Framing EU Divergence
Multi-Tiered Rather Than Two-Speed
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The euro zone crisis has led many Europhiles to
predict the emergence of a “two-speed” Europe.
While a division is a fair deduction, the EU should be
wary of using or cultivating such terminology as it
does not reflect reality and has damaging
consequences. In fact, “multi-tiered” integration is
more illustrative of relations within the EU; by
chasing a two-speed framework, the EU runs the risk
of poisoning relations within the union.
First, this paper initially looks at, and explains, the
characteristics of the different forms of differentiated
integration, as defined by Alexander Stubb. Second,
with a particular focus on the wayward UK, it can be
seen that framing the EU as two-speed can be
extremely harmful to individual members. This is not
to say that a two-speed Europe is unique to British
retraction – rather, the UK’s shift is the best example.
The UK’s veto in December 2011 that isolated it
from the rest of Europe was reported on as the day
Europe began to split, or at least when the UK started
to become an outsider. Thirdly, the impact of this
division on intra-EU relations is vital to
understanding the implications of this vision. Finally,
the last section analyzes the EU as an example of
group and community decision making. By removing
the personalities of EU nations, it can be seen that the
concept of transnational communities built on
consent and negotiation would be jeopardised if
nations were forced to fall into two categories.
Using the correct terminology to describe the EU’s
structure is crucial for three key reasons. First, it
defines how the EU as a community deals with errant
nations, and as such it determines the EU’s position
between the carrot and the stick, between efficacy
and size, and crucially between deepening and
widening relations. Second, the different terms have
very contrasting visions for the future of the EU. It is
crucial to understand whether the EU is a static entity
or one that is constantly evolving and whether the
problems of integration are inherent or resolvable.
Finally, phrasing with regard to EU structure
ultimately has an effect on popular opinion in
member nations, which in turn affects relations
within the EU. Across all three categories, multi-

tiered strikes the best balance for all parties involved,
whereas a two-speed alternative is extremely harsh
on individual nations and undermines the image of
the EU as accommodating. Too often, the media and
commentators reach for hyperboles, and in this case a
two-speed Europe seems to be just that. In other
words, “a split need not be a disaster.”1
Differentiated Integration Theory
Alexander Stubb, former Finnish Foreign Affairs
Minister, MEP and Professor at the College of
Europe, defines three different types of integration
“multi speed, variable geometry and a la carte…time,
space and matter.”2
(1) Multi-speed or two-speed Europe assumes that
all participants pursue the same common objectives
driven by a core of nations. The core consists of
nations which are able and willing to advance at a
quicker pace than the reluctant and less able ones.
These theorists believe division is only temporary.
This can be illustrated by the euro zone; Poland,
Hungary, Sweden, the Czech Republic, Lithuania,
Latvia, Romania and Bulgaria are all obliged to
accede to the euro but lack the will and ability at
present to do so. This type of integration also implies
that a federal Europe is the inevitable goal. Yet this
theory does not match reality; Denmark and the UK,
for example, omitted themselves from the European
Monetary Union (EMU), signifying that they have no
speed at all. Classing Denmark and the UK in this
way is not only inaccurate but unfairly attributes the
negative inference that they are lagging behind.
(2) Multi-tiered integration also results in a core
and a periphery but this theory acknowledges that
division can be a permanent state. Unlike the twospeed theory, it argues that common objectives are
“ambitious” and somewhat unrealistic and
unattainable, and that the union should foster
diversity. This allows for integration outside the body
of EU law known as the acquis communautaire. It
argues that the EU should and will always splinter
into various foci; that there is no one center. This is
evident in the Schengen Agreement on the free
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movement of people, which was originally signed
the United States.
outside of the EU framework and only later
Financially, London resides at the heart of Europe
incorporated. The acceptance that divisions are
without being a member of the euro zone. While
intrinsic to widening and deepening communities
Europe would like to see its financial transactions
means that a core and periphery should not
move to the continent, achieving this by pushing for a
necessarily be feared but embraced and accepted.
two-speed Europe is dangerous as it runs the risk of
(3) Finally, the A la Carte theory, although
forcing the UK out. The UK benefits from the Single
unrealistic, deserves unpacking. This theory professes
Market and has made it clear that it does not want to
that nations pick and choose what
integrate monetarily, but London
policy areas they wish to partake
is an incredibly valuable asset of
in. It differs from the multi-tiered
...the multi-tiered theory more Europe as it “accounts for 36% of
theory because a nation can
the EU financial wholesale market
accurately reflects the existing and 61% of the EU’s net exports
completely opt-out of a policy
balance between federalism and in financial services.”4 The twoarea rather than just decide the
independence, and if the EU speed alternative would force the
extent of involvement. It assumes
that there are no common
wishes to further expand and/or UK into stricter regulation, which
objectives, that integration is a
deepen it will be more beneficial it has made clear it will not permit
means of advancing national
to use tiers rather than speeds. since London would lose its
goals, and that all nations possess
centrality. It is estimated that
the resources to refuse integration
without London the “cost of
and go it alone – something which is debatable in
financial services in the EU would rise 16% and EU
smaller Eastern countries and increasingly so in larger
GDP” would drop circa €25 billion.5 However, “the
ones. Very few argue that a pure a la carte member
City’s worst fear is to see its gatekeeper position
exists.
bypassed in what remains the world’s most important
Therefore, the phrase “two-speed Europe” is illtranscontinental financial relationship, between the
applied when talking about the fracturing of the EU,
U.S. and Europe.”6 For European leaders, London’s
especially with reference to the UK. While the UK
lack of financial regulation and permission to trade
euro securities and deposits worries them, but
displays no intention of fully integrating in either the
lamenting the UK’s lack of “speed” in this policy area
first or third pillar of EU policies, that is not to say it
has only driven it away from negotiations; what is
has shown no integration in these areas. Moreover, it
is not just the UK; since the financial crisis,
needed is a multi-tiered approach that does not
Euroscepticism has begun to foster across the Union,
present nations with ultimatums.
especially in eastern nations like Hungary.3 It is
In terms of defense, the UK is central to Europe. A
wrong to presume that states cannot become
two-speed Europe assumes that one core is the core
stationary peripheral nations.
for all policies, but experience has shown that the
Instead, the multi-tiered theory more accurately
economic core of Germany and France is far from the
reflects the existing balance between federalism and
right mix. While Germany commits a large swathe of
independence, and if the EU wishes to further expand
troops to missions under the EU’s Common Security
and/or deepen it will be more beneficial to use tiers
and Defense Policy, “in detail Germany’s
commitment is less obvious…Germany’s risk
rather than speeds. Reality has shown many cases of
aversion approach towards military deployment”
nations, even core nations, stepping outside the
makes it incredibly hard for the EU to act
acquis communautaire, which demonstrates a
fondness of nations to retain that flexibility of multieffectively.7 In contrast, the UK possesses the will,
tiered integration.
expertise and military might to make it indispensable
to a European defense core, as acknowledged by both
Individual Nations
France and Germany. If the UK is pushed out, France
knows that it would undoubtedly have to carry the
The multi-tiered approach produces outcomes that are
rest of Europe militarily for the foreseeable future as
much less damaging to the interests of individual
“there is a huge gap between the French and British
nations. The UK’s relationship with Europe, for
on the one hand and the rest of the EU on the other.”8
example, can be called tentative or rebellious – either
Multi-tiered integration allows for the UK to remain
way, multi-tiered integration reflects the reality that
“in” where it is needed as “it will be hard for the EU
the UK determines the depth of its integration. The
to rise to its potential on the world stage if
UK is a revealing case due to its political, military
geopolitically powerful countries such as Britain…are
and economic weight, as well as its relationship with
excluded from the core.”9
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referred to it as a “blessing.”14 If nations approach
conferences aiming to alienate nations for efficiency
reasons, this could have dire consequences for the
EU. Moreover, without the UK, smaller states are
helpless in the same situation. Central Europeans are
worried that they too can be kicked out just as easily:
“...the more excluded [from control over their own
affairs] we are, the more difficult we find it to pursue
sensible policies, and this in turn gives France more
reasons to kick us out altogether.”15 German
politician Frank Schäffler is also concerned and
argues that “European countries should compete
rather than being forced to reform by a central
authority.”16 The UK’s exclusion could potentially
lead to a precedent for how objectors are dealt with,
especially in times of crisis or elections. This
incredibly antagonistic atmosphere is only present
because the two-speed approach demands nations to
Intra-EU Relations
define themselves as in or out, whereas the multitiered approach is more accommodating.
A two-speed Europe would also damage relations
Moreover, multi-tiered integration does not run the
among states within the EU. By accepting a tworisk
of the Union losing its ideological objectivity as
speed approach, EU summits become about
an institution. The absence of the UK makes the core
ultimatums – a country has to commit to the end goal
increasingly fiscally conservative to the detriment of
which is, more often than not, tilted toward
other more liberal nations such as the Netherlands,
federalism. While some EU members share this
Ireland and Finland. Merkel had wanted the UK at the
objective, attempting to coerce others into accepting
table but when it came down to
this goal is counterproductive for the
the decision of creating a more
European project. If the core
efficient conservative elite
continues to be unyielding in the face
A two-speed Europe would also
against that of a balanced liberal
of alternatives, it could lead to a
damage relations among states
consensus, she chose the
precedent of forcing nations to the
within the EU.
former. Germany is concerned
edge of the EU. Ultimately a nation’s
about being lumped with the
decision of whether to remain in the
burdensome “Club Med” nations while Poland is still
EU is its own; ultimatums are likely to make such a
trying to be accepted at the top table.17 German public
decision less autonomous. This situation is evident
opinion shows that 43% of nationals would like to see
with the UK, whose “halfway in” approach to Europe
slower integration in Europe, with only 12%
has become increasingly untenable.11
proposing a faster integration.18 It would be unfair to
The attitude and relationship between nations is
say German integration will remain in the fast lane.
heavily affected when those nations in the core start
Hence, through ultimatums the EU is becoming
pulling for a two-speed approach to situations. It is
institutionally ideological. Finally, the EU is making
also an attitude which does not become the EU.
it very difficult for nations on the periphery to be
France has demonstrated its disdain for nations that
ushered back into the fold with this approach and
sit on the sidelines: [to Denmark] “You’re an out
vision. Nations on the lip of the are EU not only
[Denmark is not a member of the euro zone, although
annoyed at the attitude of demanding requisites, but
the Krone is pegged to the single currency], a small
are also disenchanted by notion of lagging behind.
out, and you’re new. We don’t want to hear from
UK Eurosceptics seized on the marginalisation of the
you.”12 This form of hostility will pressure nations in
country in December 2011, not as a success, but as an
two ways, either to the outside or further in.
opportunity for the country to bow out completely.
Following the UK’s veto, the German Newspaper Die
This was echoed by public opinion which shows that
Welt led with the headline “Beginning of the end of
49% of Brits wish to leave the EU compared to the
Britain's EU membership,” insinuating that a move to
30% wanting to remain.19 Yet it is not just the UK;
the edge could result in the UK leaving the EU.13 For
zeal for joining the euro zone has waned considerably
some, the UK’s veto was exactly what the core had
in Poland, where frustration at having to ask to sit at
wanted; it meant they could forge ahead with little
the same table at euro zone nations was embarrassing.
obstruction. French diplomat Jean-David Levitte
Finally, Britain is America’s bridge to Europe.
Washington is happy for Britain to remain on the
outside if personalities in Berlin and Paris remain the
pro-transatlantic characters they have come to be.
However, this has not always been the case,
especially with France. Conversely, Britain remains
the stable tie between the two continents, and
“without UK leadership, the other Atlanticist EU
countries, mostly new member-states in Central
Europe, would have come under tremendous pressure
from Germany and France to form a united EU front
against the U.S.,” especially in the wake of the Iraq
war.10 If a two-speed Europe emerges and pushes the
UK away from the core, transatlantic relations could
suffer from fluctuations in personalities on the
continent.
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Poland was annoyed at the centralisation of power in a
that the treaty did not deliver what he hoped. He
core and threatened to not sign the Fiscal Compact,
argues that the “one-size-must-fit-all decision making
demonstrating how this division can be detrimental to
system does not suit a heterogeneous union” and
EU efficiency. “The
suggests that the union
fact that Chancellor
should instead become a
Merkel and President
two-speed union, with an
Sarkozy have taken
avant-garde core.22 Yet
the reins is obvious.
surely if he agrees that
But this should not
imposing action and
become a permanent
policies on a large scale
political monopoly.
does not work, why then
We can't leave Europe
would imposing universal
to two capitals.”20
goals, which the term twoWhile the UK can be
speed implies, be any
accused of never
different? Piris recognizes
being truly European,
that the dichotomous
other nations are
ultimatums of Sarkozy do
getting disillusioned
not necessarily work as each
with the two-speed
nation is different, but to
vision as it leaves
assume that nations are just
certain nations behind
not presently ready or
Table 1: X – Denotes situations where the method and integration
and method of
willing is an overreach as
structure do not correspond in the abstract. H – Whilst the A La Carte
achieving it
they may never be. As one
method is only possible by ultimatums in the abstract. In reality this
encourages them to
cannot be achieved since the Lisbon Treaty compels nations to follow a Slovakian stated with
jump.
regards to the core pulling
certain path to Euro ascension.
As much as intrarank on the future of the EU,
EU relations have become strained and the UK has
and discussing it during Paris-Berlin meetings rather
been vilified in Europe for allowing such a divergence
than EU summits, “we are being presented with
to prevail, Europe recognizes that it needs the UK
decisions on which we have minimum influence.”23
economically and militarily. Therefore, for this reason,
European Commission President Barroso and Sarkozy
the rift is unlikely to last. Sarkozy even acknowledged
have two very contrasting visions: Sarkozy’s twothis: “...we need Britain and it would impoverish the
speed EU, and Barroso’s slower but all-inclusive
EU if they were to leave.”21 Although the UK’s
integration. Sarkozy would integrate along with those
position is unlikely to change, the recent debacle has
that are willing and ignore the rest. Barroso, in
given a glimpse of the harm that pursuing a two-speed
contrast, believes that such a strategy cannot succeed
community throws up.
and integration should be attained through
compromise, something which is arguably not
compatible.24 Sarkozy advocates that “there will be
Transnational Community
two European gears: one gear towards more
integration in the euro zone and a gear that is more
The problems the EU is experiencing are indicative of
confederal in the European Union.”25 A hybrid of the
deepening and enlarging transnational communities.
two theories, as seen in “E” of Table 1, would benefit
Here the methods of integration and the structures of
the EU immensely and is one that should be advocated
integration are contrasted in the abstract, to
within all groups and communities. It accepts
demonstrate that multi-tiered compromise is the only
Sarkozy’s notion that not everyone wishes to chase the
viable answer. The problem and thus the solution
same aims, but approaches it using Barroso’s less
needs to be viewed as a fault of group cohesion and
ruthless method of seeking compromise to avoid
decision making. Dealing with noncompliance with
creating a chasm between the core and periphery
ultimatums, as shown recently, only exasperates the
nations. Sarkozy’s method of integration runs a risk,
situation. In the past, the EU has allowed opt-out
since if “done wrongly, as one fears Mr. Sarkozy
clauses for individual nations which did not want to
would have it, this will be a recipe for breaking up
buy in, however Sarkozy’s strong stance in December
Europe. Not ‘two-speed’ Europe but two separate
demonstrated a new approach of “all or nothing;” one
Europes.”26 While Sarkozy’s approach to a two-speed
would argue that group cohesion cannot sustain under
Europe seems ruthless, it is arguably the only method
such integration methods.
of integration when aiming for a two-speed structure,
Lisbon Treaty architect Jean Claude Piris admits
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as the very nature of this structure is that unforgiving.
Two-speed integration cannot be achieved through
compromise, which leaves multi-tiered integration
achieved through consensus as the most effective and
most integrated that the EU can hope for. This clearly
shows the difficulties transnational communities have
in finding the balance between sluggish voluntary
integration against that of ultimatums. The euro crisis
demands quick and extensive integration, but at what
expense?
Conclusion
A divided Europe is neither something to fear nor
something which necessitates remedying. If the multi
-tiered approach is pursued then this division should
not be shied away from; in fact, it may be the only
way a transnational community of the EU’s size and
depth can hope to continue to expand and deepen.
Framing integration as two-speed unnecessarily
antagonizes nations and thus weakens the Union. By
accepting the multi-tiered theory, one accepts the
presence of division, not just temporarily but
indefinitely. The multi-tiered approach offers the
flexibility required to foster a diverse union. Unity

and diversity in this sense need not be mutually
exclusive; the presence of a union does not mean the
absence of diversity. It may seem weak but multitiered integration satisfies all nations involved. A two
-speed Europe is an impatient response to a crisis
which if applied could have lasting damage. Europe
should not sacrifice its objectivity and values to
satisfy panic. The UK is content with this integration:
“…we are comfortable with an EU operating on
different levels along alternative pathways.”27 If
nations can partake without being forced into a vision
and pathway that they are domestically adverse to,
surely it will make for a happier union. □
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