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O
N November 22 at a grand 
rally at Paltan Maidan in 
Dhaka city, the 14-party 

opposition coalition comprising Awami 
League (AL), left 11-party alliance, 
Jatiya Samajtantrik Dal (JSD) and 
National Awami Party (NAP) 
announced a 23-point common 
minimum national programme which 
is the pledge of the opposition com-
bine on what it will do if put in power. 

People and the media appreciated 
the peaceful and democratic manner 
in which the programme was 
announced by the mainstream oppo-
sition parties. The BNP-led ruling 
alliance reacted positively to the 
moderate stance of the opposition and 
interpreted the conduct and the mes-
sage of the grand rally of the opposi-
tion combine as pro-election. 

The ruling BNP proposed to sit with 
the opposition combine to discuss its 
23-point programme excepting 
reforms in caretaker government 
(CTG) system. The opposition 
requested the government to sit first 
outside the parliament to discuss the 
reform proposals on the CTG and the 
Election Commission (EC) to pave the 
way for its joining the parliament. 

Either way, what appeared was that 
a favourable atmosphere for a mean-
ingful dialogue between the ruling 
alliance and the mainstream opposi-
tion was in the offing. But a rapid rise in 
militancy with the new dimension of 
suicide bombings by the misguided 
Islamic militants and the government's 
initiative to invite more than 25 political 
parties including the AL, which has 
rejected the invitation, and some 
professional bodies to discuss ways to 
combat militancy, have for the time 
being stalled the prospect of dialogue 
on the minimum national programme 
of the 14-party opposition coalition. 

This article, therefore, makes an 
attempt to dispassionately discuss the 
common m in imum na t i ona l  
programme announced by the AL-led 
14-party opposition combine.

First, the programme has pledged 
to establish a secular democratic 
government through free and fair 
elections to be held after bringing 
reforms in the CTG and the EC on the 
basis of the guidelines announced on 
July 15 this year and free the elections 
from black money, violence, and 
communalism. 

It may be mentioned that on July 15, 
the then AL-led 10-party alliance 
announced proposals for reforms in 
the CTC and in the EC. The proposals 
for reforms in the CTG suggested that 
(a) the chief adviser and the other 
advisers to the CTG should not have 
any active involvement, at present or in 
the past, in any political party and the 
chief adviser should be acceptable to 
all political parties; (b) eligibility for 
being appointed chief adviser should 
not be limited only to judges, rather it 
should be expanded to other profes-

sions; (c) the president would act in all 
matters on the advice of the chief 
adviser during the tenure of the CTG, 
keeping parliamentary democracy in 
consideration; (d) the defence ministry 
would be entrusted  with and run by 
the CTG during its tenure; and (e) the 
jurisdiction of the CTG would be 
confined to day-to-day, routine work 
and assisting the EC in conducting the 
general elections.

As regards the reforms in the EC, 
the salient points included: (a) appoint-
ing the chief election commissioner 
(CEC) and other members of the EC in 
consultation with all the active political 
parties; (b) empowering the EC to 
conduct the elections in a free and fair 
manner and in an independent atmo-
sphere; (c) forming an independent 
secretariat for the EC to make the 
commission an independent institu-
tion, free from the control of the execu-
tive branch of the government.

The ruling BNP has so far rejected 
the proposal for bringing any reforms 
in the CTG system. Their main argu-
ment is that it is not possible to find a 
person who will be acceptable to all 
political parties for appointment as the 
chief adviser to the CTG and this will 
create a serious constitutional crisis. 

It is a fact that it is very difficult to find 
a person who is acceptable to one 
hundred plus political parties for 
appointment as chief adviser. But the 
action of the BNP-led alliance govern-
ment that has sparked off the opposi-
tion demand for reforms in the CTG is 
the raising of the retirement age of the 
judges of the Supreme Court from 65 
years to 67 years to make room for the 
immediate past retired chief justice KM 
Hasan -- who was the secretary of the 
international committee of the BNP 
during the regime of President Ziaur 
Rahman -- to be the chief adviser to the 
next CTG. 

Thus, the BNP-led alliance govern-
ment has a moral, if not legal, respon-
sibility to discuss the CTG reform 
proposals with the opposition. If a 
better formula acceptable to the 
opposition combine and the govern-
ment for appointment of the chief 
adviser is available through open-
minded and problem solving discus-
sion, it will be an invaluable contribu-
tion to end the present political 
impasse. Then, finding solutions to 
other reform proposals on the CTG 
may not pose big problems. 

The constitution has provided that 
the EC shall be independent in the 
exercise of its functions and subject 
only to the constitution and any other 
law made thereunder. Then why is the 
demand for reforming the EC? There 
are reasons for it. In the absence of 
any provision in the constitution  or in 
any other law determining the proce-
dure for the appointment of the CEC 
and the ECs as well as the eligibility of 
persons to be appointed to these 
posts, successive political govern-
ments during the last three decades or 
so appointed persons as CEC and 
ECs who were sympathetic to them. 

The recent appointment of the CEC 
by the government paying no heed to 
the demand of the opposition political 
parties including the main opposition 
AL to appoint the CEC through discus-
sion with the political parties has 
aggravated the situation, leading to 
refusal of the AL to participate in any 
election including the forthcoming 
general election under the incumbent 
CEC.

Further, the EC has a full-fledged 
secretariat, headed by a secretary, to 
execute the decisions and orders of 
the EC. The secretary and other 
officers of the rank of additional secre-
tary, joint secretary and deputy secre-
tary are appointed by the government. 
They owe their allegiance more to the 
government than to the EC. People 
have seen the helplessness of the 
immediate past CEC against the 
activities of the incumbent secretary 
who enjoys blessings of the chief 
executive. One retired CEC has thus 
suggested that the EC, to be meaning-
fully independent, should have full 

control over its employees including 
the secretary. The EC should also be 
given enough money in the national 
budget with the right to make its finan-
cial planning independently without 
the necessity for government sanc-
tions. 

The pledge for freeing elections 
from the influence of black money and 

violence will be welcomed by the 
people.   

Second, as regards the pledge to 
free the country from chauvinist com-
munal forces and militants,  ban 
communal politics, ensure freedom to 
practise religion, freedom of expres-
sion and freedom of conscience, 
execute the verdict of killing of the 
Bangabandhu, bring to book the 
perpetrators responsible for all gre-
nade and bomb attacks, it may be said 
that the constitution, the highest law of 
the land, guarantees freedom of 
religion, freedom of thought and 
conscience, and subject to any rea-
sonable restrictions imposed by law, 
ensures the right of every citizen to 
freedom of speech and expression. 
There is also no place for 
communalism and militancy. The 
constitution prohibits discrimination 
against any citizen on grounds of 
religion, race, caste, sex or place of 
birth. Militancy is a punishable offence.  

So the pledge has basically 
assured the implementation of the 

existing legal provisions on these 
issues. The Bangabandhu murder 
case is awaiting disposal in the Appel-
late Division of the Supreme Court 
which has to find a mechanism to 
dispose of the case without further 
delay. The nation is eagerly waiting to 
see that the persons who are found 
guilty by the highest court of law get 

their due punishment. The execution 
of the verdict of the highest court of law 
is the responsibility of any government 
in the country. 

Third, the points such as recognis-
ing that all powers in the republic 
belong to the people, establishing rule 
of law, and separating judiciary from 
the executive are embedded in the 
constitution. So, these are mere 
repetition of the existing laws. Anyhow, 
the AL and the BNP, the two major 
political parties that ruled the inde-
pendent Bangladesh for most of the 
period of her existence have so far 
failed to implement the constitutional 
provisions on these issues. The extra-
judicial killings of the BNP-led alliance 
government have been condemned 
locally and internationally. The opposi-
tion pledge to stop extra-judicial 
killings deserves appreciation. 

Fourth, making parliament the 
centre of all activities, ensuring 
accountability of the government, 
holding elections to district and upazila 
councils, and strengthening and 

empowering the local government 
bodies are the oft-repeated demands 
of the civil society leaders. The BNP 
and the AL that have held the state 
power in succession for the last four-
teen years or so are on record of 
making such promises earlier. The 
confrontational politics of these two 
parties have made the parliament 

largely dysfunctional. People are 
worried about the fate of their hard-
earned democracy. People will wel-
come the proposal for holding elec-
tions to the upazila and district 
parishads although such commit-
ments made earlier by the two major 
parties have remained unfulfilled.  

Fifth, identifying the criminals and 
their godfathers and bringing them to 
book and not accepting them as 
members of any political party nor 
nominating them in the elections, 
ensuring a healthy political environ-
ment by stopping corruption and 
criminalisation sound nice. These are 
also not new pledges of the political 
parties. Anyhow, ensuring implemen-
tation of these promises is the 
bounden duty of any good govern-
ment.

Sixth, disclosing the accounts of 
assets of ministers, lawmakers, 
politicians and bureaucrats has been a 
long-standing demand of the mem-
bers of the civil society. However, there 
exist rules that bind the public servants 

to disclose their assets annually. But 
there is a poor record of monitoring 
implementation of these rules. Major 
political parties including the ruling 
BNP are on record to pledge earlier the 
disclosure of assets and properties of 
the prime minister, ministers, and 
others holding the rank and status of 
minister. Implementation of the pledge 

by any government will be a big step 
forward to reduce the unbridled cor-
ruption in the country.  

Seventh, bringing back prices of 
essentials within the reach of the 
people, establishing a price regulating 
authority, introducing rationing system 
for the poor and the low income group, 
containing famine in the northern 
region and food crisis in other parts of 
the country and ensuring food security 
for all are the promises the success of 
which depends upon both internal and 
external factors. Increase in popula-
tion at the rate of about 2 percent 
annually, loss of 80 thousand hectares 
of land from agricultural use per 
annum primarily due to human habita-
tion and development work, the low 
rate of productivity in our agricultural 
and industrial sectors, external shocks 
like increase in fuel price in the interna-
tional market, increase in the prices of 
imported goods in the international 
market, increasing trend for 
globalisation, conditions of the devel-
opment partners who finance about 50 
percent of our development 
programmes, etc  are some important 
factors that must be taken into consid-
eration for making such pledges and 
implementation thereof. 

Eighth, reopening of the continu-
ously loss incurring closed mills and 
factories is an issue of serious financial 
implication. The immediate past AL 
government denationalised 33 loss-
making industrial units in between 
1996-97 and 2000-2001.  

Ninth, poverty reduction has been a 
priority issue with the successive 
governments. But there has been very 
little success so far. About 50 percent 
of the people live below poverty line 
and 20 percent of them are ultra poor. 
Poverty is not a lack of income alone; it 
is a multi-dimensional and complex 
phenomenon with intricate relation-
ships with issues such as disease, 
illiteracy, infant mortality and many 
more. Anyway, poverty reduction has 
to continue as a priority programme of 
the future governments.

Tenth, unemployment is a colossal 
problem of Bangladesh. What is most 
disturbing is the higher rate of unem-
ployment among the educated youths, 
which according to the labour force 
survey (LFS) 2002-2003, varies 
between 11.6 percent and 20.9 per-
cent based on the level of education. 
The success of any scheme for reduc-
ing the rate of unemployment will 
largely depend on the growth of labour 
intensive manufacturing sector both in 
the public and private sectors, skill 
development of the youths to suit the 
requirement of the foreign employers, 
and adoption of other pragmatic steps. 

Eleventh, freedom fighters are the 
noblest sons of the soil. Ensuring 
state, social and financial honour to 
them is the prime responsibility of any 
government of the country. 

Twelfth, freeing the Bangladesh 
television and radio from the control 
of the government has been the 
promise of the two major parties, the 

BNP and the AL. But their govern-
ments have not fulfilled the promise. 
What is probably more important is 
the use of the state run media to 
project hereditary leadership to rule 
the country under the guise of 
democracy.

Thirteenth, the immediate past AL 
government that signed the 
Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT) peace 
accord in the second year of its rule 
did not take effective steps to  imple-
ment its main provisions. In its elec-
tion manifesto of 2001, the BNP 
committed to bring "fresh solution to 
CHT crisis in the light of the constitu-
tion." However, after coming to 
power, the BNP changed its stance 
and "expressed intention to imple-
ment the accord as the successor 
government, in spite of the fact that it 
had voiced reservations about some 
provisions of the accord." Peace in 
the CHT is crucially important to the 
nation. The CHT peace accord has to 
be implemented keeping in view the 
national interest.

Fourteenth, "friendship with all, 
malice to none" has been the corner-
stone of Bangladesh foreign policy 
since her independence.  Similarly, 
emphasis on regional cooperation for 
sharing water of the international 
rivers, reducing trade gap and bring-
ing peace along the border has been 
the long established policy of Bangla-
desh. The pledge on these issues is 
mere repetition.   

Fifteenth, eradicating gender 
disparity, implementing need-based 
education policy, ensuring healthcare 
for all, ensuring best use of gas, coal 
and other natural resources and 
formulation and implementation of a 
national defence policy are the usual 
functions of any elected government.

It appears from the above that the 
common min imum na t iona l  
programme announced by the AL-
led 14-party opposition combine 
contains issues that need immedi-
ate solutions to save the country 
from grave crises ahead as well as 
issues that come within the normal 
functions of any popularly elected 
government. 

The mainstream opposition 
should have at the moment stuck to 
the issues like immediate reforms in 
the CTG and the EC, combating 
terrorism, uprooting misguided 
Islamic militants, and establishing 
rule of law. Any how, the opposition 
programme has given a window of 
opportunity for political engage-
ment, and the government must 
seize it. Both the government and 
the opposition should enter into a 
dialogue with an open-mind. After 
all, nothing is final in politics.

M. Abdul Latif Mondal is a former Secretary to the 
Government.  

Opposition's common minimum programme under the microscope

DR. ABDULLAH A. DEWAN

O
N December  13 the 
Bangladesh Bank (BB) in 
its monetary policy review 

estimated current year's real GDP 
(RGDP) to be in the range of 6.3 to 
6.8 percent. 

When reporters asked the 
Finance Minister about the GDP 
growth, Saifur Rahman discounted 
the BB estimates, instead made his 
own prediction. He suggested that 
the growth in the current fiscal year 
would exceed 7 percent mainly due 
to acceleration in employment 
generation. His forecast is based on 
his watching “drive by construction 
sites” (Saifur's DCS model). 

Saifur contends that "When one 
goes outside Dhaka, he or she can 
realise that plenty of development 
work is going on. When I go to 
Sylhet by road I have to pass 
through three other districts and I 
see factories and brick kilns are 
springing up on both sides of the 
road and hundreds of people are 
working there. So, the RGDP 
growth will be more than that of BB 
forecast." What a naïve observation 
unseemly of a country's finance 
minister! 

The FM scoffed the statistical 
procedure used by Bangladesh 
Bureau of Statistics (BBS) as back-
dated. He said, "If the data were 
updated, our growth rate would look 
much healthier." Is he suggesting 
that BBS statisticians should be 
driving around the countryside and 
count the drive by construction sites 
and accordingly manipulate the 
RGDP figure? 

Several years ago a group of BB 
officers who came to study at East-
ern Michigan University told me that 
the then Prime Minister announced 
in a public meeting that the RGDP 
growth was 5 percent. When the PM 
was reminded that the growth rate 
was 4.5 percent, she ordered the BB 
to come up with a figure of 5 percent. 
The officers and staff of the BB 
worked overtime to manipulate the 
data to arrive at 5.0 percent growth 
rate. Since then country's RGDP 
growth stayed around 5 percent. 

I trusted my students from BB 
although I never concerned myself 
to verify their story. I now believe 
that when the FM predicts RGDP 
growth using his DCS model, any-
thing in that economy is possible. In 
fact, I will not be surprised if the 
actual growth comes out better than 

7 percent as desired by the divinely 
gifted. Compared to last year, this 
writer certainly expects a higher real 
growth this year primarily due to 
higher government expenditure on: 
l Much needed national security 

(including added security to three 
exquisite official residences of the 
prime minister, her ministers' 
residences and their travels), 

l Fighting terrorists, looking for their 
hideouts and paying for court 
cases, 

l C h a s i n g  a n d  r e p r e s s i n g  
oppositions and using state law 
enforcing apparatus to despoil 
rightful political assemblies and 
feeding the jailed political func-
tionaries, 

l Extravagances in SAARC confer-
ence exhibiting glamour for fake 
image while masking poverty and 
plights of the poor, 

lImage building numerous foreign 
travels by the prime minister and 
her entourages. 

lNewly politicised election con-
ducting appointments, 

l Massive salary hikes to govern-
ment employees, ministers and 
lawmakers,

l Other seemingly anti-people 
activities (you name it). 

The construction sites, in all 
likelihood, are being built by expa-
triates, or his party functionaries 
with borrowed funds from banks 
only to default later. When the 
people are walking or traveling in 
panic, remain awake to run for 
shelters or “sleep with eyes open” 
only to escape terrorists' slaughter 
to live for another day, they must be 
oddly intrepid to undertake building 
houses and business. Where 
would the born-poor and die-poor 
rural people (with 30 percent or 
more unemployment rate) get 
resources to build buildings and 
businesses the FM is alluring us 
to? 

Why does the FM conjure up 
such statements which are non-

sensical in nature? One possibility 
is that the government is bored 
with 5 percent growth year after 
year. So, they now need a new 
higher growth figure and the FM is 
setting the stage to fabricate that 
growth rate. Such a creepy 
attempt, if it were to be true, 
appears quite possible for an 
administration confronted with the 
worst crises imaginable from all 
fronts -- not to speak of the trepida-
tion posed by the growing popular-
ity of opposition parties as the 
national election is fast approach-
ing. 

Regarding the BB's policy of 
continuing with a concretionary 
monetary policy, the FM mocked 

that policy contending that BB's 
judgment is incorrect. He argues 
that BB makes such forecasts 
based on various statistics (as 
economists would expect of BB), 
but it does not examine the money 
supply and its relation with the 
RGDP. 

The monetarist model of the 
Quantity Theory of Money (MV = 
PY) relates money growth with 
nominal GDP growth (NGDP, 
growth before adjusting for infla-
tion) as follows: 

%ÄM + %ÄV = %ÄP + %ÄY
Where,

l%ÄM= means  percen tage  
change in money supply (money 
growth rate), 

l %ÄV = percentage change in the 
velocity of money (growth rate of 
velocity of money) 

l %ÄP = percentage change in the 
price level (inflation rate) 

l %ÄY = percentage change in real 
GDP (growth rate of RGDP)

The velocity of money is defined 
as the number of times a typical 
dollar (or taka) has been used on 
average in transaction (buying 
goods and services) during a given 
year (Y/M). If we assume that 
changes in velocity are very small 
then V can be considered constant 

so that percentage changes in 
velocity will be equal to zero (%ÄV 
=0). 

The equation would then be a 
simple model of the determination 
of NGDP. In that case, if the Central 
Bank wanted to make NGDP, say 
at 6 percent per year, it needed to 
merely let the money supply grow 
by 6 percent per year. In such a 
simple world, economists could 
use the equation to predict NGDP 
growth by predicting the growth 
rate of money. And policy makers 
could control NGDP growth by 
controlling growth of the money 
supply. Predicting real growth by 
predicting money growth is similar 
to living in fool's paradise. 

Unfortunately, we live in a real 
world where velocity of money is 
not constant and things become 
complicated by multitude of factors 
many of which are beyond our 
control .  However,  the non-
constancy of velocity does not 
render the equation useless. All 
economic models make assump-
tions that are in some degree 
unrealistic. Without making these 
assumptions no economic model 
could ever be built except perhaps 
that of Saifur's DCS model. 

A word of caution is that FM may 
not confuse the relationship 
between money growth and RGDP 
growth with that of money growth 
and NGDP growth. The former 
relationship is much more compli-
cated which is beyond the scope of 
this non-technical article. If nations 
of the world could pave their way to 
riches by printing new money, 
there would be no poverty and 
destitution on the surface of the 
earth. 

It may be noted that GDP was 
never intended to be an indicator of 
progress or welfare. Simon 
Kuznets -- GDP's creator -- said in 
1934 that “The welfare of a nation 
can scarcely be inferred from a 
measurement of national income”. 

The United Nations Human Devel-
opment Programme (UNDP) 
argues that all countries should 
pay much more attention to the 
quality rather than the quantity of 
growth. It identifies “five damaging 
forms of growth:” 
l Jobless growth which does not 

translate into jobs.
l Voiceless growth which is not 

matched by the spread of democ-
racy.

lRootless growth which snuffs out 
separate cultural identity.

lFutureless growth which despoils 
the environment.

l Ruthless growth where most of the 
benefits are seized by the rich. 

UNDP call these types of growth 
which are “neither sustainable nor 
worth sustaining.” One may, how-
ever, notice that it is the ruthless 
growth which may be of some 
interest to us in the context of our 
current government functionaries. 

A UN report presented at the UN 
meetings on September 14 -16, 
2005 (attended by PM Khaleda Zia 
and other world leaders), indicated 
that Bangladesh has achieved fifth 
worst ranking (only next to Ethio-
pia, Rwanda, Niger and Madagas-
car) in failing to reduce poverty 
alleviation. The progression of 
poverty alleviation is recorded at 
0.52 percent well below the target 
of 2.2 percent. The government 
claims that over the last 10 years 
the average RGDP growth is little 
over 5 percent. If poverty allevia-
tion is progressing only at 0.52 
percent, then where did the GDP 
growth go? 

The answer may be inferred from 
the May 15 Poverty Monitoring 
Survey Report (2004) of the BBS 
which indicated that per capita 
income increased 17.51 percent at 
the national level, but the share of 
the growth attributable to the non-
poor is a lopsided 19.38 percent, 
and that of the poor is a measly 4.82 
percent. This explains why the plight 
of the poor is becoming shoddier. 
Since the economy was growing at 
5 percent it would not be perverse to 
typify that growth as being “ruthless 
growth” (where most of the benefits 
are seized by the rich). No wonder 
the country has been getting the 
most corrupt country ranking for five 
consecutive years now!

Dr. Abdullah Dewan, Professor of Economics at 
Eastern Michigan University, USA is presently 
visiting Dhaka.

The FM's drive by GDP growth forecasting model

It appears that the common minimum national programme announced by the AL-led 14-party opposition 
combine contains issues that need immediate solutions to save the country from grave crises ahead as 
well as issues that come within the normal functions of any popularly elected government. The 
mainstream opposition should have at the moment stuck to the issues like immediate reforms in the CTG 
and the EC, combating terrorism, uprooting misguided Islamic militants, and establishing rule of law.

It may be noted that GDP was never intended to be an indicator of progress or 
welfare. The United Nations Human Development Programme (UNDP) argues 
that all countries should pay much more attention to the quality rather than the 
quantity of growth. A UN report presented at the UN meetings on September 14 
-16, 2005 indicated that Bangladesh has achieved fifth worst ranking (only 
next to Ethiopia, Rwanda, Niger and Madagascar) in failing to reduce poverty 
alleviation.

ANDREW MORAVCSIK

UST over a year ago, author 

J Jeremy Rifkin predicted that 
Europe would soon overtake 

the United States as a model for the 
world. The so-called European 
Dream -- a coupling of the national 
social welfare state with multilateral 
cooperation in Brussels to promote 
free markets and common regula-
tions -- would supersede the Ameri-
can Dream.

For true believers in that vision, 
2005 was a dispiriting year.  French 
and Dutch voters rejected the 
European Union's proposed consti-
tution. Then came the French race 
riots. Anglo-American conserva-
tives, took these events as vindica-
tion of their own model, which 
opposes big government, social 
spending, multiculturalism, and 
multilateralism. After five years of 
European (and, not least, French) 
attacks on US foreign and domestic 
policy, they took satisfaction in 
concluding that Europe, in the end, 
is really no better than America.

Nothing proved their point so well 
as the recent riots. The "Muslim 
insurrection," as the right-wing Fox 
News commentator Bill O'Reilly put 
it, seemed the almost inevitable 
byproduct of mollycoddling social 
policies.  Conservative military 
historian Victor Davis Hanson 
argued that talk of "so-called root 
causes" served only to "appease" 
law breakers and to encourage 
further violence. The subtext: Euro-
peans -- tired of multilateralism, 
yearning to get tough on Islam, 
deeply suspicious of "tax and 
spend" big government -- secretly 
long to be more like Americans. If 
only their corrupt, parochial, pater-
nalistic and, yes, socialist govern-
ments would just get out of the way!

It's a great story: Europe 
destroyed by the bankruptcy of its 
own socialist cultural ideals. Yet 
there is little truth in it. The real 

lesson of both the referendums and 
the riots is, in fact, precisely the 
opposite.  Over the past year, 
Europeans have proven them-
selves to be more committed to both 
the social-welfare state and their EU 
institutions than ever. If anything 
must change, Europeans increas-
ingly recognize, it has less to do with 
the ideal of Europe (or national 
social policies) than with something 
far more prosaic: jobs. At bottom, 
Europe's real challenges are eco-
nomic.  And they will be solved not 
by borrowing the American model, 
but by muddling through to a distinc-
tively European solution.

Let's return to the year's first big 
event. Far from being a libertarian 
repudiation of the European Union, 
last spring's constitutional referen-
dums brought forth a groundswell of 
support for social democracy.  
Subsequent polls reveal that oppo-
sition had little to do with skepticism 
about enlargement, anti-immigrant 
sentiment, or even possible Turkish 
membership. Nor did it signal dis-
satisfaction with the constitution 
itself -- which, item by item, most 
Europeans strongly supported. 
Opponents were instead motivated 
by fears -- largely misplaced -- that 
globalization, budget cuts and 
unpopular politicians might shrink 
the social-welfare state.

Despite the constitution's fate, 
Brussels quickly returned to normal.  
Turkish accession negotiations 
were launched. Legislation liberaliz-
ing services is moving forward. 
Squabbling over the EU budget will 
eventually end in a real cost-cutting 
deal. For all the hand-wringing, the 
EU is stable and successful. No 
significant party in any member state 
-- even the British Tories, if one reads 
carefully -- supports a fundamental 
retrenchment of its powers.

The French riots have been simi-
larly misunderstood. Simply put, they 
were not primarily cultural in impulse, 
but socioeconomic. Far from being 

an uprising of Muslims or immigrants 
against secular French authorities, 
they were a protest by angry, 
excluded and unemployed youth, the 
vast majority born in France and 
essentially non-religious in their 
world view.  Older Muslims tried hard 
to suppress the violence (after all, it 
was their cars being burned) and 
French religious leaders went so far 
as to issue a fatwa against the dem-
onstrators. The young men wore no 
religious or ethnic symbols, and they 
spoke the language of French repub-
licanism -- respect, dignity, commu-
nity.

Ultimately, the question is not 
whether the EU gets a constitution, or 
whether the French adopt US-style 
affirmative action, but how European 
economic performance can be 
improved in order to produce more 
jobs. How can the traditional social 
democratic welfare state be stream-
lined and be made sustainable?

This issue will dominate Europe's 
future. Reform is well underway in 
Britain, Scandinavia and some 
smaller countries of Eastern Europe. 
Sooner than later, it will take hold 
among the laggards, such as Ger-
many, France, and Italy. It will not 
occur, as Anglo-American conserva-
tives hope, because Europeans have 
seen the error of their ways and 
repudiated social-democratic ideals. 
To the contrary, Europe will tackle its 
very European problems in its very 
European way: trimming agricultural 
subsidies here, relaxing labour 
market restrictions there, liberalizing 
trade in services and overhauling 
onerous regulations. This work is 
slow and unglamourous. It won't grab 
the headlines like constitutional 
conventions and burning cars do. 
But it's very much about building 
Europe.
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Europe will get it right

Ultimately, the question is not whether the EU gets a constitution, or whether 
the French adopt US-style affirmative action, but how European economic 
performance can be improved in order to produce more jobs. How can the 
traditional social democratic welfare state be streamlined and be made 
sustainable? This issue will dominate Europe's future. 
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