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LAUDATIO BY THE PRESIDENT OF THE REPUBLIC 

CARLO AZEGLIO CIAMPI 

AT THE AWARD CEREMONY OF THE 

INTERNATIONAL 

"CHARLEMAGNE" PRIZE TO THE EURO 

(Aechen, 9th May 2002) 
 

Mr Mayor, 

Mr Minister President, 

Members of the Charlemagne Committee, 

Your Majesty, 

Your Royal Highness, 

Citizens of Aechen, 

 

In the course of the successive institutional offices I held, I have 

had the great opportunity to take active part in the long history that 

led to the creation of the euro - from the changing fortunes of the 

European national currencies shaken from time to time by monetary 

turbulences caused by imbalances in real economies or inflationary 

tendencies and often made worse by diverse financial movements, to 

attempts to correct them through the Central Banks’ co-operation 

and concerted action; from the initial plans to establish closer 

institutional and operational links to the realisation of the 

inadequacy of the attempts made and to the growing awareness of 

the need for a radical institutional solution that took shape with the 

creation of a single currency and the European System of Central 

Banks. 

 

I went through these events with firm professional and political 

commitment and, above all, with my mind filled with sad memories 

of the particularly tragic events that had left deep marks on my 

generation in the early part of its years. 
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That generation was born on the morrow of the First World War 

- a generation ravaged by World War II when still in the bloom of 

youth; a generation that realised and directly and bitterly 

experienced the foolishness of having young people opposed to 

young people weapons in their hands, of destroying an age-old 

common cultural heritage, of effacing physical and spiritual 

resources that could have been a source of welfare for all European 

peoples and the entire world if life and its values had been elevated. 

It was with these sentiments that I prepared for this meeting. 

You will certainly understand how delighted I feel at being 

here in this city - a symbol of the Roman heritage that, with a natural 

vocation to act as a cultural hinge and by hosting the Charlemagne 

Prize, bears witness to the ideals that are at the very basis of the 

European integration.  

Charlemagne was defined a rex pater Europae.  He set the 

foundations for a rebirth that led to the formation of modern Europe. 

 

This year’s Charlemagne Prize is a tribute, through the euro, to 

the ability of European peoples to turn their ideals and values – that 

are the expression of one civilisation to which all European nations 

have contributed - into shared institutions. 

At this momentous stage, the process of European unification 

appears to us in all its splendour. The horizons of a divided Europe 

would be gloomy.  

In the first half of the 20th century, the totalitarian and 

nationalist systems brought the European civilisation close to 

annihilation.   

By rising against those atrocities and the ideologies that 

fomented them, we started, in the second half of this century, the 

building of a united Europe born out of freedom and democracy. 

And the Union is the uppermost guarantee of democracy in 

Europe. 

 

 

 

At the dawn of the 21st century, notwithstanding the high 

number of democratic regimes on the world scene and a gradual 

strengthening of institutions in our continent, and the European 
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Union’s enlargement, the prevailing feeling for many is still one of 

uncertainty, at times concern and disillusionment. The prevalence of 

quantity as a standard of value over the assertion of ideals, and 

increasing uncertainties hanging over our future are a source of 

insecurity.   

There are still signs of a presence of anachronistic nationalistic 

trends. 

 

In the world, hatred and conflicts still divide peoples and are 

tragically made more dangerous by terrorism and the proliferation of 

mass destruction weapons. Deep social and environmental 

imbalances worldwide are made more conspicuous by a seemingly 

irresistible and still badly regulated globalisation. 

We must promptly prevent threats that may come from 

different sources. We must act to ensure that Europe may finally 

express, also in the interests of the world community, a full 

international subjectivity. 

 

Ever since the beginning of the European adventure, the six 

states that signed the Treaty of Rome applied the guiding principle 

of a limited national sovereignty - in support of shared institutions 

having the task to exercise shared sovereignty powers - on the part 

of an open, not exclusive, group of states that were in the lead and 

constantly prepared for further advancement.   

That principle is still vital to make the unification process 

advance. 

Today, it appears imperative to shape up institutions suited to 

the European Union’s new size that would enable us to meet our 

responsibilities towards the European citizens, for the maintainance 

of peace among peoples, and an economic and civil progress for all.  

 

The Union, which is the expression of the European 

civilisation and spirit, far from effacing national cultures and 

identities, ensures their endurance and development in a global 

context.  Within a weak and divided Europe, no national State – 

whether small or large – would be able to ensure prosperity, security 

and freedom for its citizens. No state, separately, would be able to 
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enhance its invaluable cultural, civil and religious heritage which is 

an integral part of the European identity. 

This is the rationale of shared sovereignty and of the 

development of a European shared sovereignty. This is the principle 

that guided and still guides the process of European unification. 

Such a Europe would be able to accept new groups of 

immigrants, in the respect of their cultures of origin but also 

expecting compliance with the rules of the host countries – 

necessary to prevent disrupting tensions -  and in the spirit of the 

unifying elements of the Christian and humanistic roots of European 

civilisation. 

 

In line with the consistent route that, from the Treaty of Rome 

in 1957 to that of Maastricht in 1992, led to the creation of the euro, 

a course has been set and a method of work identified that will also 

be good for the future. 

The adoption of the euro and the establishment of the 

European Central Bank marked a substantive accomplishment of the 

process of creation of a monetary unity. The understandings and 

agreements previously reached to ensure the stability of exchange 

rates between the Member States of the Union had turned out to be 

inadequate. 

 

Would it be possible to create a common currency?  Many 

believed it to be an impracticable utopia. Along with another eleven 

central bank Governors and three experts, I had the great 

opportunity to take part in the work of the Group that Jacques Delors 

chaired. In June 1988, the European Council in Hannover had 

entrusted it with the task to explore and put forward concrete steps 

leading to a monetary union. 

 

We set out on our work unsure as to the likelihood for a 

European common currency plan to be agreed.  We ended our work 

ten months later.  I still recall the Delors Group’s last meeting in 

Basel, in the sober surroundings of the Bank for International 

Settlements. Aware of the difficulties still to be overcome, we had 

agreed to extend our stay for another weekend. After three days of 

lively debates, a final text was drawn up. We reached unanimous 
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agreement on it.  An applause and a toast – unusual for our sober 

style of work - put an end to the meeting. 

 

I would also like to recall another meeting – the European 

Council held in Brussels on 2nd May 1998. Under the British term of 

Presidency, it was chaired by Prime Minister Tony Blair. „This is an 

epoch-making day for Europe“ – with these words he opened the 

meeting.  That statement sounded even more solemn in that it was 

being made by the Prime Minister of a State that had decided not to 

join the euro for the time being – but he agreed on its soundness and 

rationale. 

Through the establishment of the European Central Bank, a 

genuinely federal entity has been set up.  A great leap forward has 

thus been made; an excellent example of shared sovereignty has 

been set.  All that, I believe, is at the basis of the awarding of the 

Charlemagne Prize to the euro. 

 

It is in the logic of a united Europe’s building process that each 

step forward requires new ones – either we advance, or what has 

already been achieved would be put at risk.  And each time, any 

economic and political achievements appear too important to be put 

at risk – their importance is so high, that the governments and 

peoples feel encouraged to make further progress towards an ever 

stronger unification and cross the threshold between an alliance of 

States and a veritable Union.  

In that sense, the creation of the euro is a starting point, as well 

as an attainment. 

 

 

 

 

 

Since the beginning of the investigations and debates that led 

to the creation of the euro, it has been clear that a good functioning 

of the new monetary system would require a sound coordination of 

the Member States’ economic policies.  For that purpose, a first set 

of goals was established which all the States undertook to achieve 

while retaining autonomous powers in choosing the means required 
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for that – I am referring to the Stability and Growth Pact agreed by 

the European Council in Dublin, in December 1996. 

 

It is now imperative to attain an even more binding common 

definition of the individual States’ economic policies both through a 

better use of the existing institutions and the implementation of new 

operational procedures. That would also strengthen the 

competitiveness of Europe’s system. 

 

The European Union has also made other important steps 

forward from a federal point of view – in the regulation of 

competition, in trade. The European citizens have clearly benefited 

from that.  Everything has occurred under the watchful eye of the 

Court of Justice – the actual legal driving power of European 

integration.  

 

In the nearest future, we need, without further delay, to 

reinforce a unitary management of the foreign and defence policies 

and, in the framework of a new Treaty, a shared area of freedom, 

security and justice is to be strengthened and extended.  

Those who have doubts about the likelihood of these further 

progress should bear in mind that the steps already taken sounded in 

turn as much utopian as these. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As already happened with the Spaak Committee prior to the 

Treaty of Rome, and with the Delors Group’s work prior to the 

Maastricht Treaty, this time as well the Convention, chaired by 

Valery Giscard d’Estaing, is already at work – with an 

unprecedented extent of participation and responsibilities. Its 

conclusions will provide a blueprint for a new Treaty to be defined 

at a special Intergovernmental Conference and submitted to the 

Governments and Parliaments for approval. 
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The Convention is fostered by the power of European political 

ideals and their consistency. It has a clear task – defining a new 

project that is to overcome the jarring noise of Eurosceptiscism. 

 

A stronger, simpler, clearer Europe – and, within that Europe, 

a balance provided by organically regulated institutions and a more 

extensive use of the Qualified Majority Voting – will safeguard the 

interests of all – small and large – States better than judicial 

negotiations between States.  Judicial negotiations ultimately erode 

Europe and the citizens’support which it requires. The EU 

membership is already defining the characters of a European 

citizenship that draws Europeans together in the attainment of 

shared objectives, in the context of shared values and rules.  

 

The definition of a new Treaty, whether called Constitution or 

Fundamental Act, to be concluded if possible before within 2003 or 

in any case before the European elections in Spring 2004, will 

strengthen, within an enlarged Union, Europe’s shared civil and 

social identity, will further strengthen that common membership. 

 

This process leads to a Federation of Nation States that should 

be a creative and dynamic synthesis between a Union of States and a 

federal State, define an organic institutional system capable to 

safeguard common interests much better than precarious 

intergovernmental processes could do. 

Sharing the basic elements of the States’ sovereignty is now 

necessary, as individual countries  have become inadequate to face 

the challenges. 

As was the case with the currency in a Europe of Fifteen, all 

the more in an enlarged Europe, the propelling force of a smaller 

and integrated group of Union members can accompany the sharing 

of a unitary, organic and efficient, system of institutions, open to the 

subsequent participation of all. 

 

The world is increasingly aware of the need for a united 

Europe.   

Every day, we Europeans feel the pressing need to act as one 

entity to face the political crises outside the Union.  



 

 

 

 

 
 

  

8 

The gap between the European Union’s political and economic 

dimension has been – and still is – shown by the Balkans’ lasting 

instability and the very serious political crisis in the Middle East. 

 

The traditional and vital alliance with the United States is an 

indispensable and decisive guarantee of security for all.  Together, 

Europe and the United States are a shared heritage of civilisation 

and a historical aggregate that finds its expression in mutual 

solidarity and shared responsibilities.  

But to reinforce such guarantee, the European Union must 

acquire political dimension and authority to match its economic 

weight and its great wealth of civil values. 

 

Only European peoples driven by the will also to create a 

political Union will be able to assert their motives and ideals 

throughout the world. Many Europeans feel confused. That is not 

because they do not believe in the European Union, but because to 

them, the road to follow does not appear clear enough. 

They want certainties and a consistent and clearly spelled out 

project. 

 

 

 

 

Only by continuing the work of the Founding Fathers, only 

through a patient and untiring completion of the institutional system 

started over fifty years ago, only by creating a Union with 

fundamental pillars fully accomplished, shall we be able to 

safeguard the Europen civilisation and peace. 

 

It is now time for us to hand over the torch to our young 

generations to continue the building of Europe. 

To our young people, I address my confident plea: 

- do invigorate the building of our Europe with new ideals; its 

institutions with the drive of positive and efficient action; its 

economy with innovating and fertile enterprising spirit; 

- do follow with deep care the needs and opportunities of a changing 

society and apply the generous impulse in your heart to right the 
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imbalances that generate unacceptable injustices and paralysing 

insecurities throughout the world; 

- do respond with full enthusiasm and  a sense of responsibility to the 

dictates of your conscience. 

 

The future of Europe rests in your hands. 

 

 


