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THE world is changing — and at least for now, it’s looking messier. Gone are the days when America and Europe set the global agenda. 

The US may still be the dominant power but in an interdependent world, Washington no longer calls all the shots. As the recent economic crisis has shown: the US needs a little help from the EU but even more significantly, it needs the cooperation of emerging nations — Brazil, India, China and Russia (the so-called BRICs) and also Indonesia, South Africa and Turkey. 

US President Barack Obama has been quick to recognise and respond to the rapidly changing world order. He has given a new lease of life to the G20 – a wider, more democratic forum than the western-dominated G7 and G8 groupings. And he is spearheading change in the structures of the International Monetary Fund (IMF) to reflect new global realities. 

As America talks softly to the new kids on the block, the question being asked is simple: what place for Europe in the emerging brave new world? Sceptics would have Europe morphed into a ‘museum’, an irrelevant, languishing ‘has-been’ power, unwilling and unable to adjust to life in the 21st century. 

Come on. The recent approval by Irish voters of the Lisbon reform treaty sends a powerful signal that Europe is still alive and kicking. Over the coming month, the EU will decide on a new president and foreign minister, backed up by an external action service, and appoint new members of the European Commission. Meanwhile, forecasters predict a slow but steady eurozone recovery. But that’s only part of the story. Actually, Europe’s movers and shakers must come to grips with several key challenges. 

First, EU leaders should help ordinary Europeans stop fearing globalisation and instead seek out the many opportunities offered by the emergence of China, India and other new powers. If Europe spearheads change, it will retain its influence and gain prestige. If Europe turns the other way, it will not be able to stop the forces of change, but will lose its reputation in the process. 

Second, European member states have to tackle head on the vexed question of their over-representation in current international 

fora. This means moving from national seats and voting rights in the G8, G20, the IMF and — one day — even the UN Security Council, to a single EU representation. 

Pressure is in fact building on European countries to seriously consider forming a single voice within the IMF after the financial institution decided to give more say to emerging economic powers. Advocates of reform have long noted that small European countries like Belgium, the Netherlands and Sweden enjoy a proportionately much bigger say than large developing countries like Brazil, China and India. 

Reflecting the shifting balance of power in the global economy, under a new IMF plan, China, South Korea, Turkey and Mexico will see immediate increases in their voting rights as part of a broader two-year programme of reform. Although decisions rarely have to be made by vote at the IMF, when it comes to that, the United States enjoys a veto. Washington has a 17.5 per cent quota, which is enough to make or break decisions since they require at least 85 per cent of the vote among IMF members. 

Third, Europe has to reassess its role in the world and decide whether it wants to be a real global power. If that is the case, EU leaders will have to learn to speak with one voice and act together when dealing with countries like China and Russia.Fourth, they will also have to decide on whether or not they want to forge a credible transatlantic partnership to deal with Afghanistan, Pakistan and Iran — to mention just a few global security challenges. 

Fifth, becoming a more effective world power would require that the EU focus on developing strategic partnerships with emerging powers. The EU’s current strategic relationships with countries like China and Russia are badly defined and implemented and overly ritualistic, with the focus on summits and communiqués. 

To invigorate these ties, EU policymakers must under- take a thorough assessment of Europe’s strategic interests in each region and how to achieve them. The good news is that most countries continue to view the EU as a model and inspiration for their own efforts at regional integration. The EU can and does lead by example on issues like climate change. 

But if it is to remain in the vanguard, European leaders and institutions will have to practise what they preach on issues like human rights, anti-discrimination rules, the rights of asylum-seekers and refugees and treatment of migrants. The end of Europe’s institutional limbo should energise EU policymakers to stop months of introspection and agonising. Yes, Europe still counts — but only as one of many other exciting power centres.

