Has Europe lost its way?
By Shadaba Islam

SUDDENLY, it all seems to be going wrong. Just a few years ago, the European Union was aspiring to bigger and better things: a new constitution, more member states, a revamped economy and global power status to rival the United States.

Fast-forward to the EU summit which ended in Brussels last week (June 17) and it is clear that leaders of the 25-nation bloc are in total disarray over the entire ambitious enterprise. Europe, to put it bluntly, has lost its way. And chances of a rapid revival of the bloc’s flagging fortunes appear increasingly bleak.

Recognising the long haul effort ahead, EU policymakers admit there can be no miraculous quick fix solution to Europe’s malaise. Instead the talk in Brussels and other EU capitals is of a slow, step-by-step effort to break the current deadlock.

The EU summit — described as the bloc’s dullest in recently history — decided, not unsurprisingly, to put the crippled European constitution on ice following its rejection by French and Dutch voters last year.

Leaders said they would only decide whether to revive — or bury — the already defeated treaty in 2008 at the latest. “Nobody felt that a rapid solution is in sight,” admitted Austrian Chancellor Wolfgang Schuessel whose country holds the rotating EU presidency.

Differences on the text range from German Chancellor Angela Merkel, who wants to save as much of the constitution as possible, to the Netherlands which says the whole project must be radically slashed back and slimmed down.

The big decision at the summit was a non-decision: to continue a year of “reflection” on what to do about the mess. This means EU leaders are likely to spend almost a decade squabbling over the constitutional process which was launched with great fanfare in 2001.

The EU’s constitution had been meant to streamline decision-making in an enlarged bloc. But two years after the EU’s “big bang” expansion in 2004, when the bloc took in 10 new mainly east European members, the noble enterprise of bringing peace and prosperity to the mainly former communist countries is also not doing too well.

While the newcomers complain about being treated as second-class citizens, countries like Germany are expressing anger over what they see as new member Poland’s constant grumbling. “Some of the people who are making a lot of noise these days are not those who pay the bills but rather those who get EU money,” said a top EU official speaking on condition of anonymity. Leaders at the summit duly toughened terms for admitting further members after a public backlash to enlargement fuelled by their own failure to explain the strategic and economic benefits of a bigger EU. Raising a new hurdle to EU applicants, leaders agreed that the pace of enlargement would now also be dictated by the ability of present members to “absorb” the mainly poorer states knocking at the EU gates. This refers to fears of the high cost of enlargement to the creaking EU budget and fears in old member states like France and Germany of an army of cheap labour flooding in from the east.

The tough talk is especially directed at Turkey which is pursuing its bid to join the EU despite increasingly negative signals being emitted by the likes of Jose Manuel Barroso, the European Commission president, who has cast doubt on Turkey’s prospects of EU membership.

Barroso has said that getting Turkey into the EU will be “very difficult” and added that many in Europe see the 70 million-strong, mainly Muslim nation as “culturally different”.

“This is a huge challenge,” said Barroso when asked if the EU was ready to accept Turkey as a member. Ironically, however, it was Barroso and Austrian Chancellor Schuessel who only a few months earlier were asking for Ankara’s help in easing Muslim anger over the publication of caricatures of Prophet Mohammed (PBUH) in several European newspapers.

Cyprus is for the moment playing the role of villain in spotlighting EU concerns about Turkey entry. A crisis in negotiations on Turkish membership was narrowly averted on June 12 after Cyprus insisted that Turkey must open up its ports to Cypriot-registered vessels.

This led Jean-Claude Juncker, the prime minister of Luxembourg, to warn: “If Turkey were not to implement this condition this year, my view is that the negotiations will have to be postponed.”

Matters are expected to come to a head in the autumn when Olli Rehn, the EU enlargement commissioner, issues his annual report on how Turkey’s membership talks are proceeding. Rehn has warned of the danger of a “train crash” in the negotiations, saying Turkey is not doing enough to promote political reforms and human rights. Rehn has also warned that Ankara must do more to normalise relations with Cyprus. But in an interesting turn of events, Turkey has declared it is prepared to abandon EU membership negotiations rather than open its ports and airports to Cyprus.

However, in one of his strongest statements to date, Recep Tayyip Erdogan, the Turkish prime minister, rejected demands from European leaders for it to open its borders to Greek-Cypriot shipping by the end of the year.

“It’s astonishing that the negotiations could stop. Look, I’m being very clear: if they stop, they stop ... we will never take a step backwards on the ports or the airports without a lifting of the isolation (of northern Cyprus),” said Erdogan.

The chilly mood on enlargement is also impacting on some of the 10 new members who joined in 2004. Although leaders have admitted model student Slovenia to the eurozone, there is widespread anger over the rejection of Lithuania due to its slightly overshooting inflation targets. New members angrily ask why countries such as Germany and France can get away with overshooting the single currency’s budget deficit year after year.

There is also rising frustration over continued labour-flow barriers which keep Polish and Czech workers out of countries like Germany. Adding to the EU blues, dreams of making the bloc into the world’s leading economic powerhouse have faltered.

While China and India have raced ahead over the past decade, the EU’s so-called Lisbon agenda of reforms launched in 2000 has failed to inspire governments to push through crucial economic and labour market reforms. No surprise then that the EU has formally buried the Lisbon agenda target of making the bloc “the most competitive economy in the world” by 2010.

On foreign affairs, while the EU is not rivalling the US as a great power, there are some rays of light as the bloc’s chief diplomat, Javier Solana, has patiently built up successful initiatives. The genial and indefatigable former Nato boss is currently leading high profile efforts to clinch a diplomatic deal to end the crisis over Iran’s nuclear programme.

He has also played a big role in engineering an EU military role in the Congo with the deployment of 1,700 EU troops to help secure the country’s upcoming elections. But even these successes come amid bureaucratic wrangles and turf battles between Solana’s increasingly powerful officials and the European Commission which is envious of his growing international status.

Such infighting prevents the EU from punching at its full weight on the global stage and saps ambitions for the long-held dream of great power status. The internal quarrels are especially detrimental when it comes to EU-US relations. For example, while several EU countries have been critical of US policies on such issues as the Guantanamo Bay military camps and allegations of secret CIA detention centres in Europe, European governments have so far been unable to forge a joint stance on these questions.

