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UNFORTUNATELY, the world does not stop for Europe. As the tragedy continues to unfold in Haiti and — unsurprisingly — the US takes the lead in humanitarian relief efforts in the country, EU policymakers have become entangled in an acrimonious debate on Europe’s so-called “lack of visibility” in delivering emergency aid to the country. 

Some French politicians have also hit out at the US for allegedly not allowing French planes to land at Port-au-Prince airport while leading EU officials are demanding that the bloc should set up a “rapid response force” to come to the aid of Haiti and other disaster-stricken countries. 

At the heart of the debate are not just questions about the amount of aid the EU delivers to disaster-stricken countries — and more generally for development and reconstruction. The discussion centres above all on concerns that Europe is not getting enough kudos, media attention and international appreciation for its global aid efforts. 

Cynics argue that as far as the EU is concerned, the timing of the Haiti quake is all wrong. It’s only a few weeks since the new EU foreign policy chief Catherine Ashton took over. And the Lisbon Treaty which is supposed — at least in theory — to transform the EU into a more powerful international actor is in its very early stages of implementation. 

Frustration over Europe’s role as junior partner to the American and Canadian drive to assist Haiti has spilled over into attacks on Ashton who, according to critics, should have been more pro-active and dynamic in her response to the Haitian crisis. The European Parliament, stronger, more influential and more vocal under the new Lisbon Treaty, is spearheading demands that the EU should be more ‘visible’ in its aid efforts in Haiti. 

Members of parliament this week strongly criticised Ashton for not taking the cue from US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton who rushed off to Haiti after the disaster for a first-hand look at the wreckage. Joseph Daul, a French MEP and the leader of the centre-right EPP group, the largest bloc in parliament, declared: “Just about everybody was in Haiti at the moment when these people are suffering, and Europe was not present.” Others insisted that “politics is above all about symbols” while still others accused Ashton of allowing the EU to be elbowed to the sidelines. 

Ashton, who is very new in the job and has already been taken to task for her lack of foreign policy experience, told MEPs she had thought hard about going, but finally decided to take the UN’s advice and not take up precious landing space at the Haitian capital’s crowded airport. “I had nothing to contribute on the ground other than taking up valuable space when planes were unable to land because of the state of the airfield…. I am not a doctor, not a firefighter. My place was to bring together coordination at EU level and with the UN,” she said. 

The EU was focusing on working with the UN and the Haitian authorities on delivering a “swift, effective and coordinated response”, she insisted, adding that her focus was not “to seek headlines” but to ease the suffering of the Haitian people and to concentrate on rebuilding the battered country. 

Certainly, the EU has been quick off the mark to provide emergency assistance to Haiti. A total of 420 million euros have been sent for immediate humanitarian assistance, and recovery and reconstruction efforts. EU aid to Haiti is channelled through the UN, which is coordinating the relief effort on the ground. 

Ashton has said she will discuss transatlantic cooperation on Haiti in her upcoming talks with Clinton in Washington and the 27-nation group will also convene a special summit of its heads of state and government in early February to discuss the country’s aid requirements for post-emergency rehabilitation, recovery and long-term reconstruction. 

Meanwhile, Herman Van Rompuy, the first-ever president of the European Council has called for the establishment of a “rapid reaction force” to tackle future emergencies. All this is admirable — and indeed should be noted and appreciated by beneficiaries of European assistance, the European public and foreign governments. 

But Europe’s search for ‘visibility’ is likely to be an elusive quest. Instead of seeking equal media time and space as the US, Europeans should focus on what they do best: providing long-term and sustained aid to help rebuild disaster zones long after the rapid reaction forces and the television crews from America have gone home. Plans to set up a joint EU rapid reaction force to help out in times of crisis were in fact first raised after the 2004 Asian tsunami. Ambitious plans were drawn up — and then discarded after several EU states balked at the idea of surrendering their own national disaster reaction mechanisms to a joint EU initiative. 

“EU member states like to keep national control over their aid and to secure visibility for their national relief efforts,” an EU diplomat told this correspondent. “There is great resistance to creating a single EU-led relief force.” 

Also let’s be frank. As glamorous representatives of the world’s dominant power, US officials like Hillary Clinton — or indeed Bill Clinton — will always receive more attention than their low-key and little-known European counterparts. In fact, if European governments really did want to upgrade the EU’s global presence, instead of selecting Ashton and Van Rompuy to represent Europe on the global stage, they should have chosen more charismatic, savvy and articulate politicians, capable of capturing the global imagination.

