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PITY Jose Manuel Barroso. With most European leaders embroiled in either domestic scandals, cabinet reshuffles or reform angst, Barroso, as head of the European Union’s executive commission, has been handed the almost impossible task of trying to revive the bloc’s flagging fortunes following last year’s crushing rejection of a new EU treaty by French and Dutch voters.

The former Portuguese premier tried his best this week to take up the challenge by tabling a series of initiatives which he said would help lift the “cloud of pessimism” that has settled over Europe.

Among other things, Barroso insisted that instead of acrimonious finger-pointing, European leaders should keep their promises and start delivering on past EU pledges. Don’t just blame the EU for everything that goes wrong nationally, pleaded Barroso, also point to the benefits and good news coming out of Brussels.

The commission chief’s call for less words, more action certainly got some coverage by weary Brussels-based reporters, desperate to get their hands on an EU story with more oomph than explaining the complexities of rising eurozone budget deficits. “A little less conversation, a little more action,” was how one Barroso aide summed up his boss’s “Elvis Presley strategy” referring to a hit by the late king of rock and roll.

But comparisons to Elvis are unfair. While Elvis fans rock on in Europe, Barroso’s complex blueprint — written by Brussels bureaucrats with a penchant for difficult-to-translate EU jargon — is unlikely to win the support of disenchanted ordinary Europeans who continue to see the EU as remote and cut off from their daily problems.

Perhaps even more damagingly for Barroso, most of Europe’s beleaguered leaders are likely to pay little attention to more commission complaints over their failure to promote Europe.

A quick survey of Europe’s political scene shows quite clearly that at least for the moment, most European heads of government have other, much bigger fish to fry.

Barroso’s close friend and pro-free market ally Britain’s Tony Blair is grappling with falling public support and repeated demands from within his Labour Party that after nine years in office, he must name a date to hand over the office to his likely successor, finance minister Gordon Brown.

The British prime minister has refused to set a date for his departure but promised to give his successor ample time to settle in before the next national election due by 2010.

French politics are equally shambolic, with Prime Minister Dominique de Villepin refusing to bow to increasing pressure from his political opponents following accusations that he ran a smear campaign against French Interior Minister and political rival Nicolas Sarkozy in an investigation into alleged corruption.

Villepin, at a meeting with the equally embattled Blair, insisted recently that he would weather the storm: “We’re all familiar with the hazards of the political life, but when you have determination and commitment you can overcome every difficulty,” he said.

But the socialist opposition in France has tabled a vote of no-confidence in French President Jacques Chirac, accusing him of “doing nothing” to stop the government crisis. The French president, has so far defended his premier over the scandal and said he will not listen to “rumours and slander.”

However, this is Villepin’s third major crisis, following youth riots in November and massive protests against his labour reform proposals earlier this year.

As such, Chirac’s support for the premier — especially in view of next year’s presidential elections in France — may start to waver over the coming weeks.

The outlook appears to be brighter in Italy following the approval of a new president — 80-year old Giorgio Napolitano — which in turn clears the way for Romano Prodi to take office next week as prime minister.

As a former commission president, Prodi should in principle be a keen supporter of Barroso’s new “wake-up Europe” agenda. But the future Italian premier will be too busy trying to manage his unruly coalition — and dealing with Silvio Berlusconi who is still seething with anger following his election defeat — to have much time for EU affairs.

This brings us to Germany’s Chancellor Angela Merkel. The perky leader of Europe’s largest economy certainly appears ready to play the role of EU saviour and has prompted many EU policymakers, including Barroso, to rub their hands with glee at her pro-Europe agenda. The German presidency of the EU in the first half of 2007 will signal a new dawn for Europe, say enthusiastic Berlin-watchers at the commission.

Merkel, however, is slowly but surely toning down her initial ideas about Europe’s future and especially the vexed question of what to do about the defeated EU constitution. In a recent speech outlining her priorities, the German chancellor was cautious about further EU eastward expansion and said she did not want to take “hasty action” on the EU treaty. Instead, the focus of the German EU presidency will be on the hardly visionary issues of research and innovation, slashing bureaucracy — and the bloc’s anxieties about energy security.

That leaves Barroso struggling to keep the EU torch alight by unveiling a so-called “citizens agenda” designed to prove to critics that while he may not have “vision” about Europe’s future, he does have an “action plan” to jolt the bloc back to life.

Stating the obvious, the commission chief said that given the lack of EU-wide agreement on what to do with the EU constitution, governments must take “extra time” to tackle the EU’s constitutional crisis.

But while pushing the pause button on the treaty, Barroso insisted that the bloc should forge ahead with plans for closer police and anti-terror cooperation and efforts to break down internal barriers to integration. The commission must be given new powers to tackle key security issues, including terrorism and organised crime, he said, adding: “Should we wait for another terrorist attack before we change the rules?”

Barroso also urged EU leaders to do more to convince often sceptical public opinion on the need for further enlargement which he described as “one of the most important successes of the EU.” Such a discussion on future EU expansion must cover questions about the bloc’s “absorption capacity” so that enlargement was not just the result of “bureaucratic decisions but democratic decisions,” he said.

Barroso announced that the Commission would launch a new initiative to draw public attention to the benefits of the bloc’s frontier-free single market. Running through the proposals, however, were repeated accusations that national governments and leaders were not doing enough to promote the ideals and goals of the EU. The commission chief noted wryly that national leaders took credit for EU policies that were successful and blamed Brussels when things went wrong.

To win public approval, EU governments should focus on turning their pro-EU rhetoric into reality, Barroso demanded, adding that this could be achieved if the 25 EU leaders next year issued a “solemn declaration” to deliver on past promises.

“I am challenging leaders to commit themselves to their collective decision to live together in Europe,” Barroso said, adding that such a declaration should include not only a commitment to principles but “also the capacity and the means to deliver them.”

The commission chief said such a statement would not replace efforts to secure ratification of the EU draft treaty but would give policymakers time to revive flagging public confidence in the Union. EU governments remain deeply divided on how to proceed with the constitution, with some like Estonia and Finland continuing to ratify what many now see as a moribund treaty but others, including France, Britain and the Netherlands, sceptical about consulting their public on the question.

Many months of hard work lie ahead, with EU foreign ministers set to discuss the future of the constitution and the challenge of reviving Europe at a meeting in Vienna at the end of May and then EU leaders tackling the same issue at a summit in Brussels in June.

Although discussions will be tough and acrimonious, EU leaders will probably use the 50th anniversary next year of the EU’s founding Treaty of Rome to issue what Barroso wants: a new declaration underlining their commitment to the EU and further European integration.

But putting those vows into practice is likely to remain an uphill struggle. As a result, Barroso and his team of fervent EU-enthusiasts are likely to remain the sole EU torch-bearers for the coming months.

