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EUROPEAN officials traditionally wax lyrical over their ‘special relationship’ with the United States, saying a commitment to democracy, the rule of law and other shared values provides a stable and enduring foundation for strong transatlantic ties. 

Don’t look now but that much-vaunted solid partnership appears to be in serious trouble. And here in Brussels, at least, the suddenly poor state of EU-US relations is prompting much fretting and some reflection.The immediate reason for the concern appears almost childish: President Barack Obama has decided not to attend a transatlantic summit scheduled for Madrid in May — and EU officials say they only found out about the decision through the press last week. 

Washington has explained the president’s decision as a matter of scheduling, insisting that the May visit to Europe was never on the president’s agenda, so could not be said to have been cancelled. Mr Obama is still very committed to Europe, say US officials. 

However, most EU policymakers are not convinced. Spanish Prime Minister Jose Luis Rodriguez Zapatero, whose country holds the EU’s current rotating presidency, is said to be angry and embarrassed over the US leader’s sudden volte face. European newspapers have described Mr Obama’s move as a “snub” for Europe and say the cancellation of the transatlantic summit is further proof that the EU is losing the battle to be taken seriously on the world stage. Significantly, Mr Obama’s decision to stay home has triggered a stronger EU debate on Europe’s waning global influence than any discussion this correspondent has participated in — or heard — about the rise of China and India and the shift of power from the west to the east. 

European policymakers often shrug off evidence of an ascending Asia with comments about the region’s poor record on human rights, climate change and poverty, suggesting that despite talk of a ‘fading Europe’, the continent will survive and continue to prosper. 

Officials in Brussels appear unfazed by the rare visits to Brussels by Asian leaders and are equally sanguine about Europe’s lacklustre political relationship with many Asian governments. EU commissioners may like going to Beijing but few like venturing beyond China. Japanese diplomats complain that senior EU officials rarely visit and last year outgoing EU external relations commissioner Benita Ferrero Waldner caused much offence by showing up only briefly at a meeting with Asean foreign ministers in Hanoi — and actually staying away from another event in Cambodia. 

Being ignored by the US, however, is another matter. Especially when the person doing the ignoring is none other than the much-admired Barack Obama. Mr Obama’s popularity among ordinary Europeans remains high but governments across the EU which were initially happy to see the end of the administration of George W. Bush are becoming increasingly wary of the US administration’s policies, including on climate change, trade and — despite public statements of support — in Afghanistan. In addition, Europeans do not like the US focus on China and fear the emergence of a ‘G2’ economic duopoly. 

So even as they rage against Mr Obama for cold-shouldering the summit with Europe, EU policymakers are finally beginning to realise that yes, global power is moving to the east — and the US wants to be part of the action. 

But Mr Obama’s decision is probably not just the result of fascination with the east. It’s no secret that Mr Obama’s last summit with the EU, held in Prague, was short on substance and high on rhetoric. The US president was reportedly “fairly unimpressed” by the proceedings and looked quite bored as a spate of EU ‘spokesmen’ — Czech Republic’s Vaclav Klaus, European Commission chief Jose Manuel Barroso and the head of the European Parliament indulged in endless speeches about present and future EU-US ties. 

It has not got better since. The president of the European Commission, Jose Manuel Barroso, was apparently enraged when — on a recent trip to Washington — Mr Obama failed to schedule a lunch with him and send Vice President Joe Biden instead. But can you actually blame Mr Obama? For all the upbeat talk of Europe walking tall on the world stage following the entry into force of the Lisbon Treaty, the question of who speaks for Europe — and when and where he/she does so — continues to bedevil EU policymakers. 

EU-watchers in Brussels certainly love the dogfights under way both in public and behind closed doors between the key actors but it’s certainly not doing the EU’s already tarnished global reputation much good. 

Mr Zapatero of Spain is believed to have scheduled a number of summits with foreign governments in Madrid to ensure that his country stays in the spotlight during its six-month presidency. However, if such meetings are held in Brussels, it’s Mr Herman Van Rompuy who will be in the chair. Meanwhile, the newly appointed EU foreign policy chief Catherine Ashton is under fire for having failed to ensure Europe’s ‘visibility’ during the Haiti crisis. 

It’s not uplifting stuff — and it certainly does little to change a growing world view that Europeans are not up to the challenge of dealing with the changing world order. Changing that perception will need time and effort — and innovate, bold, outward-looking policies. 

Kinder spirits have suggested that Mr Obama is not coming to Europe because the continent is at peace and does not require American help. It’s also true that US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton was in Paris recently to reaffirm American commitment to European security. Mr Obama is expected to be in Europe at least once this year: at a summit of the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation states in Portugal in the autumn. Such talk, however, offers little solace to a continent which continues to fear globalisation and political change and is worried about its place in a rapidly transforming world.

