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Abstract. In this article, we will review the main debates on the issue “EU
as a global actor” or “EU in the world” and we will analyse the possibilities
for the EU to have a more integrated foreign policy and to be a more active
global power – especially in “high politics” –, one of the topics in which
the decision-making requires the agreement of all Member States. We will
focus on the debate “if the EU is a global actor” or not and on the public
declarations of the European leaders as well as on the provisions of the
Lisbon Treaty on the common foreign and security policy, focusing on the
common foreign policy.
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One of the topics of the Conference of the Future of Europe (officially
opened on 9 May, 2021) is EU in the World. What can the European Union do
to be a global actor and a more united and powerful voice in the world? This is
the question to which the European Commission hopes to find at least
satisfactory answers. But the answers are not easy to find, many actors involved
being reluctant to the possibility of coagulation of a real common foreign policy
of the European Union.

This issue is an old one but it was brought back to the attention by the French
president Emmanuel Macron and it is supported by the political and bureaucratic
elite of Brussels. In this article, we will review the main debates on this issue and
we will analyse the possibilities for the EU to have a more integrated foreign
policy and to be a more active global power – especially in “high politics” –, one
of the topics in which the decision-making requires the agreement of all Member
States. We will focus on the debate “if the EU is a global actor” or not and on
the public declarations of the European leaders and on the provisions of the
Lisbon Treaty on the common foreign and security policy, focusing on the common
foreign policy.
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Is European Union a Global Power?

The debate on whether or not the EU is a global power has divided the
researchers into two categories: those who claim that the Union is already a
global power and those who challenge its quality or, moreover, consider it to be
in decline. Supporters of the global EU generally refer to “civilian, normative
and ethical power Europe”2, as a power that promotes democratic values in the
whole world. And of course, to perhaps the most important component of the
Union’s global power which is the economic one. Most of the studies and
volumes – there is an extensive literature on this – dealing with the issue of the
EU as a global player have largely stopped at the economic component of the
Union’s global power, an obvious one since the European economic space is the
largest market in the world. Perhaps the most important contribution in this
regard is the recent book The Brussels Effect. How European Union Rules the
World, signed by Anu Bradford which combats the discourse of the inevitable
decline of the EU and argues that “EU remains an influential superpower that
shapes the world in its image.”3

Despite all the crises it has gone through – populism, terrorist attacks, the
refugee crisis, Brexit, etc. – the Union has “a power that remains unaffected by
the recent crisis – the EU’s unilateral power to regulate global markets.”4 The
EU is a global player in the world economy and its influence is felt throughout
the world. The main instruments of this influence are the regulations that the EU
adopts and which end up shaping the entire global market. How does this
phenomenon happen? Mainly through European producers and those from
outside the Union who have come to build their businesses considering the strict
rules specified in European regulations. The world’s second largest economy
cannot be ignored by world producers, who must meet the high standards of
quality, environmental protection, food safety etc. adopted at Community level.
In this way, the entire global market is adapting and evolving, to a good extent,
in line with these European rules and standards. It is a unique form of global
influence, which Anu Bradford calls the “Brussels effect”, through which
European norms are converted globally, “as companies voluntarily extend the
EU rule to govern their worldwide operations.”5 The Brussels effect thus refers
to the “EU’s unilateral ability to regulate the global market”6.

European standards are the most restrictive in the entire world economy, and
here we find the reason why global companies adopt these European standards
at the level of their global operations by turning European regulations into global
rules. Other major economies of the world also have such regulations, but not as
restrictive as the European ones. The United States of America, for example,
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“effectively cedes this power to the EU by choosing to promulgate less-stringent
regulatory standards across most policy-domains, relegating the regulation of
key areas such data protection largely to the markets.”7

These regulations make the EU “a global regulatory power”, acting not
“through multilateral mechanisms or political institutions”, but “through unilateral
actions facilitated by the market and private corporations.”8 And the economic
influence that the EU has around the world is having an impact on the entire
current world order, a world in which the economic capacities and capabilities
of the states are decisive in their qualification as global powers.

This pattern seems to be followed by the EU also in terms of climate change.
The EU aims to become “a global climate leadership”9, as the President of the
European Commission, Ursula von der Leyen, recently stated. European Green
Deal is the most ambitious programme in the world, through which Europe aims
to become “the first climate neutral continent in the world by 2050”10. The recovery
plan of the EU, Next Generation EU, has a big part for the programme “Make it
Green”, that intended to transform the European economies and societies and to
make EU “a leader in climate action”11. Climate change is a major global problem
that can only be solved at a global level. But the EU is committed to becoming
an example to the whole world through this programme, despite all the criticisms,
often even violent – being considered devoid of realism and entailing huge social
costs – which were brought to it even during the negotiations for its adoption.12

Anu Bradford balanced the discourse about the EU’s ability to act globally,
by highlighting its ability to influence the global economy, in the face of the
absolute challengers of the Union’s global power, those who argue that it plays
no role in international politics. But the economic normative component
(including the forward-looking one that concerns climate change) is only one
aspect that defines a global power. In its basic sense, a global power requires a
political, military, security, societal power, etc. that influences other actors of the
international scene. And on these dimensions, the EU is at least deficient (given
its construction), hence the strong reactions that have emerged and are emerging
in the European public space that demand that the Union really become a global
player, counting on most of the levels of influence of international society.

The dimension revealed by Anu Bradford of the EU’s economic normative
power with an impact on the global economy is not perceived as sufficient for
its ability to act and influence the international system at the political, diplomatic,
security level, etc. This is where most of the criticisms about the EU’s inability
to be a global player come from.
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In everything related to the ‘hard’ sphere of international politics – army,
security, foreign policy – the EU does not have the tools to be considered a
global power. In fact, the EU was not even concerned until recently with the real
development of these capabilities, given that throughout the cold war and during
the period of the absolute and undisputed supremacy of the US in international
politics, the United States acted as a “protective umbrella” for the Europeans.
UE wasn’t so much concerned about “high politics”. “Many of the fundamental
decisions were shaped over and above the heads of west (and east) Europeans.”13
But lately, the international system is in a continuous dynamic, accentuated by
the pandemic that the whole world is going through, and the EU must reconsider
its position and role on the international stage.

In the current era, when realism is coming back with force and assumed in
international relations and the international system is moving from a unipolar to
a multipolar one, the capacity for action on these dimensions is felt even more
acutely at the level of the European elites who launch into the public space more
or less applicable ideas about what the Union should do in order to be a real
global power, able to defend their interests and contribute to the shaping of
international society.

The position of France and the mainstream of the Brussels

In the 2017 presidential campaign, the French president presented his vision
on “a sovereign Europe”14, an integrated concept that includes defence and security,
migration, sustainable development, economy, digitalization etc. It includes, of
course, the foreign policy that, in the view of Emmanuel Macron, must focus on
“a Europe that looks towards Africa and the Mediterranean: Europe must have a
foreign policy that focuses on certain priorities: first of all, the Mediterranean
region andAfrica. It must develop a new partnership withAfrica based on education,
health and the energy transition”15. This vision Emmanuel Macron had on the
foreign policy of EU didn’t actually seem to be a vision on the foreign policy of
the EU, since it refers only to the Southern neighbourhood of the EU – the
immediate area of interest for France. It excluded the Eastern neighbourhood of
the EU and the transatlantic relation – the traditional relation for the European
countries. The French proposal raised many questions, remained unclear for many
European leaders and many observers did not understand the concept proposed
that lacked its institutional foundations.16 The French president himself did not
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explain what he meant by this concept of sovereign Europe, which led to an open
disagreement with Germany, his most powerful ally in the EU.17 The sovereign
concept is characteristic of the state which the EU is not, but it leads to the idea
of an EU’ federalization that is not accepted by many Member States.

However, the proposed concept was interpreted through the prism of the
tradition of French foreign policy, as a recognition of the lack of leverage necessary
for France to compete with the great powers of the moment, in this case the US
and China, the French president wanting to use the full capacity of Europe for
his own French national interests. The concept of sovereign Europe “stems from
the idea that France, like all other European states, has an increasingly limited
leverage in a world of great power competition, and that its national interests are
best defended and promoted at the European level.”18.

It is a fact that no European state – not even the most powerful – can carry
out today a policy at a global level, comparable to the great powers of the
moment. It is a truth tacitly accepted by all EU member countries, aware that
only together they can be a force in international politics. But how the EU should
act in international politics should be decided by all member countries,
according to the provisions of the treaties in force.

The idea of Europe as a power – with its corollary “a sovereign Europe” –
was predominant in the official discourses of the French president on foreign
policy in the next years. It was taken over by the Brussels elite and integrated in
speeches and official documents.19 The Brussels elite has always supported
initiatives leading to a de facto federalisation of the EU, since this implies the
concentration of the decision-making power in its structures to the detriment of
the nation states. This duality of power between the Member States and Brussels
is clearly inclined towards the Member States in the field of foreign policy,
which significantly reduces the possibilities for expression of the Union as a
whole. The only way seen by the Brussels elite to increase their capacity to act
as a global player in ‘hard politics’ is to concentrate power in the community
structures and deprive the Member States of the capacity they now have to block
decisions that do not benefit them.

Jean-Claude Junker, the former president of the European Commission
(2014-2019) sustained this vision and worked for the EU “to become a stronger
global actor”20. “Europe as a Stronger Global Actor was the name given to one
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of Jean-Claude Juncker’s early initiatives… with the emphasis upon coherence
across the EU’s external actions with the objective of strengthening the Union as
a global actor”21 He called in 2017 for foreign policy decisions to be taken more
swiftly and forMember States to agree on which decisions the unanimity procedure
can be replaced by that of qualified majority22 Josep Borrell, High Representative
for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy and Vice-President of the Commission
of the European Union also stressed the idea that “The EU has to learn to use the
language of power”23, with reference to the fact that the EU, if it wants to be a
global power pole, must speak and act as such, in one voice.

Ursula Von der Leyen, the actual president of the European Commission,
speaks often about global Europe (as a more active player in international affairs).
In one of the most recent discourses “The State of the Union Address” (2021)
the president of the European Commission, introduced a significant nuance to
the speech of its predecessor, saying: “If Europe is to become a more active
global player…” This “if” denotes the reluctance of the Member States to the
form in which Europe can become a global power and represents a step
backwards from the much more optimistic speeches of its former predecessor.

On the other hand, the current European Commission seems to be using other
methods to increase its influence on foreign policy. They are aimed at obtaining
significant public support for the Commission’s projects. Two examples:
introduction to the debate on the Conference on the Future of Europe, the topics
“EU in the World” and the introduction of specific questions in Eurobarometers.
Conference on the Future of Europe has been severely criticised in terms of the
relevance of the results and the representatives of the Community institutions
still do not know how they will centralize the conclusions that will be presented
in the final report of the Conference, expected to be made public in spring 2022.
But it is already appreciated that “if enough European citizens get involved and
demand change, it will be hard for national leaders and the European authorities
to ignore their voices.”24 The inclusion of the EU in the World topic in the
Conference debates has exactly this purpose: to gain the support of citizens for
the Union to have a prominent role in international relations. In other words,
European institutions should have the power to act externally in spite of the very
nation states themselves. But what does “enough European citizens” mean? Is a
certain number or a percentage of the total EU population enough, and what
would that number be? It is such a random and subjective matter that it leaves
ample room for manoeuvres for the bureaucrats who will make the final report.

This topic, included in the Conference on the Future of Europe debate,
correlates very well with a question that arises in Standard Eurobarometer: “You
feel you are a citizen of the EU?” In the most recent edition, Spring 2021, “Public
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Opinion in the European Union”, 72% answered yes. Even if it is a slight
decrease of 2 percent compared to the previous edition, it remains an extremely
high percentage for citizens who declared that they feel citizens of the EU.25
These citizens feel represented, theoretically, by the community institutions that
can act on their behalf, including in the field of foreign policy. This, although
Special Eurobarometer, Future of Europe, October-November 2020, had a question
relating to EU in the World, but not at all aimed at the Union’s foreign policy.26
These are steps through which the Brussels institutions seek to obtain the direct
support of citizens, over the Member States, for the actions and projects they
have, including in the field of foreign policy.

In public speeches, most European leaders agree that Europe can and needs
to play a more prominent global role, but none comes with solutions about how
it can be achieved. German Chancellor Angela Merkel said in 2017 that “We
Europeans truly have to take our fate into our own hands”27. In June 2021, the
German Chancellor also said that “A sovereign EU, in my opinion, should also
be able to represent the interests of the EU in such a similar conversation”28,
after other leaders of the European states reject the idea of a EU-Russia Summit.
And at the end of the Franco-German Security Council (5 February 2021), the
official statement said that “Germany and France will together help step up the
EU’s own capability to act to ensure common security with the Eurodrone,
FCAS and MGCS, France and Germany are taking very concrete steps to enhance
European sovereignty. These are Franco-German projects that are also open to
other European partners”29, without any reference to the EU’s foreign policy.

The Benelux, Netherlands, Belgium and Luxembourg countries, some of the
biggest supporters of in-depth integration in different dimensions of the Member
States, “recognise the need for more EU cooperation on common foreign and
security policy to enable the EU to confront the challenges of the 21st century.”30
They said that “ensuring and increasing coherence between different instruments
is key to further developing a resilient and powerful EU capable to engage with
other global powers on an equal footing.”31 But no one comes with an effective
action plan towards a more integrated European foreign Policy. The different
interests between the Member States in this area are so big that it is really
difficult to conceive how they can project an accommodation between foreign
policies of the 27 Member States.
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Limitations provided by the Treaties

“The EU’s international role rests explicitly on the constitutional base
established in the treaties.”32 The Lisbon Treaty has specific provisions on foreign
policy, contained in several articles. Art. 10A states that “The Union shall ensure
consistency between the different areas of its external action and between these
and its other policies. The Council and the Commission, assisted by the
High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, shall
ensure that consistency and shall cooperate to that effect.”33

But the main European institution with foreign policy responsibilities is the
European Council, which “shall identify the strategic interests and objectives of
the Union. Decisions of the European Council on the strategic interests and
objectives of the Union shall relate to the common foreign and security policy
and to other areas of the external action of the Union. Such decisions may
concern the relations of the Union with a specific country or region or may be
thematic in approach. They shall define their duration, and the means to be made
available by the Union and the Member States.34”

The European Council, the intergovernmental body par excellence, is also the
one that takes decisions based on the unanimity of the Member States, a rule that
would like to be changed. However, other institutions are also involved in the
application of this policy: “The common foreign and security policy shall be put
into effect by the High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and
Security Policy and by Member States, in accordance with the Treaties. The
specific role of the European Parliament and of the Commission in this area is
defined by the Treaties. The Court of Justice of the European Union shall not
have jurisdiction with respect to these provisions, with the exception of its
jurisdiction to monitor compliance with Article 25b of this Treaty and to review
the legality of certain decisions as provided for by the second paragraph of
Article 240a of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union.”35

Although it has set out clear responsibilities for the European institutions
with regard to the Union’s foreign policy, the Treaty of Lisbon has created a
much more complex system of negotiations in this area, which makes any
decision-making process difficult and protracted. But perhaps more importantly,
the Treaty has established just as clearly the differentiation of Community from
national powers, in favour of the latter. Unlike other areas whose rules are
subject to common rules and regulations, the common foreign policy is subject
to specific rules and procedures: “The common foreign and security policy is
subject to specific rules and procedures. It shall be defined and implemented by
the European Council and the Council acting unanimously, except where the
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Treaties provide otherwise. The adoption of legislative acts shall be excluded.”36
This last sentence prevents the development of any common foreign policy other
than that specified in this Treaty, which would be possible only through an
amendment of the Treaty.

The Union’s foreign policy must be based on political solidarity between
Member States, a goal that is difficult to achieve in today’s political conditions,
when there are such different political interests and strategic visions between
Member States37: “Within the framework of the principles and objectives of its
external action, the Union shall conduct, define and implement a common foreign
and security policy, based on the development of mutual political solidarity
among Member States, the identification of questions of general interest and the
achievement of an ever-increasing degree of convergence of Member States’
actions.”38

Solidarity is a principle of high value, but often eluded in the practice of
international politics, in which interests have always prevailed. This is also the
case within the EU, and the Lisbon Treaty has failed to find ways to ensure the
Union’s coherence in its external action. “By multiplying the number of European
Union actors, the Treaty increased the need for more complex negotiations, not
only between Member States and EU institutions, but among the institutions
themselves. The complexity of the Lisbon system makes the process of shaping
external policy, weakening the coherence of external action by the Union more
difficult. The coherence of EU foreign policy can’t be merely the result of
institutional cooperation, but needs to be enlarged to include the Member States
who will remain the most important actors in European foreign policy.”39

EU Foreign Policy in the “Crisis Era”

The current functioning structure of the EU is one that does not facilitate its
potential capacity to act as a global player. “There is a gap of expectations
between what the EU is supposed to deliver and the present state of affairs of EU
foreign and security policy.”40 There is also a gap between the economic
influence of the UE in the world market and the influence of the UE in the
international politics. And there is another gap between the wishes of some
European leaders and the provisions of the Lisbon Treaty for a common foreign
policy. The constitutional provisions place the Member States at the heart of the
decision on the Union’s external action and any change to this equation can only
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be made by amending the Treaty of Lisbon. The European Commission’s approach
to gain the support of citizens for a deeper cooperation in the common foreign
policy through the Conference on the Future of Europe cannot take the place of
constitutional provisions, nor does it guarantee that future Commission
proposals (which we do not yet know will be) be approved by the majority of
citizens of the Member States.

In order to have a coherent common foreign policy in the EU, there should
be coherence at the level of European society as a whole, which is far from
happening. European citizens should feel represented by the decisions taken at
European level in the common foreign policy. This raises a number of difficult
questions that should be answered: for example, will the Germans or the Dutch
accept foreign policy decisions made in Brussels? Or will the French accept to
be replaced by the EU in the UN Security Council? In the absence of positive
responses, we will not be able to talk about a common foreign policy of the Union,
in the sense that it is intended to be implemented by some European leaders.

However, there is currently a paradoxical situation with the Union’s
representation in international organizations. There are organizations where the
EU has no representation and other organizations where the EU has a place
alongside other Member States. For example, in G20, EU is one of the members
alongside Italy, Germany, France and Spain.41 How are the Italians, Germans,
French and Spaniards represented in this organization? By their own state or by
the EU? If we ask them, what will they answer? Or the EU whom it represents
in this organization: only Belgians, Czechs, Finns, etc. or also Italians, Germans,
French, Spaniards? Are there divergent views held in this organization (and in
others where we encounter a similar situation) between Germany, France, Italy,
Spain and the EU? How are they reconciled?Another example: EU is a permanent
observer at the United Nations. All Member States of the EU are represented in
the UN. Who does the EU represent in UN structures? What if, for example, we
have different positions between the EU and Hungary or Germany, for example?
Who will the citizens of these countries support? These are questions to which
we do not yet have an answer.

The institutional approach to the EU’s common foreign policy seems to block
any attempt to develop this policy. The provisions of the Treaty of Lisbon are
sufficiently restrictive to allow significant developments without amending the
basic Treaty. But European bureaucrats and leaders have focused more on what
they cannot do in the current institutional context than on what they could do, even
within the limits of the Lisbon Treaty. The Treaty does not preclude initiatives
which could arise at Union level and which advance foreign policy cohesion
between Member States. An example: the recent crisis in Afghanistan has put
countries in the world, including European countries, in a position to quickly
remove their own citizens from the Taliban-occupied country. Fortunately, the
European states have managed to act quickly and protect their own citizens from
the possible repercussions of the new power takeover in Afghanistan. But there
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has been no initiative at Union level, by the High Representative for Foreign
Affairs and Security Policy, for cooperation and coordination between Member
States for the withdrawal of European citizens from Afghanistan. There have
been occasional collaborations between some Member States, but not at Union
level. Such gestures would strengthen citizens’confidence in the Union’s institutions
and at the same time increase their efficiency.

In the current era of successive crises, it is inevitable that crises of various
kinds will occur in the international system. And the EU should have quick and
unitary responses to them. The current foreign policy decision-making system
places the sole responsibility on the nation states. Then how can these two
seemingly convergent realities be reconciled? The EU could set up a system for
rapid consultation and/or decision-making on foreign policy, or at least for crises
in the international system. Such a quick consultation and/or decision-making
system can be created right at the level of the European Council, which has the
most important responsibilities in foreign policy. The EU must adapt to the
realities of international politics and be able to respond quickly to future challenges,
even in the frame of the provisions of the Treaty of Lisbon.

The centralization of power and decision-making in European foreign policy
does not seem possible today, given that pure realism and sovereign states have
returned in force in international politics. But in the case of the EU, the Member
States know that they can only have the influence they want through everyone’s
cooperation. Geography cannot be changed and Member States must preserve,
continue and deepen the achievements of the last decades: peace, democracy and
prosperity on the European continent. The lack of European leaders with visions
that come with forward-looking and realistic projects on the future of the EU,
projects that resonate with a significant percentage of the European population,
can be replaced by wiser national leaders who know how to work together for
the benefit of all.

Conclusions

It has often been argued that the European Union’s inability to determine in
which direction the process of European integration will go –
intergovernmentalism or federalism – is the structural cause of the EU’s
modelling as a global player. However, this dualism of the European integration
process is the specific feature of the European Union. Europeans are “doomed”
to learn to cooperate, including in the field of foreign policy. What the Member
States could bring new would be for this collaboration to be done on a basis
other than that of the current international system, in a framework that would
become a model for the rest of the world. Cooperation and collaboration
between Member States is needed, as part of a comprehensive strategy, so that
all citizens of the Member States to feel represented in the decisions taken.
Harmonization of interests should be the norm in relations between the Member
States of the Union. Any other strategy to gain the consensus of Member States
for foreign policy decisions is doomed to long-term failure.
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