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European integration has been dealt a heavy psychological and political blow by the no votes in France and the Netherlands, a blow that will not be overcome for some years. The populations of the two countries voted no because they found the eu lacking in its response to their economic malaise and to their growing uneasiness about immigration and foreigners, including a string of new member states. A pause for reflection was often called for, but this is not the time for sitting back in an armchair, listening to the voice of the people to work out what they think. It is abundantly clear what the people think and want. They want the eu to address the questions of their everyday life instead of formulating lofty plans dealing with such abstract topics as a European president and mechanisms for “speaking with one voice.” So the first and initial reaction from the European politicians was precisely the opposite of what the situation demanded.
History tells us that European integration swings between progress and stalemate, between jumping ahead and sliding backwards, between impotence and dynamism. In 1954 France rejected the treaty on the European Defence Community. Two years later, the Treaty of Rome, establishing the very same European Community, was negotiated.
Before we embark on the exciting enterprise of seeing where European integration will go in a few years, let us look at the various reasons not only for the rejection of the Constitution by two member states but for the weariness toward further integration found among Europeans.
After the end of the Cold War, the establishment of a single market and the euro, the launch of a common foreign and security policy, and the enlargement, it is difficult to explain which political plans and projects go beyond the ordinary and therefore now require new treaties. The eu as such is deemed indispensable by an overwhelming majority of Europeans. But similar feelings may not materialise when the talk is of new treaties. Instead, Europeans ask: Which political project is so different from the ones we have implemented over the last 20 years that it calls for new treaties, new decision-making structures and new institutional frameworks? What exactly is unachievable without a new treaty? European politicians have so far been unable to offer convincing answers. They grope in the dark, so to speak, and their faltering explanations give rise to the unfounded suspicion among the population that the Constitution means more than it actually does. The rift between the elites and the population is no longer only a question of explaining—it has become a matter of distrust.
It is likely that in less than two years’ time we will see new political leadership in Germany, France, Italy and the uk. Chancellor Schröder may be re-elected in the forthcoming German parliamentary elections, but it is not likely. The same goes for Prime Minister Berlusconi in Italy. Few expect President Chirac to stand any chance in the Spring 2007 elections. And the uk may soon finally see the transition of power from Tony Blair to Gordon Brown.
The main contenders for leadership in Europe two years from now will follow a more convergent economic policy than that of the last five to ten years. France and Germany may move toward the British model while Britain itself may move a little bit away from the Blair and Thatcher line. The silver lining could be a much stronger European effort to restructure industrial relations by taking a hard look at regulated sectors. 
So far so good. The prospect is even more promising if we look at foreign and security policy. France and Germany will move toward a more Atlantic foreign and security policy. The antagonism toward the United States will pass. The uk will probably move a bit away from the Atlantic battleship. The central and eastern European countries may feel more at ease inside such an eu than in the dichotomised eu of the last decade. All in all, more U.S.-friendly but not U.S.-echoing European policies should emerge. Add to this the consideration that the Bush presidency will then be approaching its end, and the contours of a reborn Atlantic dialogue appear to be at hand.
Europe will need the United States. The United States itself may need Europe more than it thinks and has liked to think for the last five years. 
The basic fact that has been lost in the smoke of verbal battles across the Atlantic is that the political system and economic model on both sides are carved from the same stone. When we speak about principles and foundations, Europe and the United States are congruous. Very little divides us, and what does is minor compared to what binds us together. Having indulged in some petty-minded stone throwing, acknowledging our shared heritage should lead the United States and Europe to forge a new and more vibrant Atlantic partnership. That will be good for the world. It is crystal clear to those who have observed global developments of the last five years that a rift between the United States and Europe jeopardises geopolitical and strategic enterprises undertaken by either one. And for Europeans the question arises: Can such a reinvigorated Atlantic partnership best be achieved by a unified and confident Europe or by a Europe split and baffled? 
Now we can close the circle. The result of the two referenda will do tremendous damage if one or both of the following scripts find favor: It undermines Europeans’ belief in their own capability to assume global responsibility in partnership with the United States, or the United States tries to use it to stop progress on European integration instead of looking for a strong and unified Europe as a partner in the coming decades. Only those looking for a breakdown of globalisation followed by a disorderly global political and economic system cherish divergence between the United States and Europe. Americans—or some of them—may enjoy seeing the eu with its tail twisted, but the United States is left more isolated. In the concert of nations a strong eu, building up a common foreign and security policy, served as a kind of moderator, regardless of whether the Europeans or the Americans saw it that way.
If the United States exploits the present malaise among Europeans, any Atlantic partnership worthy of the name becomes questionable. The situation is awkward: only a strong and confident Europe daring to voice its opinion can be a worthwhile partner for the United States and a valuable interlocutor for the rest of the world. 
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