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Europe has voted. The new leaders in the European 

Union’s top-job positions are a reasonable and a 

promising choice. A new Commission is going to be es-

tablished. At the same time, the continent is shocked of 

the unexpected behaviour of British politicians around 

Brexit. 

Europe must now take its fate into its own hands and 

defend its interests, without losing sight of its relation-

ship with America and Russia in the context of its global 

ambitions and without neglecting its Member States’ 

existing alliances. The European Union must become a 

global player in its own right and with its own priorities. 

But as France and Germany are no longer “the engine” 

setting the political agenda within the EU, who can?

The British have ruled themselves out. Germany’s 

European enthusiasm has clearly been muted. That 

leaves France, with a President who, on taking power 

two years ago and more clearly than any other Europe-

an leader, announced a number of ideas and concrete 

plans for a new and strong Europe. Today, Emmanuel 

Macron appears to be the only “voice of Europe” on the 

international stage, speaking out on crucial matters of 

economy, security and peace and doing his best to bring 

world leaders together. Hopefully, Macron will succeed 

in maintaining stability in his own country.

Looking back, one could be forgiven for thinking that 

the multiple problems facing the EU are wearing it 

down: the broken relationship with the United States, 

whose President considers the EU as an opponent, 

climate change, which is only now gaining an overdue 

status as a live political issue, the problems of mi-

gration, which could lead to a split within the Union, 

and last but not least, the ever stronger populist and 

Eurosceptic parties within each nation. Not forgetting 

the excruciating negotiations over Brexit that have 

been draining resources for too long and 

restricting Europe’s freedom of movement. 

However, looking forward, new and positive 

signs are emerging: European citizens have 

accepted the EU as part of their lives. With a 

turnout of almost 51% at the last European 

elections – 8% more than the previous ones 

– the European Parliament has clearly been 

strengthened.  

The incoming President of the Commission, the German 

Ursula von der Leyen is a staunch European and has 

laid down important internal and geopolitical markers 

in appointing her Commission. Internally, there is now a 

clear consensus that the United Kingdom cannot impose 

its Brexit conditions and that the EU will not stand idly 

by while London continues to linger within the Union. In 

addition, Von der Leyen’s bold attempt to forge regional 

strength, as an antidote to the tendency on the part of 

some Member States to drift away from the Union, is a 

clear indication of her determination to boost the EU’s 

internal unity. 

To the outside world, the new President has signalled 

her desire to see Europe play a leading role and made it 

clear that the transatlantic relationship requires a reset 

to assume joint responsibilities. The strategic implica-

tion is that the EU will no longer take a back seat in geo-

political conflicts. Ursula von der Leyen intends to break 

new ground. The appointment of a French Commissioner 

responsible for the internal market, but also for security 

and defence, demonstrates how the President wishes to 

draw inspiration from the French ideas on security and 

defence and the proactive European stance of President 

Macron.
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Our freedom starts with Hong Kong
by Jean-Dominique Giuliani, President of the Robert Schuman Foundation, Paris

In the Spotlight    +++ Commentaries +++

the UK on the many occasions that former 

British colonies became independent. 

God knows he had witnessed the lower-

ing of the Union Jack enough times! And 

to think that some envied him!

The British always quit the territories of 

their former empire awkwardly. They left 

suddenly, coldly – with regret – but curtly. They 

abandoned the citizens of Hong Kong to their fate 

because the banks interested them more than the challenge 

set by the Chinese Communist Party.

Today, it is the young people who are demonstrating. Their 

idea of freedom is also ours: economic and political freedom 

are indissociable. As in an Asian picture, they go hand in 

hand like air and water. In the eyes of the Chinese dicta-

torship the challenge is a vital one. Its existence possibly 

depends on the way it emerges from this crisis.

The victory of the Beijing regime over the democrats in 

Hong Kong would mean the greatest danger for our free-

dom. Angela Merkel was not mistaken when she advocated 

giving support to the young demonstrators in China, and as 

she criticised the Orwellian system of social rating that the 

Chinese regime is now deploying across the land, before 

extending it to Asia and beyond. The future confrontation 

with the Middle Empire will first affect the universal values 

of freedom and democracy that it rejects.

Whoever knows the region also knows that Hong Kong is not 

just a rock that was occupied for a few years by a Western 

power. It is an island of freedom in an autocratic ocean. Its 

survival could be the starting point for a return of freedom 

on the continent. Neighbouring Shenzhen now has the same 

skyscrapers and its opulence is even more evident. But it 

lacks that one vital thing!

The West and Europe would be wise to be inspired to sup-

port those who are defending their idea of freedom. Before 

it is too late.

On 4th July 1997, Hong Kong was re-

turned to China. It was my privilege to 

represent France on that occasion. René 

Monory, the President of the Senate, led 

our delegation, which included amongst 

others Alain Peyrefitte. 

The symbolism of this handover was not lost 

on us. Martial China and its elite troops goose-

stepped their way as they took back this tiny piece of 

land, that had become British after the signature of some 

one-sided treaties.

Indeed, the island of Hong Kong and the peninsula close 

to Kowloon had been ceded to Britain in perpetuity. It was 

the new territories, leased for 99 years, which were to be 

returned – but it was difficult to separate them from the rest, 

such was the density of the urban fabric. However, Margaret 

Thatcher, who signed an act of retrocession in 1984, could 

not help but “regret having to give all of that back to the 

Communists.” She was not wrong. It was clear that the Chi-

nese would not keep their word which had, however, been 

included in a treaty filed with the UN Secretary General, and 

that they would not protect Hong Kong’s status for 50 years.

Despite the Chinese Communist Party having become the 

champion of capitalism, it could never tolerate political 

liberalism, and quite simply, the freedom of expression. 

During the four days of endless rain, we were able to take 

stock of the extent of the misunderstanding unfolding before 

our eyes.

Chris Patten, the British governor, explained his efforts to 

leave behind seeds of democracy in Hong Kong, where, 

rather late in the day and to the great displeasure of the 

Chinese, he had organised the first free elections.

Prince Charles, whose poise was admirable in the downpour 

that required the lamination of the pages of his retrocession 

speech, was not deceived either. In his opinion, it was yet 

another decolonisation ceremony, of which he had become 

the specialist. Since the 1960s he had always represented 


