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When asked to name the top priority for a new
EU Global Strategy on Foreign and Security Policy
(EUGS), the temptation is to plunge straight into
the ever-fascinating debates on specific issues and
topics. But the weakest link in the production
chain of EU foreign policy needs to be addressed
before the operational details. Namely, the failure
to define the foreign policy interests of the EU.

Framing shared interests

It would be a surprise if the new strategy had any
major policy impact. The biggest hope in terms of
impact is that the plan can achieve what no other
official EU document has ever done: identify the
genuine shared foreign policy interest of all 28
member states in every region of the world and in
every relevant policy field.

To many, this will sound dull and esoteric. But
one reason for the EU% foreign policy weakness
is its inability to define the very starting point of
policymaking: the interests of those acting. And
it is not necessary to read Hans Morgenthau or
follow the realist school of thought to understand

that interests are central to all international poli-
tics.

According to Article 22 (1) of the EU Treaty ‘the
European Council shall identify the strategic in-
terests and objectives of the Union’ in the realm
of EU external action. In theory, the Council is
the right institution for this, as it is the member
states which are the masters of EU foreign policy.
In practice, however, this is precisely why the
Council is unable to take a step back, free itself
of the member states’ perspectives, and define the
interest of the Union as a whole.

To be sure, decisions will ultimately have to be
made by the member states. But the definition of
the EU’s interests needs to come from elsewhere.
This is where the European External Action
Service (EEAS) and the new strategy come in.

To exercise leadership in the EU, making
these shared interests visible is half the battle.
Institutional leadership in the EU can come only
from intellectual power, not from the weak bu-
reaucratic competencies enshrined in the treaties.
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It will come from generating the best ideas and
from offering smart compromises to the 28 mem-
ber states. It will come from being a strong voice
advocating the Union’s common interests.

The EEAS should promote this common posi-
tion after carefully considering all the national,
regional, and sub-re-
gional interests which
might exist in the EU,
after looking at global
expectations and de-
mands, and after as-
sessing, without illu-
sions, the assets and
instruments of the European arsenal for pursuing
those interests. It should also not view general no-
tions such as democracy, human rights, stability,
and sustainability as ends but as starting points
to help define strategic and operational goals that
can directly lead to tangible outcomes.

Doing all this in the broad field of foreign policy,
with all its intricacies and idiosyncrasies, is hard
work. That is why nobody has attempted it in the
past. It is also why whoever finally does decide to
do it will greatly benefit. After all, he who defines
the terms of the debate determines its course and
outcome.

Progress in the face of criticism

Defining the EU’s interests is also part of the EU’s
internal power game. This is a good thing, as it
fosters competition. Within the EU system, few
are better suited to produce such a cohesive doc-
ument than the High Representative for Foreign
Affairs and Security Policy and the EEAS she
heads. These are the principal players in the re-
view process and the only ones that will still feel
responsible even if the member states choose to
forget all about it. The process was never wildly
popular in certain national capitals anyway.

The EEAS — despite its many shortcomings, its

‘The EEAS — despite its many
shortcomings, its lack of funding, and its
sometimes shaky morale — still boasts
enormous in-house expertise.’

lack of funding, and its sometimes shaky mo-
rale — still boasts enormous in-house expertise. It
can also draw on a wealth of information coming
from the EU’s 139 delegations and offices around
the world. The High Representative and the EEAS
should use their unique position to become the
voice which offers a clear definition of the EU’
shared interests on a
regular basis: the new
EUGS should be the
starting point for this.

There is a risk that this
will not endear the
authors of the EUGS
to the member states — at least not all of them, es-
pecially the larger ones. There will be much criti-
cism, accompanied by accusations that the High
Representative and the EEAS lack the mandate to
take on such a task. This will have to be endured,
especially given that it will most likely come from
those who lack viable alternative.

In any case, the EUGS will only be a guiding doc-
ument, more of a suggestion than an order. But
it will be one that is indispensable if Europeans
want to finally make progress on crafting a truly
European foreign policy.
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