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How to strengthen EU
foreign policy

By Charles Grant and Mark Leonard

I Although the EU faces a wide array of challenges from beyond its borders, it is ill-equipped
to ded wit h them. The Union seldom takes a strategic approach to foreign policy. Its instituti ons
and member-states often fail to co-ordinate their various policies and instruments B including
trade, aid, defence, policing and diplomacy B in the_pursuit of common objedives. The
institutions of the @otating presidencyOand the OtoikaO(the representation of the EU by the
presidency® foreign minister, the High Representative and the commissioner for external
relations) limit the EU® effectiveness.

I The loss of the constitutional treaty hasdeprived the EU of somesensiblereforms to the way it
makes and manages foreign policyHowever, even with the curent treaties, the EU could do plenty
to strengthenits foreign policy.

I This policy brief suggestsways of encouragingthe EU to take a more strategic approach to
foreign policy; of diminishing the role of the rotating presidency;of ensuring that the member
statesand EU institutions feel a senseof shared ownership of extemal policies; and of achieving

more coherencebetweenthe policies of the memberstatesand the institutions.

The European Union urgently needs a plan for a moe
effective foreign policy. Opinion polls suggestthat a
majority of Europeanswould support a stronger EU
foreign policy. The gravity of current issuessuch as
the Iranian nuclear problem, the future of the Westen
Balkans, EU energy security and the deteriorating
relationship with Russiashow the urgent needfor a
more effective Common Foreign and Security Policy
(CFSP).When its memberstatesdisagree, as over
Irag, the EU cannot hope to be credible. But even
when the governmentsdo agreeto pursue common
foreign policies, the EU® ramshackle institutional
machinery often preventsit from delivering in an
effectiveand timely manner.

The making of foreign policy has suff e red more from
the congtituti onal deback than any other area. The
French and Dutch No votes have deprived the
E uropean Union of the innovations promisedin the
treaty, suchasa pemanent presdent of the European

Council to replacetherotating presdency;a Euopean
Ofoegn ministerOcombining the jobs now held by
High Representative Javier Solana and external
relations commissoner Benita Ferrero-Waldner; and
an External Action Service (EAS),a kind of diplomatic
sewrice bringing together staff from the Commisson
and Council with national diplomats.

Yet the failure of the constitution has made it
harder for the EU to engage in any discussion on
how to improve its foreign policy. Some of the
innovationsduein thetreaty, such asthe EAS, were
under construction before the French and Dutch
referendums, because the member-states had
agreed that this work should begin after the
signature of the treaty. But EU governments have
now halted this work because of a paralysing fear
b shared by bureaucrats and politicians alike b of
being accused of implementing parts of the treaty
Ok the back door®
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The lega services of the Commission and the
Council argue that, without treaty change, their
respective organisations can do very little to work
together more closdy. At times, officials in both
organisations seem more interested in protecting
their own prerogatives and resources than in
focusing on an effective outcome (one symptom of
the poor state of relations between the two bodiesis
a legal case brought by the Commission against the
Council, over whether it has encroached on
Commission competence in the area of small arms
and light weapons).

The June summit approved a European Commission
paper drafted by the Portuguese diplomat JosZ
Cutiliero. The paper@ analysis of the problems is
cogent, and it suggests some useful innovations
which are likely to be implemented. However, these
small steps are not bold enough to tackle the
underlying problems. Their modesty is symptomatic
of the EUG® current political crisis. Evidently, the
most important ingredient of an effective CFSP is
political will among the member-states:
govemments need to be prepared to accept that the
EU will play a greater role in foreign policy.
However, whatever the given level of political will
at any one time, the quality of the EU® institutions
can make a significant difference. That quality is
currently too low.

Five big problems with EU foreign policy

1) Lack of a common strategy

There is no EU forum in which governments and
institutions can easily disauss foreign policy strategy.
The European Seurity Strategy, agreed in 2003,
provides a useful framework for thinking about
contemporary security challenges. But the EU has
not forged coherent policies or approaches to
specific issues such as East Asian security, Russia,
promoting democracy in the Middle East or the
OEu]pean N eighbourhood Policy® Too often the
EUGforeign policy is about managing crises rather
than preventing them or combining its many assds
in the pursuit of precise objectives.

2) Weak representation

The rotating presidency weakens the EU® ability to

play a seliousrole in theworld. Countries beyond the
EU are fed up with having to deal with a different
memberstate in the driving sed every six months.

EU foreign policy suffers from a lack of continuity.

The EU is often represaited by the OtoikaOof the
foreign minister from the presidency the High

Represertative and the commissioner for external

relations, but this cumbersome arrangement
undemines the EU® ability to act effectively. For

example, in international forums such asthe OgatetO
D where the UN, the EU, the US and Russiadiscuss
the Mid dle East B the fact that the EU has three
represntatives invitesridicule.

3) Lack of ownership

There is an inevitable tension between the need for
continuity in EU foreign policy, and the need to give
memberstates a sense of ownership. Big countries
such as the UK, France and Germany may be
reluctant to discuss foreign policy issues in the EU
framework. They worry that their actions will be
constrained by other countries that have less of a
stake in the subject under discussion, and they fret
that EU institutions may have their own agendas. At
the same time, small countries may resent the big
three using the EU label in dealing with a problem
such as Iran, without alw ays consulting them on the
detail of policy. They are concerned that a weaker
role for the rotating presidency and a stronger role
for EU institutions could lead to a Ol country
takeoverOAIl member-states, big and small, plusthe
EU institutions, need to feel a sense of ownership
over EU foreign policy.

4) Lack of coherence

One major reason why the EU does not fulfil its
potential in foreign policy is that it failsto join up
its aid, trade, judicial, diplomatic, military and
other policies. It sddom takes account of the
external influence of internal EU policies such as
the environment, justice and security, or transport.
The EU must find ways of removing the
contradictions that often exist between its
agricultural, development and security policies;
between the policies of member-states and the
European Union; between the views of the
Commission and the Council of Ministers;, and
between the different departments of both the
Commission and the Council .

5) Restrictive financial regulations

The EUG® stringent financial regulations, designed
to prevent fraud, have had the adverse effect of
rendering much EU development assistance
inefficient. Today, Europe Aid has more
controllers than project officers, and money
frequently takes many months to reach those in
need. In the area of democracy promotion, the
European Union@® bureaucratic procedures are so
inflexible that the most deserving NGOs often
receive no money.

In thelong-run we hope that a new treaty may put in

place a more effective institutional foundation for EU

foreign policy. The next time the EU changes its

treaties, it should adopt the principal provisions of

the constitutional treaty on foreign policy. But until

such time as a new treaty emerges, the EU has no

choice but to work within the existing legal

framework. Its challenge is to take forward foreign
policy by actions, inventing mechanisms as it goes
along. This would be a constitution O |OaglaiseO,
built through cas law, rather than O la franeaiseO
wit h grand desigrs.



Five ways of improving EU foreign policy
1) More strategic thinking

To encourage drategic thinking on foreign policy, the
EU needsmore of the informal @ymnichOmeetings
whereforeign ministers cantalk freely unencumbered
by hordes of officials. And there need to be more
infor mal summits, on the model of that at Hampton
Court in October 2005, where heads of govemment
can focus on particular problems and think
grategically about how to bestco-ordinate the various
EU policies.The EU needs to buil on the work of the
European Seurity Strategy by developing more
specfic dtrategies on how to deal with Russa and
China; on policiesfor the EUSGneighbourhood; and on
how to promote democracy in the Mi ddle East.

2) Lessening the role of the rotating presidency

External representation The troika should ceaseto
represent the EU externallyDepending on the subject,
either Solanaor Ferero-Waldner (or one of their
colleaguesin the Commission or Council) should
speakfor the EU. When doing so, Solanaor Ferrero-
Waldner should be accompaniedby more junior staff
from the other EU institution and the presidency

Presding over meetings The presdency should not

automaticaly chair meeings of EU foreign ministers.

When key strategc issues are on the agenda for

example during a lunch or a gymnich, the presidency
should ask Solanato chair. At the lewel of theimportant

committeesin the Council of Ministers, officials from

the membea-gates should elect one of their number to

presde for a period of two yeas (this person should

give up his or her national responsbilities for that
period, and be basedin the Council). The EUGMi litary

Committee has already egablished such as precedent.
Some working groups may think it appropriate for

Council offi cials to chair them. Others may wish to be
chaira by the presidency

3) Shared ownership of foreign policy

The member-states will not agree to reduce the role
of the rotating presidency and enhance the position
of Solana and Ferrero-Waldner, unless they believe
they have OwnershipO of external policies. Of
course, the Commission and the other EU
institutions also need a sense of ownership, and
must therefore be closdy involved. But one of the
main problems at the moment isthat many member-
states worry that EU institutions may act beyond
their control, or incompetently. Furthermore, small
countries need to accept that big ones will often
have more experience in dealing with certain
problems, and that it therefore may be appropriate
to allow them to lead. But the big countries must
recognise that small countries can contribute
expertiseon certain issues, and that if they want the
EU to back their initiatives they need to consult
small countries.

Contact groups. The council of foreign ministers,

following a recommendation from the High

Representative,should appoint Ocontactgroups®to

deal with particular foreign policy problems. Those
countries with direct experienceor knowledge of the

issue concerned should take part in the contact group.
This model has already worked well with Ukraine

(Poland and Lithuania) and Iran (Britain, Franceand

Germany). These contact groups should play a

leadership role, making proposals for EU action.

However, it would be the Oplenary®f the whole

Council Brather than the contact group Bthat would

need to take any decision; and, depending on the

subject, either Solana, or one of his deputies, or

Commission President JosZ Manuel Barroso, or

another senior commissioner such as Ferrero-

Waldner, should participate in the group to represent
the broader European interest. It would often be

appropriate for this OEUrepresentativeQo act as
spokesmanfor the contact group. Given the demands
on Solana®time, he needsa senior deputy whose
purpose would be to listen to the views of member

states,feed them into the contact groups, and report

back to them.

Staff exchanges The memberstates should seond
moregaff to the Council and the Commission, and vice
versa Thereis a particular needfor the membe-states
to lend some of their most senbr diplomats to run
important Commisson deegations. The EU should
edablish a diplomatic academy, for promising young
staff from the member-states, the Coundl and the
Commission; and joint training programmes between
the various EUinditutions and national minigtries.

4) More coherence

There needs to be more coherence within and between
the EU institutions, and between those institutions
and the memberstates. More coheence would help to
reinforce the idea of sharedownership.

' The Commission needsto make more effort to
involve its Ointernal@irectorates-generalin its
external policies.

I The Council secetariat needsto co-ordinate
better the work of its EU SpecialRepresentatives
(EUSRs),European Security and DefencePolicy
(ESDP)missions, military staff, policy unit and
directorates-general.

I The memberstates, Council and Commisson
neal to share more information about their work
in various parts of the world, and to draw les®ns
fromwhat worksand what doesnot. The Council
secetariat is best placed to keep a scoecard of
EU involvement in different countries, to spot
where there are gaps that need filling, and to
suggestwho could most efficiently fill them.

I' The Commission delegations should be rebranded
as @U officesOThey should assst Solana on his



travels, and provide special represetatives with
any asgstance they may need. More heals of
deleation and EUSRs should be Odable-hatted)
following the sucess$ul precedentof Macedoria.
In some places, such as Washington, it would
make sersefor the deputy head of the EU officeto
be a Council official. The EU should be
represerted in international organisations by
single missons containing staff from the
Commission and Counci.

The Commission should look for systematic
ways of contributing to ESDP operations
through its own programmes, drawing on the
successfulmodel of co-operation in the EU®
various Congo operations.

The Commission and the Council should
produce more joint papersto be presentedto
foreign ministers (though eachshould retain the
right to write its own, when appropriate).

The Commission should with draw its legd case
aganst the Council on small arms and light
weapons. Both should pledge to resolve this
kind of difference through discussion rather
than litigation.

On certain strategically important subjects,
the Commission, Council and member-states
should set up joint liaison groups. These
would consist of senior officials, housed in the
same building, tasked with encouraging
common analysis and advice to ministers.
Initially , the EU could experiment with liaison
groups on say, the Westen Balkans, Russa
and China. If the experiment worked, liaison

groups could be established for other areas of
external policy.

I The High Representative should attend
Commission meetingswhen important foreign
policy questionsare discussed.

5) Less constraining financial controls

The EU neals to agree on new procedules for
distributing money externally. Theseshould allow it

to take decisionson spendingmore quickly, and give
EU delegationsgreater flexibility over how money is
spent. The EU@spendingon the OEuppean Initiative

on Democracy and Human RightsQmanagedby the
Commission) should be diverted to a new agency
This agencyshould be modelled on the US National

Endowment for Democracy or the German
Stiftungen, with r ules that allow it to operate speedily
and flexibly.

The ideas in this policy brief are based on the
disaussons at a seminar organised by the CER and the
Swedish parliamentin Sockholm in April 2006. Those
taking part were ®nior officials from the Commission,
Coundl and member-states as well as think-tankers.
While many participantswould agreewith many of the
ideasin this brief, some would probably disapprove of
some parts. The CER has not asked participants to
sgn. We offer theseideas as a contribution to the
debae on how the EU can be made to work better on
the bags of the current treaties.
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