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LISBON AGENDA

At the Lisbon summit in the spring of 
2000, EU leaders signed up to an 
ambitious economic reform programme 

that is designed to close the economic gap 
with the United States. This week, heads of 
government assemble in Brussels to review 
progress towards these ambitious targets. 
But even the most enthusiastic proponents 
of the Lisbon agenda can only describe 
the EU’s performance over the last twelve 
months as mediocre.

After a second consecutive year of 
disappointing economic growth, it is already 
apparent that the EU will miss some of its 
key targets. EU GDP grew by just 0.8 per 
cent in 2003. While the Organisation for 
Economic Cooperation and Development 
predicts an improvement to 1.9 per cent 
in 2004, it also forecasts that US growth 
will climb to 4.2 per cent. The European 
Commission admits in its report for the 
spring European Council that the EU will not 
close the economic gap with the US by the 
end of the decade.

Employment growth also ground to a halt 
in 2003, the first year out of the past five 
that the number of people in work in the EU 
did not increase. The EU will miss its interim 
employment target of 67 per cent of working 
age people in jobs, and almost certainly fail 
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The fact that the EU is 
not going to meet all its 
targets should not lead 
commentators to condemn 
the whole Lisbon programme, 
writes Alasdair Murray.

to reach its overall Lisbon goal of 70 per cent 
employment in 2010.

In the run up to the Brussels summit, 
various coalitions of EU leaders desperately 
cast around for ideas to reinvigorate the 
Lisbon process. The Irish, Dutch, Luxembourg 
and British finance ministers called for the 
EU to cut red tape. Meanwhile, the British, 
French and German governments suggested 
spending more EU money on research and 
development and proposed the creation of a 
‘Lisbon Commissioner’ to oversee the EU’s 
economic reform efforts. 

But most of these supposedly new 
ideas are simply restatements of existing 
proposals and commitments. In contrast to 
previous years, EU leaders have failed to find 
a high-profile issue, such as the liberalisation 
of energy markets, to demonstrate their 
continuing commitment to economic reform. 
Worryingly, EU governments look bereft of 
new ideas to reinvigorate the reform agenda 
as the EU begins a mid-term review of the 
Lisbon process.

The fact that the EU is not going to meet 
all its targets should not lead commentators 
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to condemn the whole Lisbon programme. 
The EU’s patchy overall progress towards 
meeting its Lisbon targets obscures the 
impressive performances of some countries. 
The Nordic member-states, Denmark, 
Finland and Sweden, score well in almost 
every aspect of the Lisbon agenda. 

A second group of countries, including 
Britain, Ireland, the Netherlands and 
Spain, are highly committed to the Lisbon 
process and score well on many, although 
not all, measures. Ireland, in particular, 
has made remarkable progress in raising 
both its employment and productivity levels 

over recent years: it now has the highest 
productivity level (measured as output per 
hour worked) in the EU. And some of the 
most problematic member-states, such as 
France and Germany, have begun important 
pensions and labour market reforms.

Moreover, the headline targets are crude: 
they represent aspirations rather than 
realistic ambitions. The true test of the 
Lisbon agenda’s success should be whether 
the EU could in 2010 sustain higher levels 
of employment and growth than it could a 
decade earlier.

The next twelve months will prove crucial 
as to whether the EU can meet this overall 
goal. A new Commission will want to place 
its own stamp on EU policies, including the 
Lisbon agenda. Some member-states may 
see the mid-term review of Lisbon as an 
opportunity to change some of the targets. 
The member-states could justify such a 
move as necessary to take account of the 
inclusion of the new member-states, and 
also to refocus governments on working 
towards more ‘realistic’ goals. 

However, the member-states should 
resist the temptation to downgrade targets 
– even those they are likely to miss – for 
two reasons. First, clear and consistent 
targets are an essential part of the Lisbon 
programme. The EU is employing a system 
of benchmarking and peer pressure to 
encourage member-states to undertake 
economic reform. If the EU changes its 
targets halfway through the process, it 
would become much harder to assess its 
performance. Second, any softening of 
the targets would imply that the EU lacked 
ambition for its economic reform agenda. 
Individual countries can and should aspire 
to meeting the headline goals, even if the 
EU as a whole will not meet them by the end 
of the decade.

But the EU should support the appointment 
of a senior Commissioner to oversee the 

Lisbon agenda, for the Commission has 
sometimes failed to give sufficient focus 
to economic reform. The new Lisbon 
Commissioner should monitor the progress 
of the various Commission directorates-
general in meeting their legislative goals. In 
particular, the Commissioner could ensure 
that the directives produced by various DGs, 
especially those for the environment and 
social affairs, are fully compatible with the 
economic reform agenda.

However, the member-states should not 
use the creation of a Lisbon Commissioner 
as an excuse to ignore their own 
responsibilities. It is the member-states, 
not the Commission, which will have to 
undertake most of the outstanding reforms 
that are needed for the fulfillment of the 
Lisbon goals. A Lisbon Commissioner may 
encourage and sometimes even cajole 
governments to embrace reform, but he or 
she cannot force them.

Member states should be further obliged 
to take their economic reform commitments 
more seriously by submitting an annual 
Lisbon progress report to their parliaments. 
At present, member-states submit a plethora 
of progress reports on individual aspects of 
the Lisbon process to the Commission. But 
governments are not obliged to provide a 
coherent overview of how they intend to 
meet the Lisbon targets.

In future, each member-state should 
prepare an annual report that reviews 
progress towards the Lisbon goals. This 
should state what action the government 
intends to take to address any weaknesses. 
Each government should present this 
report to its national parliament during the 
winter, so that parliamentarians – alongside 
journalists and independent experts – have 
a chance to quiz ministers on their record 
prior to the spring economic summit.

Alasdair Murray 
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