 
governments, the industry, and institutions. Only in this 
way, she will stand a chance of delivering the desired 

end-product: a flourishing European defence with a 
technological and industrial base.

The responsibility does not lie exclusively on van der 
Layen’s shoulders though. National governments, which 
have so far consistently preferred to defer to national 
vested interests, and to serve their domestic political 
purposes, will need to step up their efforts as well. As this 
could be the only way to create a Europe that can prosper 
and maintain its independence, in a world of geopolitical 
competition.

Mattia
Caniglia

In case somebody needed it, the military escalation in Syria is the latest reminder to 
the EU that in an increasingly unstable and geopolitically complex world; an effective 
Common Security and Defence is not only needed but essential for preserving 
European interests both internally and globally. The next mandate of European 
institutions will have the tough task to find new solutions to old problems and finally 
give the EU the strategic authority it needs. The alternative is bleak and is that of an 
unstoppable decline of the European star. 



Mario Draghi is widely known for having strengthened 
confidence in the Euro in times of great scepticism and 
uncertainty, and there is no doubt that the ECB has 
significantly contributed to overcoming the sovereign-
debt crisis under his auspices. He has also led the 
bank into a new era of monetary policy by introducing 
innovative and unconventional instruments. These 
measures were necessary as changes in the interest rate 
were not passed on by commercial banks to the private 
sector. In response to such disturbances in the monetary 
transmission mechanism, the ECB has supported banks 
with subsidised long-term loans. In addition, Mr Draghi 
caused a stir with the introduction of negative interest 

rates and with quantitative easing, the massive purchase 
of government bonds, which aimed at reducing market 
interest rates of the countries hardest hit by the economic 
crisis. As a result, the ECB accumulated €2.6tn euros in 
assets, including nearly a quarter of the outstanding bonds 
of eurozone countries. 

The use of unconventional instruments has indeed not 
been unsuccessful: This can be seen from a look at the 
development of credit spreads for government bonds 
in the euro zone. Credit spreads quantify a credit risk 
premium are calculated as the difference in yield between 
German sovereign bonds, the lowest-risk investment, and 

BullsEye18

Mario Draghi’s Legacy 
Saving the Euro but Leaving Behind a 
Divided Central Bank

The official magazine of European Democrat Students 19

another sovereign bond. Thus, the greater the risk that 
a state will not service its debt (as it might, for instance, 
leave the eurozone), the larger the credit spread of the 
respective bond. In the course of the European debt crisis, 
spreads of southern member states shot to record heights 
because there was great uncertainty as to whether the 
states would be able to recover from their desolate 
economic situation and could finance their growing debt 
ratios. Since commercial banks are among the largest 
creditors to governments, the sovereign debt crisis 
turned into a banking crisis, which in turn affected the real 
economy and households. Many economists attribute 
the trend of converging spreads in the years after 2012 
to the success of Mr Draghi’s unconventional monetary 
policy. His promise to do “whatever it takes” to preserve 
the Euro, and the ECB’s commitment to the bond market 
vis-à-vis crisis-ridden states through its enormous asset 
purchase program, were decisive factors in containing the 
euro crisis. 

The ECB’s loose monetary policy had another important 
consequence in the real economy. When lending to 
companies and households rose again in 2015, this 
was also reflected in the following years in economic 
growth and the well-being of labour markets. Whereas 
unemployment rates averaged 12 percent across the euro 
zone in 2013, the number of employees grew by 11 million 
in the following years. Since then, the improvement in the 
labour market has driven the overall economic recovery of 
the bloc and has boosted private spending and investment. 
A solid European labour market is all the more important in 
times of great uncertainty due to Brexit, global trade wars 
and a protectionist attitude of the US President towards 
the EU. 

Mr Draghi’s actions have provoked criticism for quite 
some time, especially in Northern Europe. But now of 
all times, at the end of his term in office, the controversy 
seems to be culminating: Only in September did the ECB 
announce that it would cut the deposit rate to an all-time 
low of -0.5 percent and resume its quantitative easing 
programme. Shortly thereafter, former central bankers 
from four European countries sent an open letter opposing 
Mr Draghi’s low-interest policy. The critics suspect an 
intention to protect highly indebted governments from a 
rise in interest rates. Moreover, they claim that the current, 
ultra-loose monetary policy is based on unfounded 
concerns about a deflationary spiral. Opposing the ECB’s 
loose monetary policy, by implication they therefore accept 
the current inflation rate, which is indeed far from the 
targeted 2 percent. However, lowering the inflation target 
would not only be economically hazardous, but would 
also strengthen populism especially in the south. That is 
because a change in the inflation target implies a change 
in the income distribution between debtors and creditors 
since the real debt burden is a result of the nominal interest 
rate and the inflation rate. A consequence of decreasing 
the inflation target would therefore be the redistribution of 
(interest) income from, broadly speaking, southern debtor 
countries towards northern creditors.

However, despite all the efforts, the ECB clearly missed its 
primary mandate of maintaining price stability defined as 

an annual inflation rate of below, but close to, 2 percent. 
Only last month inflation fell to a three-year low of 0.8 
percent. Against this backdrop, the most recent measures 
seem almost like a last, desperate attempt to turn the tide. 
The announcement that the ECB would not have to stop 
at the 2 percent mark, but could instead allow higher price 
pressure in the sense of a symmetrical inflation target 
(instead of an upper limit) for a certain period of time, 
undoubtedly belongs to Mr Draghi’s most extreme choice 
of words. 

In the face of the already very low and self-imposed 
restrictions on quantitative easing, the ECB has hardly any 
ammunition left. It is therefore not surprising that Mr Draghi 
appeals to the fiscal policy of the member states, arguing 
that the central bank alone cannot handle the great task 
of countercyclical economic policy. However, coordinated 
fiscal policy action between states to strengthen investment 
seems to be unlikely. While Italy lacks the funds, German 
politicians are reluctant to touch the schwarze Null (i.e., a 
balanced budget), even though the German economy has 
been on the verge of a downturn for months now and the 
government could go into debt on unprecedented terms. 

This is where Christine Lagarde enters the stage. Granted, 
the ECB’s monetary policy is unlikely to change much under 
her auspices. There is no doubt that in a world in which 
growth is slowing in all major economic blocs and there is 
hardly any perceptible inflationary pressure, interest rates 
will remain very low for the foreseeable future. Although 
Ms Lagarde does not have the typical CV of a central 
banker, this could indeed make her just the right candidate 
for the job. As head of the International Monetary Fund, 
she has been valued for listening to a variety of opinions 
and building consensus between different shareholders. 
And her experience as French finance minister may give 
her the political tact that she needs to persuade eurozone 
governments to assume their fiscal responsibilities. In 
fact, Ms Lagarde already drew public attention to herself 
in August by calling for a reform of European budgetary 
rules. She argued that eurozone members should be 
given additional room for manoeuvre in the use of fiscal 
policy instruments during times of economic downturn. 
On a different note, she announced to put climate change 
on the macroeconomic agenda, suggesting that the ECB 
could steer its asset purchase program towards green 
bonds. 

Ms Lagarde will indeed have to demonstrate her political 
skills right at the beginning of her term of office. She has 
the historic chance to bridge the deep divide in European 
monetary policy between North and South, between – so 
to say - monetary hawks and doves.

Lucas 
Blasius
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After eight years as President of the European Central Bank, Mario Draghi stepped 
down on 31 October. His successor is Christine Lagarde, former chairwoman of the 
International Monetary Fund, who takes office at a time of great macroeconomic 
uncertainty. Lagarde inherits an arsenal of monetary policy that is lacking ammunition, 
as well as an ECB governing council that is perhaps more divided than ever before 
over its most recent decision to lower already negative rates and restart quantitative 
easing. 



With the new European Commission taking shape, new 
targets are put in place for the European Union. Mrs. 
Ursula von der Leyen, President-elect of the European 
Commission, in her speech in front of the European 
Parliament, on the 16th July has beenwas clear: “I will put 
forward a Green Deal for Europe in my first 100 days in 
office. I will put forward the first ever European Climate 
Law which will set the 2050 target into law”.

Few weeks after getting the confidence of the European 
Parliament, Mrs. von der Leyen has redesigned the entire 
Commission, establishing a new portfolio given to the new 
Executive Vice-President Mr. Frans Timmermans called 
“The European Green Deal”, and asking every single 
Commissioner to put in action significant measures to 
achieve relevant goals in reducing emissions, moving the 
bar from 40% to 50%-55% by 2030 and achieving carbon 
neutrality by 2050. In her plan is also present a Sustainable 
Europe Investment Plan and the will to turn parts of the 

European Investment Bank into a Climate Bank, unlocking 
€1 trillion of investment over the next decade. 

To complement this work, she announced the introduction 
of a Carbon Border Tax to avoid carbon leakage and the 
creation of a Just Transition Fund to support economically 
this transformation. Mr. Frans Timmermans, former 
Spietzencandidaten for the Party of European Socialists, 
will coordinate this entire program (and all the college of 
commissioners on this topic) to enhance Europe in a new 
era. His mission will be tougher than expected, especially 
towards those countries not in line even with the current 
(low) targets. “I will have the responsibility to make sure 
that the Commission, as a whole, does not do contradictory 
things anymore” he said during the parliamentary hearings. 
“I want to come before Parliament with a draft climate law 
that stipulates not just 2050 [target], but also what we 
need to do in medium steps to get there” he clarified when 
it comes to discuss about the medium term. 
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A new Energy agenda for the 
EU?  

All the 26 commissioners have received in their mission 
letter a request to act against climate change (and the 
Directorates General of the Commissions have also 
received indications to make concrete proposals, for all 
their areas of work, to have a greener Europe). For the first 
time, each commissioner also received a specific mission 
to align their work with the goals of the United Nations. It 
is possible to read in the 26 letters sent by President-elect 
Ursula von der Leyen to the designated Commissioners: 
“Each Commissioner will ensure the delivery of the United 
Nations Sustainable Development Goals within their policy 
area. The College as a whole will be responsible for the 
overall implementation of the Goals”. 

However, the game is not one to play only on the long term, 
which may and most probably will be influenced by many 
factors (e.g. global factors, technological progress,market 
logic etc.). In the short-term – the so called transition 
period – it will be of fundamental importance to understand 
what will be the energy source able to produce less 
emissions in the environment between now and 2050 
(the year hypothesized for the complete cessation of CO2 
emissions). Surely renewable energy will play a significant 
role during the transition and after it. Other options such 
as gas, hydrogen and nuclear power are still undergoing 
studies and the time (and the new technologies) will reveal 
their future use. 

Also critical will be to take into account  the different 
starting points of every member state. On this issue Mr. 
Mauro Petriccione, Director General of DG Climate of the 
European Commission said in a Pparliamentary audition: 
“While the Union will most likely meet its 2020 targets, the 
situation across member states is uneven”. On this topic 
it is clear that, especially for the regions were coal is still 
the main source of energy, the previously mentioned “Just 
transition fund” invoked by President von der Leyen will be 
extensively used. 

With regards to this, the sector, itcould also be totally 
redefined by the new technologies and by scientific 
research. Mr. Petriccione in a recent interview was 
clear: “Research and development will reduce costs of 
breakthrough technologies and help develop new products 
and solutions. With recycling practices on the rise, the 
production of many industrial goods such as steel, glass 
and plastics will become more resource-efficient and less 
emission-intensive, as energy needs decrease further.” 

“For heavy industry, becoming greenhouse gas emissions-
free will often mean significantly modernising existing 
installations or completely replacing them. This investment 
will increase the competitiveness of EU industry and 
its presence in the global economy as it becomes less 
dependent on carbon. Digitalisation and automation are 
effective short-term ways of increasing competitiveness, 
while a combination of electrification, increased use of 
hydrogen, biomass and renewable synthetic gas can 
reduce energy-related emissions in industrial goods 
production. Carbon Capture and Storage and Carbon 
Capture and Utilisation can help tackle emissions that 
prove impossible to eliminate”. 

At the same time, it is clear that the industries thatwhich 
use oil and coal to produce energy will be progressively 
penalized. Measures in this sense are also coming from 
the European Investment Bank which is adopting in its 
own Board agenda a halt to all loans for coal-mining 
facilities. Just to understand the impact of this choice, it 
may be enough to note that the EIB funded €2 billion of 
fossil fuel projects in 2018, and more than €11 billion from 
2011 to 2017. 

However, the biggest political dilemma is: What happens 
if it is just Europe doing its homework?. Or to put it in other 
words: will China and the USA use this extra commitment 
of European companies to gain advantage for their 
(more polluting, but cheaper) productions?”. In the recent 
European Chamber’s Business Confidence Survey 2018 of 
the EU Chamber of Commerce in China the EU companies 
said that “the most concerning source of disruption for 
EU companies is that of China’s unpredictable regulatory 
environment and unequal treatment of European firms”. 
The survey results also signify that it is time for China to lift 
protectionist measures. Chinese enterprises have proven 
that they can compete without the government protection 
in both domestic and international markets. 

In the current global scenario the COPs meetings and 
the UN agreements, together with the Friday for Future 
protests and the commitment of top companies are 
significantly changing the paradigm of environmental 
choices made by people over the last few centuries. 

This green wave has indeed provoked a change of 
approach for different parties, even those historically more 
distant from the ecological narrative. All European parties 
that have formed a group in the European Parliament have 
a part of their program dedicated to future environmental 
challenges. 

In addition, in many countries, Green parties have achieved 
visible electoral gains (first of all Germany and Austria, but 
also Luxembourg, the Czech Republic and Switzerland, 
just to name a few) mainly using the argument that we 
need an urgent and concrete green way in order to face 
the challenges of the future. 

Yes, politics might be in crisis and yet political choices 
are still those which will guide us towards a greener and 
more sustainable future for the planet. However, although 
the political paradigm is already being reshaped by the 
environmental issue, the question around wether or not 
the European Union will succeed in winning the challenge 
to be a model for a zero-emission planet remains open. 
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Is Europe ready to be the first carbon-free continent? Will the newly elected Commission 
win the challenge to change not only the law but also the behaviors of citizens and 
companies? How will the global context change Europe’s choices, considering the 
United States and China do not seem willing to put a brake on production to give 
priority to the environment?  The European Union and its bet on the “Green Deal” will 
need to find answers to all these questions. Our future is at stake.  
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The Rise of E-Money 
A European Answer to Private Digital 
Currencies
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Ever since facebook announced its plans concerning the introduction of its own digital 
currency – libra, a countermovement of politicians and experts in the field quickly 
formed. While they all share a common resentment towards the project, their discourse 
at the same time gave birth to the idea of creating a european opponent in the form of 
a so-called e-euro, which aims at providing an alternative to conventional crypto- and 
privately-controlled digital currencies. But what are these opinion leaders referring to, 
when they speak about creating such a digital currency? How should the european 
union approach the issue at hand and most importantly: could a state-controlled digital 
currency constitute a serious alternative to bitcoin, ether, libra & co.?  

Facebook’s polarizing announcement to launch its own 
digital currency ‘Libra’ in 2020, has pushed the discussions 
regarding this project to a new high. While numerous 
experts, especially from the public sector as well as many 
politicians continuously express criticism towards the idea 
and call for legal action, some more constructive voices 
appear to have understood the high threshold towards the 
possibility of merely prohibiting such initiatives.   

Like the German CSU member Tankred Schipanski, 
several politicians and some organisations have been 
lobbying for the idea of an e-Euro as the European answer 
to Libra and Co., in order to provide the people with better 
alternatives so that crypto currencies are eventually 
ousted, and the spread of privately distributed digital 
currencies prevented.   

First of all, we should set straight a common 
misunderstanding. Not every digital currency shall be 
considered a crypto currency. While the commingling of 
such terms is a frequent appearance, it is actually of great 
importance to be more precise, not least from a regulatory 
point of view.   

Even though expert opinions often differ and also even big 
players of the financial field like the IMF or ECB struggle 
to provide a sharp definition, there are several key 
prerequisites a “currency”, or mechanism, should have in 
order to be considered a crypto currency, as it should be 
understood as a (i) decentralized (ii) blockchain technology 
based (iii) general purpose medium of exchange (iv) in a 
peer to peer system.    

While there is a common understanding that 
decentralisation is the essence of every crypto technology, 
a lot of times experts do not fully agree on its threshold. 
But whatever opinion one might follow, a state-controlled 
currency would not hit the mark. As is the same to say for 
a technology that would be under the control of a private 
company (or even a conglomerate of private entities) as it 
is the case for Libra. While it is very much still possible to 
create a blockchain based currency, it does not make it a 
crypto currency as long as the control over it is centralized. 
Hence, when speaking about the possibility of an e-Euro, 
we should actually refer to it as e-currency.   

As mentioned above, the biggest political incentive for 
such a digital currency lies within the preservation of power 
over the financial market. Any currency, not issued by the 
state, however good the developers’ intentions might be, 
can be subject to misuse. While Facebook’s white paper 
is keen on trying to paint a picture of global empowerment 
through accessibility of financial services, enhancement of 
economic opportunities and social inclusion, recent history 
has proven that such companies cannot be trusted blindly 
and consumers should be protected. Especially regarding 
such sensitive data as personal financial information, 
the consequences for citizens in case of abuse could be 
extremely serious.   

In addition to this, the lack of transparency is concerning. 
– Terrorist funding, no direct access for freezing accounts, 
little chance for monitoring in order to prevent money 
laundering and unauthorized money transferals are only 
the tip of the iceberg.   

However, while it is most likely possible to provide an 
alternative to private digital currencies, there is no real 
chance to also effectively replace crypto currencies as 
their scope of application differs greatly.   

The crypto technology’s success is not merely based on 
the offer of an online payment service, but on the principle 
of decentralisation which itself is kept alive by the concept 
of “trust”. 

There are different ways this concept comes into place. 
For instance, a currency’s blockchain can be based on 
the ‘Proof of Work’ principle (more commonly known 
as “mining”) where computers basically try to solve 
mathematical problems. Or they could also be based 
on the Proof of Stake principle (more commonly known 
as “forging”), meaning that external entities validate 
operations on the blockchain.   

In either system, the trust is gained because the costs 
of betrayal are merely too grand. In order to hack a 
blockchain for example, one would need at least 51% of 
the processing power of the entire blockchain. Considering 
the recourses needed, as electricity as well as ASICS 
(Application Specific Integrated Circuits), the costs would 
be in the range of billions, while there is really nothing to 
gain for the individual but destroying the general trust in a 
certain blockchain.    

Generating this trust requires great effort, at the same 
time however, it guarantees independence and reliability. 

The rules will not be broken, because the code is the 
rules. Furthermore, the decentralisation provides safety 
from bank scandals, hyperinflation and detaches from 
government control.   
As crypto and pure digital currencies have to be viewed 
strictly separately, this leaves the legislature with a need 
for case distinction.   

The concept of an e-Euro could have a great potential in 
order to help stabilise the financial market by providing 
alternatives to digital currencies of private entities. So 
far, the idea has only been introduced by initiatives of 
single politicians and experts of member states as well as 
organisations such as the Association of German Banks.  
These inputs, however, continuously increase in frequency 
and should be picked up by the EU in a timely manner so 
that a potential digital currency could be introduced before 
private counterparts become too established.  

At this time, the EU is facing a big opportunity to position 
itself as an entrepreneurial force by creating a framework 
that allows new technologies to rise in a consumer friendly 
and safe environment. New technologies such as smart 
contracts and other applications that are blockchain-based 
require a digital currency to fully expand their potential. If 
the EU was to introduce a blockchain based stable coin 
(backed and linked to the Euro) such applications could 
be created for private transactions and within a regulated 
structure. Even municipal services such as government-
controlled registers could be linked in the future as well.   

Consumers as well as service providers are longing for the 
implementation of such technology. Hence its integration 
in the EU’s legal structure as well as day to day business 
is inevitable. Therefore, we should embrace the chance 
at hand and create a possibility for this development to 
happen in a framework that is given and can be monitored 
by the EU. We should not wait until we are forced to act 
in order protect citizens as well as state interests, after 
private entities establish their own uncontrolled digital 
financial market. 

Concerning crypto currencies on the other hand, the EU 
has already started to act, not only by realising its potential, 
but also by starting a legal discourse as it was the case 
for the  Anti-Money-Laundering Directive. While the EU 
will neither be able to ban crypto currencies nor should 
it aim to do so, this tolerant but still monitoring approach 
seems to be the right path as it enables technological 
advancement as well as protection of state and consumer 
interests in a balanced way.   
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Since the EU-Western Balkans Summit in Thessaloniki 
on 21st June 2003, only one Western Balkans country 
joined the European Union. Croatia became an EU 
member in 2013, but other countries are still lagging in 
their integration process. Montenegro and Serbia are in a 
process of membership negotiation. North Macedonia and 
Albania are official candidates. Bosnia and Herzegovina is 
a potential candidate. The Status of Kosovo independence 
is disputed. Western Balkans countries are the closest 
to EU membership than ever from the bureaucratic 
point of view, but progresses are slow and the political 
circumstances for a further EU enlargement seem murky. 
The best way to analyse the potential enlargement of the 
European Union, and the opportunity for Western Balkans 
countries to be part of it, is to examine the point of view of 
the both parties.  

______________Brussels’ perspective_____________

From the European Union’s point of view, it is obvious 
that enthusiasm for new members is lower than 15 years 
ago during the `Big Bang`. Enlargement is a divisive 
issue and the reforms of the European Union seem to be 
a priority. Fake news on this topic was one of the pillars 
of the populist campaign in the Brexit referendum in the 
United Kingdom. According to a survey published by the 
European Council on Foreign Relations, voters in EU 
member states are sceptical about the potential joining of 
Western Balkans countries. In the same survey, the public 
in Germany, Austria, France, Netherlands, and Denmark 
predominantly thinks that none of the Western Balkans 
countries should join the European Union. Only voters 
in Greece, Romania, and Spain think that all Western 
Balkans countries should join. Major fear by the voters is 
more immigration from these countries. 

A European Bank for Reconstruction and Development 
(EBRD) analysis from 2018 showed that “the current 
average gross domestic product (GDP) per capita for these 
six countries is only half the average in 11 EU member 
states of Eastern Europe, such as Poland or Hungary, and 
just a quarter of their more advanced western European 
peers.” In the case of joining the European Union, these 
countries would be the poorest members and the net 
receivers of structural and cohesion funds. So it is obvious 
why this topic is not an easy one to champion for politicians 
in the member states. It is risky to spend hard won political 
capital on divisive and unpopular enlargement issues. 

__________Western Balkans’ perspective__________ 

From the Western Balkans point of view, EU membership 
offers important stability and economic prosperity after the 
disastrous ethnic wars during the 1990s. All six countries 
combined have approximately 18 million residents, smaller 
than the population of Romania. Combined GDP of the 
Western Balkans countries represents 1% of EU GDP. 
The scale doesn’t represent the issue in this case and the 
membership can help countries from this region to stabilize 
and develop. But also, these countries are not prepared 
for membership and structural reforms are crucial, to take 
advantage of the opportunity for new enlargement talks. 

After France blocked the start of membership talks with 
North Macedonia on October 18th, 2019, the European 
Union’s credibility was damaged in the eyes of Western 
Balkans governments region. North Macedonia solved its 
complicated and long-lasting name dispute with Greece 
as a condition for further EU integration and it was not 
rewarded by the EU with the opening of membership 
negotiations. This “major historic mistake” as Jean 
Claude Juncker described it, can have a far-reaching 
consequences creating deeper challenges for the new 
European Commission. Other Western Balkans countries 
might not be motivated to solve their disputes if they don’t 
see clear EU membership perspective as a reward. Data 
about the feeling of Western Balkans people are not of 
any comfort either, with an opinion poll by the Regional 
Cooperation Council from 2018, showing that more than 
a quarter (27%) of the population think that their country 
will never join the EU. According to data, only 20% think 
that their country will join by 2030; while 24% by 2025 and 
only 12% believed in a rapid integration by 2020. But the 
motivation of the people and theirs governments is not the 
only issue. 

______________A geopolitical issue?______________ 

Western Balkans is also an important region for the EU 
from a strategic point of view. As Serbian political scientist 
Ivan Vejvoda said at the Belgrade Security Forum in 
October 2019 “Western Balkans is the only geographical 
core region of Europe that is not integrated into European 
Union”. If European Union retreats from this region and 
lowers its influence in the region, Russian, Chinese and 
Turkish influence will flourish, with worrying consequences. 
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After years of intense political cooperation and despite the efforts of EU institutions 
and local governments the question of whether the strategically fundamental Western 
Balkans countries will become part of the European Union or not remains open. 

According to the 2019 Munich Security Report, 
Chinese and Russian influence in Western Balkans 
countries is rising. The report even underlines how 
Moscow now sees the Balkans as a key part of a new 
“great game,” which may help distract and weaken 
the European Union. While, on the other side, it stays 
that China is intensifying its influence by penetrating 
the region with capital and loans for infrastructural 
projects. Potential restrictive enlargement policy by 
the new European Commission could demotivate 
Western Balkans countries for further integration, 
pushing them – in return – to rely more on the 
above-mentioned alternative actors, with concerning 
security implications. 

_______Turning risks into opportunities________ 

Considered all the elements analysed, the next 
five years will be crucial for Western Balkans and 
their pro-European orientation. The European 
Commission will have a hard time promoting 
European integration while implementing internal 
reforms. While Western Balkans countries will have a 
hard task in implementing structural reforms without 
clear political perspectives from the EU, especially 
considered how the general enthusiasm around 
Europe has dropped after the integration processes 
of North Macedonia and Albania were frozen. 

Delivering on structural reforms will be crucial for all 
Western Balkans countries and that a lot of work and 
political capital will need to be invested in achieving 
solutions to solve long-standing diplomatic disputes. 
To address the concerns of the EU public and their 
elected representatives, Western Balkans countries 
will need to gain in credibility and become reliable 
and effective partners. 

If this happens, the EU will need to be ready to offer 
a clear perspective to this partner countries and 
avoid to let them fall in the harms of other actors 
currently present in the region. German Chancellor 
Angela Merkel said during her speech in the 
Hungarian town of Sopron:”If you look at things from 
a geostrategic point of view and also look at the map, 
then there will only be a truly united Europe with the 
states of the Western Balkans.” This is probably a 
good start to open a new chapter in EU-Western 
Balkans relations. In the end, the next five years, 
will be a decisive time, full of risks but one thing is 
for sure: both the Western Balkans and the EU will 
need a leadership capable of turning these risks into 
opportunities. 
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The next five years are likely to witness significant changes in the relations between 
Brussels and Moscow. Three will be the main challenges: prospects of cooperation 
in the shared neighbourhood, and particularly in Ukraine; EU willingness to reset its 
posture towards Russia; and what will happen with the Russian presidency.   

The debate over the sanction regime highlights a more 
acute problem, that is, the absence of a common ground 
among EU member states when it comes to relations with 
Moscow. Together with France’s growing leadership, in 
Germany calls for improved relations with Russia have 
come from the Social Democratic Party (SPD) and the 
Christian Social Union (CSU). Both parties are members 
of the current governmental coalition. SPD co-chair 
Ralf Stegner encouraged further economic cooperation 
between the EU and Russia, while CSU MP Peter 
Ramsauer invited the German government “to pressure 
the EU for a partial lifting of the sanctions”. As for Italy, 
another EU member state with historical ties to Moscow, 
back in July Prime Minister Conte met Putin in Rome and 
confirmed the excellent state of bilateral relations, wishing 
for a prompt review of the sanction regime. 

This Russia-friendly stance has been repeatedly 
questioned by some states calling for tougher policies 
and measures. According to this group of allies, including 
Poland, Sweden, and the Baltics, the West still lacks a 
realistic understanding of Russia’s foreign policy. In March 
2016, EU foreign ministers and the High Representative 
for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, Federica Mogherini, 
agreed on five principles guiding EU policy towards Russia. 

The principles successfully balanced these different views. 
Whether they will be maintained is another story. 

__________The 2024 Problem: Who’s Next?_________  

Finally, there is the question of where Russia is going. To 
some observers, recent actions have further determined 
its Eurasian orientation and pushed the country away 
from the West. Perhaps the best example comes from the 
2019 Valdai Forum, the most prominent political arena to 
present Russia’s foreign orientation. Interestingly, this year 
Valdai ignored the West and instead signalled a “Dawn of 
the East” (the title of the Forum), and particularly of China.   

“Pushing Russia away from Europe is a major strategic 
error, because we are pushing it either toward isolation 
[…] or toward alliances with other great powers such as 
China”. On the occasion of the Ambassadors’ conference 
on 27 August 2019, French President Emmanuel Macron 
called for a major political reset with Russia, inviting the 
EU to raise its strategic autonomy and develop a “common 
front” with Moscow. The initiative came at a crucial time, 
after the European Parliament elections and with a new 
Commission that is meant to take office at the end of this 
year. Macron’s discursive reset is only the latest of a series 
of events that could anticipate a new phase in the relations 
between the EU and Russia. While predictions may fall 
short, there are at least three inter-related challenges that 
can affect relations for the better or for the worse in the 
coming years. 

A Changing International Environment and Ukraine 
_____________as the Main Stage________________

According to President Macron, the EU should “offer a 
strategic option” to Russia, based on the understanding 
that its foreign actions have raised qualitatively and 
quantitatively since the last decade. The MENA region 
provides a good example of this engagement, witnessing 
Russia’s attempts to operate as a great power in Syria and 
Libya. However, it is in the so-called shared neighbourhood 
that requests for improved relations have become more 
vocal, based on the principle that a full Russian inclusion 
at the negotiating table would be a pre-requisite for a 
successful outcome.  

As paradoxical as it sounds, it is in the most convoluted 
dossier that today prospects for improved relations are 
significant. While under Ukraine’s former President 
Poroshenko opportunities for dialogue were almost 
nonexistent, Zelensky’s pro-peace campaign and its 
successful election gave new impetus to the talks. Earlier 
in September, the two neighbours completed an exchange 
of prisoners, and on 2 October Zelensky agreed to hold 
elections in the Eastern region of Donbas, which is a first 
step to re-discuss the status of the two separatist regions. 
Overall, this unexpected window of opportunity may help 
the EU contribute to a peaceful resolution and thus advance 
its role as a norm-maker in the shared neighbourhood.  

No doubt that Zelensky’s constructive engagement 
sparked great enthusiasm among some European 
officials, and that rapprochement is no longer a remote 
prospect. However, what enthusiastic statements 
overshadow are the place and fate of Crimea. The region 
has in fact disappeared from official declarations and 
discourses addressing relations with Moscow (one need 
only use the search feature in Macron’s speech to confirm 

this), as if Sevastopol and Simferopol were destined to be 
and remain Russian. Here European aspirations to norm-
making clash with realpolitik. 

The EU Domestic Debate: To Sanction or not to 
__________________Sanction?__________________  

Changes in the international environment may then lead 
to a new European approach vis-à-vis Russia. In case of 
positive developments in the Ukrainian dossier, Moscow-
friendly member states could request to re-evaluate 
the current sanction regime. Although a removal of all 
instruments seems unlikely, some EU member states 
could push to ease economic and diplomatic measures.  

While it is true that China has become Russia’s 
privileged partner in many spheres, this unprecedented 
level of mutual trust, to recall Putin’s words, should not 
be overestimated. For instance, Moscow and Beijing 
have their own differences when it comes to regional 
cooperation in their shared neighbourhood. In Central 
Asia, China’s increased engagement faces scepticism 
from Russian authorities, considering the region within 
their own sphere of influence. In the Arctic, China has 
raised its strategic ambitions to an unprecedented level. 
In addition, although both actors aim at countering the 
US and Trump Administration, their alliance seems to be 
based rather on a common antagonist than on a shared 
worldview.   

Russia’s foreign policy re-orientation comes perhaps at an 
even more important point that is, Putin’s second and last 
presidential term. There is an historical precedent in 2008, 
when Putin assumed the role of Prime Minister under 
President Dmitry Medvedev after two consecutive terms. 
Recent history and Putin’s repeated denial to amend the 
constitution make the possibility of a fifth term unlikely. 
Same goes, however, for the possibility of competitive free 
elections, something that should not be expected soon in 
Russia.  

As such, the assignment of a long-term successor seems 
to be the most likely possibility at present. Together with 
a number of renowned figures, including Prime Minister 
Medvedev and the Foreign Affairs Minister Lavrov, 
Defence Minister Shoigu’s chances are on the rise. Shoigu 
is the most popular Russian politician after the President 
and heads the Army, that is at present the most trusted 
body. While far in time, the presidential election could give 
new impetus to relations with the West and the EU, should 
Putin’s progressive retirement take place, and provoke 
political unrest in Moscow and elsewhere, if Russia’s 
‘liberal soul’ will be further excluded from power dynamics.  

Overall, developments in the shared neighbourhood, EU 
internal debate and the Kremlin’s presidential fate will 
heavily affect future relations, and unpredictability is likely 
to persist for years to come. At a time of frosty interactions, 
selective cooperation and people-to-people contacts 
should remain on top of the agenda, especially when it 
comes to cultural relations. This assumption is even more 
valid now. Engaging with Russia’s societal forces and 
shaping a more open country should remain at the core of 
any long-term European approach.   
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The Kingdom of Crooked Mirrors: 
Applying Reflexive Control in the 
Digital Age
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Theories combining psychology and warfare are thousands of years old, but big data 
and social media have dramatically changed their operational landscape. As people’s 
lives become increasingly digitalised, the target of anyone aiming to influence 
democracy is clear: it is your data.  

The primary goal of a military commander is to influence 
the decision-making of the enemy to his advantage. In 
the words of Chinese strategist Sun Tzu: “All warfare is 
based on deception”. As such, reflexive control is not a 
result of theoretical innovation. Formulated during the 
Cold War in the USSR, it bears a resemblance to an 
old Soviet fairy-tale. The Kingdom of Crooked Mirrors 
(Russian: Королевство Кривых Зеркал) tells a story 
of a little girl, Olya, who steps into the Kingdom where 
false mirrors show distorted reality and the characters 
cannot distinguish between lies and the truth — allowing 
the King to reign over his subjects. Released in 1963, the 
movie has been allegedly directed against the hypocrisy 
of western countries criticising Soviet propaganda. What 
makes reflexive control increasingly relevant today is how 
it has successfully established itself in cyberspace.         

Reflexive control referred to also as perception 
management, is based on behaviourism and the premise 
that perceptions shape our reality.1 A coordinated 
influence over these perceptions can consequently 
change decisions and guide our actions. The ‘reflex’ 
in theory involves the specific process of imitating the 
enemy’s reasoning, leading to him changing his views on 
the situation and taking a decision which is advantageous 
to his opponent. The doctrine’s key method is “information 
operations”; feeding targeted deceptive information to 
selected audiences over time and taking advantage of 
the audience’s weak points until they are accepted as the 
truth. We can think of the process as the crooked mirrors 
showing us altered realities — a sustained campaign that 
feeds adversely constructed messages. Do it on a large 
scale, and you can change an election outcome or sway 
referendums.  

Perception management is not about advocating for 
a cause or changing an opinion — it is about forming a 
mindset, controlling attitudes and setting an outcome. In a 
political setting, it is an attack on the democratic process. 
One example is behaviour change agencies, such as 
the infamous Cambridge Analytica, a data analytics 
company in the middle of a global controversy about data 
misuse. Former CEO Alexander Nix boasted about black 

operations, such as orchestrating an effective grassroots 
campaign to increase political apathy among Trinidad and 
Tobago’s men and women to prevent them from voting 
in the 2013 presidential election. The most widely known 
use of their strategy was exploiting profiles of millions of 
Facebook users to target the U.S. electorate in the 2016 
presidential elections.  

The method behind the company’s success was 
bringing big data and social media to the established 
military methodology. By harvesting private personal 
information from Facebook accounts, they were able to 
create complex psychological and political profiles. These 
models were applied to target selected groups of people 
with political ads designed to work on their particular 
set of values and opinions. This is a poignant example 
of weaponising personal data with the reflexive-control 
technique.  

Overwhelmed by an unprecedented amount of information, 
we use preconceived mental frames to turn the chaos 
into order, subconsciously deciding which information 
we accept and which we cast aside, as argued among 
others by the research of George Lakoff.2 These frames 
are conceptual sets we hold as truth that act as filters. 
The essential task of reflexive control is to locate the 
weak link of the filter and take advantage of it. Such as, 
for instance, our fear of the unknown or repeated pieces 
of information which our brain is more likely to perceive 
as true — regardless of conflicting or contrary evidence. 
The main weapons of the information war are individual 
memes, customised social media posts, fake news articles 
and content designed to have an emotional impact on our 
self-perception and reaction to political incitements.    

We are only starting to understand the structure of the 
forces that came together to create the conditions that 
the Mueller investigation of Russian interference in 
the 2016 US elections characterised as “information 
warfare”.3 One of the examples is a study published by 
Oxford’s Centre on Computational Propaganda showing 
fake news distributions by the state as observed in that 
year.4 The study operated with a premise that fake news 

distributions by the state as observed in that year.4 
The study operated with a premise that fake news was 
concentrated heavily in swing states. However, they 
concluded that the tie between the targeted states was 
a decreasing turnout. Messages radicalising their political 
views targeted the voters. These tactics amplify both 
political spectrums to produce antagonism between voters 
that leads to an increased turnout. Used as a military 
theory, foreign governments employ similar techniques 
to generate chaos and target selected population groups, 
regions and countries with fake news narratives.   

The business of doing politics has changed and established 
voting patterns have broken down. Sharing of information 
operates in an imperfect digital system, where we have 
involuntarily become part of psychological games. We 
watched the technologies that many believed would 
contribute to a stronger democracy, make democracy on 
many occasions, more vulnerable to manipulation. The 
question remains how we can contest this process or 
minimise its negative repercussions. 

One way could be a far-reaching regulation based on 
more accountability from the providers. Social media 
platforms are under growing pressure and criticism for 
their role in spreading deceitful information, especially 
as information relating to elections and political debates. 
Topical hearings have taken place on both sides of the 
Atlantic, but the First Amendment to the US Constitution, 
guaranteeing the freedom of speech at almost any cost, 
makes Europe a more probable leader in stricter privacy 
laws. A recent example is the European Court of Justice 
ruling that individual countries can order a host provider 

such as Facebook to remove illegal content, including 
hate speech, as of October 2019.5 However, this landmark 
ruling has already been criticised for raising concerns 
that some countries could misuse it to silence critics. The 
argument between those for and against regulation will 
be a lengthy one, as public security is always a trade-off 
between protection and freedom, or convenience. 

There is a story to be told about our data and how we 
can keep it safe. The mounting questions related to our 
privacy uncover unpleasant patterns, and as citizens, we 
have the right to know who holds power in the digital age. 
Nevertheless, we also need to reach out to our ability 
to think critically and understand why certain pieces of 
information target us on social media platforms. Our 
integrity and determination to check the facts coupled 
with an up-to-date digital education can be the first step 
to counter manipulation. After all, when Olya defeats the 
evil, the Kingdom’s mirrors lose their power, and its society 
becomes free.   
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Forming a government, 
Belgian style 
In May 2018 Belgium not only organised elections for the 
European Parliament, but also held federal elections and 
regional elections. After the elections and the instalment of 
the newly elected parliaments the process began of forming 
a new government, or rather the process of forming no 
less than six governments. Due to the complicated Belgian 
state structure this country has no fewer than six different 
autonomous governments that are not subordinated to 
a higher government. The good news so far is that five 
out of six Belgian governments have been formed. The 
bad news is that, a half year after the elections, the sixth 
one, being the federal government, is far from even the 
beginning of being formed. 

As a country that lies right on both the cultural and linguistic 
border between Germanic and Romance Europe, Belgium 
has always faced a turbulent and difficult history. Culturally 
and linguistically speaking the country is made up of 
two quite different regions inhabited by two peoples, the 

Flemish people and the Walloon people. The Flemish 
people live in Flanders, the northern part of Belgium, 
speak (a dialect of) Dutch and have a population of around 
6,6 million people. The Walloon people live in Wallonia, 
the southern part of Belgium, speak (a dialect of) French 
and have a population of around 3,7 million people. In 
Brussels, the Belgian capital with a population of around 
1,2 million people, both groups live together, with a clear 
dominance of the French-speaking community. 

After revolting against the Netherlands and gaining 
independence in 1830, Belgium became a completely 
French dominated state, with no cultural and linguistic 
rights for the Flemish people and extreme forms of 
economic, juridical and social discrimination towards the 
Flemish. Throughout Belgian history this created many 
tensions, ultimately resulting in a process of turning 
Belgium from a unitary state into a federal state from 
the 1960’s onwards. This process was reinforced by the 

Be On

9’
read

The official magazine of European Democrat Students 31

strong economic progress Flanders has made after World 
War II, while the initially much richer and more prosperous 
Wallonia had great difficulties in making the transition from 
an industrial society to a post-industrial one.

Over the decades a special federal state system was 
created whereby various governments and parliaments 
co-exist within the same country. It is crucial to note that 
these governments and parliaments are not hierarchically 
structured. Every government and parliament is equally 
sovereign with only the constitutional court being able to 
repeal laws that are issued by these parliaments. The far 
going federalization of the country went hand in hand with 
the splitting of all Belgian political parties. Since the early 
1970’s there have been Belgium political parties, there 
are only Flemish political parties and Walloon political 
parties. Some ideologies are represented in both parts 
of the countries. There are for example both Flemish 
and Walloon socialists, liberals, Christian-democrats and 
greens. Other ideologies are found on only one side of 
the language and culture barrier. For example, in Flanders 
there are two nationalist parties, one far-right and one 
conservative, while there are currently no similar parties 
in Wallonia. 

Currently the process of federalizing the state has gone 
remarkably far. After the last rounds of constitutional reform, 
which took place in 2011, the majority of competences 
now belong to the regions with their parliaments and 
governments rather than to the federal parliament and 
its government. Education, Welfare, agriculture, cultural 
affairs, economy, scientific research, work, media, and 
tourism, to give but a few examples, are all domains that 
are exclusively regulated by the regions, resulting in them 
being the product of Flemish or Walloon policy rather than 
Belgian policy. 

The elections of May 2019 resulted in a mixed picture, 
because of very diverse outcomes in the two parts of the 
country. In Wallonia and Brussels both the center-left 
and the extreme leftist parties, this is the PS (socialist, 
S&D), Ecolo (Greens) and PTB (communist) emerged 
victorious; with CDH (Former Christian-Democrats, EPP) 
being reduced to a small party, and the MR  (liberals, 
Renew Europe) being the only center-right party that 
remains standing in Wallonia. In Flanders on the other 
hand, the center-right and far-right won the elections, with 
Vlaams Belang (nationalist populist, far-right, ID), N-VA 
(nationalist, conservatives, ECR) emerging as the two 
victors, followed by CD&V (Christian-democrats, EPP) 
and the VLD (liberals, Renew Europe), with the three 
left-leaning parties, socialists (sp.a), greens (Groen) and 
communist (PVDA), gaining very little votes. 

As a result of these elections the regional governments 
were formed rather easily. In Flanders a center-right 
government was formed, made up of N-VA, CD&V and 
VLD, which is a continuation of the previous government. 
In Wallonia a center-left coalition was made between PS, 
MR and Ecolo. In Brussels a center-left government was 
formed by PS, Ecolo, Groen, sp.a, VLD and Défi. However, 
given the radically different outcome of the elections in the 
two parts of the country and given the early formations 

of regional governments that are ideologically speaking 
on two different ends of the political specter, Belgian 
federal government formation turns out to be extremely 
difficult. Almost half a year after the elections little or no 
progress has been made. The process hitherto has mainly 
consisted in parties from both parts of the countries raising 
vetoes against one another and refusing to engage in 
talks. The only mathematically viable option seems to 
be a heterogeneous coalition of the Flemish center-right 
parties with the Walloon center-left parties, including both 
Flemish and Walloon liberals, both Flemish and Walloon 
socialist and the Flemish Nationalist Conservatives.
 
The world record for the longest government formation 
is sadly already in Belgian hands. After the elections of 
2010 Belgium was left without a federal government for 
541 days. The current situation is however looking as 
difficult as the situation was back in 2010 and questions 
arise to weather the previous record will be beaten in 
following months. A possible solution could be to call for 
new elections, but it can be doubted whether this would 
be helpful, as polls indicate that the far-right in Flanders 
and the far-left in Wallonia would be the only ones gaining 
in the scenario of new elections, complicating the political 
scenario further. 

For the rest there seem to be only two options. If the 
Walloon center-left and the Flemish center-right could 
let go of their mutual contempt and focus on necessary 
economic and social reform, a relatively effective, although 
not so coherent, government could be formed. Without 
this much needed breakthrough the end of Belgium 
could be nearer than one would like it to be. With the 
two nationalist parties occupying almost a majority in the 
Flemish parliament, speculations have been on the rise 
again regarding a potential split of the country by means of 
a one-sided Flemish declaration of independence. 

Given the turmoil and disaster this would bring to the 
country and its people, we can only hope that continued 
dialogue will lead to a workable compromise for a new 
federal government, maybe combined with an even 
stronger empowerment of the regions to the expense of 
the federal state. 
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Spain: 
Farewell Bipartisanship?   
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users recorded between December 2009 and December 
2010, where the number of Spanish accounts jumped 
from 1.5 to 2.8 million.  

The impact social media had is of fundamental importance, 
especially when considering the case of VOX. Since its 
beginning, VOX adopted an aggressive social media 
campaign, getting tens of thousands of likes or retweets. 
The party struggled to translate this social media 
engagement into real votes, and its strategy finally paid out 
in the April 2019 elections, which are a clear example of 
the primary role that social media played, in the transition 
of Spanish politics.  

Something similar is occurring throughout Europe. All 
around the continent, for example in the May 2019 
European Elections, the leadership of the European 
People’s Party and the Group of the Progressive Alliance 
of Socialists and Democrats were severely shaken by 
the turnout. The results put into question what until 
now has been the agreement between different political 
forces governing the European decision-making process.  
However, the impact of social media is not the only factor 
contributing to the crisis in which the traditional political 
paradigm finds itself.

Jana Morgan says in her book, “Bankruptcy representation 
and the collapse of the party system”i, that three 
fundamental elements are causing the failure of a traditional 
party system. The first element is that the electoral 
programmes of different political parties are converging 
ideologically. This convergence is quite common, and 
a repeated pattern in Spanish or Italian political parties, 
given the guidelines of the European Union. 

The second element is the new way of incorporating 
citizens into the political system, something that in Spain 
is highly relevant to the new political parties, particularly 
those formed in the digital era. Ciudadanos and Podemos 
entered the political scene at a time when Twitter 
dominated the social media landscape. This well-known 

microblogging platform allowed politicians to debate, at 
that time in 140 characters, with citizens and engage with 
them in a way like never before. This can be verified further 
in the case of VOX, which has not only proved to be more 
effective in the use of traditional social media for political 
means, but that has also opened up to a new frontier, by 
launching a very successful Instagram profile.    

Finally, Morgan explains that another fundamental factor 
for the traditional party system to collapse is the end of 
client networks. Spain has long been a country plagued by 
corruption issues and scandals involving representatives of 
both sides of the political spectrum. These scandals have 
cultivated an environment in which new political parties 
have thrived and exploited. Up and coming political parties 
have made fighting corruption central to their objectives, 
which can be said to have contributed to their rapid rise in 
recent years. 

In conclusion, despite the considerations made so far, 
bipartisanship in Spain might not be finished. The reminder 
that it could still be alive and kicking came from the 
recent formation of local and autonomous governments, 
achieved only thanks to the agreements between 
opposing political parties on common programmatic lines. 
The very existence of these alliances demonstrated that 
the political system still tends to organise itself around two 
poles. Maybe not the traditional two poles are constituting 
the Spanish Bipartisan system, but two, nonetheless. This 
new dynamic, however, is enough to make one wonder if 
bipartisanship has disappeared for good, or not.  

Talking about Spain means talking about bipartisanship. 
The recent history of democracy in this Iberian nation 
has been marked by the alternation of power between 
two major political formations: the Partido Popular and 
the Partido Socialista Obrero Español (PSOE). Now this 
model seems to be disappearing, while Spanish society 
plunges into a new ideological and cultural spiral, where 
the people pay less attention to politics, political apathy 
grows, and social media becomes the dominant platform 
for political communication. 

It was not until 2015 that this simple alternation tradition 
ended with the entry of two alternative political organisations 
obtaining almost half of the congress of deputies. 

The paradigm mentioned above expired on one night in 
December 2015, when Unidos Podemos and Ciudadanos 
broke into the Spanish national political spectrum. That 
night marked the beginning of a phenomenon that brought 
a new distribution to the ideological spectrum, where the 
opening of political options gave way to new, young and 
renewed alternatives that previously had no chance at all. 

In a few weeks’ time, a decade full of changes for Spanish 
society comes to an end.  A deep economic crisis, 
countless cases of corruption and the substitution of a 
monarch, were some of the highlights that marked the 
period 2009 - 2019. 

As all of this was happening, social media impacted the 
Spanish political equation with its disruptive power; by 
changing the dynamics and reshaping the balance of 

polarisation in political opinions. The seeds of this 
polarisation, in turn, created divergencies inside existing 
political entities, which paved the way to the constitution 
of new political actors, which can represent the new 
ideological landscape better.   It is here that the origin 
of political organisations such as Unidos Podemos and 
Ciudadanos can be found. Unidos Podemos originally 
started as an asocial movement, called ‘15-M’. Originally, 
’15-M’ meant to engage with the anger and social 
dissatisfaction expressed by the protests against the 
wealthy classes and the traditional political “caste” that 
took place in 2011. Ciudadanos, on the other hand, was 
born as a response to the vertiginous growth of Catalonian 
pro-independence groups. Its main objective was to unite 
all democratic majorities to reinforce Spain’s unity ideals. 

As it can be observed, there is not a comparable political 
structure or ideological pattern in these two organisations. 
However, to further complicate the picture, recently, 
another political party entered the political stage: VOX. 
Created in the immediate aftermath of controversial cases 
of corruption which hit the Spanish political establishment, 
VOX built upon the dissatisfaction of several sectors of 
society towards the mismanagement of state affairs. 

What led to the creation of so many political parties in 
such a short period? 

As mentioned above, the increased influence of social 
media in Spain was a significant contributing factor.  To 
understand the role social media played in this transition of 
Spanish politics, we need to look at the increase in Twitter 

forces at both the political, and 
social level. The emergence of 
this phenomenon contributed 
decisively in creating the 
space for a significant change 
in the political paradigm and 
facilitating the shift from a 
bipartisan system to a system 
that is now dominated by five 
political forces. 

Many historians, sociologists 
and political scientists describe 
the change in the Spanish 
political landscape as the best 
demonstration of the impact 
that social networks may 
have on democratic systems. 
The fact that more and more 
people could express their 
ideas started a process of 

From left to right: Pablo Iglesias (Podemos); Pedro Sánchez (PSOE); Pablo Casado (Partido Popular); Albert Rivera (Ciudadanos); Santiago Abascal (VOX)
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historically a key harbour and trading city for the Soviet 
Union. With a large percentage of the population being 
ethnically Russian and with a history closely aligned with 
the east, immense efforts had to be done in order to move 
into western society. Luckily the West was there to support.  

With the presence of other Nordic countries in the 
region, working closely together with the pro-democratic 
movements in the Baltics before the independence and 
then with the newly founded states, close multilateral 
relationships were established which helped the new 
democracies in their transitions. But the questions of 
security and integration with the rest of the European 
continent remained a work in progress. In 1994 the 
three countries signed agreements with the EU and 
NATO for a path towards a future of stable democracy 
built on the principles of free-trade and membership in 
both organisations. As the will of western Europe was 
to integrate these economies into the new economically 
liberal Europe after the fall of the Berlin wall, mechanisms 
were put in place to guarantee assistance and smooth the 
integration process. 

During these years, a softer Russian strategic posture in 
the region contributed in making the process of integration 
smoother and in 2004 the Baltics became part of both the 
EU and NATO. 

After 15 years of membership, what is the state of security 
of these three countries today?  

The strategic posture of Russia has dramatically changed 
especially since the illegal annexation of Crimea in 2014. 
With its growing ambitions of interference with the rest of 
Europe, and the world, starting with the war with Georgia 
in 2008, Russia has come back to constitute a serious and 
constantly rising threat for EU eastern member states.  

The Baltic states are today highly integrated members in 
both NATO, with a high military presence and international 
troops stationed in the region, and the EU, with all three 
countries being part of the Common Security and Defence 
Policy (CSDP). Nonetheless, the risks related to security 
are still very present in both the political agenda and 
everyday life of the Baltic republics.  For instance, the latest 
reason of concern has been the recent construction of a 
new nuclear powerplant in Kaliningrad, situated less than 
90km from Vilnius city centre. This project was completed 
without authorities in Moscow giving the possibility to 
Lithuanian or the EU to have a say on it. Considering the 
proximity of the new plant to the EU territory it is clear what 
is at stake.  

High military commands in the area have a clear stance 
of which matters are supposed to be handled in which 
forum. Security cooperation is best to be handled within 
NATO. After all the Alliance was created for keeping 
the member states of the treaty organisation safe from 
foreign threats. The EU also has a key role to play here, 
as common economic and foreign policies are key factors 
in contributing to the security of union – in general – 
and of the countries on the eastern flank – in particular. 
However, when it comes to physical security, NATO is the 

favourite option for Baltic decision-makers in the both the 
government and the military.  

Their argument is founded on the different nature of the two 
organisations. NATO was founded as a defensive alliance 
with paths of communication and integration between 
member states and their militaries. The EU is on the other 
hand built upon a much broader cooperation that has only 
recently been expanding into foreign policy and defence. 
This, together with NATO’s more agile decision-making 
processes, pushes Baltics actors to believe that their 
security is better guaranteed by the military capabilities of 
the Alliance than by the soft-power approach of the Union.  

Even though the states on the eastern coast of the Baltic 
sea are still under pressure today, it is the strong military 
presence provided by their NATO allies and their highly 
globalised liberal economies being within the EU, which 
guarantees a certain level of security. However, this 
security together with the safety of the Baltic people is 
dependent on the support of the West.  

In a world were strategic and geopolitical scenarios are 
changing rapidly, the questions of security and defence 
represent a priority in the political agenda of both the EU 
and the US. However, it can be argued that the EU is 
today too weak on defence. A position that the current US 
administration – and many before this one – express with 
adamant clarity and that is proven right by a look at the 
military spending of the United States versus the one of 
the EU28.  

The lack of capabilities and military might of the EU 
coupled with the new isolationism of the US, beg for the 
question of who will need to take the lead in defending 
liberal democratic values in the EU neighbourhood and 
across the globe.  European member states will need to 
provide an answer to this question balancing continental 
and transatlantic interests while avoiding duplications and 
inefficient military expenditures.  

In conclusion, while a European answer to security appears 
to be very much needed, the transatlantic link needs to be 
maintained. Not only for the sake of Baltic security in the 
short and mid-term but also in consideration of the United 
Kingdom leaving the European Union, keeping NATO at 
the core of European security in coming years will be vital. 
The Baltics’ experience after 15 years of membership in 
both organisations demonstrates exactly this.
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Thirty years after the fall of the Berlin Wall, the western world has developed at a 
rapid pace. For the Baltic states, which came from the chains of Soviet communism 
to becoming prosperous free-market societies, the development during this time is 
close to unprecedented. But in a complex world and in a region exposed to global 
tensions, what is the state of security? How can the region ensure its security in a time 
of aggression from the east and a western leadership in question?  

In the early 90’s a liberal wave swept throughout the 
western world in general and Europe in particular. In the 
years following the fall of the Berlin wall a strong belief in a 
more prosperous and free future was widely spread over 
the continent. With the collapse of the Soviet Union, the 
possibility of creating something new became a reality for 
many eastern European countries. In those years, three 
countries on the eastern shore of the Baltic sea declared 
independence and became internationally recognised.  

These countries were deeply embedded in the communist 
system of the Soviet Union and were now free from the 

chains of oppression and ready to shape a future of their 
own. But how can one build a stable democratic state from 
the ground up with a population that during their lifetime 
had never lived in a democracy?  

The answer to this question was in no way a simple one, nor 
alike for any new democracy in comparison to another. For 
the Baltic region, placed in the northeast corner of Europe 
and in a narrow piece of land between the Baltic sea and 
Russian territory, one of the first concerns was security 
and the protection from unwanted foreign interference. 
Latvia was particularly concerned, as its capital Riga was 



The Impact of Brexit to the 
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Ian Taylor MBE was a Member of Parliament (1987-
2010), Minister for Science, Space and Technology (1994-
97), and advisor to the European Space Agency (ESA). 
He holds the Sir Arthur C. Clarke Award for Individual 
Achievement in Promoting Space and Science (2008) 
and is the Chair of the Advisory Board of UK Innovation 
& Science Seedfund (UKi2s) which invests risk equity 
capital in ventures emerging from the national science 
research base. 

       Mr Taylor, as a long-standing Minister for Science, 
Space and Technology, and a key investor in scientific 
research, what is your view on the impact of Brexit on 
science? 

There are all sorts of issues which British science and 
technology are experiencing due to the Brexit process. 
The Royal Society recently published a detailed analysis 
of how Brexit has harmed UK science. The impact has 
been huge, with the UK’s annual share of EU research 
funding falling by €500 million in just four years. There 
is also a decline in current UK applications to Horizon 
2020 by nearly 40%. Furthermore, there are 35% fewer 
scientists coming to the UK through key schemes, not to 
mention technology workers and other key experts. This is 
already the case prior to Brexit actually taking place. 

If Brexit happens, the issue will deepen as there are likely 
to be more employment obstacles. We have not worked 
out what the widely proclaimed ‘points system’ for visas is 
going to be, so it is all very well saying we will get the best 
and brightest to come to Britain, but that is a long way from 
the reality. Just think of the psychology, if you come here, 
you want to feel welcome, and you want to be sure that 
you are going to be able to bring your family and settle. 
So, we have not thought through those things beyond the 
legalities. 

Furthermore, we are already seeing that scientific teams, 
which have been working in the UK and have been 
funded by the Horizon2020 programme, are now breaking 

up. They are saying that the next research budget will 
probably exclude Britain, and they have now got to 
build new relationships, so they are going back to their 
own countries to do that on a collaborative basis. Even 
many non-EU scientists and countries, such as India, are 
saying that they like sending their top scientists to Britain 
because we are part of the EU. This gives India access to 
collaborative programmes; however, as we may no longer 
be part of it, they are thinking carefully about what the 
implications are. 

    There are those in the UK which would counter 
this argument and present a vision for Britain as a 
‘Singapore in the North Atlantic’. 

Singapore is a huge success story; however, I do not 
think that the people who promote this idea for the UK 
understand the governance issues and the level of welfare 
standards and employee protections in Singapore. We are 
a highly socially developed country, and we have rules and 
regulations, we have extensive protections for workers’ 
rights. We also have an extremely expensive, but much 
loved and needed National Health Service. There are all 
sorts of things which are very British, which people do not 
want to give up so that we can become a Singapore in 
the North Atlantic. I believe that anyone who tries that will 
very quickly lose public support. So, it may initially sound 
like a positive argument; however, it would be an awful 
prospect for those living in this country, and it is completely 
implausible.  

The case for a Singapore in the North Atlantic also 
completely misses the point that if we try to move in that 
direction it will be noticed in Brussels and we still do not 
have a free trade agreement with our biggest trading 
partner. So, the EU will say that we have to unwind some 
of this idea if we want to deal with them.  

This points to the major problem with the Leave campaign 
– we were promised during the referendum that there 
would not be a problem with staying in the Single Market 

The Brexit process has profoundly affected the UK, including many of its key sectors, 
from science and technology to security and defence. In order to understand the impact 
to some of the primary fields of the economy, and of research and development, we 
caught up with a very senior figure in British politics, who has extensive experiences 
in these areas. 
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I am afraid this is the problem with Brexit – the public do 
not know the facts at all.  

That is why I favour a second referendum, we have decided 
in principle, now let us test it out when we know what the 
implications are and if people are happy with them. For 
example, if Nissan is going to close their Sunderland 
plant, are the people in Sunderland happy that this is a 
consequence of the leave vote that they made in the first 
referendum. 

       There is increasing debate around a People’s Vote. 
What do you think are the chances it will take place?

There are several problems with a referendum, and I will 
make it quite clear – I was opposed to the concept of 
referendums, I believe in the Parliamentary system that 

and ensuring frictionless trade. Even David Davis, who 
was Chief Negotiator for exiting the EU and by the way 
Chairman of the Federation of Conservative Students, 
after me back in the 70s, made many of those arguments. 

we have and that it is the best way of putting public opinion 
to the test. 

I also happen to think that we had a 2017 election which 
came after the last referendum, and that is an important 
decider, so the criticism of this Parliament is wrong in one 
way, in that it is the Parliament that the public decided on 
in 2017.  

However, most political parties, except for the Liberal 
Democrats and perhaps the SNP, are divided on this issue. 
The two principal parties, either of which could form the 
government, are bitterly divided on it. This, therefore, is an 
issue, against my better judgement about referendums, 
that ought to go back to the public. We need to find out 
if this is really what they meant when they voted the first 
time because now we know what the implications are.  

That also begs the question of what is going to be on 
the ballot paper. In one-way Labour’s policy of putting 
whatever post-General Election deal Parliament might 
agree alongside Remain is actually a good one. The 
Electoral Commission might have views on that, it will 
take time, and we are testing the patience of our European 
friends as to whether a longer extension is going to be 
required. I think they will give us an extension if we had a 
specific plan to put this to a referendum. 

   If Brexit happens, do you think that the US 
administration would take that as a chance to develop 
a trade agreement which is very favourable to the 
UK, in order to make a point that they are allies in the 
revival of nationalist policy and the fightback against 
supranational structures? 

Theoretically, yes and talks are progressing. However, 
Trump appears to want to stay President and therefore, 
get re-elected. As a result, what is more important than 
what Britain wants is what Trump’s base electors want and 
Trump’s policy of ‘America first’. It will, therefore, be very 
difficult to turn a political statement, into reality. 

You have also got to bear in mind that American companies 
want to do deal with 450 million people in the EU 27 
countries, and we are only 66 million. There is confusion in 
Washington on what terms to do a deal with Britain, while 
at the same time wanting to continue to have an excellent 
trading relationship with the EU itself.  

Furthermore, I fear that a wonderful quick win for trade 
with the US may not be in the UK’s interest if you analyse 
the terms it will be made on, the fears about the NHS and 
the effect it will have on trade negotiations with Michel 
Barnier and on finding an agreement with the EU, which 
is our biggest market.  So, politics and economics start to 
clash there as well. 

  When you were the Chairman of European 
Democrat Students in the 1960s (at the time 
known as the Association of Christian Democratic
& Conservative Students), there was a lot of 
momentum behind European integration and a strong 
sense that it is a guarantee for peace. This motivated 

people to support the European project; however, the 
same level of motivation seems to be missing today. 
Is the question of identity missing in the European 
project, and how can we address that? 

You are absolutely right that it is difficult to say at present 
that there is a strong pan-European identity, whereas 
for my generation the recent history of WW2 left us 
desperately trying to create European structures so that we 
can stay peaceful, stable and secure. We saw those clear 
advantages, which is why in the 60s I was campaigning 
for the UK to join. Also, in the immediate aftermath of the 
fall of the Berlin Wall, there was a sense that the EU was 
a magnet for the former communist states, and this was a 
matter of pride. 

The problem, certainly in Britain, is that we have lost this 
sense of European enthusiasm. So, when I say the EU 
might change after a potential Brexit, I mean that there 
might be internal changes and pressures and a lack of real 
identity. I think the European Parliament is both part of the 
answer and part of the problem. The EPP group is slightly 
diminished this time, with less power, you see this in the 
way the Commission balance is gone. These are dynamic 
changes, and the European Parliament is probably the 
one democratic body that ought to increase its identity and 
influence. 

There are big challenges for the EU, internal and external, 
and I do not know how they are going to turn out, but 
that is exactly why you cannot opt-out of politics. I can 
no longer be a member of the House of Commons, but 
I cannot intellectually opt-out because if you do, you are 
leaving the vacuum for someone else. If the UK leaves 
the EU, we will no longer have the influence to shape the 
way it develops, yet it will still have a huge impact on our 
country. 

That is why I am so keen that this generation does not 
opt-out. Do not leave it to other people, because the other 
people you would leave it to, are usually not as sensible 
and wise and gallant as you are. Never forget that, it is 
very important.  

Mr Taylor, thank you very much for your time and your 
insights.  

 

Ivan 
Botoucharov

Ivan is Chair of the Young Conservative 
Group for Europe (UK) and Vice-Chair of European Democrat 
Students. He is a Media Graduate from the UEA and LMU (UK) 
and UCLA (USA), and he currently works in Digital Marketing 
and PR. Ivan co-founded and managed OneEurope, which 
became Europe’s largest citizens media during his tenure.

 “Do not leave it to other 
people, because the other 
people you would leave it to 
are usually not as sensible 
and wise and gallant as you 
are.”
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“But Bill Gates Dropped Out of 
Harvard”...
and the rising issue of dropout rates 
in higher education 
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Through history we have been led by scholars and professors who have written our 
history and set the tone for the way we see the world. The world around us has 
been studied, and few things were considered as noble and prestigious as higher 
education. While this still rings true in society today, some are moving away from 
traditional ideals of education and finding their way in the world without the papers to 
back up their knowledge. Instead of a generation of firsts where one is celebrated for 
being the family’s first graduate, we now see university educated parents with children 
who are choosing a different path.  
And while Europe still values study success, the national policies need to keep up 
with the changes, to adapt to society and where it is moving today.  

a student has in their studies. Finland also reaches the top 
in their policy creation for study success by looking toward 
the individual and not the group, as some students have a 
higher chance of dropping out than others. They combat 
this by implementing personal study plans, monitoring 
attendance and progress, and monitoring students on a 
more individual level.

These countries and their political agenda prove that 
it is not how often a topic is debated or the importance 
we place on the topic that gives results, it is the study-
based policies which create change over time. Issues that 
arise by growing societal changes can never be changed 
by top-down approaches with empty wishes of success, 
however it needs to be done by long-term solutions and 
growing incentives to complete faster. Going back to the 
first example of Norway, higher education completion is 
debated often, and incredibly high importance is placed 
on the matter, yet the worries are ever-growing, and the 
new policy changes seem futile. It begs the question of 
national differences in society, or if it is a lack of successful 
policies. Sweden sees similar numbers to Norway, and 
similar importance placed on the question in public debate, 
maybe regional differences are a growing issue not taken 
into account.   

____How Much Does the Dropout Rate Harm Us?____ 

The numbers are at times a growing worry, the debate 
looms both nationally everywhere in Europe and on the 
EU level. Yet, as much as the national dropout rates set 
European countries aside, it is hard to find studies linking 
general national success and prosperity to the higher 
education completion. Maybe this then supports the belief 
of national differences and societal changes. As with all 
changes in society, we most likely won’t see the possible 
changes for decades to come. And in the meantime, we 
will keep debating whether this is an issue we need to 
solve, or a welcomed change. And as with most large and 
daunting questions like this, most often the answer is “a 
little bit of both” while we all patiently wait and see. 

Education
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______________The Norwegian Issue______________ 

Norway is one of the countries in Europe that has the 
highest dropout rate. Of the students starting higher 
education, Statistics Norway concludes that only 65,7 % 
finish a degree within 8 years. This accounts for all students 
starting degrees and changing courses or degrees within 
these 8 years, as well as the ones completing long-term 
studies and higher-level degrees. This means 34,3% 
never finish any degree within 8 years of when they started 
their studies. The ever-present debate with these results 
always boils down to “who do we blame?”. Because 
numbers like these demand some change and they cause 
havoc in the public debate. They force people to question 
the quality of degrees offered, of the teaching and of the 
higher education institutions.  

Upon asking students why they choose to leave their 
studies, the answers are varied. A large number of students 
point to external factors not related to the teachings of 
the university. One of the key factors is mental health, 
because as much good that has been done, when the 
student health questionnaire shows that 1/3 of Norwegian 
students report to be struggling with mental health issues, 
the numbers of dropout students no longer seem as 
surprising. These results are seen all over Europe, and 
they are equally as alarming no matter where in the world 
one is based, but one can argue that it is not the job of 
the University or higher education institution alone to deal 
with this. When taking away time better used for teaching, 
all the students are losing out. There needs to be external 
help set into place apart from the professors and teachers 
alone. 

Apart from this there is also another group that has high 
dropout rates, and these are the students that leave 
university and higher education to work. The ones that 
either cannot let a work opportunity slip by, or that tell 
themselves, like many before, that they are just like Bill 
Gates. He dropped out of Harvard to not miss out on the 
technological growth and beaming market, and regardless 
of the personal reasons and fields of work, it all boils down 
to a belief that the job market no longer requires higher 
education for one to succeed. And time and time again, it 
is proven to be right. 

When success stories are flaunted around of higher 
education dropouts making a living for themselves and 
climbing the societal work ladders without it, it is easy to 
understand that students lose their motivation and have a 
higher chance of dropping out. This is one of the situations 
where one can give the teaching and lectures some fault. 
Attending higher education should always be about 
learning, acquiring knowledge and growing as a person, 
not simply a mandatory stepping stone to reach the career 
you want. 

_______________Looking to Europe_______________

This debate is in no way limited only to Norway, and this 
can clearly be seen in the latest report from the European 
Commission on dropout rates and completion in higher 
education across Europe. And as the report concludes, 
study success and completion of degrees is one of the 
main aims, both personally for the students and from 
a system and societal perspective. Overall it is easy to 
argue that everyone benefits from a high number of 

students succeeding in their education. Yet, what study 
success looks like and how it is measured varies a lot 
across borders. The importance of study success from an 
EU policy level can be seen in the goal set in the Europe 
2020 strategy for minimum 40% of 30-40 year olds to 
hold a tertiary education qualification. Defined as a prime 
strategy both by the European Commission report, higher 
education dropout rates are higher up in the agenda than 
ever before. 

Part of the question that is asked by the report is whether 
the fact that national governments have put dropout rates 
and study success high on their agenda produces results 
in higher completion rates. It is a valid question, as it is 
fair to believe that completion rates being on the agenda 
and reaching high importance would lead to more positive 
trends in the rates. Yet the results show that the reality 
is otherwise. With in-depth studies from eight European 
countries there was a large span in the importance of 

higher education completion on their national agenda, and 
the studies showed that it was not the importance on the 
national agenda alone that supported success. However, 
it was the given policies that had the most impact on the 
results. Examples of this can be seen from countries with 
higher completion rates than average. Here the Dutch 
approach has proven a success; combining several 
financial aspects of support with the organisational support 
policies has helped reduce the time-to-degree and thus 
also the overall completion rates. 

Denmark is also being marked as a great success, where 
they have approached the situation with a complete 
reform to boost the quality of education. Included in this 
was a reform of their funding system for students, giving 
each student a maximum time by which they can receive 
financial support, and thereby urging students to complete 
their degree in the given timeframe. This also gives control 
power to the institutions by enforcing a demand for progress 
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Juriks



Editorial 
Team

BullsEye42

(25) is Polish and 
has been an ac-
tive member of 
EDS since 2015, 
where he served 

as Vice-Chairman until 2019. He 
holds a Master’s degree in Law 
from Poland. He worked in the Eu-
ropean Parliament, and currently 
works as an EU Policy Officer in 
Brussels. 

Hubert Tadych 

(32) is the World 
Terrorism Watch 
Database Direc-
tor at the Euro-
pean Strategic 

Intelligence and Security Center in 
Brussels where he manages a re-
search and analysis team dealing 
with international security, geopo-
litics and terrorism issues. Pre-
viously he collaborated as a po-
litical and economic analyst with 
media like The Guardian, Fortune 
China and Welt.

Mattia Caniglia

(24) is from 
Norway and has 
been an acti-
ve member in 
EDS since 2014 

and the organisation’s Secretary 
General during the last working 
year. She studied Music at BIMM 
London and politics at UCL. Sara 
is now working as the Secretary 
General of Unge Høyre, the youth 
party of the EPP member Høyre. 

Sara Juriks 

(22) is from Erfurt, 
Germany. For the 
last two years, he 
has been mem-
ber of the Political 

Advisory Council of the German 
Association of Christian Demo-
cratic Students. During his Ba-
chelor’s, he studied Management 
and Economics at WHU-Otto Bei-
sheim School of Management and 
Stockholm School of Economics. 
Currently, he is pursuing a Mas-
ter’s in Economics at Bocconi Uni-
versity in Milan.

Lucas Blasius 

 (22) A Greek citi-
zen and staunch 
Europeanist. Has 
avidly participa-
ted in EDS since 

2016. Nikos has a BSc in Interna-
tional Relations from the Universi-
ty of Surrey and is currently com-
pleting his MSc in European and 
International Public Policy at LSE. 
He has co-founded Fairosene, a 
civil society organisation dedica-
ted to EU environmental policy. 

Nikos Theodosiadis

is an Austrian ci-
tizen, currently 
living in Zurich, 
Switzerland. She 
has become an 

active member of EDS in 2019 
after several years in one of its 
member organizations. After re-
ceiving her Master of Law, she is 
now continuing her education in 
the field of computer science. 

Silvia Grohmann

 (22) is a Vene-
zuelan and Dutch 
citizen who has 
been living in 
Spain since 2016 

and an active member of EDS sin-
ce 2017. He is currently studying 
Journalism at the Complutense 
University of Madrid. Ackerman 
is currently combining his studies 
with work in strategic communica-
tion as an advisor and creator of 
political digital content. 

Daniel Ackerman

(22) from Falun, 
Sweden, is the 
International Se-
cretary of Fria 
Moderata Stu-

dentförbundet (FMSF). He serves 
as Councillor in Dalarna and is 
studying for a B.Sc. in Internatio-
nal Economics at the University 
of Gothenburg. He has a deep 
interest in sports and has a back-
ground as an elite athlete in alpine 
skiing.  

Martin Bergman

 (21) is Ukrainian 
active EDS mem-
ber since 2019. 
He is currently 
the Internatio-

nal Secretary of Solidarna Mo-
lod (Ukraine). He holds Bachelor 
degree in International Relations 
from the Zaporizhzhia National 
University, Ukraine and is current-
ly pursuing his Masters at the 
same University. 

Prokhor Kazbekov

is a Moldovan and 
Romanian citizen 
and has been an 
active member in 
EDS since 2014. 

With a Bachelor’s degree in Eco-
nomics and a Master’s degree in 
Tax Law, Victoria has professional 
experiences in the public, private 
and non-governmental sectors. 
She currently works as a project 
manager in conflict settlement and 
inter-ethnic consolidation at the 
Institute for Strategic Initiatives. 

Victoria Olari

(24) is a Serbian 
citizen and politi-
cal commentator 
for Serban media 
since 2017 on 

topics of political situation in EU 
member countries. He has a Ba-
chelor in International Relations 
from the University of Belgrade 
and is currently pursuing MA in 
European politics at the same Uni-
versity. 

 Dimitrije Milić

Executive 
Bureau

The official magazine of European Democrat Students 43

Vice-Chairman
United Kingdom

Ivan Botoucharov

Vice-Chairman
Germany

Benjamin Welling

Vice-Chairwoman
Hungary

Benita Czirkl

Deputy Secretary 
General 
Romania

Robert Kiss

Vice-Chairman
Greece

Vasileios S. 
Kesidis

Vice-Chairwoman
Italy

Valentina
Podestà

Executive Officer
Italy

Francesco 
Sismondini

Secretary General
Malta

Beppe Galea

Vice-Chairman
Croatia

Karlo Kolesar

Vice-Chairwoman
Bulgaria

Boyana Taneva

Vice-Chairman
Belgium

Thomas Belligh
Honorary Chairman
Italy

Virgilio Falco

Chairman
Spain

Carlo Giacomo 
Angrisano Girauta



ISSN: Print 2033-7809 Online: 2033-7817

Editor in Chief: Mattia Caniglia 

Deputy Editor in Chief: Daniel Ackerman

Editorial team: Daniel Akerman, Dimitrije Milić, Hubert 

Tadych, Silvia Grohmann, Sara Juriks, Martin Bergman, 

Nikos Theodosiadis, Prokhor Kazbekov, Mattia Caniglia, 

Victoria Olari, Lucas Blasius 

Contributions: Henrique Laitenberger, Domenico 

Valenza, Pavlina Pavlova, Thomas Belligh Thomas 

Belligh, Ivan Botoucharov 

Photos: Akos Kaiser

Design: Andrea Marcet

Publisher: European Democrat Students, B-1000 

Bruxelles, Rue du Commerce 10 

Tel: +(32) 228 541 50  Fax: +(32) 228 541 41

Email: info@bullseye.eu

Website: https://bullseye-magazine.eu

Articles and opinions published in the magazine do 

not necessarily reflect the positions of EDS, the EDS 

Executive Bureau or the Editorial team. 

Publication supported by the Erasmus + Pro-

gramme of the European Union and European 

Youth Foundation of the Council of Europe.


