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THE European Union’s autumn agenda looks set to be dominated by events in its immediate eastern neighbourhood as an increasingly assertive, self-confident and energy-rich Russia tests the 27-nation bloc’s ambitions of playing a strong regional foreign and security role.

French President Nicolas Sarkozy has summoned his European Union colleagues to Brussels on Sept 1 for an emergency summit to discuss the 27 nations’ troubled relations with Russia. Mr Sarkozy is clearly hoping EU leaders will send a strong message condemning Moscow’s decision to recognise the Georgian breakaway regions of Abkhazia and South Ossetia — a move condemned by the EU as a breach of international law.

But the summit also risks revealing deep rifts within the EU on how best to deal with Russia as well as EU differences on future relations with Georgia, Ukraine and Moldova, once Soviet-bloc nations which are struggling to establish closer ties with Nato and the EU. Mr Sarkozy, whose country currently holds the rotating EU presidency, was successful in helping to broker a ceasefire agreement between Russia and Georgia earlier this month under which Moscow agreed to withdraw all its troops to their pre-war positions by Aug 22. EU diplomats warn, however, that Russia is not respecting the deal.

However, even as they spar with Moscow over its decision to send troops into Georgia, the 27 EU governments have become entangled in an embarrassing — but not unexpected — internal debate on the bloc’s increasingly difficult relationship with Russia. The EU’s so-called ‘old’ member states France, Germany and Italy have historically lobbied for a more conciliatory approach towards Russia, not least because of their dependence on Russian oil and gas resources.

Italian Foreign Minister Franco Frattini said recently the West had made a “mistake” by humiliating Russia over 10 years (from 1991 to 2000), asking Moscow to be a “supplier of energy and welcome our investments” without being given a “political role” in return. “Russia has nourished a frustration which today exploded,” Frattini said.

In contrast, ‘new’ formerly communist EU states, including Baltic nations as well as Poland — joined by Sweden and Britain — are pressing for a tougher line on Moscow, arguing that Russia should not be allowed to become the dominant power in the region.

Complicating the picture even further are deep divisions within some EU governments over Russia. The schism within the German coalition is most marked, with Chancellor Angela Merkel, who was born in eastern Germany, much less willing to compromise with Moscow than her Foreign Minister Frank-Walter Steinmeier whose Social Democratic Party favours a close partnership with Russia.

Illustrating this, when Lithuanian Foreign Minister Petras Vaitiekunas recently said there must be consequences for Russia’s “unacceptable and unproportional” use of force, Mr Steinmeier retorted: “I see no point in us getting lost in a long debate about responsibility for and origins of the escalation.”

“You can decide to make strong statements with one-sided condemnations, or you can look to the future and take a real role in stabilising the situation,” Mr Steinmeier said.

In recent days, Mr Sarkozy and his chief diplomat Bernard Kouchner also appear to be singing from distinctly different hymn sheets. The French president appears uneasy about ruffling Russian feathers but Kouchner has said the bloc should consider sanctions against Moscow and has also accused the country of seeking to start another Cold War.

The French minister and his British colleague David Miliband have gone even further in recent days by voicing fears that Russia may be planning Georgia-type scenarios in Ukraine and Moldova. Over 50 per cent of the population of Ukraine’s Crimean peninsula is ethnically Russian and hundreds of thousands hold Russian passports. Some groups have called for the territory to split from Ukraine. Crimea is also home to Russia’s Black Sea fleet.

In Moldova, the Russophone Transniestria region gained de facto independence after a civil war in 1992. The strip of land still houses 1,300 Russian troops. Mr Miliband warned that the war in Georgia marked “the end of the post Cold War period of growing geopolitical calm in and around Europe.” Voicing similar concerns, EU enlargement commissioner Olli Rehn has told EU governments that “Ukraine could be the next target of political pressure by Russia.”

Russia’s move to recognise Abkhazia and South Ossetia is seen by many in Brussels and other EU capitals as a signal of its determination to reassert its authority around its borders.

Moscow is certainly playing tough with both the EU and Nato. EU policymakers recognise that there is clearly room for a stronger EU role in its eastern neighbourhood. This is especially true because Russia does not regard the Bush administration, a primary supporter of President Mikheil Saakashvili of Georgia, as an honest broker.

The EU strategy for the moment appears designed to increase engagement in Georgia and other countries neighbouring Russia, rather than seeking open confrontation with Moscow.

As such, EU leaders on Monday are unlikely to come up with any breakthrough decisions. The bloc has already backed plans for a civilian monitoring mission to Georgia but rejected the deployment of a military peacekeeping force there without an international agreement.

France, however, would like to put European monitors and observers in the security zones around South Ossetia and Abkhazia to protect civilians and help convince both Russia and Georgia that the military conflict must end.

Europe’s cautious approach reflects a sentiment that EU options for punitive action against Moscow are limited. The focus is therefore more on adopting longer-term measures to forge a common energy policy to reduce EU dependence on Moscow and to increase its presence in nations that border Russia.

There are suggestions that the EU could suspend its negotiations on a partnership agreement and some would like the EU to toughen its visa system and to consider boycotting the Winter Olympic Games in Sochi, Russia, in 2014. Still other options being considered include moves to slow down Russia’s talks on joining the World Trade Organisation and expelling Moscow from the Group of Eight (G8) industrialised nations.

Europe is also divided on whether potential membership for Georgia and Ukraine in Nato should be accelerated or postponed. In April, France and Germany opposed Washington by refusing to let Nato give both countries a so-called Membership Action Plan which would have set them on the path to joining the alliance. The issue will be revisited in December.

The EU is also under pressure to strengthen links with Ukraine and to give a positive response to the country’s demands for joining the bloc. This is unlikely, however. EU governments have put all discussions on future members on ice pending ratification of the so-called reform treaty. That stance will not change — despite fears of Russia’s intentions.
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