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GENEVA -- This is a summer of crisis in the 25-member European Union, which suddenly finds itself torn, without a long-term budget, with its constitution in suspension, its leaders isolated and its objectives obscured.
Something has snapped on the "old Continent" following the rejection by French and Dutch voters of the proposed European constitution, an unwieldy document of 450 pages that even some of its proponents find unreadable. 
According to EU rules, the constitution must be approved by all members. After the French and Dutch said "no," many other countries suspended the process of approval and ratification.
The European Summit on June 17 ended in a fiasco, showing inability of decision-making, causing political paralysis and sniping among leaders, particularly between French President Jacques Chirac and British Prime Minister Tony Blair. On July 1, Mr. Blair took over the EU's rotating presidency, stepping into what is being described as the most serious crisis in the union's existence.
The somnolent 732-member European Parliament heard Mr. Blair's warnings that, short of drastic changes and modernization, "we risk failure -- failure on a grand, strategic scale."
Germany's Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer said: "This is a conflict-ridden bloc. Either we come together, or we will stay weak. A Europe not based on solidarity will be a Europe based mainly on national egoisms."

'National egoism' rife

For the time being, the bloc appears to be paralyzed. "National egoism" is at the fore, and increasing numbers of Europeans feel that the concept of European political unity is a misguided one, and the best hope at this juncture is some form of economic bloc of 450 million people.
In Brussels, the European Commission, the bloc's executive body, insists on "business as usual" and has drafted a $900 billion six-year budget starting in 2007 -- a sum being blocked by diametrically opposed views between Britain and France, mainly because of the staggering EU agricultural subsidy, tantamount to 40 percent of global expenditures.
The current crisis has revealed a new face of Europe, divided between the six founding members of what was the Common Market, nine from relatively wealthy countries that joined before 2004 and 10 new members, most of them struggling with the debilitating impact of 45 years of communist rule.
The crushing defeat of the proposed constitution in France and the Netherlands is blamed on several factors, many caused by the internal economic and political situation in those countries, which is inevitably blamed on the EU, its policies and spending pattern.
This has exposed deep cracks in the wobbly European structure, whose expansion has raced beyond the imagination of the original planners. "Europe" has already absorbed the island of Cyprus between the Turkish and Syrian coasts, has spread to the northeastern areas of the Baltic, is now embarking on accession talks with Muslim Turkey, and is considering other members such as Bulgaria, Romania and Ukraine.
The events that followed the May 29 French constitutional referendum have suddenly created a giant question mark over the ambitious European plans.

All plans on hold

In the immediate future, all inter-European projects beyond 2006 are frozen because of the budgetary dilemma. A warning signal has gone out to the new members -- of the 2004 vintage -- and the aspiring ones not yet admitted to the EU's doorstep.
The first victim outside the 25-member grouping appears to be Turkey -- an aspiring "European" for the last 40 years -- mainly because 5 percent of its vast territory lies on the European continent. For the time being, the Turks have been calm, with Foreign Minister Abdullah Gul urging, "let's wait until the dust has settled."
But the "dust storm" continues swirling over the Continent, with "the Turkish question" very much on the European mind, largely caused by numerous Turkish temporary migrants in Germany, France, Austria, the Netherlands and Scandinavia, who mostly resist assimilation.
The "no" vote by Dutch and French voters largely symbolized popular opposition to Muslim Turks. The "scourge of Christendom" from the Middle Ages has returned to plague modern Europe.
In a blunt warning that will weigh on Europe until planned accession talks with Turkey start in October, Jose Manuel Barroso, president of the European Commission, said the EU's executive body could not "ignore the signal sent by the electorate regarding Turkey."
At the same time, the former communist countries admitted to the European Club sense a growing rift between themselves and the "old" members in Western Europe. Danuta Hubner, Poland's EU commissioner, opined that the verdict of French and Dutch voters and the paralysis over the budget were negative for East Europeans, implying they were not welcome. 

New members wary

"The new member states would like to see that they are welcome, and that their concerns are being taken into account," Mrs. Hubner said recently.
To many European analysts, the issue is clear: Recent events show that European expansion is considered in the West to be exaggerated, while to East Europeans it represents the promise of modernization, development and, in short, a better life.
In view of the current "Euro-paralysis," Poland, the biggest of the new crop of members, envisages two possible outcomes, according to Wlodzimierz Cimoszewicz, president of the Polish parliament. Europe will either accept the current rift between its western and eastern parts which is damaging to the "new Europeans," or it will adjust to the changing system of priorities and alliances within the EU.
The changes include the weakening of the French-German political and economic "locomotive," a possible defeat of the pro-European German Social Democrats in the September elections, and the emergence of a more vocal Britain, led by Mr. Blair.
Mr. Blair believes that Europe faces a crisis of leadership and finds itself adrift. He stubbornly defends Britain's annual EU rebate of $5.8 billion as a form of compensation for the costly agricultural policy demanded by France.
It is nonsense to spend 40 percent of the EU's budget on the farming population of 5 million producing 2 percent of the EU's output, the British prime minister argues -- provoking shrill French protests.

Riding a 'gravy train'

In addition to the crisis of leadership, the union also faces growing criticism of its huge roster of civil servants, of the lavish spending by the European Parliament and other expenditures redolent of a "gravy train."
Euro-parliamentarians are about to receive a uniform salary of $102,000 per year -- a boon to members from the poorer East European countries, but less than Italian and German lawmakers get at home. They are to lose some perks which often doubled their pay, but will receive others, such as free pensions.
The problem is that many in Europe believe the parliament is irrelevant, as reflected in the low rate of voter participation in European elections.
While still digesting the unquestionably democratic slap dealt it by Dutch and French voters, the EU leadership is putting on ice such projects as orbiting a new communications satellite or improving the Paris-Turin rail links.
"A whole set of EU projects is in jeopardy," said Mrs. Hubner. "We are already on the wrong side of the river in terms of negative impact on our future, on our capacity to generate growth."
In analyzing the crisis, Margot Wallstrom, vice president of the European Commission, admits the union's inability to "convey to our constituents the advantages of EU citizenship."
"EU issues have little place in national politics today," she said. "People are afraid of the challenge posed by globalization, unemployment and social issues, and there are higher expectations for political participation and openness."

Raising the ante

Mrs. Wallstrom proposes to answer the "democratic verdict" of France and the Netherlands "with an even more democratic response and rebuild the popular base and the center ground for the European project. Grass-roots movements, interest groups and individuals must be allowed to participate in a wide debate."
Significantly, she admits that "political parties should provide a more democratic scrutiny of the European council and commission, to offer real policy alternatives."
Meanwhile, as new members seek further expansion, seeing it as an economic rather than political guarantee for their future, the mood in "old Europe" is dramatically different. Most in the western part of the Continent seem to regard the EU as representing too much liberalism, a loss of control over their destiny -- and too much power vested in an unelected few.
And so far no one has answered the widely publicized columnist's quip: "Would anybody die for Europe?"
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