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EXPECTATIONS are low as Pakistan and the European Union prepare to meet for their second summit in Brussels on April 21. ‘A hollow partnership’ is the title that Carnegie Europe has given to a seminar on EU-Pakistan relations being held just before the next meeting. Meanwhile, Daniel Korski, a respected commentator on EU foreign policy, recently berated the EU for holding a summit with Pakistan which would showcase “Europe’s ineffectiveness.” 

This correspondent has sympathy for those who despair at the state of relations between Islamabad and Brussels. There is no doubt that many in Europe — including some key EU member states — are still not convinced of the need to forge stronger relations with Pakistan. In Islamabad, meanwhile, the focus on the EU remains narrow, with the emphasis on trade and access to EU markets. 

Having watched and written about EU-Pakistan relations for many years, however, I disagree with the pessimists. 

True, the relationship is still many light years away from realising its full potential. True also that despite the rhetoric, neither side is ready to invest much more time, money and effort into forging closer bonds. We should have no illusions: Pakistan will always be US-obsessed and US-focused. Also, when it comes to foreign partners, China and Japan come ahead of the EU in terms of their development assistance packages and political influence in Pakistan, both as regards the civilian authorities and the military. 

For the EU, meanwhile, Afghanistan and India are the key priorities in South Asia. With over 50,000 European soldiers deployed in the country — and European public opinion not convinced of just why European troops are in such a hostile, dangerous land — EU governments’ preoccupation with Afghanistan is understandable. 

India carries clout in Europe — as it does in the rest of the world — because of its growing economic strength, its membership of the G20 and its vocal stance on questions like climate change. Still, the last year has seen a visible and positive shift in EU-Pakistan ties. Change has come slowly, it is true. But EU-Pakistan relations are moving forward, one modest step at a time. 

Several factors — and actors — have helped transform attitudes and perceptions. The EU may not have liked US President Barack Obama’s ‘AfPak’ concept and strategy, but America’s emphasis on Pakistan as a ‘stand-alone’ issue, rather than a sideshow to the war in Afghanistan, helped to trigger increased European interest in the country. 

As this column has reported before, US officials dealing with South Asia, including Richard Holbrooke are frequently in Brussels, pressing, pushing and persuading Europeans — and Nato — to take a stronger interest in Pakistan. Britain, with a large Pakistani community and a problem with ‘homegrown’ terrorists with links to Pakistan, has been equally active in demanding that its EU partners pay more attention to the country. 

The European Commission, meanwhile, has worked steadily over the years to keep relations with Islamabad on an even keel despite concerns over military rule, flawed elections, weak civilian institutions and patchy protection of human rights. 

Pakistan too seems to have woken up to the need to court Europe more actively and more effectively. The recent spate of articles and interviews in top European papers by Prime Minister Yousuf Raza Gilani and his favoured diplomats demanding that the EU open up its markets to Pakistani exports are one example of Islamabad’s more pro-active approach to dealing with the EU. 

A glossy brochure proclaiming the ‘War on Terror…not ours alone’ has been published by the Pakistan Institute of Trade and Development, detailing the many ways in which Pakistan is “paying the price” for its role as a western ally and “frontline state”. Interestingly, a quick read of the picture-filled document makes no mention of the alleged support given to the Taliban by some elements of the Pakistani security services. (Spin doctors beware: to be credible you must also demonstrate a degree of honesty.) 

Still, there’s no doubt that Europeans have been impressed by what they see as Pakistan’s now serious efforts to deal with militants — both Pakistani and Afghan — and the need to support a weak civilian government, struggling to provide basic services to its citizens. The first EU-Pakistan summit held in Brussels last June reflected such changed EU attitudes. European leaders promised to start a dialogue on counter-terrorism, including in the field of law enforcement and criminal justice, and to seek short-term measures to help Pakistan diversify exports and attract investments. 

The emphasis was very much on backing Pakistan’s democratic institutions and on fighting extremism. As both sides prepare for the second summit on April 21, the challenge is to come up with a convincing core message which can take the relationship to a new stage. 

The search for so-called ‘deliverables’ is not proving easy. An immediate breakthrough on trade access — the subject of so much lobbying by Pakistan — is unlikely, even though some changes to be made in the EU GSP Plus regime in the coming years could also benefit Pakistan. 

The recent approval by Islamabad of the international covenant on civil and political rights and the convention against torture is expected to help Pakistan’s case but implementation of the treaties will be closely monitored. While it is tempting to do so, foreign policy successes cannot be measured only on the basis of immediate results and outcomes. It is not insignificant, for instance, that Pakistani and EU leaders are meeting for the second time in two years. 

Islamabad should use the summit to press not just for trade concessions but also focus on starting a real political dialogue with Europe, covering problems of extremism, domestic development challenges and relations with India and Afghanistan. A good start has been made, with the EU recently setting aside 15 million euros for a law-enforcement and human rights training programme, also covering Punjab. 

The EU will also play host to the Friends of Democratic Pakistan meeting in Brussels in July, with discussions expected to focus on setting up a multi-donor Fata Trust fund. 

Finally, while the summit will allow Pakistan to press its case, Pakistani officials should note that it is also an important opportunity to listen, learn and share experiences — especially as regards regional cooperation and mending fences with adversaries.

