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The Reform Treaty agreed at Lisbon renews interest in prospects for the European Union’s CFSP.  We shall not have to wait long to see the practical value of changes in community institutions and procedures.  For Europe faces a series of stern tests.  The combustible crises of the Middle East are most acute.  It is beset by a set of intersecting problems that pose clear and serious threats to the continent's safety, stability and energy security.  Iran has moved to the forefront of anxious attention due to stalemate over its nuclear program and heightened tensions with the United States.  Relations with the Islamic Republic properly also should be seen as the key to resolving, or at least containing, dangers elsewhere in the region.  The Community's competence as an international actor will be reflected in how it deals with this multifaceted challenge.
 
What are the requirements for the Union to becoming a 'force multiplier' on external matters in a manner resembling its internal success?   One objective condition, rooted in the reality of things, is recognized: namely, Europeans have core interests, and vulnerabilities, in common.   Yet they are in a quandary as how to overcome a chronic inability to use their potential influence to address them.  Finding the answer depends on  (1) generating a unity of analysis, i.e. interpreting the meaning and significance of developments in similar ways; (2) mustering the will and resources for unified action; and (3) acquiring the capacity for a sustained diplomacy at once adroit and resilient.  In a sense, these conditions  must be met sequentially.  Convergent interpretations are a sine qua non for  providing the baseline essential for deciding what collective action to take, for mobilizing informed popular support for it, and for agreeing on the imperative to stick together.  Skillful engagement in the world arena, in turn, is only possible where thinking and commitment are widely shared.  Solidarity in itself is insufficient unless it enables effective action.
 
It is instructive to examine what the current state of affairs tells us about how near the EU is to meeting the requirements for effective CFSP.  Iran's intrinsic importance as a supporter of violent movements and would-be nuclear power is accentuated by the possibility of American military strikes before President Bush leaves office.  On Iran, there has been European concord, clarity and consistency.  The diplomatic initiative launched by the trio, and later adopted by the EU as a whole, was characterized by a sharp focus, persistence and tactical flexibility.  Tenacity succeeded in gaining Washington's tacit backing for their efforts, albeit belated and qualified. The understanding of autumn 2005 exchanging an American blessing for a European assent to the setting of deadlines for Tehran.  From today's vantage-point, the Iran effort looks to be a notable attempt to remove a serious threat, but one that came up short.  The attempt itself is unprecedented in the history of CFSP and is an admirable landmark.  Its fatal flaw was an inability to deliver the one thing that could persuade Tehran to forego its nuclear ambitions: a strategic deal that guaranteed its security from American attack, gave it a voice in shaping the future of the Persian Gulf, and restored its full international standing.  That was what the Iranian leadership had offered the United States in April 2003 in exchange for a pledge not to oppose America in Afghanistan or Iraq, and to restrain both its support for terrorism and its nuclear program.  That overture was spurned by the Bush administration.  Reluctance by Washington to engage Iran on a broad agenda probably doomed the EU's initiative to failure.  Europe could define the ends and will the means, but it could not supply the crucial element for an accord.
 
Where does that leave the EU now?  One line of thinking, especially pronounced in Paris at the Elysee and the Quai d'Orsay, holds that Europe must stand shoulder to shoulder with Washington in order to confront Tehran with the choice between continued defiance or draconian sanctions with the threat of military force kept menacingly on the table.  All the evidence to date indicates that such a tough stance will not induce/intimidate Mr. Ahmedi-nejad or the Guardian Council to make a drastic course change.  Indeed, threats seem to strengthen the hand of the hardliners.  Moreover, the unwillingness of Russia and China to approve harsh sanctions at the UN Security Council means that full pressure will not be exerted. A strategy of non-military coercion backed by the  threat of military action is unlikely to work.  As a consequence, Europeans face a dilemma, one that reopens the basic questions of stakes and risks.  Simply put, is an Iran that is indisputably in a position to build nuclear weapons in the near term intolerable?  If the answer is 'no,' then the EU faces a stark choice of its own.  Either Europe does all it can to convince the Bush administration that a 'grand bargain' with  Iran is the only reasonable option OR it must be prepared to endorse air strikes intended to destroy critical facilities and/or to 'decapitate' the Iranian state.  The latter is a very real possibility according to well informed reports of the military and political groundwork already being prepared.  Were the White House to decide on an attack, it is unsure whether there would be advance consultations with its allies before the fact; or request for a UNSC enabling resolution.  In any eventually, European attitudes would not be the determining element.  What this logic suggests is that EU member governments could find themselves observers of events of paramount importance to them.  To avoid that, they would have to undertake the daunting task of bringing Washington and Tehran together to negotiate some kind of comprehensive modus vivendi.
 
If a nuclear Iran is tolerable, then the cutting issue is how to prevent precipitous action by the United States with its predictable dire consequences across the Greater Middle East.  For the priority becomes avoiding another war rather than doing everything possible to foreclose an Iranian nuclear option.  The unhappy truth is that in order to achieve the goal of conflict avoidance with Iran, Europe would have to abandon conflict avoidance with the United States as its preeminent goal.  Enormous investments have been made in European capitals to close the rifts opened in 2002-2003 during the run-up to the Iraq invasion.  They are understandably loath to see them reopened.  Still, to shy away from even considering policies that could do so would be tantamount to leaving Europe's great interests in the Iran affair hostage to the calculations and impulses of leaders in Washington and Tehran.
 
To state Europe's predicament in these terms is to highlight how uncertain are the prospects that member countries will be able to meet the requirements for an external policy directed at a high stakes, dangerous situation.  For a unity of analysis sufficient to sustain a course of action in these unruly waters must be deep, it must be nuanced, and it must be adaptable to multiple contingencies.  Earlier agreement on an objective and an initial diplomatic strategy is not enough.  As the moment of truth approaches, a sober judgment is that leaders across the continent are not as one in the answers they give to the above stated questions.  Indeed, one may wonder how many of those leaders have their own answers or, for that matter, have fully engaged the question. A further exacerbating factor is that national publics are not prepared to make choices on such grave matters.  There has been neither extensive debate nor an appreciation of how forbidding the emerging crisis may be.  Hence, there is a distressing prospect that the issue of sufficient collective will to execute an agreed strategy may be moot.
 
An enhanced High Representative, as visualized by the Reform Treaty, conceivably could contribute to an alleviation of the dilemma.   First, Mr. 'Foreign Minister' may have a role as conscience of the Council - not in a moral sense, but in the sense of public responsibility.  A cardinal weakness of multilateralism in the absence of a recognized leader is the tendency for difficult decisions to be postponed, and for deadlines to slip, as no party sees compelling reason to step forward.  In the absence of a leader, convenience too often prevails.  The result is coping behavior that assures sub-optimal outcomes.  For a Dr. Solana or some successor to act as catalyst for action, he must meet three criteria: personally respected by member governments, accorded the right/obligation in principle to serve as custodian of CFSP substance and process, and endowed with a staff of the highest caliber that can match wits with the best of their national counterparts. .
 
The second possible contribution of the High Representative is to monitor the implementation of the EU's various lines of external policy.  Consolidation of the Commissioner for External Relations with that of the Council's High Representative helps in this respect.  That addresses the issue of coordinating the politico-economic with the politico-security dimensions.  There is a broader need to ensure that the pieces of CFSP policy fit together, and fit with national policies.  Coordination is always a challenge, for any capital, when dealing with complex, intersecting challenges such as those in the Middle East.  Adding the supranational level compounds it.  There cold be a valuable place for a neutral, dedicated, and able High Representative to do the demanding job of keeping a running tab on on-going policies, the effects and reactions they engender, the adjustments that may be in order, and the follow-on decisions that arise.  Some of this is purely administrative.  Some inescapably touches on highly sensitive matters.  Whether, and to what degree, a newly installed European 'Foreign Minister' will be permitted to assume this role is unclear.  Its essential place in a meaningful CFSP is uncontestable.

The performance of both roles would be enhanced if the High Representative can work in concert with the envisaged President of the Council.  A President of standing respected throughout the entire community and in the most sensitive region of EU engagement is an invaluable asset.
 
Implicit in any serious rethinking of CFSP's applicability to pressing Middle East issues is Europe's relations with the United States.  Until now, European governments - individually and collectively - have been content to play two self-limiting roles.  One is as a supporter of American strategy.  This has been the case re. post-invasion Iraq, the 2006 Israeli-Lebanon war, and most recently dealing with the awkward fact of Hamas' electoral victory in Palestine. The other is to act in the diplomatic seams left by American activism.  The trio's attempts to nudge Iran toward a negotiated status for its nuclear program is the outstanding example of the latter.  Neither of these roles carves out a strategic place in the arena of Middle East diplomacy commensurate with Europe's interests or latent influence.  Rectifying the situation entails a candid acknowledgement of the existing dependency relationship with America, along with a complete assay of its costs as well as its benefits.
 
Any effort to do so is complicated by the changing of the guard at the White House in a year's time.  It is likely to be a long twelve months.  President Bush seems devoted to using the same touchstones for making foreign policy judgments that have served him for the past seven years.  This is particularly true in the Middle  East.  The only significant deviation that may be in the offing would take the form of reverting to military action against Iran.  That  step is increasingly being seen as the answer to instability in Iraq as well as to Iranian nuclear ambitions.  Even were the White House to refrain from heading down that dangerous path, Bush's successor (in all likelihood a Democrat) will be left the burdensome inheritance of multiple unresolved problems in the region.  It is exceedingly difficult to divine what the new directions might be.  Indeed, it is by no means self-evident that the substance of American foreign policy will differ greatly.  Candidates' public remarks and the swirl of intellectual energy within America's foreign policy community to date suggest little in the way of fresh strategic thinking.  This is especially so for Iraq where the near certainty that the country will be in some dire strait or another is unpalatable to Americans who all share a low tolerance for failure.
 
Does this appraisal  lead to the judgment that the EU should postpone the consideration of serious policy initiatives in the Middle East for the duration of the political interregnum in Washington?  Is strict avoidance of anything that could ruffle Euro-American relations the dictate of prudence?  These conclusions are too facile - and too convenient.  There is another perspective pointing to different judgments that deserves attention.  Two dubious premises underlie the former, conservative approach.  The first is that we can afford to continue along the current, inertial course for another year.  The assumptions here are: there is a possibility of genuine progress toward durable resolutions of the most critical trouble-spots; that the risks of reckless American action are outweighed by those more hopeful prospects; and, therefore, that the imperative is to avoid doing anything that could rock the transatlantic boat.  The second premise is that American strategic thinking starting in 2009 will be markedly more sober, more alliance friendly, and more promising of producing long-term solutions.  Both premises are questionable.
 
Optimism, however guarded, as to what will transpire over the coming year is not firmly grounded.  There are no signs of the Bush administration abandoning its hostile stance toward Tehran, whether it resorts to air strikes of not.  Iran is the key to stability in the Gulf and elsewhere in the Middle East.  It holds the American/Western position in Iraq hostage.  A close embrace between a Shi'ite led Iraq and Iran is inescapable.  What remains open is the exact nature of that partnership and the parties' attitude toward minorities, Gulf neighbors, Sunni Arab regimes, and Lebanon.  The hope of using a pro-Western Iraq to countervail Iran is illusory.  Iraq is neither answer nor asset.  It is a major liability. The challenge is to neutralize the liability and to buffer other susceptible trouble-spots from the toxins it has generated.  A modus vivendi with Iran may well be crucial to that exercise.
 We have no concrete evidence that a Democratic president will change these fundamentals.  Quite apart from the fact that it takes close to a year for a new administration to pull itself together, the fundamentals are not being squarely addressed.  Democrats take pains not to allow any blue water separate them from the White House on Iran.  As for the link to Iraq, their discourse on Iraq remains punctuated by 'they musts' and 'they shoulds' while endorsing a partition of the country. The possibility that, in truth, 'they won't' is largely ignored.  All of the major candidates foresee a significant American military and political presence in Iraq for the indefinite future.  Thus, the next president, who will be anything but a heroic figure, will be handicapped further by: (1) the absence of an Iraq debate that gets beyond calendars; (2) the utter lack of strategic perspective; (3) the consonant inability of the American public to understand the truly significant choices and trade-offs to be made; and (4) a diplomacy hamstrung by the precipitous loss of American credibility and moral authority.
 If this forecast proves correct, a passive Europe could pay a steep price for not strenuously trying to breathe life into CFSP now and applying it in the places that count the most.
 
 
 
