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EUROPEAN leaders attending the Afghanistan conference in London this week said all the right things. Germany agreed to send some new troops to the country. 

Funds were made available for the Taliban ‘pay-for-peace’ plan worth $500m unveiled at the meeting and all the right statements were made on demanding better governance, anti-corruption measures and transferring security responsibilities to Afghan troops and police forces. 

Europeans are also backing a reinvigorated plan to entice Taliban fighters to give up the insurgency. But it’s no secret: Europe’s heart is not in the battle and Europeans have no appetite for more entanglement in Afghanistan. Europeans see the war in Afghanistan as remote and unconnected to their security concerns — and European leaders have been unwilling or unable to make the case for a stronger European military or nation-building role in Afghanistan. 

The rising toll of Nato casualties as well as the killing of Afghan civilians in the crossfire dominates European public discourse on Afghanistan. The fact that Afghanistan is seen as the world’s second most corrupt country, according to Transparency International, does not help matters. That opposition to the war is unlikely to change despite US pressure for a stronger European presence and repeated calls from Nato for more troop contributions to the alliance-led force in Afghanistan. 

In fact, public opinion across Europe is expected to remain strongly against the war and the deployment of more European troops in the country. Public pressure to bring the soldiers back home as soon as possible is expected to become even stronger in the months ahead. This is not good news for the Obama administration which had hoped for a more active EU contribution to Washington’s new strategy for Afghanistan. Europe’s reluctance to bear what US policymakers see as its fair burden of the Afghan war and stabilisation effort is also putting strains on the transatlantic alliance. 

US-EU relations are in fact beginning to look quite frayed despite initial euphoria in Europe at the departure of George W. Bush and the end to his unpopular policies. President Barack Obama’s personal popularity is still high among many Europeans. But European governments are not so sure about where the US is headed. Certainly, there is unease about US pressure to strengthen Europe’s role in Afghanistan but EU policymakers are unhappy with the US administration’s failure to deliver binding climate change commitments at the Copenhagen summit last December. 

President Obama’s recent pledge to crack down on riskier activities by banks, including speculative ‘proprietary’ trading and investing in private equity and hedge funds, has not received an enthusiastic reception in Britain, France or Germany. Meanwhile, officials in Brussels and other EU capitals fret at the rise of the ‘G2’ and a world where the US and China dominate the global economic stage. In Copenhagen last month, no Europeans were invited when Obama and Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao held a make-or-break meeting which led to a modest accord on climate change. The Chinese invited the leaders of India, Brazil and South Africa. 

Despite the rhetoric in London, hopes that some semblance of transatlantic harmony could be restored over Afghanistan have also proved premature. Although British Prime Minister Gordon Brown, French President Nicolas Sarkozy and German Chancellor Angela Merkel have promised some troop reinforcements, the numbers being offered are relatively token. Sarkozy has said France will not send more combat troops to Afghanistan although Paris may still send extra non-combat military personnel to train the Afghan security forces. 

France has 3,300 soldiers in Afghanistan. The French president also cited concerns that the threat posed by the unrest in Afghanistan to stability in Pakistan, saying “If the Taliban win in Afghanistan, then Pakistan will fall”. 

Speaking before the London meeting, Merkel announced plans to increase the number of German troops in Afghanistan by about 500, a figure which falls well short of calls by the US and other allies to provide thousands of more soldiers. Merkel said the troop pledge would allow Germany “to hold its head up high” in London. She said Germany would also raise development and reconstruction payments to 440 million euros per year until the end of 2013, and increase the number of German police trainers to 200 from 123. 

In addition, Germany would hold as a ‘strategic reserve’ 350 soldiers, who would be deployed on temporary peacekeeping missions — such as securing Afghanistan’s parliamentary elections scheduled later this year. 

The German chancellor also insisted on the need to fight corruption and called for an intensification of the fight against drug cultivation and trafficking while her foreign minister, Guido Westerwelle, admitted that the past strategy has not worked and that there were ‘no guarantees’ that a new blueprint would be successful either. 

While Germany and other European countries have not set any deadline for the withdrawal of troops from Afghanistan, there is a prevailing view that forces will start scaling back as of 2011. As such, President Hamid Karzai’s warning at the London conference that his country’s security forces would require another 15 years of western support is likely to make the European public even more wary of further involvement in Afghanistan. In fact the Afghan leader’s comments were at odds with the tone of British Prime Minister Gordon Brown’s opening address to the conference, which sought to stress a timeframe of less than a year until western forces begin a transition of responsibility to their Afghan counterparts. 

“By the middle of next year, we have to turn the tide in the fight against the insurgency,” said Brown who is backing the new $500m plan to entice what Mr Karzai has called the “disenchanted brothers” of the Taliban. Once again, however, confusion prevails on just how this reintegration of mid-level Taliban fighters is going to take place. Speaking at the start of the conference President Karzai told leaders that he wished to “reach out to all” and asked that the Saudi leader King Abdullah act as an intermediary in a process of engagement with the Taliban leadership. While the Pentagon spokesman Geoff Morrell has warned that any reconciliation with the Taliban leader Mullah Omar was “probably a bridge too far”, Mark Sedwill, the former British ambassador and newly appointed Nato civilian representative in Afghanistan, has suggested that talks with the Taliban would inevitably lead to engagement with “unsavoury characters”. Unsurprisingly, such confusion in message and strategy is likely to make the European public even more wary of further involvement in Afghanistan.

