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PAKISTANI policymakers can take heart: their failure to secure immediate access to the European Union’s zero tariff import scheme known as GSP Plus is not just the result of bad lobbying by Islamabad or the complete fault of highly paid European consultants employed to try and change EU attitudes. 

On crucial trade and foreign policy issues, the 27-nation bloc remains hopelessly divided and hostage to lobby groups representing powerful vested national interests. 

Pakistan’s case is not unique. Squabbling among EU states is frequent when it comes to dealing with China — on both trade and foreign policy issues — and with many other Asian countries. Proposals made by one part of the European Commission — in Pakistan’s case, by the external relations and trade departments which favoured giving GSP Plus to Islamabad — are often rejected by other Commission services. EU governments often promote conflicting national interests and then, of course, there is the European Parliament which has acquired an increasingly powerful role on foreign policy. 

Lost in all this cacophony is the much-sought-after ‘strategic vision’ that EU leaders claim to possess or at least aspire to. Also forgotten are Europe’s hopes of becoming an effective global power. Such discord will not be eliminated by the planned entry into operation later this year of the strangely named European External Action Service (EEAS), the EU’s long-awaited diplomatic corps which is supposed to give the bloc more weight and gravitas on the world stage. 

The EEAS is expected to become official after the summer recess and start recruiting in autumn. Catherine Ashton, the EU’s high representative for foreign affairs and security policy, told the European Parliament recently that the new service will ensure that “when we speak, our voice is heard ... and when we engage our actions make the difference”. 

Perhaps one day — but not yet. The problem for Europe, Ashton and the EEAS is that the world has not stopped still. While the EU has spent the last three years trying to resolve its institutional problems and secure ratification of the Lisbon Treaty, the US, Asia and other regions have moved on, faced and tackled new challenges, forged new alliances. 

Caught up in its own developments, the EU has been slow to recognise the rapid changes taking place in the world outside — and as former Singaporean diplomat Kishore Mahbubani keeps pointing out — has not realised that for many people, especially in Asia, Europe is becoming increasingly irrelevant. 

At a recent seminar in Brussels, there was consensus among participants that tackling global security issues required the participation of the US, China and other leading Asian powers. But as one European think tank pointed out very correctly: “Dealing with most global security problems does not require consultation with Europe.” 

A defining moment occurred at the Copenhagen climate change conference last December when the EU was ignored and sidelined by the US and China. As Connie Hedegaard, the European commissioner for climate action, complained: “China, India, Japan, Russia, the US ... each spoke with one voice, while Europe spoke with many different voices.” 

Those divisions also persist when it comes to responding to complaints from emerging countries that Europeans are over-represented in global economic governance fora like the International Monetary Fund and in the United Nations Security Council. The Commission has bravely come out in favour of one consolidated EU seat — but even the most fervent Europeans admit that this is a dream which is likely to remain unfulfilled for some time to come. 

The different EU organisations are fighting over which one has a stronger say in setting policy and representing Europe in international fora as well as sign letters to the UN. Herman Van Rompuy, the newly appointed president of the European Council and European Commission president Jose Manuel Barroso have fought over who would represent Europe at the G20 meeting. 

Europe’s continuing sovereign debt crisis poses another challenge, with many predicting that a Greek economic crash has merely been postponed. Experience shows that the EU has managed in the past to overcome crises and emerge stronger and more unified on the other side. This time around, however, the bickering among nations — Germany and Greece for example — has been particularly acrimonious. 

True, some perceptions of the EU are misplaced. After all, Europe is not a country but a group of sovereign nations which decide — or not — to cede a part of their authority to the EU. Second, despite the Lisbon Treaty the EU suffers from a ‘democratic deficit’. Third, European peoples and governments are unwilling to do anything practical to support a European foreign policy. 

Still, after months of bad-tempered wrangling, moves to set up the EEAS are finally picking up steam. According to the plan, on Jan 1, 2011 a total of 1,525 civil servants from the Commission and the Council’s General Secretariat will be transferred to the EEAS. One hundred new posts have been created. The EEAS will be responsible for the 136 EU ‘delegations’ or embassies abroad. 

As she struggled to secure agreement on the new service, Ms Ashton first had to balance the competing interests of the European Council, where national governments meet, and the European Commission, the bloc’s executive, which controls European spending on areas like development aid. She then encountered difficulties placating the European Parliament. 

Such battles run counter to the EU’s long-professed goal of answering former US Secretary of State Henry Kissinger’s derisive question: “what is the phone number for Europe?” Unfortunately for Europe, the question is being asked the world over, not just in Islamabad.

The writer is Dawn’s correspondent in Brussels. 

