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Introduction 
The vocabulary of multiple speeds in European integration comes from the 1970s, when Willy 

Brandt in 1974 and the Tindemans report of 1975 suggested it would allow some member-states 

to move towards common objectives more quickly than others (Gillespie 1996 a, b, 1997). Since 

then it has been built in to successive legal and practical expressions of integration, notably the 

enhanced cooperation procedures laid out in the Amsterdam, Nice and Lisbon treaties which 

have this year been applied to divorce and patent issues and have  now been suggested as a 

means of implementing deeper economic integration of the euro zone (Laffan 2011, Van 

Rompuy 2011). The key norms here are that such flexibility will be adopted as a last resort, 

include guarantees that the EU’s basic objectives and united institutional and legal systems are 

not affected, that all may observe or participate (but not vote) in negotiations and that areas of 

enhanced cooperation will remain open to those who do not join initially. 

The “ins” and “outs” vocabulary evokes a different set of issues, opening up zero-sum questions 

of basic membership. This goes back even further, to the origins of integration in the 1950s. 

Which states would be involved and which excluded, which were in favour and which opposed 

to pooling sovereignty? The battles on EEC membership continued over the founding years 

through de Gaulle’s veto of British membership and the first enlargement to take in Ireland, 

Britain and Denmark in the early 1970s. As enlargement proceeded in following decades, and 

especially after the end of the Cold War partition of Europe and German reunification in the 

1990s, the ins and outs issue raised basic questions about the political identity and boundaries of 

Europe. The vocabulary developed in that decade concerning “core”, “two-tier”, “variable 

geometry” and “a la carte” Europe, or “differentiated”, “enhanced” and “flexible” integration, 

addressed them. It anticipated and remains remarkably relevant to the current debate on the debt 

and euro zone crises as can be seen in its extended use in public and political debate over recent 

weeks and months. 

This paper revisits those studies and debates to propose three major norms and three categories 

of  decision-making structures and  membership  for understanding and classifying what is at 

stake in negotiations on the euro zone’s future structure. It goes on to apply them to current 

events and options concerning that debate. It then examines how Ireland’s interests and values 

are affected in the three different cases and assesses the implications for Irish policy of those 

choices. It concludes with some thoughts on their wider implications for Europe’s role in a 

period of rapid multi-polar change in global politics. 

 

Three Types of Differentiated Integration 
Three great normative principles of integration underlie the three major types of integration:  

• equality of access to its institutions by all the units accepted into its fold, whether states 

small and large, regions (especially of larger states) or individual citizens; 

• respect for and recognition of diversity as the touchstone of democratic legitimacy, whether for 

states, regions, minority cultural groups or individual citizens; and 
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• the supersession of imperial or dynastic routes to unity by a commitment to voluntary and 

consensual means. 

The welter of terms used to describe differentiated integration may be reduced to three distinct 

historical and political modes of integration based on these norms: 

• that of law;  

• that of task; and  

• that of power.  

In turn these relate to three different methods of integration:  

• that of similar and varying speeds in attaining common objectives – differences of time;  

• that of varying goals and tasks – differences of space; and  

• that of a looser pick and choose approach sometimes called a la carte integration – 

differences of subject matter (Gillespie 1996 a, b, 1997; Stubb 1996, 2002; Wind 2003). 

 

Each of these relate, finally, to three different methods and structures of decision-making and 

membership: 

• supranational community and unitary methods using common institutions and qualified 

majority voting in which all members take part sooner or later; 

• supranational inter-governmental methods in which the institutions have a lesser role, 

decisions are consensual or by simple majority, and participation is tiered to only some 

members; and 

• inter-governmental in which the institutions have no role and few take part. 

Thus we have a distinction between the following three major types of integration. They are 

analytically distinct even though they overlap legally and practically:  

• law-speed;  

• task-tier; and  

• power-a la carte. 

 

The normative principles relate to all three types of integration but have particular reference to 

each one. The first and most hegemonic, integration by law-speed, is founded on equality of 

access (although it also applies in a civilising fashion to respect for diversity and voluntary and 

consensual means). Respect for and recognition of diversity relates especially to the task-tier 

type, which allows for varying goals and objectives serving different needs. And voluntary and 

consensual means put manners on the exercise of raw power, which still of course exists 

notwithstanding that it is no longer grounded in dynastic imperialism.  

Integration by law-speed has been the basic mode of European integration since the 1950s. The 

successive treaties are grounded in international law and overseen by a superior court but then 

form the body of EU supranational law and become part of the member-states’ constitutional 
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and public legal architecture as well. They lay down common objectives but allow that as a last 

resort some states may attain some of them more quickly than others and provide conditions for 

them to participate fully when they are ready to do so, connoting a division of timing between 

them. In the treaties economic and monetary union (EMU) is the principal example, but other 

spheres are enabled by provisions for enhanced cooperation (Lisbon Treaty Title IV, Article 20; 

TFEU Part Six, Title III, Articles 326 to 334 and related Protocols). In the supranational 

community method of decision-making common institutions enable this to be done, structured 

so that they moderate differences of scale, resources and readiness among the member-states. 

Supranational inter-governmental methods of decision-making do not involve the Commission 

or the European Parliament, but as in the European Council focus on the heads of state and 

government; or as in foreign policy, security and defence spheres work by consensus between 

member-states. 

Integration by task-tier allows that certain goals and objectives are not common to the member-

states and regulates how they cooperate selectively in attaining them. Examples include the 

Schengen free movement scheme, which started outside the EC/EU treaties and was then 

incorporated. It does not include all member-states (such as Ireland and the UK) and does 

include some non-members (such as Norway). Certain relations between NATO and EU 

defence and security policies are similar in structure. In the 1990s studies and debates it was 

often assumed a two-tier system might develop with first and second divisions, including 

connotations of relegation and promotion and involving separate objectives and means for each 

tier. This would be a “variable geometry” Europe with opt-ins and opt-outs for certain states 

from certain functions. Some common objectives like economic and monetary union are thereby 

forced to straddle this function-tier type as well as the first law-speed one by opt-outs given to 

states like Denmark and the UK. The outcome of the December 9-10 European Council 

reinforces such a trend. Notions of “core-periphery” or “concentric circle” Europe connote a 

spatial/geographical division and were originally proposed by Karl Lamers and Wolfgang 

Schauble or Edouard Balladur in 1994. Such a vision overlaps with the third type: 

Integration by power-a la carte. Civilising, containing and moderating the imperial power which 

brought two world wars to Europe in the twentieth century has been the primary political and 

ethical driver of European integration from the 1950s, the third great norm at work. Its 

remarkable success has been in transforming imperialism rather than in abolishing power. 

Differences of economic resources and political and military capacity ensure power survives in 

Europe. It is contained by the first two types of integration described here, but exists also in ad 

hoc coalitions reflecting geographical or interest-based activities in a much larger EU than 

before. France’s (unsuccessful) effort to set up a regional Union of the Mediterranean, or the 

more modest Baltic cooperation group, are examples of this trend. So are proposals to set up 

councils of the EMU “outs”. But it proves difficult to unite the individual states grouped only by 

particular opt-downs or opt-outs. Power is consequentially softer and arguably more post-

modern than before, precisely because it has been so tamed by European integration. 

Nonetheless a rapidly changing world economically, politically and regionally resurrects harder 

notions of power and the coalitions of the willing they prescribe. Many continental states suspect 

this kind of thinking is at work in the UK’s efforts to prevent a unified EU bloc dominated by 
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France and Germany emerging which would challenge or threaten its powerful financial services 

industry, often blamed by continental critics for causing the 2007-8 global financial crisis. 

 

Current Events and Options  
The current concerns about ins and outs and multiple speeds in the EU were most readily seen 

in the debates about future relations between the 27 member-states and the 17 members of the 

euro zone leading into the December summit. The euro zone members faced choices about 

deepening their structures of cooperation, pooling economic surveillance and coordinating 

policies that will inevitably differentiate them more from states not in the euro. Some of these, 

like Poland, aspire to join while others like the UK and Denmark have legal opt-outs even 

though they are highly interdependent with the currency bloc.  

The British feared exclusion from decisions on banking and finance regulation which deeply 

concern them. They debated whether to demand powers back from the EU in return for 

agreeing that the euro zone may deepen itself, or whether to veto changes in the 17 which have 

to be approved by the 27. Sarkozy and Merkel said they would be happy with an agreement at 27 

or 17, knowing the latter would avoid British vetoes and also that it would more likely be inter-

governmental, so they might retain more power free of Commission or European Parliament 

involvement.  

Smaller states within or without the euro worried that an agreement at 17 would diminish their 

influence precisely for these reasons; but they searched for ways to avoid an elongated treaty 

change process at 27 involving a convention and possible referendums. They warmed to 

proposals like Van Rompuy’s which floated the possibility of using the existing protocols or the 

enhanced cooperation procedure to make limited treaty change, since these would give all EU 

member-states and the major institutions a participating role, thereby preserving their influence 

and voice. Northern surplus states like Germany, the Netherlands, Austria and Finland want to 

see a golden rule of budgetary balance incorporated in national constitutional law, which may 

necessitate a more ambitious treaty change. Thus a temporary fiscal compact would later become 

part of a wider treaty change.  

The December European Council transformed the 27/17 polarisation into a 26/1 one when the 

UK vetoed a proposal to deepen the euro zone structures by a common protocol or treaty 

change. The 26 have now agreed to sign a new treaty separate from the EU one – thereby 

reverting from a law-speed framework to a task-tier one. Several of them have legal and political 

difficulties with this, while the British are ambiguous over whether to permit the new structure to 

use common institutions and decision-making, which would push it back towards the law-time 

type. Signals from David Cameron after the summit that he would not object to use of 

Community institutions have now been matched by articles in the draft treaty permitting that 

too. The draft proposal can be interpreted as a substantial gesture towards those who feared the 

new arrangements would be firmly anchored in the task-tier type rather than straddling this and 

the law-speed one. It holds out the possibility that the new treaty can be folded fully back into 

EU law in future (Emmanouilidis and Zuleeg 2011). 
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One way or another the euro zone structures are becoming more formal and structured, making 

it all the more important they are embedded in EU law and institutions. Otherwise they would 

become more subject to the exercise of raw power by the larger states, in a pick and choose or a 

la carte approach suiting their interests most. The French president has frequently spoken in 

favour of a smaller, more inter-governmental euro zone which can integrate more rapidly than 

the rest of the EU, with distinct decision-making powers. The proposed treaty arrangements 

would suit his vision if it comes to pass. Alternatively a fragmentation or breakup of the euro 

would immensely increase such power processes in a brutal return to conflicts and balances of 

power within Europe and in the rest of the world. 

Options 

This brief survey of current events illustrates the relevance of the threefold classification of 

differentiated integration outlined in Section II. Current options facing the various states and 

peoples of the EU can be presented using it, the better to understand how the issues of ins and 

outs and multiple speeds play into the political bargaining.  

The law-speed type of integration captures especially the dilemmas facing smaller, more 

communautaire member-states like Ireland which have traditionally valued the role of the 

Commission in balancing against large state power. Inter-governmental methods of decision-

making marginalise the Commission, even though they have been agreed in the Lisbon Treaty, 

which gives more agenda-setting power to the European Council. But that remains an institution 

of the 27, not the euroland 17. How the latter is to be institutionalised is a pressing question for 

them, as it is for those among the 27 which are not yet in the euro but which aspire to join. They 

prefer to maintain a system of unitary law which gives them the opportunity to influence the 

structures of a union which allows some to travel more rapidly than others towards a common 

goal so long as the others can catch up when they are ready. The draft treaty institutionalises in 

article 13 the office of President of the Euro Summit appointed by the euro zone members for 

the same period and at the same time as the European Council appoints its president. Euro 

summit meetings are to take place at least twice a year, prepared by its president in close 

cooperation with the Commission president. 

The task-tier type of integration is more geared to a differentiating logic between the 27 and the 

17, and now the 26 and the UK. It is more reconciled to a zero-sum view of ins and outs, 

whether based on objective circumstances or political preferences, and more ready to accept they 

have realistically different needs. It is closer to a harder power understanding of state behaviour 

than the law-speed approach, which it finds ill-suited to these times. While the structured 

inequality of a two-tier Europe as discussed in the 1990s has failed to materialise in practice, 

certain of the current debates evoke fears it is being resurrected for the euro zone, not least 

because Schauble is still around.  

Talk of core Europe has been revived in Germany on the right and left and among federalists. 

The influential former legal counsel of the European Council, Jean-Claude Piris, proposes a two-

speed avant garde structure for the 17 member euro zone, in frustration with the slow decision-

making capacity of the enlarged EU, which he says has lost its way. It would have separate 

organs and rules, not including the Commission and the Parliament, and would hopefully be “a 
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temporary group, open to the others and ready to help them to join when willing and able” (Piris 

2011). Speeches and statements by Sarkozy before and after the December summit oscillate 

between a two-speed and a core model, both in the belief that enlargement has undermined 

effectiveness and France’s ability to exercise power.  Commentators said the outcome suited his 

approach.  

A contemporary concentric circle model of integration might include a hard core federal inner 

circle of northern European states, a confederal southern second one unwilling or unable to 

participate and an outermost group, including EU candidate members and neighbouring states 

hoping for a more structured relationship or eventual membership like Russia or Ukraine and 

Turkey (Leonard 2011). Variants such as a model of “graduated integration” would shift the 

emphasis away from a singular in/out boundary of an enlarged EU towards a more flexible set 

of boundaries marking off different gradients and functions of pooled sovereignty between outer 

and inner circles. This could transform the European Neighbourhood Policy into something like 

a European Commonwealth. 

The power-a la carte type of integration is also much more in evidence under the influence of 

economic crisis and geopolitical change. Not surprisingly, power politics and national interests 

come to the fore in these circumstances. They present a real challenge to the structures of 

European integration that were designed to tame and rebalance raw power and now sometimes 

naively assume the new multi-polar world will be multilateral and balanced rather than 

unbalanced and unstable (Higgott 2010). Their effects may readily be seen in renewed talk of a 

power directoire between France and Germany in the euro zone; in renewed coalitions of the 

willing between EU members and outsiders in which states pick and choose policies; or in the 

intense debates in the UK about that state’s exclusion from euro zone rule-making on which its 

economic fortunes nevertheless fundamentally rely. 

One has only to look at the Eurosceptic debates in Britain to see copious reference to classical 

British policies of never allowing one power to dominate Europe and the need to divide up any 

unifying bloc. But such balance of power considerations are undermined by a loss of British 

power which reduces its leverage. The British government lacks influence in Berlin and Paris – 

and therefore in Washington. The euro zone crisis coincides with a deeper debt crisis of the 

neoliberal, financialised variety of capitalism in place since the 1980s and centred on New York 

and London, which has now penetrated most of the other varieties in continental Europe 

whether they know and like it or not. Relations between states and markets are foregrounded in a 

battle over regulation, reducing the size and influence of the financial sector, renewed sustainable 

growth and austerity policies (Sheng 2011).  

 

Assessing the Implications for Ireland 
Ireland’s systematic preference has been for the law-speed type of integration over the task-tier 

and power-a la carte varieties. Norms of equality of access and differential speeds constrained by 

law as enhanced cooperation (originally drafted by the Irish EU presidency in 1996) are thereby 

ensured. The other two lean increasingly closer to the power system Ireland has tried to avoid. 
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That same preference persists. But it must take account of changing realities, including the need 

for more effective governance which can be justified by a publicly visible output legitimacy just 

as much as a democratic accountability. These imperatives pull against one another in the current 

period.  

If the euro system survives and deepens how realistic is it to think it can be governed from the 

27 rather than the 17? The government’s desire to avoid a two-tier system with separate agendas 

owes a good deal to its awareness of the economic values Ireland shares with the UK, including 

on open trade, financial services, the single market and transatlantic relations. The UK 

desperately needs the euro zone to succeed yet will not join it. But on the balance of interests 

those outside will not be allowed dictate terms. That makes a deepening inner core more likely 

than a unified EU. The realities of such an “ins” and “outs” logic will determine positioning 

within the emergent euro system, which is likely to impose its imprint on the shape of EU 

governance as a whole. The timing pits system integration against social integration, market 

efficiency and technocratic modes of governing against democratic accountability.  

Ministers say the government cannot stand in the way of treaty change, but must caution it 

would have difficulty carrying a referendum now. They would much prefer to push the existing 

treaty provisions as far as possible, or at least limit treaty changes to issues that won’t involve a 

transfer of sovereignty. Securing approval for a treaty change would be easier if it can be shown 

to enhance Ireland’s position, which opens up scope for political bargaining, for example on 

alleviating Ireland’s debt burden; but linking Ireland’s acceptance of the new treaty immediately 

to debt reduction is not necessarily the best approach, since the treaty’s implementation does not 

depend on how Ireland votes. The UK veto of EU treaty change has deprived Ireland of its 

potential veto on the outcome (Barrett 2011, Irish Times 2011). The current draft provides that 

the treaty would be implemented when 9 states ratify it – the same triggering number as for 

enhanced cooperation.  

 

The UK and Ireland 

It is clearly a crucial moment for Britain in Europe, and hence for Ireland too, opening up once 

again which of several possible scenarios previously outlined are relevant now (Gillespie ed. 

1996, 2000; FitzGerald 2010). Negotiating another EU treaty change coincides with the UK 

becoming embroiled in its own deep debate about relations with the EU, alongside an internal 

one about Scottish independence. Ireland’s choices could be profoundly influenced by that as (in 

Northern Ireland too) it decides where to position itself in a reconfigured Europe.  

So the strategic impulse that originally attracted Ireland towards EC/EU membership in the 

1960s and 1970s as a means of reducing dependence on the UK resurfaces now that the euro is 

facing an existential crisis requiring that the EU be deepened politically if the common currency 

is to survive. While it would be in Ireland’s interest that the UK would be a leader in the EU, or 

on occasion a gambler willing to join new initiatives the better to adapt them to its own interests, 

the best that can be hoped is that it will be a late joiner, refusing to join European projects from 

the beginning and then being forced to do so later. The current resurrection of the European 

question in British politics by Eurosceptics – alarmed at the Cameron government’s readiness to 

help euro zone economies out and advocacy that they deepen the system to save it – in fact 
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makes two other scenarios of the UK’s policy direction more likely: the opportunist or pick and 

choose approach, or that of the rank outsider in which Britain is left outside a deepening euro 

zone. 

Ireland will find it more difficult to marry its EU and UK policies in this setting. Conceivably 

this policy landscape could be dramatically altered by Scottish independence (within the EU) in 

coming years, driven in good part by growing Scottish disenchantment with an increasingly 

Eurosceptic and Conservative dominated England (Hassan 2011). That would raise the question 

of Irish unification more urgently than has been the case with the consent and stability norms 

under which the Belfast Agreement has bedded down since 1998. Even more speculatively one 

can ask how long a geopolitically reduced England would want to remain outside a deeper 

European Union. Alternatively, the confident British Eurosceptic predictions of the euro’s 

demise, if they come true, would also throw such scenarios into rapid meltdown. All this 

underlines the need for a more coherent Irish foreign policy towards Britain, over and above the 

imperative to stabilise the Belfast Agreement, which has now been largely achieved.  

Alliance Building 

The Fine Gael-Labour coalition blames its Fianna Fail dominated predecessor government for 

neglecting alliance building in an enlarged EU and for failing to participate optimally in the 

Council of Ministers and in many other parts of the EU governance system. There is 

considerable truth in the criticisms, but they raise questions about what the new government 

should do to repair the damage. If Ireland wants to position itself with northern and not 

southern states in the EU what alliances are necessary to secure that and how much effort has 

gone into making them? With the Dutch, the Germans, the Finns – and what about Denmark 

and Sweden, currently outside the euro? And what of the central and eastern European states 

which are now maturing in their EU membership? Is it sensible to exclude the Mediterranean 

states – Italy, Greece, Spain and Portugal – simply on reputational grounds? Do we not have 

interests in common with them as debtor states needing to reduce that unsustainable burden? 

This question overlaps with another on the balance between large and small states and the debate 

between inter-governmental and community methods of governing the emerging euro zone 

institutions. The French under Nicholas Sarkozy espouse inter-governmentalism, which 

empowers the largest states, as has been seen in his strategic alliance with Angela Merkel and his 

preference for a faster track euro zone. But the Germans want a more rule-governed system that 

gives the Commission and the European Court of Justice roles in policing fiscal austerity. 

Ireland’s interests as a small state are better served by the community method involving the 

institutions. That could better be done using the enhanced co-operation procedures set out in 

the Lisbon treaty’s Article 20, as is more than hinted at in the draft treaty now under 

consideration, rather than going through the much more elaborate and longer procedure of 

another convention and an inter-governmental council. If the community institutions are to be 

involved it is essential that strategic alliances are made with similar states in the coming 

negotiations to preserve that balance. This will be more difficult within a smaller euro zone 

system, already tilted towards inter-governmentalist methods of funding and decision-making, 

although other states desire to maintain unitary methods too as much as possible, like Ireland. So 

the “ins” and “outs” debate resurfaces in this context.  
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Smarter Policies 

Pursuing strategic alliances and knowing when to intervene effectively in EU debates and with 

whom is a large part of what makes a small state smart within this system. Active small states can 

sometimes punch above their weight while inactive ones cannot. Case studies from recent 

environmental, agricultural and market-creating policies show Ireland has exercised considerable 

influence through a number of governing and operating methods within the EU system. These 

included prioritising the EU in lead ministries, effective cooperation between permanent 

representatives in Brussels and those ministries and good procedures for resolving conflicts 

between them. Persuasion based approaches using good quality arguments and problem solving 

tend to work better than bargaining, while timely lobbying and appropriate framing of questions 

also boost influence (Panke 2010).  

Changes in the structures of central government are relevant to this debate about effectiveness. 

The entire EU division of the Department of Foreign Affairs has now been moved to the 

Taoiseach’s office. This brings Ireland into line with most other member-states and positions the 

governing apparatus more appropriately to influence the European Council consisting of heads 

of state and government, which is now the major agenda setter in the EU. But if the crucial 

business of alliance building within the EU is thereby separated from foreign policy-making it 

could be counter-productive. It is also worth noting recent criticism of the quality of senior civil 

service strategic planning in an Institute of Public Administration report which found a lack of 

rigour in policy formulation and evaluation; limited joined-up thinking on issues which cut across 

departments; poor structures of accountability; and a very bad record of implementation 

(O’Brien 2011). These failings are more Mediterranean than northern and show the challenges 

Ireland faces in driving through political and civil service reform in coming years.  

 

Conclusion 
This is a crucial period for the European Union and its member-states, as the euro system 

struggles to survive and renew itself in the middle of a world crisis of the neoliberal financialised 

capitalism in place since the 1980s. Ireland bought deeply into that system and prospered from 

several of its major features, including particularly its open globalism. But it has also suffered 

from its financial excesses, which must be corrected and reduced. We cannot return simply to a 

status quo ante of unlimited growth and consumption driven by runaway credit (Sheng 2011).  

There are opportunities here to transform the system by imposing tighter regulation, scaling 

down the financial sector with transaction taxes and linking up with new global centres of 

sustainable growth. These are particularly opening up in Asia, where many of the most relevant 

policy lessons have already been learned in the 1997-8 financial crisis there. Ireland should pay 

special attention to that and associate itself closely with those willing to pursue such trans-

regional alliances in a more multi-polar world (Andreosso-O’Callaghan, Gottwald and Hermann 

eds. 2011, Gillespie 2012). This would link Ireland’s EU and Asian policies creatively. 
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Such an approach would help keep Ireland in the centre of EU policy-making and decisions in a 

reconfigured EU system devoted to renewing global multilateralism and willing to reorganise 

international representative institutions to match more equally the new centres of power in a 

multi-polar world. 
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