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This book gathers some articles 
and transcripts of the speeches 
made on November 28, 2020 
during the event organized by 
Esquerra Republicana and the 
European Free Alliance in the 
context of the debate on the 
Future of Europe.

The aim of the book is to recall 
the main proposals of Esquerra 
Republicana at the Conference 
on the Future of Europe 
which is expected to bring its 
conclusions in 2022.
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FUNDA-
MENTAL 
RIGHTS AND 
VALUES
IN THE EU
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In the EU there are still real 
diff erences in the guaranteeing 
of rights and freedoms depending on 
the Member State. � e authoritarian 
drift of governments such as Poland 
and Hungary’s is rightly decried, and 
third states are also sanctioned for 
human rights violations, but so far no 
o�  cial criticism has been made of vio-

lations of rights in Spain, allowing si-
tuations contrary to our fundamental 
values and human rights at the bor-
ders of the EU.

It is incoherent for the EU to seek 
to position itself as a global actor in 
the defence of human rights when it 
is unable to put an end to violations 
of fundamental rights within its own 
borders, and even ignores those viola-
tions. � e EU cannot build global cre-
dibility and leadership as a democratic 
benchmark when it is not able to gua-
rantee full democracy at home.

Meritxell Serret
Member of the Catalan Parliament
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In light of this, at ERC we believe that it is 
necessary to forge ahead with European inte-
gration in the � eld of Justice and in guarantee-
ing Rule of Law, assuring fundamental values 
and Human Rights in coherence with the foun-
dational values of the EU and with the princi-
ple of subsidiarity, grounded in a strengthened 
European federalism. In this sense, it is essen-
tial to press ahead with multilevel governance 
and end the veto power of member states in de-
cision making.

ERC o� ers speci� c, concrete proposals to 
make this noble goal possible:

1. European instruments for 
the control and protection 
of democracy, fundamental 
rights and freedoms must 
be reinforced in all Member 
States
Application of Article 7 of the Treaty on Euro-
pean Union, which provides for Member States 
to be sanctioned for non-compliance with the 
fundamental values of the EU, has been blocked 
on several occasions at the European Council.

� at is why it is necessary to move forward 
with proposals such as the Mechanism for the 
Protection of Democracy, the Rule of Law and 
Fundamental Rights, which must serve to en-
sure that the Commission evaluates the action 
of member states and that their compliance 
with the rule of law, the foundational values of 
the Union and fundamental rights is binding. 
In this regard, the proposal to link the Rule of 

No official 
criticism has 
been made 
of violations 
of rights 
in Spain, 
allowing 
situations 
contrary 
to our 
fundamental 
values
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Law Mechanism to European funds for the for-
thcoming period 2021-2027 is of interest, al-
though that alone falls short.

In the same vein, the Annual Report on the 
Rule of Law, published by the European Com-
mission for the � rst time in 2020, is encoura-
ging and we will have to see how that evolves.

At the same time, there is a need for more 
comprehensive oversight by the European ins-
titutions of the independence of the judiciary 
in each member state, which is threatened in 
several countries by corruption and political 
interference. Progress must also be made on a 
European directive to harmonize rules on com-
mon standards for European prisons and for 
detention conditions, and to protect against 
abuse of pre-trial detention.

2. Interpretation of 
Article 51 of the Charter 
of Fundamental Rights 
needs to be reviewed and 
extended by the European 
Commission
� e European Commission makes a very res-
trictive, bare interpretation of European le-
gislation directly or indirectly in� uencing de-
cision-making at state, regional and local level. 
We therefore propose that the Charter binds 
Member States beyond implementation of 
Union law, and that interpretation of Article 51 
be taken into account by all the institutions of 
the Member States and by their judges, legisla-
tors and administrators.

9Fundamental rights and values in the EU
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3. Adherence by 
the European Union 
to the European 
Convention on Human 
Rights must be fostered
Adherence is a legal obligation under the Trea-
ties, and will help to create a single European 
legal space that protects human rights throu-
ghout Europe.

4. The right to self-
determination must be 
guaranteed
Catalonia, as well as other peoples of Europe, 
has the right to self-determination, to choo-
se its political future freely and democratically. 
� e European Union, as the guarantor of demo-
cratic rights and freedoms, must o� er tutela-
ge for self-determination processes in member 
states where there is no agreement between 
the two parties. It must also develop mechanis-
ms to allow continuity in the EU membership 
of the new state that may emerge.

5. Freedom of opinion 
and association must be 
preserved
We advocate that the right to political dissent 
and the right to protest be preserved. In this 
regard, it is necessary to promote a European 
code of conduct and ethics for law enforce-

It is 
essential 
to press 
ahead with 
multilevel 
governance 
and end the 
veto power 
of member 
states in 
decision 
making
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ment, and to repeal restrictive laws 
such as the Spanish «gag law.»

6. The protection 
of free speech, 
freedom of the press, 
and freedom of 
information must be 
strengthened
� e European Union must lead a stra-
tegy to strengthen freedom of the 
press and independence of the media. 
An important initiative in this area 
is the European directive on the pro-
tection of corruption whistleblowers, 
which member states have to trans-
pose [to domestic law] before the end 
of 2021 and which will have to be fo-
llowed up to ensure compliance.

7. Progress must 
be made in the 
formulation and 
defence of digital 
rights and the code 
of ethics in artificial 
intelligence
In the face of the rapid development 
of new technologies and the penetra-
tion of arti� cial intelligence into ever 
greater areas of our lives, it is essen-

The European 
Union must 
sanction 
member 
states that do 
not comply 
with asylum 
agreements and 
commitments
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tial individual and collective rights 
are protected within the European 
Union, making Europe a standard for 
the world.

8. The Equality 
Directive must be 
adopted
� is is an initiative that has been bloc-
ked for over 10 years, and we consider 
it is urgent to approve it, adapted to 
present needs, understanding equali-
ty of people in the broadest sense and 
with implications in work, education, 
health and housing.

9. We need to put 
an end to Fortress 
Europe, which 
the new Pact on 
Migration and Asylum 
reinforces
� e European Union must sanction 
member states that do not comply 
with asylum agreements and commit-
ments or that violate human rights 
and endanger the integrity of migrants 
and refugees.

� e European Commission’s current 
proposal for a new Pact on Migration 
and Asylum does not provide sustai-

nable solutions to the su� ering cau-
sed at the EU’s external borders, nor 
new avenues for legal migration and 
integration.

Conclusions
European solidarity will not be built 
on funding the return of migrants, 
but on facilitating integration. In this 
regard, we defend the need to ensure 
compliance with anti-discrimination, 
anti-racism and hate-crime legislation.

In short, at ERC we defend further 
European integration in the defen-
ce of fundamental rights and values, 
with broader application of the prin-
ciple of subsidiarity, along with grea-
ter coherence in the actions to guaran-
tee these within the EU and with our 
attitudes towards third countries and 
multilateral/global organizations. 
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Since its beginnings with 
the Coal and Steel Community 
in 1952 as a tool to survive the trau-
ma of two world wars and to face the 
economic reconstruction of Europe, 
and through the European Econo-
mic Community created in 1958, one 
of the main reasons for the existen-
ce of the European Union is to pro-

mote the economic integration of the 
European states. � is economic in-
tegration has been strengthened by 
the creation of a single currency, the 
euro, which came into circulation on 
1 January, 2002.

Jordi Castellana
Secretary for Labour and Economic Policy

at Esquerra Republicana
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� is fact is especially relevant when analy-
sing the evolution of the labour market in the 
European Union. Most Member States decided 
to transfer their competences in monetary po-
licy to the European domain, while � scal policy 
remains in the hands of the states, with certain 
exceptions such as VAT, labour market policy 
or social protection systems. To that, another 
element must be added: the baseline dispari-
ty between states and their economic starting 
points with the ensuing internal economic im-
balances, while adding to that a common mone-
tary policy that has inevitably bene� ted some 
states more than others. � is has all meant 
constraint for economic convergence. � e large 
sums in the form of transfers and investments 
that the European institutions have destined 
to reduce these territorial imbalances, � nanced 
by the contributions of the more a�  uent eco-
nomies, have not been su�  cient to guarantee 
e� ective economic convergence.

Regarding the concept of work, we must 
begin with the premise that work is the pre-
mier social policy. Work is a right and a duty 
that must, on one hand, give people the eco-
nomic conditions to develop their life projects 
with dignity, and on the other, it is a central 
axis in the de� nition of individuals themselves. 
Work must therefore be an essential element 
in the � ght against poverty, and consequent-
ly in the generation of social cohesion, but also 
with regards to personal empowerment of the 
individual.

Work is a 
right and a 
duty that 
must give 
people the 
economic 
conditions 
to develop 
their life 
projects 
with dignity
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1. Setting the minimum 
wage at around 60% of 
the average wage in each 
country
Given all the above, what can the European 
Union do about it? First of all, we must learn 
from the mistakes of the extrication from of 
the last economic crisis, the Great Recession 
of 2008, in which the above-mentioned imba-
lances became extremely evident and which led 
to the austerity recipe being linked to a recipe 
with a direct impact on the labour market. 

Veiled under the myth of labour market � e-
xibility, the path to regaining competitiveness 
for the southern Europeans—those that su� e-
red the greatest impact from the crisis, along 
with Ireland—was through what is known as 
internal devaluation. � e fact that it was im-
possible to apply monetary policy individually 
by devaluing the currency to promote competi-
tiveness, even at the cost of impoverishment in 
comparison to other countries, led to devalua-
tion being made by reducing labour costs, i.e. 
reducing the purchasing power of the working 
classes. Take Catalonia for example, where the 
purchasing power of Catalan workers in 2019 
was still 6.5% lower than in 2008.

� is led to a widespread but especially inten-
se growth in precariousness in southern Euro-
pe. � ose countries started out from a situa-
tion with much less resilient economies. As a 
consequence, the phenomenon of the working 
poor appeared, that is, those who despite ha-
ving a job, do not earn enough to breach the 
poverty threshold.

We must 
learn from 
the mistakes 
of the 
extrication 
from of 
the last 
economic 
crisis, 
the Great 
Recession of 
2008
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In order to act against these situa-
tions, the Council of Europe notably 
recommended through the European 
Social Charter that a minimum wage 
at around 60% of a country’s avera-
ge wage should be set. � is basis, al-
though but a recommendation, would 
see the minimum wage in Catalonia at 
around 1,447 euros per month gross. 
� e competence for setting this is at 
present the central administration’s 
and although there have been increa-
ses of the minimum wage in recent 
years to 1,108 euros per month gross, 
this � gure, this � gure is still far from 
the recommended goal.

2. Ending the gender 
wage gap
Another factor of imbalance is the 
gender wage gap. According to Euros-
tat and Idescat data, the hourly wage 
gap between men and women in the 
European Union stood at 14.1% in 
the EU, 11.9% in Spain and 13.3% in 
Catalonia. However, if we take into 
account the di� erence in hours wor-
ked, as well as the impact of part-time 
work, the gap in Catalonia increases 
to 23.4% and in Spain to 23%, accor-
ding to the INE.

Finally, it should be borne in mind 
that this e� ect is multiplied when we 
come to pensions, in which according 

to Eurostat data for 2017, the gender 
gap was a scandalous 35.7% in the 
EU. In this regard, setting minimums 
through legislation against gender 
discrimination, ensuring parity in po-
sitions of responsibility in companies 
and institutions, and promoting gen-
der balance in those economic sectors 
with better wages, especially those in 
the science, technology and industrial 
sectors, and including minimums for 
care-related leave, with regulation on 
social protection systems, are all ele-
ments where the road ahead is virtua-
lly endless.

3. Regularization of 
workers from other 
countries: improving 
working conditions
� ird, several studies clearly deter-
mine how the future of the European 
Union necessarily depends on encou-
raging the arrival of young people 
from other countries. � e European 
Union’s policy on borders, immigra-
tion and citizenship rights is unac-
ceptable from a human rights point of 
view, but also senseless in the social 
and labour sphere. 

According to a recent study ca-
rried out by professors Joan Monràs 
of Pompeu Fabra University, Javier 
Vázquez Grenno of the University of 
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According 
to Eurostat 
and Idescat 
data, the 
hourly wage 
gap between 
men and 
women 
in the 
European 
Union stood 
at 14.1%

Barcelona, with the assistance of Ferran Elias, 
a data scientist at Ocado Technology, the re-
gularization in 2004 of 600,000 people in an 
irregular administrative situation had a positi-
ve impact of 24 billion euros on the public co-
� ers. According to the study, regularizing the 
administrative situation of our fellow denizens 
who have not had their situations recognized 
also has a positive impact on the working con-
ditions of other employees, as it levels the pla-
ying � eld in the labour market.

4. Guaranteeing labour 
rights of all workers
Fourth, the new digital economy has, along 
with its many positive impacts on our socie-
ty, opened debates on working conditions, and 
has been accompanied by the emergence of 
the so-called gig economy. � e gig economy 
is based on the extreme � exibility of workers 
who are hired for sporadic, one-o�  jobs and in 
which digital intermediaries take control of su-
pply and demand, in detriment of producers, of 
product quality for the consumer and, as refe-
rred to at the beginning of this paragraph, the 
rights of workers.

Several court rulings in Member States have 
determined that workers of companies such as 
Uber or Glovo are in fact employees because 
the control of the means of production is the 
responsibility of the contracting party. In this 
regard, internal oversight coordination by the 
European Union to prevent the use of loopho-
les that some of these companies take advanta-
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ge of, assurance of labour rights, and 
the control of market power are areas 
in which European legislation should 
determine common minima.

5. Encouraging active 
employment policies 
and continuing 
education
And last but not least, it is necessary 
to mention the active employment 
policies and lifelong learning of both 
unemployed and working people. � e 
Next Generation EU funds show that 
the future, and in fact the present, will 
be based on two driving forces that 
will propel the rest of the economy: 
digital transformation, as mentioned 
in the previous paragraph, and ecolo-
gical transition. In the coming years, 
the � eld of digital transformation in 
particular will likely bring about dis-
ruptive change in the labour market 
and lead to turmoil in labour supply 
and demand. � at is why it is neces-
sary to put the so-called reskilling at 
the centre of lifelong learning, that is, 
to add a technological mantle for wor-
kers that allows them to adapt to fu-
ture, and some present, requirements 
of the labour market. Otherwise, the 
wreckage will be dramatic.

In conclusion, the process of Euro-
pean construction and integration, of 

an eminently economic character and 
with seriously contrasting limitations 
at the political level, together with 
the huge internal di� erences at the 
level of economic and social structu-
res and in relation to the systems of 
social protection, has generated terri-
bly disparate situations in the labour 
market. Take one example: according 
to December 2020 Eurostat � gures, 
youth unemployment stood in Spain 
at 40.7%, while in Italy it was 29.7%, 
and a meagre 6.1% in Germany. Such 
situations, enormously aggravated by 
an uneven impact of the economic and 
social crisis situation resulting from 
the pandemic, with much stronger 
impacts in the countries most depen-
dent on tourism, makes it our duty to 
take advantage of the European funds 
linked to Next Generation EU in or-
der to make the changes in the under-
lying economic and social structures 
that will lead to greater convergence 
in economic and social issues within 
the European Union. 
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The global challenges we fa-
ce, such as managing the pan-
demic, the rise of authoritarianism 
and the climate crisis, require global, 
coordinated strategies that go beyond 
the local level. � e complexity of the-
se threats, which require transversal 

and multi-sectoral e� orts, with res-
ponses that must necessarily involve 
all economic, social and political do-

Sílvia Casola
Secretary for Energy Transition

of Esquerra Republicana
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mains if they are to be e� ective, make the Eu-
ropean Union an opportunity.

� e growing commitment and the strides 
made in green strategy have doubtlessly been 
considerable in recent years. � e European 
Green Deal is a watershed in terms of the Eu-
ropean commitment to sustainability, a glo-
bal strategy to be shared by all territories, and 
which establishes a roadmap to be implemen-
ted locally.

However, we cannot ignore that many of 
these changes have come about thanks to the 
demands by citizens increasingly committed 
to the environmental struggle, and to environ-
mentalist groups that have called for e� ecti-
ve measures, feasible and courageous commit-
ments from governments, and a determined 
timetable for implementing all those changes 
required to respond to the climate crisis, such 
as the transition to a 100% renewable mo-
del, the protection of biodiversity and natu-
ral habitats, water management and a clima-
te change adaptation and mitigation strategy. 
All these changes are crucial and involve glo-
bal adaptation of the economy and of all our li-
ves, and must thus signify commitment from 
everyone.

One aspect that demonstrates this growing 
interest of citizens in green politics is eviden-
ced by the fact that all parties that place green 
policies at the centre of their manifestos have 
gained electorally in recent years, and are today 
at the helm or are part of many governments, 
taking on the challenges and responsibility of 
establishing and implementing the appropria-
te strategies.
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1. More sustainable 
areas and 
environmental 
well-being
� e COVID-19 crisis has also been a 
fresh opportunity to raise awareness 
and need for change. Con� nement 
and restricted movements has led us 
to rediscover our surroundings and to 
see the need to turn them into more 
sustainable spaces that guarantee en-
vironmental well-being. � e demand 
for more urban greenery, the commit-
ment to more sustainable, local foods 
or a greater consciousness of what 
consumption implies, have been the 
most visible changes we have seen in 
recent months.

2. Europe: the first 
climate neutral zone
� e European Parliament recently 
approved ambitious climate targets 
with the aim of making Europe the 
� rst climate-neutral zone in 2050, es-
tablishing a roadmap that will be re-
viewed and updated, and will have 
to be adapted to each of the member 
countries by designing their own lo-
cal strategies. � e goals will include, 
amongst other questions, increasing 
commitment to reducing greenhouse 
gases by 2030, involving all economic 

The European 
Green Deal is 
a watershed 
in terms of 
the European 
commitment to 
sustainability
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and social sectors with their corresponding po-
licies, for example by implementing mechanis-
ms to transform goods transport and making 
it cleaner and more sustainable or creating 
a home renovation strategy to ensure better 
energy e�  ciency. It will also require Member 
States to design long-term strategies for adap-
tation and resilience to the e� ects of climate 
change, with the European Green Deal as a sha-
red roadmap.

3. A just and equitable 
ecological transition
Within the strategy of the European Green 
Deal, which seeks to involve all sectors of the 
economy, where transport, energy, agricultu-
re and construction have a prominent role, but 
without leaving aside industry, especially che-
micals, but also ICT and textiles. In the batt-
le against climate change, speci� c complemen-
tary legislation is steadily being worked out for 
an industrial strategy, with a plan for the cir-
cular economy—making possible a more cycli-
cal approach for resources, with improvements 
in product design, making them repairable and 
thus having longer lives and reducing the was-
te they generate—all in order to make e� ective 
the commitments made, and complying with 
the calendar established. � is also includes a 
sustainable food chain, as well as the impor-
tant biodiversity strategy for 2030. Altogether, 
a whole package of measures that will mean 
considerable economic investment in the co-
ming years, and the commitment of the Mem-

We have an 
opportunity 
in the 
recovery 
funds that 
must be 
used to 
progress 
with the 
ecological 
transition
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ber States that will have to account for 
how progress is made with the establi-
shed goals, not to mention the need 
to create transition mechanisms that 
are fair and equitable and that make 
all citizens involved in the changes.

At Esquerra Republicana, we belie-
ve that our Green Strategy will only 
be successful if we promote a coordi-
nated approach by all governments, 
which allows for local and global poli-
cies to be developed at the same time, 
along with an increase of up to 50% 
in expenditure in the European bud-
get to be assigned to achieving clima-
te goals. Likewise, the commitment to 
an energy policy that allows us to at-
tain a 100% renewable, high e�  ciency 
model, where energy saving becomes 
a priority. It is key to drive and pro-
mote a 100% renewable, high e�  cien-
cy energy model for 2050, based on a 
Zero Kilometre model and the demo-
cratization of energy which encoura-
ges local projects especially, such as 
energy communities and projects with 
citizen participation. � is must be 
a milestone on the path to gradually 
abandoning nuclear energy. And last 
but not least, it is necessary to highli-
ght, make prevalent, and if necessary, 
strengthen the existing framework of 
Union directives regarding the protec-
tion of biodiversity, not only to pro-
tect areas of high environmental va-
lue but also to guarantee its ecological 

function and prevalence over time.
� e path has not been easy or short. 

We have been working for over 10 
years to achieve these green commit-
ments which must be at the heart of 
all European political action in the co-
ming years and part of the whole stra-
tegy of recovery from the economic 
and social crisis we now face. We have 
an opportunity in the recovery funds 
that must be used to progress with the 
ecological transition and transform 
our economies and our societies into 
green ones. Today, we can say that we 
have � nally put the need to react to 
the climate crisis on the agenda and 
we have made the global challenge it 
poses in the spotlight. And we must 
congratulate ourselves on this stride 
forward, but we must not stop here. 
� is is one more step on the road.

In the Catalan-speaking countries, 
we have an opportunity to make this 
strategy our own and thus become the 
green benchmark for Southern Euro-
pe. We must embrace the global stra-
tegy and implement it as local strate-
gy in order to transform our societies 
where environmental welfare is the 
centre of all political action and where 
citizens are the leading active agents 
of change. 

34 What should the EU do for its citizens and doesn’t do yet? | Sílvia Casola





FAIR 
TAXATION 
AND 
BETTER 
ECONOMIC 
GOVERNANCE

36



In order for Europe to func-
tion successfully, it must gain 
political weight while securing � scal 
sovereignty. A credible Europe is one 
that is � nanced with its own revenues 
and not with transfers from Member 
States. � e European Union does not 
currently collect any taxes of its own 

and is � nanced by a system of own re-
sources. How can we give the EU bu-
dget greater weight and at the same 
time make European policies more 
credible? � ere are three fundamen-
tal instruments that need to be deve-
loped: more taxes and direct revenue 
for the European Union, a stronger 
system of community cooperation, 
and the establishment of a single tax 
authority. 

Albert Castellanos
Secretary General of the Department of the Vice-Presidency, 
Economy and Finance of the Generalitat of Catalonia
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1. The European 
Union’s own taxes
European Commissioner for Budget 
and Administration Johannes Hahn 
announced last June that Brussels 
is working on creating a string of ta-
xes of its own with the aim of increa-
sing the budget of the EU institutions. 
Hahn considers it is possible to ga-
ther €10 billion euros short term in 
this way, in an initial phase, but the 
idea is to raise up to 20 billion euros a 
year through a levy on large busines-
ses. Community funding would be fed 
through this tax as of 2024. � e tax 
base would be some 70,000 compa-
nies. � e average payment will mean 
an average disbursement for these 
companies of 285,000 euros per year, 
although this � gure will probably be 
half that in the � rst phase.

We need to push for tax and resour-
ce generation from within the EU. We 
believe that one area where the Eu-
ropean Commission should have its 
own taxes is on revenue and econo-
mic activities that are taxed at a su-
pranational level, and secondly, in ad-
dition, through those activities that 
are still under-taxed that have acqui-
red greater relevance in recent years. 
Two of these taxes that the Commis-
sion has already put forward and on 
which the European Parliament has 
already entered into debate are the 

We need to 
push for tax 
and resource 
generation 
from within 
the EU
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� nancial transaction tax, which ta-
xes the acquisition of shares, and the 
digital services tax. � ese two taxes 
meet the two requirements mentio-
ned above and should therefore be� t 
the Commission.

a. Financial Transaction Tax
� is tax, also known as the Tobin tax, 
came into force in Spain on January 
16, 2021 and makes acquisition for va-
luable consideration of shares in Spa-
nish companies tax liable, regardless 
of the residence of the persons or en-
tities that intervene in the operation.

Since 2013, Spain has been a mem-
ber of the group of European Union 
countries in the enhanced coopera-
tion procedure for the adoption of a 
directive on the harmonized imple-
mentation of a Financial Transaction 
Tax, together with Germany, France, 
Austria, Belgium, Slovakia, Slovenia, 
Greece, Italy and Portugal. Unfortu-
nately, despite the progress made in 
setting up the tax, it has not been pos-
sible to reach an agreement that will 
lead to the adoption of this directive. 
If we view the speci� c cases of Fran-
ce, Italy and Spain, these taxes will be-
come a reality at some point, but we 
have not yet been able to � nd com-
mon ground in the de� nition of the 
taxable event or in the tax rates. If we 
wish to be ambitious in our de� nition 
of Europe and are committed to EU 

� scal sovereignty, we cannot a� ord 
these failures when it comes to raising 
common taxes.

b. Environmental Taxes
� e Commission has acknowledged 
that there is growing awareness in 
both public opinion and the European 
political sphere on environmental is-
sues, which led to the development of 
very ambitious legislation in this � eld 
during 2019, such as that applied in 
a very speci� c area, that of giving 
disposable packaging a shelf life, for 
example. In this regard, the EU Bud-
get Commissioner stated that it was 
pointless to develop ambitious regu-
lations that go beyond those in other 
international economic areas, and at 
the same time allow products that do 
not comply with those environmen-
tal standards to enter the EU. � at is 
why one of the taxes that should play 
a greater role in the coming years is 
to apply tari� s on products that do 
not meet the same EU environmental 
standards. What we apply to the envi-
ronment might also go for labour laws 
and social rights.

2. Tax harmonization
In Europe, each of the 27 Member 
States retains competences on mat-
ters of tax, and is one of the few bas-
tions left to States to defend themsel-
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ves from economic crises. According 
to the Treaty on the Functioning of 
the European Union, tax harmoniza-
tion should only be arrived at for in-
direct taxes, such as VAT and customs 
duties. However, as far as direct taxa-
tion is concerned, progress has been 
slower, due for the most part to two 
factors: Member States’ reservations 
about losing their � scal sovereign-
ty and the absence of a speci� c le-
gal mandate created to regulate this 
aspect of community taxation. � is 
leads to completely di� erent tax bur-
dens in each country. From an overa-
ll average 40.1% of the EU’s GDP, to 
34.5% in Spain, 48.4% in France or 
23.5% in Ireland, a di� erence of 24.9 
percentage points between the last 
two, for example.

Member States are not so homo-
geneous or harmonized from a social 
and economic perspective as to allow 
for an economic or � scal system that 
is the same or very similar in all res-
pects. Despite that, we must � ght 
against the � scal disparities between 
States that generate a systemic race 
to the bottom in terms of tax, compe-
ting with each other in collection, and 
applying lower rates on economic acti-
vity in order to attract companies and 
businesses from other States.

� e biggest challenge in this tax 
harmonization is corporate tax. In 
this � eld, there are huge disparities 
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between di� erent countries. While a rate of 
12.5% is applied in Ireland—practically ma-
king it a tax haven—France applies a rate of 
38%, and Spain 25%. To all this we must add 
that in times of economic expansion it is easier 
to improve � scal equity, but the same does not 
apply in recession, when States use taxes to ba-
lance their accounts and attract foreign invest-
ment to the country. Within this overall scena-
rio, the greatest victims are those companies 
operating in several EU Member States, since 
they have to deal with di� erent corporate ta-
xes in each country, while in addition there is 
no regulatory harmonization.

3. The fight against 
tax fraud
On 15 July 2020, the European Commission 
communicated to the European Parliament 
and the Council of the European Union an ac-
tion plan to achieve fairer and simpler taxation 
within the EU. � e objectives of this plan are to 
strengthen the � ght against tax fraud, allevia-
te the administrative burdens on taxpayers, en-
sure better cooperation with non-EU countries, 
and help administrations to keep pace with an 
economy that is constantly evolving.

� e European Parliament also expressed wi-
llingness to support the creation of a European 
Tax Observatory. If we mean to combat tax 
fraud within the EU, we need a smooth exchan-
ge of tax data between all EU tax authorities, 
which is why we are proposing the creation of 
a European tax authority. � is would allow us 
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to coordinate all tax information from 
Member States and detect possible ca-
ses of fraud more quickly. However, 
creating a European Tax Authority wi-
thout having its own de� nition of ta-
xes is di�  cult. Our tax rates must be 
comparable. In the same vein, the Eu-
ropean Taxation Programme aims to 
share tax-related data between Mem-
ber States. Although signi� cant miles-
tones have been reached, savings for 
the tax administrations are estimated 
at only 888 million euros. � at � gure 
is much lower than that detected just 
by the Catalan tax authority in Ca-
talonia. We need it to be much more 
e�  cient and we need a European tax 
authority that acts more proactively 
with clear measures against tax fraud.

Conclusions
� ere is no magic formula on how to 
move forward in this Europe of 27. 
Some argue that seizing this � scal-po-
licy leeway from the States is lunacy, 
and others that it is the only way to 
reach true Union.

At Esquerra Republicana, we argue 
that the situation is of clear and mani-
fest � scal competition by States which 
businesses exploit to minimize their 
tax burdens. Because the Member Sta-
tes are adverse to losing sovereign-
ty, they are thus losing opportunities 
to create more resources and therefo-

re provide more and better public ser-
vices to the people. � e tax dumping 
phenomenon in the Union is cease-
less and of great concern. � e recently 
approved European list of tax havens 
may become a key instrument against 
those jurisdictions with lax taxation 
policies, but it does not include any of 
the countries that act as havens within 
the EU itself, such as Luxembourg, 
and that encourage this race to the bo-
ttom in taxation.

We mean to promote fair and pro-
portionate taxation, one which takes 
into account the negative externa-
lities of certain activities—thus the 
creation of environmental taxes—
that can at the same time bestow so-
vereignty on the EU and will also avoid 
unfair competition by businesses. 
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Because, it needs to be said 
from the outset, the present Eu-
ropean Union is no longer a democra-
tic Institution. Jean Monnet and Al-
� ero Spinelli imagined a Europe of the 
Peoples, not exclusively a Europe of 
the States. It is time to launch a mo-
vement for fundamental renewal. We 
need to seriously address decision ma-

king and the governance of a complex 
system such as the European Union. 
Maybe a quite homogeneous EU of 6 
was workable, but an EU of 27 needs a 
deep reform, a reform of the treaties.

Lorena López de Lacalle Arizti
President of the European Free Alliance
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27 EU Governments are presently 
trapped within their own imposed ru-
les. Consensus has been perverted by 
the unanimity rule that impedes any 
step forward. � ere are many exam-
ples of that. � e most recent one be-
ing the approval of the EU Budget and 
the Recovery Funds. How can it be 
possible that 2 or 3 out of 27 States 
can totally block the EU system? How 
can it be that a minority of far-right 
Governments can have such a huge 
leverage in the EU? We cannot go on 
like that.

� e founding fathers were primari-
ly driven by the power of ideas not the 
idea of power. So, we need to recover 
this inner creativity if we want the EU 
to survive. And the EU will survive if it 
is able to transform itself into the Fe-
deral Union of the Peoples of Europe.

General framework
From the Scottish referendum and 
the ongoing independence campaign 
in Catalonia, to the eurosceptic surge 
and the tragedy of Brexit, EFA and its 
members have worked tirelessly for 
the self-determination of all peoples, 
and to build a better Europe. 

I will give you an example of what 
can be done with a bit of creativi-
ty. EFA could not admit the lost of 4 
MEPs against the will of their nations, 
Wales and Scottland. Well, in our last 
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General Assembly, we have become 
the only European political party to 
have incorporated them as observer 
MEPs in our Statutes. In such a way 
they will be able to be present and ac-
tive in the EU political life.

If you look at the present EU pic-
ture you can see 3 levels of compe-
tences: On the top, the supranational, 
the Commission and some EU institu-
tions, on the bottom, the subestate le-
vel, the powerless Committee of the 
Regions, the totally absent European 
citizenship, and, I would even put in 
that category, the European Parlia-
ment given its scarce right of iniciati-
ve. And in the midle we have the go-
vernments of the States. Why is it so? 
Because the successive State govern-
ments have displaced the power of the 
people and the power of the peoples 
and taken the centrality of decision 
making in the EU. 

Governments should realize that 
alone or even summing up the 27 they 
are not any more masters of their des-
tiny. � ey would be much stronger if 
they would transfer part of their de-
teriorated power to the supranatio-
nal level and if they would trust the 
subestate level and allowed themsel-
ves to feel the strength of the peoples 
that express their will with their vo-
tes but have also so much to say and 
decide about our common future for 
our common good. It is time to imple-

ment a real representative and partici-
patory democracy.

� is is an opportunity to work di� e-
rently, for the EU to deal with sub-sta-
te authorities more directly. � is would 
also be a chance for regional govern-
ments or municipal councils to interact 
more directly with the Union, increa-
sing engagement and awareness of the 
bene� ts of EU membership. � e demo-
cratic process itself is rapidly evolving. 
Democracy is a very physical process. 
Dropping a voting paper into the ballot 
box is an important ritual but after the 
pandemic we should open the door to 
the digitalisation of democracy. 

Estonia, a small state but interna-
tionally recognised for its advances in 
the � eld of digitalised society and in-
ternet freedoms, is the only Member 
State of the European Union which 
gives all voters the possibility to vote 
over the internet in state elections. 
We cannot forget that, across the 
world, turnout in elections has been 
falling signi� cantly.

If the European citizenship had the 
possibility of having a say, participate 
on matters that directly concern them 
and be part of the decision making, 
the attachment to the European Ins-
titutions would be certainly greater. 
� e European Commission held its 
� rst fully digital cross-border EU Ci-
tizens’ Dialogue just a few weeks ago 
between 27 and 30 October.
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100 randomly selected citizens from Den-
mark, Germany, Ireland, Italy and Lithuania 
came together online over the course of three 
days to discuss the democratic, digital and 
green future of Europe. Representing the di-
versity of society, they engaged with one ano-
ther in their mother tongue from the con� nes 
of their home, supported by simultaneous in-
terpretation in � ve languages. Well, that is how 
the EU Commission advertised it. «Randomly 
selected citizens» needs to be checked and it 
has been done only in the countries that I have 
mentioned but if taken seriously it is nonethe-
less a progress by itself. 

Online political activism has proven an ex-
tremely e� ective tool too. 

Online petitions, online fundraising cam-
paigns and meme-sharing Facebook groups 
have been proven to in� uence political narra-
tive. However, not all citizens are familiar with 
the online world and accessibility is not uni-
form. We cannot allow the creation of a digital 
divide – it is up to us all to deliver a digital de-
mocratic dividend.

To revitalise European democracy and to 
truly bring it closer to the people, a permanent 
system of European Citizens Assemblies must 
be created, giving representation to all the 
peoples and communities across Europe. � e-
se assemblies could then be consulted and par-
ticipate in the decision making on various to-
pics, linked to the political priorities previously 
agreed upon the basis of consensus.

I could not � nish this general overview on 
decision making without referring myself spe-
ci� cally to women and the youth. It is neces-
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sary to adopt positive action policies, 
preferential treatment, special mea-
sures and/or quotas to promote wo-
men’s participation and youth partici-
pation at all levels of decision-making 
and to set targets based on parity.

When talking about the reform of 
the treaties the issue of the EU inter-
nal borders must be adressed with a 
contemporary vision in 21st century 
Europe. � e EU is trapped within its 
own internal borders. It is time to go 
beyond the Europe of the States. It is 
time to rede� ne the EU structures.

Taking the new European funds as 
an example, the EU must closely mo-
nitor recovery package funding and 
its distribution to safeguard against 
its misuse or abuse. More direct and 
closer cooperation between the Eu-
ropean level and a local or sub-state 
level is needed to prevent unfair dis-
tribution by out-of-touch States. A 
strengthened Committee of the Re-
gions could serve as a second cham-
ber of the European Parliament. An 
Assembly for Cities should also be 
explored, as mixing city authorities 
with national/regional authorities in 
the Committee of the Regions is not 
balanced. � e European Parliament 
must have the power to introduce le-
gislation, which is not fully the case 
for the moment and closer inter-ins-
titutional partnerships must be foste-
red too. For example, sectorial Euro-

pean Inter-parliamentary Assemblies 
composed of members of European, 
state and regional parliaments could 
be established to facilitate a much be-
tter coordinated and e�  cient imple-
mentation of policies. 

Beyond borders
Obviously, mentalities need to chan-
ge. And to foster a change in menta-
lity it is necessary to name things, to 
coin new words and concepts.

� e concept of variable geometry is 
already accepted in the EU to describe 
the idea of a method of di� erentiated 
integration in the European Union. It 
would enable groups of countries wi-
shing to pursue a given goal to do so 
while allowing those opposed to hold 
back. It acknowledges that, particu-
larly since the EU’s membership al-
most doubled in under a decade, there 
may be di� erences among countries 
and that there should be means to re-
solve such stalemates. 

In parallel, EFA is developing the 
concept and principle of «variable 
geography» by «variable geography» 
we mean a modular geography that 
favours the emancipation of all terri-
tories because the EU is much more 
than the sum of its constituent Mem-
ber States.

Europe must be seen as it really is, 
through a kaleidoscopic lense with 
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multiple, changing shapes and patter-
ns, not with a single colour. It is neces-
sary to change perspectives: relations 
between di� erent territories have to 
be favoured according to their needs 
and speci� cities and the EU should 
indeed � nd the way to achieve it on 
the basis of two pillars: solidarity and 
pragmatism. So, I will mention 4 ca-
ses in which the principle of «variable 
geography» should be applied. 

1. Stateless Nations that strive 
for Independence
� e case for self-determination has 
been strengthened as devolved autho-
rities, even with their limited powers, 
have shown that they are able to run 
themselves more e� ectively when not 
encumbered by State governments.

� is is the case in Scotland and Wa-
les. � e fact that health powers are 
devolved in the British state has pro-
bably saved lives, with Scotland and 
Wales having the freedom to pur-
sue their own often more cautious 
strategies than that of neighbouring 
England and the UK Government. 

As professor Timothy Waters, Asso-
ciate Director of the Center for Cons-
titutional Democracy in the Universi-
ty of Indiana has recently said, « We 
should reframe Secession as Subsidia-
rity» and respect the will of the Peo-
ples because it is part of the European 
fundamental values. 

It is necessary 
to adopt 
positive 
action policies 
and quotas 
to promote 
women’s 
participation
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� e EU should be bold enough to 
pave the way to the establishment of 
the principles and conditions to exer-
cise the right to Self-Determination 
in the 21st century, to establish the 
right of all Peoples to decide on their 
own destiny under full democratic 
principles and conditions. � at is why 
EFA supports all e� orts to write an 
EU Convention to that end. 

In that sense, some EFA parties and 
foundations are working now on a 
Code of Good Practice for the demo-
cratic management of territorial con-
� icts of sovereignty that will be adres-
sed to the EU Institutions, the Council 
of Europe and the OSCE. 

2. Second case, Cross-border 
Nations, the case of Catalunya, 
the Basque Country but also 
Friesland, Macedonia, Silesia to 
mention a few
Many of the nations and communi-
ties represented in EFA span across 
the borders of the current Europe of 
the States. During lock-down the im-
pact has been most detrimental to 
them. � e Variable geography princi-
ple should be applicable to overcome 
the arti� cial border divide and faci-
lite the daily life of those communi-
ties. And if talking about borders di-
viding two di� erent Nations, the case 
of Flensburg is worth mentioning as it 
is internationally recognised as a sym-

The EU 
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bol of inter-cultural coexistence and 
cooperation. 

� e 1920 Schleswig plebiscite in the 
border between Denmark and Ger-
many agreed by both Governments 
is an example of lasting co-operation, 
of compromise, and of a � rm commit-
ment to democracy. 

3. Third case, the Islands
Apart from Scotland, Wales and Yor-
kshire, EFA is also represented in 
Corsica, the Balearic Islands, the Ca-
nary Islands and in the Åland Islands. 
Although geographically disconnec-
ted, they share some of the same ba-
sic problems: sustainable tourism, 
transport, health facilities and the 
same expectations: the respect and 
support for their distinct cultures 
and languages. � e principle of va-
riable geography should be applied 
to overcome the otherwise compli-
cated issues arising from the strictly 
one size � ts all, state-focussed poli-
cies implemented by the di� erent EU 
Member States.

4. And the last example, 
Displaced peoples 
� ere are many peoples trampled 
by history, mainly in Central Euro-
pe, which share the same culture and 
language but are scattered in di� e-
rent EU States. Once again, this prin-
ciple should be applied to lift all ba-

rriers to the promotion and use of 
their languages and distinct cultu-
res. As a result, the pro-European at-
titudes in those territories would cer-
tainly be enhanced.

Conclusion
To conclude, it is up to all of us to 
build the new European Union. A Eu-
rope truly «United in Diversity» based 
on international solidarity and res-
pecting the right to self-determina-
tion, combined with a stronger and 
fairer, more democratic Europe, is the 
only way to recover after the imme-
diate crisis recedes, and the only way 
to � ourish in the future. 

I will end with a question: do we 
have the necessary majorities to re-
form the Treaties? No. But when the 
need for change becomes an impera-
tive, let’s start individually and collec-
tively changing attitudes, implemen-
ting new ways. Lockdown brought us 
the opportunity for re� ection. � e 
next stage will be the time for Action. 
Let us pave the way for the Federal 
Union of the Peoples of Europe. 
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1. Strengthening the 
determination to 
position the EU as a 
global player
In a context of growing global insta-
bility, the decline of democracies and 
the rise of populism and authorita-

rianism, the return of old empires in 
new ways, multiple global challen-
ges, changes speeded by the pande-
mic… the EU must position itself as 

Jordi Solé
EFA Member of the European Parliament 

and Secretary of international relations
of Esquerra Republicana
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a solid, coherent global player, com-
mitted to freedom, democracy, fun-
damental rights, global justice and 
multilateralism.

For the EU to move from being the 
secondary, uncoordinated player it 
is today, to becoming a major, cohe-
rent player, clear political will must be 
shown by the Member States. � ere 
must be a hereto non-existent shared 
determination to position the EU as a 
geopolitical player and to hold a sha-
red diagnosis of what interests to pro-
mote and prioritize.

If the EU States are tempted to act 
in isolation, they risk being margina-
lized internationally for decades to 
come. Only by joining forces, sharing 
assets and participating in e� ective 
collective action can Europe hope to 
in� uence the regional and global deci-
sions that will determine the future of 
the continent.

Despite its waning in relative ter-
ms with the emergence of the BRICs, 
the global importance of the EU as a 
leading economic and trading power 
must � nd its equivalent role as a poli-
tical player. Otherwise, we will be cau-
ght in the cross� re of growing rivalry 
between the two great superpowers, 
the USA and China. 

In short, a more assertive and e� ec-
tive foreign policy, with � rmer political 
determination, the right instruments 
and greater resources, is a necessary 
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buttress for a strategy to strengthen a 
political Europe with its own voice in 
the world.

2. Equipping 
ourselves with the 
right instruments
Nevertheless, � rmer political deter-
mination of the Member States is not 
enough. We need to enhance the ins-
truments we have. Foreign policy is 
the most intergovernmental of Euro-
pean policies . But the Common Fo-
reign and Security Policy—CFSP, and 
the Common Security and Defence 
Policy—CSDP are set by unanimous 
decisions of the Council, which means 
that any member state can veto fo-
reign policy initiatives.

And there is yet another problem. 
Being an eminently intergovernmen-
tal policy, the foreign strategies of the 
Member States and the EU may not 
coincide. Although the Treaties sta-
te that the EU Foreign A� airs Coun-
cil is the forum where foreign minis-
ters exchange views and agree upon 
policies, and once agreed upon, Mem-
ber States must fully support the VP/
HR in the implementation of such po-
licies, without acting in parallel, but 
that does not always happen. � e spe-
cial relations of Member States with 
external players, interests and par-

ticular regional dynamics, the resol-
ve of the most in� uential States to 
maintain their own status on the in-
ternational stage, the competition for 
certain economic bene� ts… all these 
factors do not help with coherence in 
EU Foreign Policy. 

� ese limitations largely exist be-
cause diplomacy is still seen as the 
hard core of «national sovereignty.» 
� at is why it is so di�  cult to deploy 
a genuine European diplomacy. � at 
which does exist—the External Ac-
tion Service, the EU delegations—is, 
at best, complementary to that of the 
Member States. We should at the very 
least demand that European diploma-
cies—that of the Member States and 
of the EU—be aligned and defend the 
same strategic interests.

It would therefore be necessary to 
establish voting in the Foreign A� airs 
Council by quali� ed majority in cer-
tain areas of foreign policy, applying 
the so-called gateway clause, by which 
the European Council may authorize—
unanimously—the Foreign A� airs 
Council to act by quali� ed majority in 
certain cases, in common foreign and 
security policies, and at least as pro-
posed by the European Commission 
in 2018 on issues concerning the po-
sition on human rights in internatio-
nal forums, the deployment of civi-
lian missions, and the application of 
sanctions.
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3. Staking decidedly on 
multilateralism
It is also necessary for the EU to adopt its 
own strategy on promoting multilateralism 
in global governance and to actively promo-
te structural reforms in multilateral organiza-
tions, where the EU should act with one voice 
and, where possible, with one representation. 
� is is especially urgent at a time when the 
US—at least pending what the new Biden ad-
ministration will do—has already withdrawn 
from UNESCO, the Paris Agreement, WHO or 
the United Nations Human Rights Commit-
tee. Furthermore, China and Russia are also 
seeking to reform multilateralism in their own 
way, according to their values and norms with 
an authoritarian bent. � e world we now have 
is one of multipolarity without multilateralism. 
Within a recomposed multilateral framework, 
the EU should strengthen collaboration with 
the most advanced democracies. Any political 
space that is not occupied by democratic allian-
ces will be occupied by others that are more or 
less authoritarian.

4. Greater strategic 
autonomy doesn’t just 
mean more hard power
� e concept of Open Strategic Autonomy, 
which has permeated the jargon of the Euro-
pean institutions, refers to the ability to take 
independent decisions in Europe in order to 
defend European strategic interests—key in-
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dustries, energy and digital indepen-
dence, ability to secure medicines, 
medical equipment or raw materials, 
etc. In the context of foreign policy, 
this trendy concept is being used to 
justify an increase in military spen-
ding. � e argument is that we need to 
increase our own defence capabilities 
in order to strengthen strategic auto-
nomy and support a sound foreign po-
licy without depending on others’ de-
fensive umbrellas. In fact, the EU has 
already taken the decision to move 
towards a European Defence Union 
to improve military capabilities, whi-
le supporting the European defence 
industry and military research throu-
gh the EU budget.

Without doubt, in the context of 
deteriorating security, the EU can-
not rely solely on soft power or charm 
o� ensives. However, the priority has 
not been to invest more resources in 
defence, but rather to start by sharing 
current resources, avoiding duplica-
tion and fragmentation while impro-
ving interoperability. And in any case, 
defence spending must be adjusted to 
real needs and threats, without falling 
into a belligerent discourse justifying 
disproportionate increases in military 
spending or exorbitant subsidies for 
the defence industry.

In fact, the EU should devote more 
soft power—resources and e� orts—
to con� ict prevention, peacebuilding 

The European 
Union must 
sanction 
member 
states that do 
not comply 
with asylum 
agreements and 
commitments
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and mediation. Resolving protracted 
con� icts, whether active or frozen, 
particularly in the immediate neigh-
bourhood of the EU to the east and 
south, should be a priority for Euro-
pean diplomacy in the coming years. 
Our expectations of the countries su-
rrounding the EU have come tumbling 
down. We have gone from wanting to 
export our model of democracy and 
market economy, to maintaining «sta-
bility» as the great ideal—practically 
the only one—without going into the 
reasons that cause the con� icts in the 
� rst place and paying all our attention 
to migratory � ows that have Europe 
in their sights. And yet, without attac-
king the causes, con� icts will � are up. 
� is is where the EU’s Foreign Action 
and Neighbourhood Policy needs to 
take the initiative.

5. Increasing 
coherence between 
human rights 
discourse and practice
� e EU must aspire to become the pri-
me guarantor of human rights across 
the globe, but it needs to impro-
ve coherence between discourse and 
practice.

� e EU has recently come up with 
a new instrument that should stren-
gthen this, the so-called EU Global 

Human Rights Sanctions Regime tar-
geting people and organizations res-
ponsible for serious human rights vio-
lations. However, in order to maintain 
its external credibility, the EU must 
do much more: to begin with, it must 
ensure a more coherent approach to 
the respect for human rights within 
its own borders, an aspect that has se-
riously and repeatedly disappointed 
us Catalans. It should also set respect 
for human rights clauses at the heart 
of EU agreements with third coun-
tries, making them a condition for 
maintaining them, and applying sus-
pension clauses for human rights vio-
lations where necessary. Likewise, res-
trictions of European arms exports to 
countries in con� ict or where there 
are serious violations of human rights 
should be much more e� ective. In this 
regard, Common Position 2008/944/
CFSP de� ning control of exports of 
military technology and equipment 
must become binding and an e� ective 
control mechanism must be provided 
across the EU. 
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