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LIKE Sleeping Beauty, waking up after a chaste, princely kiss, the European Union is slowly but surely coming back to life after years of institutional slumber. 

Having stubbornly refused for months to put pen to paper, Czech President Vaclav Klaus finally signed the Lisbon Treaty, sparking hopes that a new, revamped EU, may formally be in place by early 2010. EU leaders are set to meet in Brussels in the coming weeks to decide on the 27-nation bloc’s first president and foreign minister. They face a tough task. 

European governments are sharply divided between those who think the new posts should be filled by a celebrity, high-profile president and a savvy foreign minister who can talk the talk with the likes of US President Barack Obama and his secretary of state, Hillary Clinton, and others who prefer a low-key consensus-seeker, capable of forging delicate compromises on difficult domestic and foreign policy challenges. 

The second camp appears to be winning, at least as regards the appointment of an EU president. Earlier talk of a President Tony Blair, the former prime minister of Britain, faded while Belgian Prime Minister Herman van Rompuy – little known even to his country’s men and women — appears to have emerged out of nowhere to become the leading candidate for the post. Mr Van Rompuy is known for keeping German, Dutch, and French lobbies in Belgium working together, against strong odds. 

British Foreign Secretary David Miliband is believed to be the leading candidate for the post of EU foreign minister although Swedish Foreign Minister Carl Bildt is also in the running. The excitement over new appointments misses the point, however. In addition to being able to strut their stuff on the world stage, the new EU representatives face a more serious 

challenge: rebuilding Europe’s lost credibility after years of institutional stagnation. 

True, the EU’s current high representative Javier Solana is recognised and respected the world over and European Commission President Jose Manuel Barroso makes a valiant effort to show he is interested in more than Planet Europe. But anyone who has travelled to Asia, Africa and the Middle East in recent years knows the extent to which the EU has lost standing and prestige. On today’s fiercely competitive global stage, Europe can no longer count on its traditional, post-colonial networks and former prestige and standing in yesterday’s simpler western-led world. 

As the world changes and emerging countries demand their rightful place in the sun, it’s Europe that faces the toughest challenge. The US, under President Obama, has shown a capacity to recognise and respect the new kids on the bloc, to speak an inclusive language of interdependence. 

In Europe, however, globalisation continues to strike fear and dread while lofty leaders irritate many in Asia, Africa and the Middle East because of their moralising on democracy and human rights. If it is to adjust to the new world order and re-emerge from the shadows, the EU needs to fill the posts of president and foreign minister with astute, skilful politicians who know a thing or two about navigating the exciting world beyond EU frontiers. Getting the right people in the top jobs is important but is only part of the story. Europe also needs to act rapidly to polish its global profile — and, especially, to change its old-fashioned and outdated approach towards Asia. 

Europeans have a strong economic presence in most parts of Asia. EU trade with the region is buoyant despite the economic crisis and European and Asian countries are gradually cooperating in the security sector. Anti-piracy operations off the coast of Somalia and efforts to stabilise Afghanistan and Pakistan are a good example. 

Asia’s emerging nations, China and India, are increasingly seen as vital in ensuring a global economic recovery. In recent weeks, the EU has also unveiled ambitious new strategies for tackling stabilisation challenges in Afghanistan and Pakistan.That’s only part of the story, however. Frustration is growing in Beijing, Delhi and other Asian capitals at Europe’s failure to adjust to the changing global order and to recognise and respond to the slow but steady shift of power from West to East. Asian countries want a stronger say and more votes in multilateral organisations and believe that by clinging to old privileges, many European countries are standing in their way. Restructuring the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank to make room for China, India and others is going to take time — and much bickering. 

But while waiting for that to happen, the EU can already plug the damaging trust deficit with Asia by making the right policy decisions in the coming weeks. EU leaders must make sure that the new foreign minister has knowledge, experience — and interest — in Asia. 

Currently, top EU politicos appear happy enough to visit China and India but tend to ignore countries like Japan and Indonesia. Few have paid a courtesy call to the Jakarta-based secretariat of Asean, the Association of Southeast Asian nations. This is unwise. Japan is still the world’s second largest economy. Indonesia will soon become the first Asian country to sign a partnership and cooperation agreement with the EU while Asean is becoming an increasingly important global player. To be taken seriously in the new Asia, the future EU foreign minister will have to take a leaf from Hillary Clinton’s book and visit all key Asian capitals as quickly as possible. 

If not, even as Asia continues to rise, its interest in Europe will nosedive.

