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PAKISTAN and the European Union will probably resolve their summit-related protocol problems in the coming days, allowing the planned EU-Pakistan meeting to be held as scheduled in Brussels on April 21. The meeting is important. 

The key question, however, is not whether President Asif Ali Zardari or Prime Minister Yousuf Raza Gilani will lead the Pakistani delegation, it is the decisions the leaders will take to set a strong future direction for EU-Pakistan ties. 

The overused cliché that a high-level EU-Pakistan meeting is a message in itself does apply in this case. But it’s time to aim higher. As this correspondent has often underlined, the EU-Pakistan relationship is currently uninspiring, lacklustre and — for most people in both Europe and Pakistan — lacking a much-needed strategic dimension. The ties are in desperate need of new momentum, energy and commitment. After years of volatility and uncertainty, the relationship also has to be put on a sustained footing. And while summits are important, contacts have to be maintained at all levels — at all times. 

For that to happen, both sides have to make an effort to formulate a strategic vision for their relationship. For the EU, it means a revamp of foreign policy priorities and a broadening of its view of Asia beyond the current focus on China. For Pakistan, it means taking a modern approach to dealing with a changing Europe. The talks for the bloc’s new foreign policy chief Catherine Ashton as she builds the first-ever EU diplomatic service is to ensure that relations with Asia get more than just cursory attention. She must also put relations with Pakistan — and more generally, South Asia — higher on the EU agenda. 

That is not going to be easy. The European Commission has long struggled to draw attention to Pakistan, with Britain fighting equally hard to get its EU partners interested in Pakistan. Gentle diplomatic pressure from the US has also helped. As a result, along with Afghanistan and perhaps because of Afghanistan — as well as security concerns over links between global terrorism and Pakistan-based extremist groups, Pakistan has slowly captured the attention of several heavyweight EU countries, including France and Germany. 

However, it’s still an uphill struggle, with many other EU countries more interested in building ties with their immediate — and often troubled — neighbourhood. In addition, the European Parliament, which has been given more powers under the Lisbon Treaty, also has to be convinced of the need to set aside more money and time for Pakistan. Undoubtedly, Pakistan’s troubled history of military governments, meddling in Afghanistan and strained relations with India have not helped promote Islamabad as a priority dialogue partner for the EU. 

That could change now: the country now has a civilian government, is taking tough action against militants, cooperating with the US on capturing Taliban leaders and appears to be working hard to forge a credible development strategy. Relations with India seem to be improving, although one can never tell. These aspects of government policies are often lauded publicly by EU policymakers. In private, however, many concerns remain: endless political squabbling, inter-institutional rivalries, on-off tensions between the army and the civilian government, lingering worries over corruption, treatment of women and other concerns too numerous to mention here, continue to mar international perceptions of Pakistan. 

That image is not going to be easy to change unless policies change — and that will obviously take time. Let’s be clear, however: nobody expects miracles. But they do expect progress — or at least signs of progress. Both President Zardari who attended the EU summit last year and Pakistani Foreign Minister Shah Mehmood Qureshi who was in Brussels recently rightly insisted on stronger EU support for a democratic Pakistan. Qureshi also made the right demands for more EU aid, better trade access and the need for more mutual engagement and commitment. 

Pakistan clearly needs more funds from friendly donor nations in its drive to rehabilitate and reconstruct the northern areas. Improved access to EU markets will help exports and balance of payments. There is more to the EU than trade and aid, however. This correspondent has long argued for a more comprehensive and modern EU-Pakistan relationship which covers discussions on political and economic reform, and puts the EU’s so-called soft power to good use in the country that is in desperate need of a political and economic revival. 

The EU has amassed much experience in facilitating and speeding up reform in the former communist countries which are now within the bloc. A similar effort is being undertaken in the Balkans and, less successfully, in North Africa. Both the EU and Pakistan should work on a strategic agenda for reform and modernisation. The two sides promised a dialogue on counter-terrorism and political reform last year. That pledge should be kept. 

In addition to ministerial visits, Pakistan and the EU should encourage contacts between civil society representatives, journalists, universities and think tanks. Non-state actors have an ever-stronger role in foreign policy and diplomacy that needs to become part of the overall EU-Pakistan relationship. 

What does not work, in contrast, are attempts at ‘spin’ and diplomats’ efforts to ‘explain’ away Pakistan’s many problems as a figment of people’s imagination. Acknowledging past misdeed and errors is important. Credibility cannot be established on the basis of half-truths and lies. As for EU demands that according to protocol, President Zardari rather than the prime minister should attend the April summit, Qureshi is right to underline that Islamabad will not allow the issue to get in the way of efforts to upgrade relations with the EU. 

In fact, the request says more about the EU’s internal uncertainties than it does about the state of EU-Pakistan relations. Officials in Brussels and Madrid are still smarting at a decision by US President Barack Obama to stay away from the EU-US summit in Spain in May. The so-called Obama snub continues to haunt European Commission President Jose Manuel Barroso and the new EU Council President Herman Van Rompuy as they struggle to reinforce Europe’s global credentials. 

The dilemma over the EU summit attendance must be resolved quickly, however, so that both sides can focus on substance rather than process and lose no time in upgrading a relationship which has never really taken off — despite repeated good intentions voiced by both sides.

