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DESPITE all the time, energy and money it has invested in the region, the European Union has traditionally carried less political clout in the Middle East than the United States. 

Living in America’s long shadow has been frustrating for many in Europe. But it has not stopped the 27-nation bloc from playing a strong supporting role in efforts to ease Israeli-Arab tensions or launch its own Euro-Mediterranean initiatives. 

Suddenly, however, Europe’s once-respected Middle East policy appears to have become mired in confusion, with governments sending mixed signals to Israel and the Arab world as they struggle to balance support for an independent Palestinian state with efforts to maintain close relations with Israel. 

True, EU leaders still travel extensively to Israel and Arab countries and the EU continues to be an active member of the so-called Middle East quartet which is struggling to end conflict and confrontation in the region. Europeans also provide a lion’s share of humanitarian and development aid to the long-suffering Palestinians. 

However, as US President Obama prepares to unveil a new Middle East peace blueprint and only days before a planned meeting on the margins of the United Nations General Assembly of key players in the region, Europe has been shunted to the sidelines, its once upbeat reputation as an “honest and impartial” peace broker having taken a battering in both Israel and the Arab world. 

The EU’s marginalisation in Middle East peace efforts is clearly a blow to the bloc’s policymakers who have invested time, effort as well as a great deal of money into promoting Europe’s profile in the region. Europe’s declining power and influence in the Middle East should come as no surprise, however. 

For one, when President George W. Bush was in the White House, European countries often grabbed the headlines as they condemned Israeli policy on issues like Jewish settlements and the excessive use of force in Gaza. President Obama’s sharper tone towards Israel may mean more transatlantic harmony but it has also resulted in lowering the EU’s profile in the Middle East. 

Second, while they usually manage to thrash out a joint stance on 

issues like Palestinian statehood and Jewish settlements, the 27 EU nations have very different sensibilities — and priorities — in their dealings with Israel, Palestinians and the Arab world. 

Germany sees itself as a stalwart protector of the state created in the wake of the Holocaust. Chancellor Angela Merkel recently underlined Germany’s special commitment to Israel’s survival, saying it was her country’s obligation to “defend Israel always”. The Netherlands has also traditionally advocated close ties with Israel while Britain, France, Spain and Italy have focused on the Palestinians’ right to self-determination and a tougher condemnation of Israel’s breach of Palestinians’ human rights. 

However, while British policy remains unchanged, French President Nicolas Sarkozy has taken a more pro-Israeli line than his predecessor Jacques Chirac. In Italy, Premier Silvio Berlusconi has reversed a decades-long pro-Arab tilt by Italian governments and made Italy perhaps the Jewish state’s best friend in Europe. 

Meanwhile, Spain which has long promoted ties with the Arab world, is sending Prime Minister Jose Luis Rodriguez Zapatero to Israel on a mission meant to firm up ties ahead of Spain’s ascension to the EU presidency in January. To be fair, US policy in the Middle East is also a work in construction. The decision by the Israeli government to approve the building of 455 new homes for settlers in the West Bank — in defiance of US President Barack Obama’s call for a complete settlement freeze — has dealt a strong blow to Washington’s hopes of getting peace talks back on track. 

The White House has been quick to condemn the Israeli announcement as US officials seek to use Mr Obama’s address to the UN General Assembly on Sept 23 to organise a three-way meeting in New York with Mr Netanyahu and Palestinian Authority President Mahmoud Abbas. Significantly, for all their Israeli-friendly approach, a majority of EU governments have been pushed by public opinion to take a tougher stance on Israel following last year’s Gaza offensive and growing concern among Europeans at the humanitarian plight of the Palestinians. 

The European Union has urged Israel to “immediately end settlement activities” and dismantle all outposts erected since March 2001. “Settlements are illegal under international law and constitute an obstacle to peace,” the Swedish presidency of the EU said in a statement. 

Third, the advent of a rightwing government in Israel, which initially backtracked on commitments on accepting an independent Palestinian state, has increased tensions between the EU and Israel. Finally, a nasty diplomatic row between Sweden — current president of the EU — and Israel has further embittered EU-Israeli relations. 

Sweden’s foreign minister Carl Bildt abruptly called off a visit to Israel recently amid a feud over an unsubstantiated Swedish newspaper article that accused Israeli soldiers of harvesting organs from dead Palestinians. Sweden’s government has rebuffed furious Israeli calls for an official condemnation, citing freedom of the press. As a result, Israel’s request for an upgrade in its trade relationship with the EU — an initiative backed by the previous Czech presidency of the EU — has been put on hold. 

Israel is seeking upgraded trade ties that would give it tax breaks and better access to EU markets, closer cooperation in areas such as energy and battling terrorism and more educational exchanges. 

EU states last year formally launched the upgrade process but work on the blueprint is now frozen. Instead, calls for boycotts of Israel and divestment from Israeli companies have been gaining steam. And tens of thousands of Europeans have taken to the streets in recent months to protest Israeli actions, especially the high civilian toll in its bruising war against Hamas militants in Gaza. 

European governments are anxious to steer clear of trade sanctions and boycotts, fearing that this will lead to a further worsening of their ties with Israel while doing little to improve the lives of Palestinians. Diplomats in Brussels say the focus is instead on convincing Israel to lift its blockade of Gaza and to centre international attention on laying the economic foundations for a future Palestinian state. 

In order to achieve these goals, however, EU governments will have to forge a united front on the Middle East and work more actively with the US administration to bring peace to the region.

