EU’s growing difficulties 

By Shada Islam 
Saturday, 13 Feb, 2010 

THE European Union summit held in Brussels on Feb 11 may help the government in Athens get the national economy back on its feet but dealing with the Greek national debt is only one of the trials confronting the 27-nation bloc as it struggles to meet the challenges of the new decade. 

True, EU leaders did manage at the Brussels meeting to allay fears of a Greek default on its state debt. Words of solidarity rang loud as all 26 of Greece’s partners promised to stand by its side. Details of the Greek rescue package have not been announced, however, and other southern Eurozone members, Spain, Italy and Portugal, are also in deep economic trouble. 

Here in Brussels, there is of course great concern about the Eurozone’s growing difficulties. It’s a tar on the single currency’s worldwide reputation. However, other issues also loom large. 

There is a quest for a new ‘vision’ for Europe, a fresh concept which will help rally round all 27 states and drive the bloc forward. Work on ‘Europe 2020’ has begun and promises to be exciting. But to be successful, the blueprint will require the backing of the leaders of Germany and France, the EU’s most influential and strongest nations. 

Unfortunately, the Franco-German alliance today is more of a marriage of convenience between President Nicolas Sarkozy and Chancellor Angela Merkel rather than the close friendship that characterised relations between the two countries’ leaders in past years. British Prime Minister Gordon Brown is distracted by elections in the spring — and London is considered an ‘outsider’ on many EU issues anyway. 

The atmosphere in Brussels is still clouded by endless turf battles between the new EU team and fears over deteriorating ties with the US. It is hoped that the still unknown and so far unimpressive EU representatives on the global stage — Herman Van Rompuy and Catherine Ashton — will finally make their mark as international players. 

True, the new EU reform treaty is now in force and European Commission Jose Manuel Barroso has finally won approval from the European Parliament for a new commission team. Both are long-awaited, positive developments. 

But, let’s be frank: the new EU blueprint has hardly led to the streamlining of decision-making that it was designed to achieve. Instead of giving Europe ‘one voice’ on the global stage, there is now a cacophony of EU voices vying to getting a hearing. 

As for the new Barroso commission, hardly anyone is impressed by the line-up. There are certainly some members with good reputations: Olli Rehn, Joaquin Almunia and Neelie Kroes spring to mind. But it’s not clear if they will shine in the new jobs and very little is known about the rest of the team. 

Meanwhile, Catherine Ashton, the new EU ‘high representative’ on foreign policy, has already run into trouble with the European Parliament and in the media for her ‘lack of visibility’ during the Haiti tragedy. In a world where first impressions tend to stick and perception counts, Ms Ashton looks set to have a rocky ride as she seeks to put her stamp on EU foreign policy. 

Worse still, EU policymakers are still smarting from the now famous ‘Obama snub’ that this correspondent reported on last week. Washington says the US president’s decision to stay away from the EU-US summit planned for May in Madrid is all about scheduling difficulties and nothing do with the boring ritualism of previous transatlantic summits. 

It’s better not to pretend, however: President Obama has clearly better things to do than spend a few hours talking to Barroso, Van Rompuy and Spanish Prime Minister Jose Luis Zapatero about ‘common values’. 

Injecting more strains into the transatlantic relationship, the European Parliament has rejected an agreement with the US on sharing information on bank transfers aimed at tracking suspected terrorists through their finances. 

Despite the bad press, however, there is actually a great deal that Europe can be proud of. Barroso recently highlighted the EU’s eastward enlargement and the euro as admirable achievements which continue to impress the rest of the world. The Commission chief is right to point to Europe’s successes. But he is wrong to shrug off suggestions that the EU is not mired in pessimism. 

EU leaders and policymakers need to face up to the reality of Europe today— entangled in crisis, led by uninspiring politicians, fearful of globalisation, worried about immigration — in order to prepare for a brighter future. 

The truth hurts, but hiding behind clichés and past glories should no longer be an option. The world is changing fast as new powers emerge and old ones struggle for survival. The US under President Barack Obama is moving fast to adapt to Asia’s rise. Europe, in contrast, is struggling to adjust to the reality of the 21st century by creating new alliances and networks, innovating and taking risks. 

EU relations with China and India remain lacklustre despite repeated talk of building a strong strategic partnership with the two emerging Asian giants while ties with Russia are often strained, largely due to Europe’s dependence on Moscow’s oil and gas reserves. 

The setting up of a common ‘external action service’ which will bring together diplomats and experts from the Commission and national member states could help correct some of these deficits. Ashton has said that building such a joint diplomatic division is her top priority. 

Barroso would be well-advised, however, to view Obama’s decision as a much-needed wake-up call. The EU is still an important international player — but only just. It will have to move up a gear or two to compete in the fierce new race for global influence.

