EU’s new focus on Pakistan

By Shadaba Islam

AS recent visits to Pakistan by the European Union’s most senior foreign policy official, Javier Solana, and British Foreign Secretary David Miliband illustrate, building a stronger, more comprehensive and sustained relationship with Pakistan is — finally — climbing up the 27-nation bloc’s agenda.

Both Solana and Miliband have voiced enthusiastic support for the country’s new democratically-elected leaders and said Europe will help Islamabad face up to the challenge of consolidating democracy and fighting extremism. Assistance to tackle economic problems has also been promised.

Europe’s new focus on Pakistan is clearly to be welcomed. The EU is Pakistan’s biggest market and while European aid levels are not as impressive as the billions of dollars in assistance provided by the US, EU funds are spent on health and education, not military equipment.

Pakistan’s new leaders could also learn a great deal from the EU’s success in encouraging political and economic reform in eastern European states, its spotlight on developing civil society organisations and focus on human rights.

However, neither side should be under any illusion: building strong political and economic ties between the EU and Pakistan will require time, energy and effort. Creative and innovative thinking will be necessary. Both sides will also have to keep their eye on the bigger picture even in the event of short-term problems and disappointments.

The challenge for policymakers in Islamabad is to shift the focus from the US to Europe. Clearly, Washington will continue to loom large on Pakistan’s political landscape. However, Pakistan stands to gain both politically and in economic terms if it succeeds in forging a strong partnership with the EU.

EU officials and European foreign ministries must also make a determined effort to enlarge their view of Asia to include not only China and India but also Pakistan, Indonesia, Thailand and Malaysia — Asian nations whose profile in Europe is often dwarfed by the long shadow cast by Beijing and Delhi.

Certainly, the current mood in EU capitals favours both a quick rapprochement as well as long-term engagement with Pakistan. The European Commission and EU governments believe that the Feb 18 elections were an important step in Pakistan’s democratic development, that the country has a pivotal role to play in combating global terrorism and fighting religious extremism — including in Afghanistan — and that greater attention now needs to be given to building and reforming Pakistan’s institutional structures.

As Solana told this correspondent before leaving for Islamabad, a stable and democratic Pakistan, which respects the rule of law, will be a key long-term partner for the EU and has a very important role to play as a stabilising factor in the region.

As Solana pointed out, the EU is ready to engage more with Pakistan in all fields and to intensify its cooperation in areas such as internal stability, regional relations, security sector reform, migration, human rights, counter-terrorism and non-proliferation.

EU foreign ministers are scheduled to review the bloc’s relations with Pakistan on April 28 amid demands from several states that EU-Pakistan ties should climb higher up the European agenda.

“Pakistan is an important partner for the European Union in many fields; including in the efforts to tackle terrorism which are vital not only for the stability of Pakistan itself but for the whole region,” said Solana, adding that international efforts to promote stability at a regional level — notably in Afghanistan — also required stronger ties and cooperation with Pakistan.

Aides say Solana was impressed and encouraged by his meetings in Islamabad with the country’s new political leaders, believing that they are committed to deliver on promises on democracy and the need for a more comprehensive approach — involving military, economic and political measures — to fight militants.

While clearly rejecting any unconditional concessions to extremists, both Miliband and Solana made clear that reconciliation efforts should be pursued with militants who renounce violence. For Britain, the stakes are very high. As Miliband underlined, about 70 per cent of the terrorist plots currently under investigation in Britain can be traced back to Pakistan.

Similarly, Solana insisted that the EU backed reconciliation with militants, provided it was “under the umbrella of the rule of the country and the Constitution”.

The EU is also listening carefully to Islamabad’s repeated warnings on the economic challenges facing the country in the wake of high fuel costs and rising food prices. Solana and others in Brussels agree that Pakistan’s short- and long-term needs are most pressing in the economic area and that economic development is the key to fighting radicalism, insurgency and terrorism.

No promises have been made to increase EU aid or trade benefits. But the EU is sensitive to Pakistan’s argument that its access to the European market should be improved in view of the duty-free import regime granted to Bangladesh and the free trade agreement being negotiated with India. Any changes in trade policy towards Pakistan will, however, have to wait until the second half of 2008 when the results of an EU study on the impact of the bloc’s trade policies on Pakistan are available.

EU aid to Pakistan worth 50m euros a year is not expected to be increased in the coming years. But the bloc is aware of the need to better target such assistance to include the tribal areas and further focus aid on health, education and job training.

Having taken a key role in monitoring the February elections, the EU is also pushing for improvements in the electoral framework and officials say they are very heartened by the new government’s determination to follow up on European calls for reform in this sector.

Other areas of cooperation worth exploring include potential EU help in police and judicial reform and border management. European governments also want to encourage the development of Pakistan’s civil society and ensure long-term freedom and independence for the media.

More generally, policymakers in the EU and in Islamabad have to work out how to cooperate in key areas such as consolidating democracy, improving the rule of law and ensuring good governance.

The time is ripe for such cooperation. Both the EU and Pakistan are looking at each other with more interest than at any time in the recent past. The challenge for the two sides is to move from goodwill and promises to effective, results-oriented cooperation.
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