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Advantages of the Euro
· With the introduction of the Euro, exchange rate risks were eliminated and more price transparency prevails in the Eurozone. This leads to lower transaction costs (for example because no more insurance against exchange rate risks is necessary). This in turn facilitates trade and cross-border investment, and in principle also cross-border employment. Consequently, markets for business increase, competition rises, and consumers can profit from lower prices. The Euro is the currency that is complementing the Single Market. This way, the Euro is driving European integration forward.

· Because of the decreased exchange-rate risk, the Euro encourages lower interest rates. In the past, additional interest was charged to cover the risk of the exchange-rate fluctuations. This risk is gone with the introduction of the Euro. Today real interest rates are at historically low levels. Lower interest rates trigger positive economic effects, for example by making investment cheaper.
· Because of the European Central Bank (ECB), the introduction of the Euro also helps to lower (and control) inflation among the EU countries. The main achievement is that low nominal and real rates can be consistent with stable inflation at a low level, due to the credibility of the ECB. Long-term inflation expectations are low.

· Low inflation is key for economic growth and prosperity. Companies can invest which leads to growing internal demand, cyclical unemployment goes back and households have more disposable income which stimulates consumption.

· The Eurozone has become a much more stable environment. Economic agents can invest more easily in any part of the Eurozone and thereby spread the risk of potential local shocks impacting on income and consumption. As a whole, there is much less volatility because the possibility of speculative attacks on national currencies has been removed. This effect goes beyond the Eurozone. The Eurozone serves as an anchor for other European and non-European countries in the area. (Imagine the effects of the sub-prime crisis without the Euro in place …)
· The Euro has grown in importance as an international reserve currency. The use of the Euro in trade with non-European partners is also expanding. And its importance will continue to grow, as well as the influence of Europe in international organizations.
· However, we miss the significance of the advent of the Euro if we ignore its impact on the identity of the citizen. Money has always been a symbolic marker in efforts of building a sense of identity. Therefore the advantages of the Euro for Europeans can only be understood if besides the economic dimension, the political and social side is considered as well. The Euro makes Europe real since it provides a visible link from Brussels to the daily lives of the citizens. 
Challenges

· However, development of the identity of the citizen is a process that takes time. Along comes insecurity when known patterns are thrown aboard. Often people feel uncomfortable using and dealing with the Euro. Depending on the own background, the attitude varies between the traditionally known enthusiasm for the Euro in Italy, the German ambivalence about it, and the widespread British opposition.
· Yesterday, Umberto Burani has talked to you about our ongoing work on the perception of the Euro by the citizen. I believe that the negative perception prevailing in many of our societies is a problem that cannot be taken seriously enough and we all have to ask ourselves how we can contribute so the Euro is perceived in the way it deserves.

· Olivier Derruine talked about the problem of perceived inflation. That is one of the most important problems to tackle. This is particularly important also in the new Member States in which the Euro will be introduced. There, too, many citizens fear that prices will rise following the introduction of the Euro.

· However, perception of the Euro is also related to economic well-being of the citizen. And, there, we have to admit that the Euroarea's growth performance has been less than outstanding. And this is true despite the boom in 1999-2000 and the 2006-2007 upturn.

· While this may not be directly related to the Euro as the common currency, the relatively modest growth performance is disappointing. In the European Monetary Union we did not really perform to our potential. And we have to ask ourselves why.
· The European Economic and Social Committee is currently elaborating an own-initiative opinion that compares the extent to which countries have implemented the Lisbon agenda reforms and how they are perform economically by looking at GDP/Head and Employment records since 2000. It is just striking to see that implementation of reform is directly translating into better economic performance.

· What we need is to implement the reforms at national level that are agreed upon at European level and the European Commission should keep a vigilant eye on Member States' implementation of reform commitments under the EU growth and jobs strategy.
· Also the Eurogroup must advance with a common vision of policy priorities. Significant headway has been made in recent years as, for example, the renewed political consensus on the Stability and Growth Pact illustrates. But I believe there is still a lack of understanding of policy spill-overs in the Euroarea. Again the Commission could contribute to a better understanding by providing more analysis in this respect.

· In conclusion, I wish to emphasize: we have to get the citizen on board. Firstly, this requires the best economic performance possible which in turn requires implementation of agreed reforms. Without the citizen feeling that the European Union directly contributes to his or her well-being, no pro-European information campaign will succeed. Secondly, the citizen needs to be informed that the Euro is not the reason for the problems perceived, but is part of the solution. Everyone needs to understand that it would be even more difficult to tackle the current challenges without the Euro.
· Organized civil society has a crucial role to play in this strategy: it is a cross-cutting element that is ideally placed in direct contact with citizens. It can exercise bottom-up pressure on seats of power simultaneously with top-down pressure on citizens: an ideal yet highly responsible position. And the EESC as the institution organizing representatives of civil society is thoroughly committed to play its role.
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