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1. MOTIVATION AND OUTLINE 

Cooperation in education and partnerships with non-European neighbours in the East and South 

will shape the future of the ageing continent as well as the role of Europe in the globalising world. 

This is grossly neglected in policy, the media and public opinion. One reason is that the 

importance of education to incomes and well-being is generally well known, but not adequately 

reflected in the current strategy of the EU or its member countries. As a consequence Europe also 

does not invest in cooperation and stability in its potentially dynamic neighbourhood. The 

possibility and necessity of an education-based partnership with neighbours is the core of the 

strategy we propose. 

This report recalls the benefits of education for individuals and societies. More closely connecting 

education to the Sustainable Development Goals as defined by the UN Agenda 2030 is 

recommended. Education is the best contribution Europe can offer for ending poverty and 

increasing growth and stability in the European Neighbourhood, as opposed to “silk roads” or 

other megaprojects, or fighting terrorism through military interventions. The European 

Neighbourhood in this study is defined as the  non-European countries in the East, the Black Sea 

area, the Middle East and North Africa; in the wider sense it also includes Sub-Saharan Africa. 

Education is also defined in a broader sense as including investment in problem and conflict 

solving, governance and rule of law, social innovations, informal competencies and cultural 

dialogue. 

The report carves out preconditions for an education-based strategy and suggests general 

principles that Europe has to follow to maximise the impact of this strategy in a quickly changing 

world. It makes a rough estimate of how much additional investment of Europe is needed, and 

how it can be financed with a minimal direct burden on taxpayers. Accounting also for the long-

run returns of the education-based strategy, a net advantage for European finance can be 

envisaged.  

The final goal of the study is to delineate partnerships with non-European neighbours built on 

mutual learning and understanding that will allow Europe to shape “responsible” globalisation and 

enjoy rising incomes, social cohesion and well-being at home. Creating jobs in the source 

countries of migration is more efficient and welfare increasing than “a Europe that protects” 

through military force and new fences – a message important for next the EU presidencies and 

election campaigns.  

http://www.querdenkereuropa.at/
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2. EUROPE IN THE GLOBALISED WORLD OF 2050 

Internal challenges and external chances 

Europe needs internal reforms in strategy and governance so as to increase its dynamics, reduce 

unemployment and inequality, and grasp the chances of new technologies and decarbonisation. 

This will help the EU and the governments of the Member States to reconnect with citizens, to 

fight populism and internal dissent, and support the extension of the EU to the Western Balkan 

countries.  

Equally important are partnerships with non-members in the South and the East of Europe. The 

future role of the US is uncertain and China is determined to take the lead in investment and 

finance, but also increasingly in international institutions and new technologies. Without 

neighbours, the share of Europe – whether defined as the EU or as a geographical region – is 

declining towards 5% of the world population and 15% of world output; such a small region 

cannot shape globalisation and will be less represented in international organisations and 

meetings. The European Neighbourhood on the other hand is a very dynamic region, with the 

potential to have growth rates higher than in China, India or South America. Europe must not miss 

the chance to actively join forces with its neighbourhood. 

Dynamic but heterogeneous markets  

GDP in the European Neighbourhood (ENB) has more than doubled since 2000. Annual growth 

rates between 5% and 10% will continue in the future due to the booming population and 

catching up from currently 13% of European GDP per capita. These dynamics could boost 

European exports and make “Wider Europe” a very dynamic region. Together with the ENB the 

share of “Wider Europe”  is predicted to be about 28% in 2050, on par with China and twice as 

large as that of the US plus neighbours. The doubling of the young population in the ENB 

contrasts with the ageing of Europe, and specifically the development in Central and Eastern 

Europe. In this region the population is declining by about 10% and the working age population 

by about one third. 

The ENB is also very heterogeneous, and full of internal conflicts. Some countries are looking for 

democratisation and new strategies, others are returning to old solutions and even territorial size. 

On the one hand, a new generation is connected via social media and open to new ideas, 

technologies and lifestyles. On the other hand, old schisms persist, the past is glorified, and there 

are open or clandestine attempts to restore regional hegemonial power. But in general a trend of 

new confidence is arising, and especially Africa is determined to find its own solutions for pressing 

problems, even if this will not work without new technologies, finance and external assistance.  

Best and worst scenarios for the European Neighbourhood 

If the ENB is stabilised and annual growth rates between 5% and 10% materialise, poverty will 

decline, and jobs will be created for the young generation. Migration can slow down and become 

circular. It will be more determined by demand and an individual search for new experiences than 

by problems at home. Autocratic regimes, military conflicts and terrorism will lose their route 

causes. 

If the ENB is saddled with political conflicts, destabilisation and ecological degradation, no jobs will 

be available for the young population. Money will be lacking for new infrastructure, schools, 

renewable energy and water-saving technologies, and emigration will boom.  

The need for governance reforms in Europe  

The unification of Europe is a long-run success story. The current EU started with 6 countries and 

now has 28 members with about 10 more countries willing to join. It is now the largest region as 

measured by GDP, enjoying high life expectancy and an absence of military conflicts among 
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members. Europe excels in the combination of different societal goals as measured by the 

Sustainable Development Agenda.  

Economic dynamic, however, is low, and unemployment and inequality have increased, in 

particular since the Financial Crisis. Europe has not closed its distance to the technology frontier, 

and regions and members countries are disappointed about the speed of catching up. They call for 

protection and national solutions even when problems are global. And dissent has come up 

between the North and South, as well as the Eastern and Western blocs. A future-oriented 

strategy is being deferred, and an optimal combination of common goals and rules with which to 

achieve them and their decentral implementation is not being tested.  

If Europe can reform it will become more dynamic, decreasing unemployment and inequality, and 

it could become a leader in decarbonisation, able to shape a “responsible globalisation”. If not, it 

will lose members and the support of citizens. To contain destabilising forces from abroad, the EU 

would also need to re-establish border controls between member countries and invest in military 

forces at its external borders. 

Europe’s unique offer: education-based partnership 

Internal reforms and external partnerships could bolster each other. A stable and dynamic 

neighbourhood would boost growth and employment, and integrate migrants and refugees. This 

opens new chances for technological leadership, reducing political opposition to reforms. But 

stabilising the Neighbourhood and realising the chances for a huge and dynamic market much 

closer than China or India requires investment and active engagement on the other side of the 

Mediterranean Sea (which used to be called “mare nostrum” by Europeans) or the Black Sea. 

Initiatives for partnerships have been started, but not with the urgency, means and priority 

needed.  

The message of this study is that Europe cannot excel with huge investments in ports and silk 

roads, as China does, nor with the military power offered by the US (and complemented by 

Russia, Turkey and Iran to divert from domestic problems). Europe ’s unique offer can be the 

improvement of education and knowledge, as well as the offer of experience in conflict 

management, non-governmental organisations and institutions. All these activities can be 

summarised under the term of intangible investment, and they belong to education systems in the 

wider sense. 

Known benefits redirected by the compass of sustainability 

The benefits of education for individuals are higher income, better jobs, health, longer lives and 

critical thinking. For society they encompass conflict solution, less crime, increased quality 

competitiveness, and innovation potential. In the long run, education also creates fiscal benefits 

since it leads to higher tax revenues and reduces expenditures on security and hospitals. Since 

educational benefits are higher for society and since important decisions are to be made early in 

life, governments shape the educational systems, set up schools and try to provide equal starting 

chances and gender equality. 

What this report adds is that education systems have to be better connected to the future goals of 

a society, providing capabilities and choices. Curricula, teacher training and tests should be 

aligned to the Sustainable Development Goals proposed by the UN in its Agenda 2030. The SDG 4 

goal (“quality education and lifelong learning opportunities”) includes indicators for 

operationalisation from early childhood enrolment to vocational and technical training. This new 

compass will end a given separation of learning from life, bringing educational systems in line with 

societal goals and well-being and making them fit for ever new challenges. 
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3. THE AGENDA FOR AN ACTIVE PARTNERSHIP POLICY 

Educational reform for Europe 

Europe has to better monitor efficiency and outcomes in the education system. It has to switch 

from a strategy for a medium-income region to that of a high-income region needing highest skills 

and the lead in radical new technologies including digitisation and decarbonisation. 

Overspecialisation and narrow job profiles have to be abandoned, since they prevent the rapid 

appropriation of new technologies. But the education system also has to cope with the diversity of 

its members and regions, close the gaps between genders and internal cultures, and encourage 

experiments and differences in the models of the EU members. Europe has to improve the 

integration of migrants and refugees, incentivising them to go to regions with a strong decline in 

labour force and away from congested metropolitan areas. Europe has to become more attractive 

for students and highly qualified migrants from other continents. The education system should 

abandon models of learning at the beginning of life only, shifting from fixed knowledge for given 

occupations to the ability to adapt and change, from employment-oriented curricula to learning 

about lifestyles, work-life balances and obesity prevention. The education system should cope with 

the problems of the digital divide and ageing, and provide capabilities for change. Dissent over 

democratic values and processes has to be discussed, along with the advantages of heterogeneity. 

Citizens, stakeholders, scholars and teachers should experience the educational system in the 

countries where they were born, but also in other countries. 

Barriers and enablers of reforms in ENB countries 

Problems in the European Neighbourhood deviate to some extent from those in the EU. Access to 

schools is sometimes lacking, literacy is not provided for all, infrastructure and learning tools are 

missing, teachers are barely motivated or trained. Opportunities for kids depend, even more so 

than in industrialised countries, on the location and income of the parents. Children often arrive 

unprepared at school or are absent for longer periods. Inputs provided – books and computers – 

are often not used, and school management is often detached from learning. Political actors and 

elites may feel challenged by educated people who call for less inequality and ending corruption, 

such as in the Arab Spring. 

But the neighbourhood countries share some enablers of better education . Educational input can 

result in widely differing outcomes. Literacy and mathematics may be literal or foundational. 

Reforms should focus on disadvantaged and vulnerable groups; the latter includes refugees, 

ethnic groups, the stateless and forcible displaced children. Learning is not a one-stop issue; its 

goal should be to improve well-being, not just income and jobs. Problem and conflict solving is 

more important than fixed curricula. The future will be different from today: broad knowledge, 

broad skills and the empowerment to change are important. 

Europe can assist the neighbouring countries in upgrading education, but it has to accept that the 

problems may be more basic. Learning outcomes differ from access and attendance.  School 

projects should be managed in partnerships; an interchange of scholars, teachers and researchers 

might help. And during this process Europe will learn about improvements that can also be applied 

back home. It is encouraging that some countries like South Korea, Vietnam, but also Liberia, New 

Guinea and Togo have managed progress within a relatively short period of time.  
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4. PRINCIPLES OF A NEW PARTNERSHIP ON A LEVEL PLAYING FIELD 

Cooperation requires trust. Trust is not a given between Europe and its neighbours due to 

experiences in history. Distrust is reinforced through asymmetrical trade and investment 

agreements or development aid, which is often targeted at the opening of a market to support the 

aid-giver’s economy. Proposals to create trust include new partnership agreements connecting 

trade and investment to SDGs, a discussion of joint interests in globalisation and the elimination of 

obstacles Europe imposes or tolerates, from large subsidies for agricultural surplus production to 

enabling illegal capital exports to safe tax havens and dumping waste or cheap second-hand 

products and dirty products in neighbouring counties 

Negotiated conditionality: Conditions for European financial investments should not be imposed by 

the “donor” top-down, thus reminding of dependency and imperialist attitudes. However, 

assistance also cannot be without conditions and control. The best approach would be for the 

neighbouring countries to develop an own strategy and then negotiate with the EU or its member 

countries, international and civil organisations about how the strategy can be supported. 

International organisations with a dominant “ownership” of the neighbouring countries must then 

monitor progress to signal failures and propose additions or changes. This role was taken 

successfully by the OEEC in Europe in the European recovery programs after WWII. 

Preventing path dependency and scale effects: Doubling population and quadrupling production 

should be designed by limiting negative scale effects ex ante. The dominance of the status quo 

should be broken, with new products, precautionary principles and healthy habits learned so as to 

increase well-being without the negative side effects often connected to growth of incomes in 

industrialised countries. The lifetimes of dead-end technologies should not be prolonged by 

offering them to European neighbours. Renewable energy should be produced in an innovative 

and decentralised way. Thus, the neighbourhood could become a lab for new, clean technologies. 

Redirecting technological progress: Productivity increases should not primarily come from labour 

saving, but rather from saving energy, water and resources through taxes on emissions and 

reducing subsidies in fossil energy. A technology policy enforcing innovations and start-ups in 

clean technology and an education system supporting sustainability and the limits of the planet 

from kindergarten to universities could be designed by Europe and its partners. 

Smart diversification: the import of technology is important for catching up quickly, but 

technologies can and have to be adapted or improved in low-income countries. Using state-of-the-

art technologies but adapting these to own priorities and new goals will enforce competitiveness 

better than imitating a known technology under different conditions.  

Sunset protection: Some transitory protection will be needed to develop technologies as long as 

production costs have not reached their minimum. Special zones, such as those created in China 

or the Silicon Savannahs in Nairobi may be good examples. Protection and special rules should 

however be phased out automatically and observed by an international watchdog with 

neighbouring countries at the driver seat and the OECD, the World Bank or the IMF as a 

controller. 

Capabilities for change: Europe should invest in educational systems but prevent the enforcement 

of fixed curricula and narrow specialisations. Problem solving, conflict resolution, capabilities for 

ever new challenges, piggy backs and lifelong empowering “rucksacks” and techniques for 

increased well-being should substitute prefixed knowledge and education goals. 
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5. TOWARDS IMPLEMENTATION 

The investment of an additional EUR 100 bn is necessary 

The new partnership policy is estimated to require additional investments which may be five or ten 

times the current efforts of the European Neighbourhood Policy. This amount should not be 

qualified as lost in spending for Europeans, since the economic gains from a large and dynamic 

market, ranging from positive spillovers of new technologies and better skills to the reduced 

burden of conflicts and refugees, have to be balanced against the costs. Preventing illegal capital 

exports, stopping subsidies for large agricultural units in Europe, enforcing remittances, and 

creating sustainable investment opportunities will minimise costs for the European taxpayer. A 

fund for sustainability and new technologies guaranteed by Europe is an investment opportunity 

welcomed by international investors. Extending the EFSI and increasing development assistance to 

the goals set by existing commitments and funds for responsible investments already planned will 

reduce costs in the direction of EUR 5 bn to EUR 15 bn per annum, which is very small when 

compared to the current subsidies of member countries for fossil energy (about EUR 100 bn), 

expenditures in the EU budget of EUR 40 bn for “direct payments” subsidising agricultural surplus 

production, and uncoordinated expenditures for 28 military systems, focussing on internal dangers 

which no longer exist.  

Progress is on track but not fast enough 

The relation between Europe and its external neighbourhood has been on the agenda of the 

European Commission in its Neighbourhood strategy, and the education component is addressed 

in the Erasmus programs. The money and number of scholars and teachers involved is far too 

small. The Official Development Assistance is still far below targets. The existing EU external 

funding instruments are proposed to merge in the Multiannual Financial Framework for 2021-

2027. Expenditures for this “single external funding” are planned to increase, but still much lower 

than the investments proposed in this study. Expenditures of the EU and respectively its member 

countries on subsidies (for fossil energy as well as agriculture), weapons exports and money 

involved for illegal capital exports are ten times higher. It is also not defined whether the “single 

external instrument” will be used for defending and protecting or for investment in the future 

dynamics of the European Neighbourhood. 

How to make it operational 

Implementation requires, first of all, a consensus of Europe and its neighbours; this cooperation 

will influence future well-being and peace, as well as the ability to reduce poverty and inequality 

and to fight climate change. The operationalisation of the strategy has to include governments, 

regional organisations like the EU and the African Union, civil organisations, experts, teachers,  

young people and new actors such as expatriates. The heterogeneity of Europe and its neighbour 

countries has to be seen as a chance, not a burden. Schools have to provide broad and business-

oriented knowledge and skills, capabilities for change, and a reorientation towards the goals of 

Sustainability Development. Experiments are necessary and best price is to be analysed and 

copied. 

  



 

– 7 – 

Policy Crossover Center: Vienna-Europe 

6. THE MESSAGE IN A NUTSHELL 

Europe needs a double strategy of internal reforms combined with new partnerships with the 

Neighbourhood in the East and to the South. Europe’s advantages lie in education, conflict 

resolution, digitisation and rule of law. European engagement has to focus on ending poverty, 

offering technologies to create jobs and promote decarbonisation, but also to fight corruption and 

illegal capital export. Neither military interventions nor large investment in projects like “silk 

roads,” pipelines and dams constitute European strengths.  

Partnerships with neighbours will decide whether Europe is surrounded by a “ring of friends” or a 

“ring of fire,” and whether its global importance will shrink or be able to shape a “responsible” and 

welfare-enhancing globalisation. Europe’s best chance is education and other investments in 

intangibles like conflict solving and rule of law. Improving education and innovation systems in 

Europe and within European governance could temper nationalistic “my country first” ideas, 

preventing new hegemonies and autocratic regimes from arising in Europe’s South and East.  
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