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THE European Union’s relations with Asia are mainly China-focused, with some emphasis on building stronger ties with Japan, South Korea and the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (Asean). 

South Asia comes much further down the list — although the EU is struggling to put some much-needed oomph into its ties with India, the region’s undisputed emerging power. 

Significantly also while EU discussions with China, South Korea and Asean include a reference to global and security concerns and the EU regularly attends meetings of the Asian Regional Forum, the key Asean-sponsored security body in the region, security questions are not high on the agenda in EU encounters with South Asia. Given the confusing military and political landscape in Afghanistan, this reluctance to become further entangled in South Asia’s multiple security dilemmas is understandable. Tension in the region is mounting as Afghan President Hamid Karzai rages against the West, lethal attacks by the Taliban wreak havoc in both Afghanistan and Pakistan and chronically difficult relations become even more strained between nuclear-armed neighbours India and Pakistan. Hardly the moment, could one argue, for the EU to start meddling in the region? 

True, the EU must not jump into the South Asian quagmire by launching a high-profile initiative aimed, for instance, at bringing the leaders of Afghanistan, Pakistan and India to the negotiating table. Such attempts are better left to the US or even Turkey and Japan, countries which carry more clout in South Asia. 



Making South Asia a more secure place, however, demands action on many fronts — and requires the mobilisation of both hard and soft security tools. As such, instead of shrugging off any role in improving South Asian security, the EU should take a closer look at the different options that can help make the region a less confrontational place. A start can be made at the upcoming EU summits with Pakistan and India and discussions between the authorities in Kabul and Vygaudas Usackas, the new EU special representative for Afghanistan. 

To do this, the EU has to develop a more creative South Asia strategy which goes beyond traditional trade and aid issues. More than in the past, the EU should put South Asian regional cooperation higher up on the agenda of its relations with countries in the region. This can be done both at the now-delayed EU-Pakistan summit when it convenes in a few months, and later in the year, at the EU-India meeting. Instead of routine exchanges on regional developments which have marked such encounters in the past, EU representatives should press much harder, both in private and in public, for stronger inter-regional trade, economic and business links. 

Such demands should be backed up by EU expertise and financial aid. A specific percentage — it does not have to be high — of European aid budgets for Afghanistan, Pakistan and India should be earmarked for such regional cooperation schemes. Some of these ideas are already under consideration both within the EU and in the World Bank. They should be refined further. 

The EU can and should try and promote a new, non-military South Asian security mindset which focuses on human security, economic development and anti-poverty measures in all three countries. It’s not going to be easy: politicians and policymakers 

in the region live in a world of competition and rivalries and are focused on the Taliban insurgency and cross-border terrorism, US arms sales to Pakistan and the civilian nuclear deal between the US and India. 

Emotions are running high as Afghan officials say they are tired of the undeclared ‘proxy war’ that the Pakistani and Indian intelligence services are conducting in Afghanistan while the on-off talks between India and Pakistan appear to be making little headway. It is therefore time to broaden horizons and bring non-state organizations into the conversation. Civil society actors and organizations in all three countries can help change the national narratives from confrontation to cooperation. 

The EU should therefore go beyond a government-focused approach to dealing with South Asia by working more actively to promote and encourage the development of non-state players in the region. Equally importantly, a new EU civil-society initiative should be hammered out to encourage closer contact and cooperation between media, think tanks, academics, activists and women’s groups in all three countries. 

While politicians in the region rage and rant against each other, South Asia is home to an array of impressive initiatives to foster closer intra-regional bonds. Independent and courageous civil society organizations in all three countries are engaged in an often uphill battle to build a modern and moderate society. These are the people who are the best weapon against extremism. The EU can help bolster contacts between South Asia’s non-state organisations by transferring its own experience in regional integration to those in Afghanistan, Pakistan and India who are tired of war and terrorism and are actively working for peace in the region. 



Afghan, Indian and Pakistani journalists are regularly invited by the EU to visit Brussels to meet European officials and Brussels-based reporters. That process should be further refined so that journalists and academics from all three countries are invited to Europe together rather than separately. Once here, such joint South Asian delegations should be invited to spend time together, learning about how the EU operates in building bridges and nurturing cooperation between nations. The EU press room, currently home to about 800 journalists from across Europe and the world, is a good example of how reporters work together, for example. 

Europe’s image as a global power may be shaky in many parts of Asia. But that’s because the EU has so far been fairly bashful about mobilising the entire gamut of its soft power tools. Yes, Europe is good at providing aid and the EU market is an important one for foreign exporters. Europe’s emerging military and defence identity is impressive. But Europe is at its best when it talks and acts in areas it knows best: i.e. forging stronger intra-regional links, removing barriers and borders. 

Most Asians admire the EU for its success in making partners out of former enemies. And that’s one lesson that South Asia’s warring politicians desperately need to learn.

