                     The UK and the European Security and Defence Policy

The German Presidency of the European Union in the first half of 2007 will rightly be remembered for its success in relaunching the Union’s process of institutional reform. This process had been immobilised by the outcomes of the French and Dutch referendums in 2005, when the European Constitutional Treaty was rejected by clear majorities in both countries. The detailed mandate for a new “Reform Treaty” agreed by the European Council in June, 2007, offers however a clear opportunity for the Union to emerge from the political and institutional impasse of the past two years. If the new Treaty is signed and ratified within the timetable adopted by the European Council, a number of its provisions will have important implications for the developing European Security and Defence Policy.  The enhanced role of the Union’s High Representative for External Affairs and the innovative concept of “structured co-operation” in the military field are two central elements of the abandoned Constitutional Treaty which have been retained in the “Reform Treaty” and which will certainly help shape if implemented both the day to day and long-term workings of ESDP.

Reactions to the new Treaty in the United Kingdom have been confused and contrasting. Mr. Blair, who signed the European Constitutional Treaty in 2004, spent the last days of his premiership negotiating to protect the United Kingdom from its supposed inadequacies. Having secured this “protection” for the United Kingdom, he now vehemently asserts that there is no case for his successor, Gordon Brown, to hold a referendum on what is now simply an amending treaty, and not a constitutional document.  Mr. Brown in his turn is assaulted by critics claiming, with much justice, that the contents of the new treaty are very similar to the essential contents of the Constitutional Treaty.  If that treaty merited a referendum in the United Kingdom, so their argument runs, then the new treaty should also be subjected to a popular vote. Mr. Brown has until now refused all suggestions of a referendum on European institutional questions. Commentators are divided as to whether he will be able and willing to maintain this refusal indefinitely.

Interestingly, in all the heated British polemic about the “Reform Treaty” the role of the High Commissioner has figured only marginally, and the matter of “structured co-operation” hardly at all.  Much more attention has figured on the extension of qualified majority voting (both actual and potential) envisaged in the treaty, the consolidated legal personality of the Union and the semi-permanent Presidency of the European Council.  This structure of the debate is illuminating.  British public and political opinion is by no means hostile to common European efforts in external and defence affairs.  The argument that no individual European country can defend or advance its interests effectively alone in the wider world is one which has as much resonance in the United Kingdom as it does in other European countries. British electors join their German, French and other European counterparts in recognising that on many external issues, such as climate change, energy security, the Middle East, international terrorism and the role of multilateral institutions, there are specific and recognisable European interests which need to be pursued communally on the international stage.There  are, however, two specifically British components to the way in which these matters are debated in the United Kingdom.  British public and political opinion finds it much easier for the United Kingdom to play a relatively full and constructive role in both CFSP and ESDP because these policy areas are run intergovernmentally and because both are policy areas in which the United Kingdom can play a leading, even predominant role.  These considerations colour even more profoundly the British approach to ESDP than to CFSP.

From the very beginning of British membership in the European Community, British attitudes towards the central European institutions and the integrative philosophy which they represent have always been coloured by suspicion and even outright hostility. While for the great majority of continental European opinion, such institutions as the European Commission, the European Parliament and the European Court of Justice are seen as central to the political project which is the European Union, no such consensus exists within the United Kingdom.  Even the political nature of the integration sought  by the Union is routinely denied or rejected by British commentators.  The European institutions which (not wrongly) are seen as pillars of this political integration are regarded by wide segments of British opinion as wholly lacking in autonomous legitimacy, as anachronistic remnants of an always unrealistic aspiration to create a “country called Europe.”  With the single exception of |Edward Heath, no British Prime Minister has since Britain joined the European Union been willing to explain in sympathetic terms to the British electorate the wholly legitimate and politically central role of the autonomous European institutions in the organisation which the United Kingdom joined in 1973.  Some British Prime Ministers, for example Mr. Blair, no doubt feared that any such attempts at political education on their part might be counter-productive, fuelling British popular fears of a European “superstate.”  The increasingly frenetic and Eurosceptic tone of public debate on European issues in the United Kingdom over the past decade suggests that Mr. Blair’s reticence may itself have had the counter-productive effects which he feared might arise from a more robust public advocacy of the realities which underlie the European Union.  It has been plausibly reported recently that the British Foreign Office has been instructed internally and externally never in future to use the phrase “European integration” when referring to the European Union, but rather always to speak of “European co-operation.” Sometimes, the current British government likes to claim that it is “winning the argument” against the traditional integrative model of the European Union’s development. On other occasions, confusingly, it prefers to present itself as the lone voice of reason against the almost universal European impetus to abandon the nation state in the pursuit of an economically irrational and institutionally outmoded project of political integration. 

Against this background, it might have been expected that British public opinion would be at best unenthusiastic about the European Union’s increasingly ambitious agenda for external and defence policy. Indeed, some such concerns began to surface in the British discussion of the European Constitutional Treaty before the French and Dutch referendums in 2005. Many of the Treaty’s opponents in the United Kingdom were particularly critical of the new post of “European Foreign Minister.”  If there had been a British referendum on the Constitutional Treaty, much controversy would certainly have centred on this issue, with the Treaty’s adversaries claiming that the new minister was a dangerous building-block for a European foreign policy, a European government and a European state. This argument would certainly have persuaded some British voters to reject the Constitutional Treaty.  There would of course have been a peculiar irony in this outcome. The designation “European Foreign Minister” greatly overstated the role of the man or woman who was to succeed the present High Representative for External Affairs, Javier Solana. The Constitutional Treaty made clear in all its other provisions that the European Union would continue to act in its foreign and defence policies essentially on an intergovernmental, and not on an institutionally integrated basis. This is a political system altogether more congenial to the United Kingdom than the powerful integrative mechanisms which support most of the European Union’s internal activities.  Nor is Britain entirely isolated in advocating this intergovernmental approach to foreign and defence issues. France has always had some sympathy for intergovernmentalism in these areas, and the powerful integrationist impulse which used to come from Germany even in matters of European foreign and security policy is no longer as strong as it once was. The maintenance of the post of “High Representative” in the “Reform Treaty” is a telling symbol of the unwillingness of the European Union’s member states to move significantly further in the “communitarisation” of their activities in the foreign policy field. What is true for foreign policy is even more demonstrably true for defence policy.  The inchoate concept of “structured co-operation” in military matters, foreseen by the Constitutional and Reform Treaties is very clearly an arrangement by and for national governments, and not necessarily for all or even a majority of those member states that currently comprise the European Union.  If the question of “structured co-operation” does become a controversial one in the British debate, the British government will be able to give an account of its workings highly reassuring to the British public. Indeed, the British government is likely to set about giving this account with more energy and enthusiasm than it has sometimes shown in the past in its advocacy of the European Union and its policies.

In truth, the British government sees European foreign and more particularly European security policy as the guarantee that it will never be entirely marginalised within the European Union.  It will be many years before Britain joins the euro or becomes a full member of the Schengen area. As the Justice and Home Affairs pillar of the European Union has become less intergovernmental in its workings, so the United Kingdom has extended its scope to choose whether or not it will participate in new legislative initiatives bearing on the Union’s internal security.  The image of the United Kingdom as a “semi-detached” member of the European Union is one gaining credibility and resonance with other member states of the Union. When there is speculation about the Union’s dividing itself in the medium term between an “”outer and an “inner” tier, few observers doubt that Britain will be a prime candidate to lead the “outer” tier.

Such speculation is not welcome to the British government.  Until now, it has manoeuvred remarkably successfully to remain somewhere near the centre of the European Union, an organisation in the most important activities of which it only fitfully participates and the underlying institutional philosophy of which it rejects.  The rejection of the Constitutional Treaty in France and the Netherlands, combined with the political stagnation following these referendums, gave some consolation to those in the British government who hoped that the momentum of the Union’s institutional integration had finally been halted.  The rapidity with which the new French President, working closely with Mrs. Merkel, has now broken the logjam which his compatriots did so much to create, will have taken many by surprise in London. Not for the first time, British politicians and officials underestimated the determination and energy with which their continental colleagues pursue the European institutional questions which alternately bore, irritate and offend the self-absorbed British political establishment.  Foreign and defence policy will be powerful cards in the hand of any British government seeking to build a European Union of “variable geometry.” A European foreign policy, and even more a European defence policy without the United Kingdom would have little global credibility for any foreseeable future.  The United Kingdom’s leading role in these areas will to some extent, it is hoped in London, compensate for British reticence in many other central areas of European development.

Nor, in the long term, need the supposed “special relationship” of the United Kingdom with the United States of America pose any insuperable barrier to a full British role in European foreign and defence policy. The events in and concerning Iraq over the past five years have tried to destruction the policy whereby the highest aspiration of any British government was to act as European advocate of American policies. It is noticeable that the new British Prime Minister is now, albeit carefully and indirectly, attempting to differentiate British positions from those of the United States. Particularly striking in this context was a speech given in Washington soon after Mr. Brown became Prime Minister by the British Minister for Overseas Development, Douglas Alexander. In this speech, Mr. Alexander, who is regarded as a confidant of Mr. Brown’s. delivered an enthusiastic eulogy of the virtues of “soft power” and the importance of relying in external policy upon the use of a wide range of policy instruments. Although he did not specifically contrast in this context European and American attitudes, his American audience cannot have failed to note that the tone and rhetoric of this speech emphatically came from Venus rather than from Mars.  

Indeed, there seems some reason to believe that Gordon Brown may wish to rebalance British foreign policy away from its recent Atlanticist preoccupations. In so doing, he would be returning to the tradition of British diplomacy which saw the United Kingdom as a bridge between the United States and continental Europe, rather than the American “Trojan horse in Europe” of Gaullist stereotype. There is today a real opportunity for the United Kingdom’s partners in the European Union to take advantage of this potential turning point in the orientation of British foreign and defence policy. It is well known that Mr. Brown played a decisive role in ensuring that Britain would not and probably will not join the euro during his time in office.  But before he became Chancellor of the Exchequer in 1997, Mr. Brown had an unambiguously pro-European reputation, which he has arguably sacrificed in the  past decade for reasons of domestic political advantage rather than from any fundamental shift of political philosophy.  Given the domestic political disaster which British support for American policy in Iraq represented for Mr. Blair, it would be entirely logical for Mr. Brown to give a much more European colouring to his foreign policy than did his predecessor. It will be important that he receives encouragement to do so from his peers in the European Council.  For the Federal Trust, an essentially intergovernmental European foreign and security policy obviously cannot comprise the definitive answer to the problems and challenges Europe faces on the world stage. But it is certainly better than no European foreign and security policy. It may be that in the longer term the United Kingdom’s government will once again find itself confronted with unwelcome choices arising from the eventual “communitarisation” of European foreign and defence policy. But that day is a long way off.  It is unlikely ever to be a real problem for Mr. Brown. Mr. Alexander, who is twenty years younger than Mr. Brown, is a much more likely candidate to have to wrestle with such a dilemma. Those who live longest will know most.

