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Change, opportunity not a problem

By Chris White

Europeans need to look forward to greater opportunities and stop looking back into their past. Europe represents growth as it emerges from its economic problems and its people need to embrace the prospects of a global economy and abandon idea of protectionism. 

Rudi Thomaes, Chairman of the Federation of Enterprises in Belgium told the opening plenary of the 9th European Business Summit that a survey commissioned by Accenture for the summit had produced a general message of optimism from the 400 C level business executives canvassed.

While, he saw, a lot of challenges ahead Europe is second only to China in terms of growth and prospects. This was the clear message from 100 of those surveyed who were from countries outside the EU. 

The survey gave the best score for green policies to Europe. “Europe is doing what it did for mobile telephony and is transforming green technology”, he told delegates. Industrial vision was lacking in the past and Europe needs a new long term industrial vision. 

There was good news in terms of investment in infrastructure and he cited “the evergreens” - simplifying the tax structure and ending double taxation on investments, introducing mobility of labour and pension and the need to introduce intelligent or smart immigration policies. 

He went on to introduce three new points: the need for the European institutions to make greater progress in terms of stabilisation of the markets, the need for a unified diplomatic service that would speak for Europe as a whole on economic diplomacy and “last but not least” - exporting health-care and education which would send Europe’s best ambassadors into the world taking with them European technology. 

Prime Minister Viktor Orbán of Hungary stressed the need for Europeans to increase production levels and said that it is up to politicians to provide leadership. Europe needs to unite its efforts: “If we want to survive we have to think together if we want to survive. I think that now we are in better economic shape that we were five months ago and the Hungarian Presidency will hand over to Finland a system of real economic governance.”

Addressing the need to accept change he said that people in Central Europe are more accustomed to change  and he added that everyone must realise that European cannot live as they did before the financial  crisis.  It is now important to stop industrial production leaving Europe. He pointed out that the German recovery was good for Central Europe but that everyone needs to learn to adjust in the way that German did during the crisis.

Belgian Economics Minister, Vincent Van Quickenborne highlighted two principal problems, high government debt and the need for economic coordination. The EU was making progress with stress testing of banks but on the question of economic coordination there was a danger of developing a two speed economy. “When Europe is together it is effective”, he said agreeing with Prime Minister Orbán that Europe needs leadership.

Pierre Naterme of Accenture said his organisation’s survey confirms that Europe is an attractive market. Europe is growth but he said that when he travels outside he witnesses energy and activity but at home there seems to be a recidivist attitude. “We need to integrate Europe and we need it now. Let’s put the next generation in charge of everything we do. Let’s feel like we were 18 again and let’s remember that Europe is only four percent of the global population.” 

INSEAD’s Dipek Jain explained that in India education is the top priority for every family. But he pointed out that education is not unified in Europe. He went on to say that Europe needs to develop an entrepreneurial spirit. “In China and India young people want to be like young people in Europe, they see the grass as greener but in Europe we need to look at the colour of our grass and look to the future not back into the past.” 

The demographic trend was not in Europe’s favour. The last century was one of chemistry and physics but this century would be one of biology, life sciences and technology. Europe’s time was coming again but while barriers to trade remain attractive in some quarters their effect would last only six months. 

Returning to the debate Prime Minister Orbán reiterated that Europe needs political leadership to create a common cause. It was true that voters are now almost all pensioners and there is a need for politics to develop its own management skills to compensate for electoral change. 


