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THE election of the conservative Nicolas Sarkozy as president of France will have implications for Pakistan and the rest of the Muslim world. France has been a major supplier of military hardware and other technology to Pakistan, besides playing an important part in influencing the role of the US and other leading European powers.

As a permanent member of the Security Council, France’s role in shaping the global agenda is obvious. It heads a strong association of Francophone countries in Africa, though the problems raised by massive immigration from these countries have forced it to follow restrictive policies at home, bearing in mind the Muslim origin of most of them and the current fears about terrorism.

Sarkozy’s basic priorities will be to revive the French economy, which has been held back by concessions won by the working class under socialist regimes notably that of President Mitterand. France’s 35-hour work week and other safeguards given to the workers has led to high taxation that has made its economy non-competitive. As a result, many enterprises and workers are forced to migrate to Britain, Germany and other European countries.

Sarkozy has announced that economic reforms will be on the top of his agenda and has appealed for national unity in facilitating French recovery. The first six months of his tenure will be carefully monitored, especially regarding equality in new avenues of development and employment.

The president-elect will have to wait for the results of the parliamentary elections due to be held on June 15. Though the ruling Union for a Popular Movement (UMP) is expected to do well, and a clear majority will strengthen Sarkozy’s hands, the French electorate may favour the opposition. If that happens, it will lead to what is known as co-habitation, with the prime minister coming from another party. That would weaken the president. This situation has occurred several times over the past three decades.

The attitude and thinking of the new president on regional and global issues, on the basis of existing indications, needs to be kept in view although some evolution during his tenure is bound to take place.

The current chairperson of the European Union, German Chancellor Angela Merkel, is anxious to revive the EU, and promote the adoption of a constitution that was rejected following a negative outcome of referendums in France and the Netherlands. She has welcomed Sarkozy’s election but he has a delicate task ahead in winning greater support for the EU in France.

Britain favours a strengthening of the common EU defence policy on which France has had reservations. With the increase in EU membership, the chances of making it a more cohesive organisation have been reduced, and old members, notably the founding six, are reluctant to accord an expanding role to new entrants. Sarkozy will take time to re-establish France’s pioneering role in the organisation, though he should respond positively to Chancellor Merkel’s initiatives to restore the credibility of the EU.

The White House has welcomed his election and Sarkozy assured President Bush of his support to the US. Unlike outgoing President Jacques Chirac, he has chosen to stand by the US in its global challenges, though he is bound to be influenced by the growing support within the US for a timetable for withdrawal from Iraq. Judging from his tone since 2005, he appears closer to the attitude of the conservative anti-immigration leader, Jean-Marie Le Pen, and may opt for harsher measures to compel Muslim immigrants to adopt French social and cultural values.

French colonial tradition had historically sought to transform colonies into virtual outposts of French culture and civilisation. Due to the large-scale settlement of French colonists in Algeria, its three northern departments Constantine, Alger and Oran were incorporated into France as overseas provinces. When the anti-colonial movement started after the Second World War, it was treated as outright rebellion and put down with a heavy hand.

The anti-colonial struggle in Algeria led to bloody repression. It took a historic decision by Gen Charles de Gaulle in 1961 to recognise Algerian independence.

However, when an Islamic movement gathered strength in Algeria and appeared in sight of victory in 1992, France, with US backing, intervened to use the pro-West officer corps of the Algerian armed forces to stage a coup. This opposition to Islamic resurgence has characterised French policy in all its former colonies.

France has stationed its troops in many former African colonies in support of established regimes that support a moderate form of Islam and welcome French investment and cultural and educational institutions. Morocco and Tunisia both remain close to France.

Sarkozy is expected to back greater French involvement and economic links with not only former colonies but all Muslim countries. He clearly favours the concept of “enlightened moderation” approved by the last OIC summit.

This brings us to his reservations about Turkish membership of the EU. This is again coloured by his overall attitude towards the Muslim world. One has to recall the role of France vis-à-vis Lebanon and Syria, where even the Chirac government was supportive of the US.

Indeed, given Tony Blair’s support of the US in matters involving Iran and Afghanistan, we may see Sarkozy join the UK and Germany in demanding closer support of Pakistan for the anti-Taliban campaign now launched by the Nato forces. France has a military presence in Afghanistan, and he would have to decide on whether to strengthen or end it.

As such, the kind of independent role sought by France in the post-Cold War period may be followed by closer French integration with rightwing forces in the US and Europe. There is an expectation that Sarkozy will be close to the emerging leaders in UK and Germany where Chancellor Angela Merkel is boosting the rightwing trend. The French attitude towards agricultural subsidies does not encourage expectations that progress may still be possible in Doha.Sarkozy has spoken eloquently about reducing poverty in France, but how far he will contribute to a global compromise between the developed and developing countries to bring down current levels of global poverty remains to be seen.

Franco-Pakistan relations have been positive and bilateral cooperation and trade have expanded. President Musharraf has enjoyed cordial personal relations with President Chirac as a committed leader in the war against terror.

China’s rapid economic growth, and expanding influence in the region has encouraged the western strategy to compete with China in various parts of Asia by offering technology transfers and outsourcing industries. Whether Sarkozy will support joint EU efforts or choose to adapt to China’s strategy remains to be seen.

As the former ruler of Indo-China, France is likely to step up its economic penetration of not only its former colonies such as Vietnam but also other Asian countries, particularly India.

The Sarkozy era may witness growing French participation in European investment and technology transfers. Sarkozy has promised to raise the stature and global impact of France as a major player in European economic and technical endeavours in Asia. Investors from Pakistan and various commercial interests would be welcomed by the French government as well as the private sector which would seek to capitalise on France’s high reputation in tourism, haute couture, hotels and cosmetics.

It is too early to make predictions, and there is general agreement among analysts to give Sarkozy six months to set the tone and direction of his administration.

The close of the year 2007 is awaited in Pakistan also with the electoral process on the horizon. Under Sarkozy, France can be expected to be sympathetic to the spreading demand for an outcome consistent with the Constitution and the rule of law. A stable, progressive and enlightened Pakistan is going to be as much in the interest of major powers as the Muslim world itself.
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