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THE first-ever Pakistan-European Union summit was held mid-June with Czech President Vaclav Klaus in the chair but the more daunting task of giving substance to the many promises made at the meeting falls to Sweden which took over as the 27-nation bloc’s president on July 1.

Swedish policymakers say they are ready to keep Pakistan on top of the bloc’s foreign policy agenda. Most of the heavy lifting required to hammer out a credible new EU trade and aid blueprint for Pakistan will be done by Anna Karin Enestrom, Sweden’s special envoy for Afghanistan and Pakistan, working closely with the European Commission, the EU Council of Ministers and key EU countries, including Britain. 

Forging stronger ties with Pakistan may be the least of Sweden’s problems, however. Over the coming six months, Stockholm must also prepare for EU summit meetings with China and India, manage increasingly tense relations with Iran and keep often-strained EU-Russia ties on an even keel. Securing a deal on climate change by end-December is also high up on Sweden’s “must do” list. In addition, as an avid free-trader, Sweden will have its hands full as it seeks to curb a rise in protectionist trends worldwide. 

Tackling global crisis and challenges is all very well but Sweden’s main task in the coming months will be to put the EU’s institutions in order — while also grappling with an economic slowdown which has impacted severely on all European nations. 

Sweden can be assured of massive goodwill. Diplomats in Brussels and other EU capitals have been looking forward to the Swedish presidency following a turbulent first half of the year under a chaotic and strife-ridden Czech government. In contrast to Czech leaders, both Swedish Prime Minister Fredrik Reinfeldt and Foreign Minister Carl Bildt are trusted and well-respected politicians in Europe and on the global stage. 

Still, Sweden’s EU honeymoon is 

unlikely to be too long. The Irish government has promised to hold another referendum on the so-far ill-fated Lisbon Treaty in early October, with policymakers across the EU hoping that this time around, Ireland will cast its ballot in favour of the new institutional rules intended to streamline EU institutions, remove vetoes from most policy areas and give greater say to the European parliament on lawmaking. 

Another Irish ‘no’ vote will of course have dramatic repercussions on EU hopes of becoming a more forceful global player and further highlight the disconnect between ordinary Europeans and the EU. Even worse, an Irish veto will cast a dark shadow over the scheduled five-year changing of the guard at the European Commission in autumn. 

Current EU Commission President Jose Manuel Barroso has been nominated for a second term in office by EU leaders but it is still not clear if his appointment will be put to vote in the European Parliament in mid-July or in the autumn. An autumn vote could result in another candidate entering the race and will also mean that Mr Barroso will continue to be in electioneering mode rather than concentrating on the job at hand. Sweden, negotiating with the EU parliament on the issue, has already said that it is strongly opposed to any delay in the Commission president’s formal appointment. 

Once Mr Barroso does get the parliamentary go-ahead, he will have to appoint 26 commissioners to take charge of EU policymaking. If the Lisbon Treaty is ratified, there will be endless discussions on who should be the EU’s first-ever ‘president’ and ‘foreign minister’. 

Most EU presidencies also find themselves dealing with unplanned additions to the list, such as the Belgian presidency in 2001 which had to deal with the aftermath of the Sept 11 attacks on the US or the Czechs who had to tackle the energy crisis at the beginning of the year. Significantly, Swedish officials have said that a key priority over the coming months will be to get broad support from other EU states on common immigration and asylum rules. 

Such issues remain largely national responsibilities, with most European governments wary of ceding authority in justice matters to the EU. In addition as illustrated by the European Parliament elections last month, there has been a rise in popularity of anti-Islamic and anti-immigration parties in several EU nations. Sweden has not seen a strong backlash against immigrants and in forceful comments made recently the country’s Migration Minister Tobias Billstrom has said that legal immigration is key to growth and prosperity in an EU whose population is aging fast. 

The package of immigration measures that Sweden is pushing is part of a wider programme that also includes steps to boost cooperation in the fight against organised crime and terrorism, better data protection rights for individual citizens and common rules on electronic registration of foreigners entering and exiting the EU — similar to the US practice of fingerprinting visitors. 

There is one topic, however, that Sweden has refused to take up during the coming six months: questioned about whether the French initiative to ban burkas would be discussed at the EU level, Swedish Justice Minister Beatrice Ask told reporters that the EU could not dictate people’s sartorial choices because “the European Union is a union of freedom”. Ask said Sweden had “enough to do” in the coming six months. “I don’t think it is a question for the European Union,” she told reporters in Stockholm, adding: “I think we leave that for local politicians.” 

But like it or not, Sweden may be drawn into Europe’s increasingly fierce burka debate if the issue is raised by members of the new European Parliament or by French representatives attending EU ministerial debates. Yes, there is peace in Europe but no one ever said Europe was a continent at peace with itself. 

The writer is Dawn’s correspondent in Brussels. 

