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IN a series of lectures in Brussels, the focus has been on the tangible power shift from the West to Asia — especially to China — and the need for the US to consult, cooperate and build coalitions with other partners. 
The standard line is that the West is in decline — tired, old and unable to cope with the challenges of a changed world order.

Asia is bright, young and eager, hungry for more development and charging ahead with ever-higher growth rates.

Certainly, the world is in transition. The US is no longer the only ‘superpower’, lording it over a unipolar world that it dominates completely. The rise of China has been chronicled extensively. In addition, India and Indonesia as well as South Africa, Brazil and South Korea are emerging as key global and regional players, ready to strut their stuff on the international stage.

Look around the world, however, and it is clear: for all the hype about the irrelevance of the West, the US is still the
indispensable partner for most of Asia (and Latin America), a leading aid donor, a large market for foreign exporters.

America’s soft power — from Elvis Presley to Nike sportswear — spreads its influence beyond its military outreach.

If anything the rise of China — and recent signs of increased Chinese assertiveness vis-à-vis its neighbours — has driven many Asian countries, including Japan, to search for closer relations with the US.

As I read some of the WikiLeaks’ diplomatic cables, I came to the firm conclusion that it’s not just tanks and guns — and
pilotless drones — that give America its global stature; it’s also the intelligence and insight of its hardworking, skilled and skilful diplomats. True, America makes major mistakes. The war in Iraq and the elusive quest for stabilising Afghanistan are examples of how the US has got it wrong.

But can anyone who has read the many WikiLeaks documents truthfully say that US diplomats are not doing their job correctly?

Yes, Washington can claim that the leaked insights could cause “serious damage to national security”. If anything, however, the diplomatic cables spotlight the inherent strength — and sense of humour and observation — of America’s long-suffering diplomats.

That was my view as I read the WikiLeaks’ revelation of US thinking on Pakistan, the ramshackle state of politics in the country, the abiding power of the military as well as justified fears over the security of the country’s nuclear facilities. It is also the view in Brussels where many EU officials admit privately that they are envious of the quality of reports filed by their American counterparts.

“These [US reports] are political, concise, incisive, almost literary,” one EU official told the EUobserver web newsletter in Brussels, adding: “It sets a benchmark for diplomacy.” The unidentified EU diplomat went on to point out that reports written by EU officials posted overseas were “incredibly long and written in a kind of administrative jargon”. Moaned the EU official: “We have no opinions. We hide our opinions behind bureaucratic language because we are not allowed to have opinions in a highly hierarchical structure.”

The focus in Brussels has been on the US cable report on a lavish party in Dagestan, Russia, attended by Chechnya’s warlord-president Ramazan Kadyrov. Entitled A Caucasus Wedding, the 3,400-word-long cable by the US embassy in Moscow in 2006 speaks of Kadyrov dancing “clumsily with his gold-plated automatic stuck down in the back of his jeans”.

It adds: “The cooks seemed to keep whole sheep and whole cows boiling in a cauldron somewhere day and night, dumping disjointed fragments of the carcass on the tables whenever someone entered the room.” The hope in Brussels is that the formal establishment of the EU’s long-awaited ‘external action service’ or diplomatic corps will provide the 27-nation bloc with similar insight into the operations of foreign governments.

EU diplomats from across the globe have been in Brussels for several weeks to learn ways of better projecting European ‘values’ to the rest of the world. The opening of the new service did not make the headlines, however. As the EUobserver pointed out, relations with the US and China, climate change, poverty eradication, crisis management and counter-terrorism are to be the top priorities of the EU’s new diplomatic corps.

Catherine Ashton, the EU’s new ‘foreign minister’ apparently showed pictures of herself embracing a child in Haiti, of rural poverty in China and then insisted that the EU must be able to send out one message on vital issues of the day.

The general sentiment here is that as illustrated by WikiLeaks, US diplomats have been very accurate in their assessment of European leaders’ foibles and weaknesses. Another important point to remember as we chew over the leaked documents is that while the cables are now in the public realm, it has fallen to newspapers and journalists to give context, comment and relevance to the pages and pages of information.

As Aidan White, head of the International Federation of Journalists (IFJ) pointed out, “This information is being processed by serious, professional journalists who are well aware of their responsibilities both to the public and to people implicated in these revelations.”

“The IFJ and its members support the rights of whistle-blowers and the responsible reporting of information in the public interest,” said White.

“The people’s right to know is not something that can any longer be wilfully ignored. They have to adjust to the fact journalists have a duty to report, fairly and accurately and with due respect for the rights of all parties in the public interest,” he added.

The writer is Dawn’s correspondent in Brussels.
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