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The success of  European nations to form a monetary Union has won  immense acclaim from many sources. Apparently Europeans seem unstoppable in their matching towards frontiers of the Russian Federation, which of course is leaving Russians anything but amused.  The success of it all lies not only in enhanced political prowess and expediency, but also  the viability that regional economic integration bestows on to the members. The catalogue of benefits encompass expanded market, which increases the possibility of  lower production costs thanks to economies of  large scale production, trade creation which arises from the diversion of the production of goods and services from non-members as well as other  members to those that  have the best comparative advantage in the production of the good or service, which reflected in lowest cost of production. Lower production costs lead to  higher profits, higher research and development expenditure, better quality products, larger variety, and given consumer sovereignty, should foster higher    economic welfare.

Of equal importance is the effect regional integration has on the capacity of member nations to establish strategic and basic industries. Due to the huge cost necessary to establish basic industries such as Iron and Steel, small nations find it difficult to  start basic industries , despite their vital importance   as foundation of the industrialization process. Economic integration makes it possible for    the establishment of   basic industries, which require large  size plants, in order to reap the  economies of scale. Lower production  cost upstream implies  lower production costs downstream, in all manner of  secondary industries that utilize  inputs from industries upstream. In a similar vein, it is thanks to regional economic integration, that member nations can undertake basic   research through the joint establishment of research centers, which lowers tax burdens on  each member nation. It is such research centers that for example the European Union has been able to establish its position in the world as one of   satellite launchers from the facilities operated by the European research center in Guyana, made its presence felt in the aerospace industry by its Airbus, and soon to be inaugurated,  European  global positioning  satellites which will should increase its leverage in the field. One should not forget the Euro tunnel project, which came to fruition thanks to joint efforts of UK and French  governments. One therefore should not forget that integration provides the variety and pool of human resources vital for not only primary   industries, but secondary industries, as well.

A larger economy translates into stronger political power. The member nations of the European Union, are definitely a force to reckon with in all forums encompassing environmental concerns, humanitarian rights, international trade, and so on. Having reached a common ground on such issues prior to going into the negotiations, all member nations are bound by decisions taken by representatives in various forums. The stronger economic standing and political muscle, inevitably translate into stronger military force. This is the underlying reason why armed forces from member countries of the European Union recently took up the responsibility that had been borne by US forces in the Balkans. It is an indication that European Union has arrived not only as an economic, political force to reckon with, but also an exquisite formidable military force.

Regional integration confers on member nations, common security , arising from the synergy of all armed forces from member nations, which is larger than the sum of the parts. Of course, with such features, it is only foolhardy dim wit who dare to launch any attack on any member, as an attack one implies an attack on all. Behind the formidable walls such strong protection offers to members, the engine of economic growth gathers speed thanks to long spells of legal security, political maturity, and social—cultural development.   

It is thanks to the benefits that accrue to members of regional integration, that the concept is attempted elsewhere, outside Europe. While Africans in simultaneity with the idea of NEPAD (new partnership for African development), have founded the African Union, a good number of Latin American nations, have recently mooted the idea of an integration that replicates the European model.

However, many regional integration enthusiasts, can’t but be astounded at the proliferation of bilateral free trade agreements, which hopefully should be forerunners of multi-national regional integrations. The bilateral free trade arrangements supposedly bind to both parties to the agreement, without necessarily paying any concern as to the impact such an arrangement may have on countries that lie in the same region as those that form the bilateral agreement.  It isn’t clear why amidst efforts to strengthen regional integration as a precursor to world integration as espoused by the World Trade Organization (WTO), some nations should ‘relapse’ into the bilateral free trade agreements. Possibly, the answer may be found in the disappointment at the pace WTO is moving in liberalizing trade in goods, but services such as banking, insurance, transport and communications, legal practice, education, health, and so on. It is definitely easier and quicker to iron out differences in many areas, between two nations; it is a baffling experience to achieve the same with close to 150 nations, currently members of WTO. Another reason could be the ease to arms-twist one nation to get the best terms, especially as the bilateral arrangements that have reached during the  WTO era have almost without exception been between  a developed nation and a developing one. This could yet indicate the move towards unilateralist on foreign policy issues, which the US has reverted to over the past four years or so.

It is not difficult to see bilateralism is running counter to multilateralism, and supra-nationalism, and with it undermining efforts of small nations to embolden their meager economic, political and military powers under the umbrella of regional integration Promises of, for example, better access to US market, for instance, can induce a nation that is already a member of a regional grouping to go on its words and pursue the bilateral free trade arrangement, jeopardizing regional integration. Had the process occurred prior to regional integration and world trade organization eras, bilateral free trade arrangements would have been very welcome catalysts of the economic, political, social, and cultural integration. Coming as they do, in the wake of WTO, casts doubts as to whether or not  bilateral free trade arrangements are not actually un-doing the great painstaking  achievements of  regional integration and world trade organization, underpinned by the Uruguay round principle. The course of time will, as usual serve as the best judge.   We keep our fingers crossed.

