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Précis

In the past year, regional crisis and conflicts, as one of the characteristics of the international relations in the post Cold War period, continued to occur. However, compared to the international relations dominated by the bi-polar relationship in the Cold War, the current international arena provides more space for different players. Consequently, the international relations contain more complexity than that in the Cold War period. In the backdrop of the increasing complexity, the European Union (EU) began to show its influence in the international relations. This can be well observed in EU’s response to the Iran nuclear crisis, which is reputed as a policy of European model in international crisis management.   

In dealing with the past international crisis since the end of the Cold War, the EU’s crisis responses contain the following characteristics: 

Firstly, the approach and level of EU’s participation into the crisis management are determined by the interest of EU in the crisis and the environment of crisis. After the Cold War, the focus of Europe’s defence moved from traditional military defence to solving regional crisis. In general, the EU tends to participate actively into the crisis if the latter happens in an area, which is of geographical interest to EU, or in an area, which is of traditional interest to EU. However, EU responded to the crisis in these two cases differently. For instance, EU regarded the crisis in the former Yugoslavia and Kosovo as European Affairs and insisted on playing a leading role in the crisis management. As it did not pay sufficient attention to the role played by the UN and other international organizations, the EU had to rely on the US and the NATO to resolve the crisis. However, when the Iran nuclear crisis broke out, the multi-polarism in international relations is strengthened. International war or crisis among big powers is less likely to happen. Big powers tend to coordinate and cooperate with each other, with an aim to prevent global disaster caused by regional crisis and domestic crisis in small and medium countries or international crisis caused by terrorism. The crisis management of EU becomes more mature and practical. EU prefers to deal with international crisis with comprehensive approaches, with an emphasis on multilateral agreement and verification mechanism. It emphasises on international coordination and export regulation and uses diplomatic and economic leverages to push for a peaceful resolution for crisis. The EU embraces the idea that for the resolution of international crisis, armed force should be used as a last resort after all possible peaceful resolutions are exhausted, and that the use of armed force must be based on the UN Charter and other international laws. 

Secondly, EU’s crisis management capacity is impacted by the operation of its internal coordination mechanism. The results of EU’s previous participation into international crisis management are closely linked with whether the EU common foreign and security policy decision-making process could reach a consensus. In the Iraq war, given the pressure from the US, not only the big member states, i.e. France, Germany and UK held contradictory opinions, but also other member states including the new member states could not reach a common stand. This substantially undermined EU’s influence in dealing with the Iraq crisis. However, in Iran nuclear crisis, both the EU and member states speak with one voice, which increased EU’s weight in solving the crisis.    

Thirdly, the EU-US relationship, and the coordination between the two have to some extent exerted direct or even decisive impact on the EU’s participation in the main crisis managements since 2000. In dealing with the Iran nuclear crisis, Brussels has learned the lessons from the Iraq War in terms of its relationship with the US, and emphasized on coordination with US and making adjustment of strategies in dealing with the crisis. The EU and US share certain common grounds in Iran nuclear crisis. The US made concessions, which allows the EU to hold up to its own diplomatic principles. These factors help to build smooth decision-making process among member states of EU and within EU itself when EU responded to the Iran nuclear crisis.  

Fourthly, the EU crisis management highlights humanitarian aids and post war construction. Judging from EU’s participation in the crisis after the Cold War, EU’s participation into crisis management did not stop when diplomatic efforts fail to bring about expected results. Its participation tends to continue after the crisis is over. The participation by EU in the post crisis reconstruction guarantees EU’s influence in the international arena even when the EU fails to bring any influence before the crisis is solved. 

The EU model of crisis management is arousing increasing attention in international arena. However it should be noticed that the model bears some shortcomings. Firstly, the multiplayer governance structure of EU loses the multiplied effect of EU’s policy when EU and U.S have serious policy conflicts. This reduces the effectiveness of EU’s response to crisis. The European integration faces the problems of transfer of sovereignty and the EU itself has a particular hierarchical structure. The EU’s external relations and its management of crisis have for a long term been restricted by the diversified interests held by different member states. Secondly, to deal with an international crisis, it requires an international agent to have political, economic and military capacity. The EU has obvious restrictions in this aspect, as in particular its common foreign and security policy has not fully achieved its goal since it was firstly proposed. Thirdly, the EU upholds the principle of altruism and protection of human rights when participating into international crisis management and post crisis reconstruction. However, it transformed the local governance through the advocacy of democracy. The fact that EU restricts and influences the local behaviour through the means of cooperation is not consistent with the sovereignty principle upheld by international law. The game rules EU embraces do not necessarily fit with the needs of the local development. Conflicts tend to arise out of EU’s imposition of its own values and ideas on local recipients through non-violence means, which undermines the effects of EU crisis management policy and the image of EU.

The EU is in its reflection period after the Constitutionalism crisis it has experienced in early this year. The answer of no given by France and the Netherlands vis-à-vis the European Constitution exposed the democratic deficiency in the European integration and the lack of recognition by the public towards the EU. Though the European politicians are busy with catching up with their own homework, the result is not encouraging. The EU has decided to extend the reflection period for another year and set the deadline for the ratification of European Constitution till 2009. However, whether the European Constitutionalism crisis can be solved smoothly also depends on whether or not the series of conflicts and challenges the EU has experienced can be solved first. 

The European Constitutionalism crisis has set back the European political integration and slows down the speed for economic and social reforms in Europe. The trade protectionism and economic nationalism began to emerge, which poses serious threat to the biggest achievement the EU has ever made, namely the common market based on free movement of goods, services, labour and capital. However, to say that the influence of EU is rapidly reducing and that the EU is in danger of paralyse are overstatements. In fact, in the past year the EU institutions operate normally and have made progress in certain areas. For example, the debate on “Mid-Term Financial Budget” for 2007-2013, which has been ongoing for nearly two years, finally reached a consensus within the EU. The EU enlargement keeps continuing and the Euro zone sends out signals for expansion.

In terms of the economy, the domestic demand began to recover in the late 2005. In 2006 European economy reached its potential growth rate level and the growth tendency formed in 2006 began to stabilize. In the early half year of 2006, the economic growth rate was better than predicted, the labour market continued to improve and domestic demand kept increasing. As a result, the mid term prediction report issued by the EU in September stated that the EU and Euro zone would have a growth rate at 0.7% in the third and fourth quarters of the year, based on economic dynamic factors model analysis by the European Commission. The overall yearly growth rate for the EU would reach 2.7% and that for the Euro zone at 2.5%, which would be the highest growth rates since 2000. In spite of the negative impact brought by the high petroleum price crisis, votality of stock market and a strong Euro, the economy has kept growing in the second half year and is estimated to exceed the highest potential rate.

The European societies have witness an eventful year. Firstly, in UK and France social riots happened because of public’s dissatisfaction with social reforms and immigration issues. In Denmark and other western European countries, large scale of protest by Muslims broke out due to the cartoon on Muslim prophet Mohammad published by newspapers in these countries. The immigration issue has been a long time concern for EU and its member states and some even called for attention to the reverse immigration issue. With the EU enlargement, labour force has flown into old member states, which forced the latter to adjust their immigration policies. The EU has set the year 2006 as the “European Labour Mobility Year”, with an aim to promote orderly mobility of labour force, to improve employment within the EU and to promote the enforcement of Lisbon Strategy.

The social riots that happened in France and the UK, once again, reflect the problems, which have existed in the social economic development models upheld by these two member states. In the UK, the strikes have reached the largest scale ever since 1962. In France, the violent riots by young immigrants have been regarded as the largest since the May Riots in 1968. However, a couple of months later, a national strike by millions of people broke out in France. All the social riots, though triggered by different reasons in member states, reflect at a deeper level that the member states have experienced difficulties in their social and economic reforms. The Lisbon Strategy as proposed by the EU in 2000, aiming to use 10 years time to exceed the US in economy, employment, social security and stability, has not been effective after several years of enforcement. On the contrary, the Lisbon Strategy has been cast doubt and regarded as pursuing economic growth only at the price of social justice and environmental protection. As the social and economic reforms are of interests to each citizen, the reforms have received protest from the public, which posed warnings to the politicians. The European politicians attempted to solve the conflicts between economic globalization and the protection of European social models through social reforms in limited spheres. The European Commission holds that Europe requires having a new partnership, which involves the participation by all stalks of the society including enterprise and non-governmental organizations, in order to make social reforms into success. How to improve Europe’s competitiveness and develop Europe’s economy without radical reforms of the current social welfare systems, has become one main concern of EU. 

Experiencing difficulties but going on, has been one characteristic of European integration. 

The year 2005 is the 30th anniversary for the establishment for European Regional Development Fund. The EU regional policy aims to reduce the negative impact brought by regional difference on economic development in EU. Under the scheme, the member states governments have undertaken a set of measures to adjust the geographic distribution of economic activities. In the past 30 years, the EU regional policy has made significant contributions to a balanced economic and social development within the EU and among EU member states. In the evolution of EU regional policies, three main transformations can be observed. Firstly, the policy transformed from relying on self adjustment by the market to government interventions; secondly, the policy transformed its focus from poverty alleviation to promotion of self development; thirdly, the policy transformed its goal from eradicating regional discrepancies to involving all parties into general economic development. The regional policy has become a comprehensive policy, which promotes general economic and social development of EU.

At the moment, the EU institutions have re-launched the Lisbon Strategy with an aim to promote the social and economic reforms in EU and to liberalize the service market within the EU. The EU and member states leaders have made progress in terms of the promotion of ratification of European Constitution. 

With regard to the international relations of EU, the EU has actively developed its relationship with some big powers and international organizations and actively participated into regional affairs. The EU has shown its unique diplomacy in the relationship with big powers. With respect to EU-US relationship, the tension between the two becomes mild but continues to exist on crucial issues. The EU and Russia kept stable cooperation, however the mutual trust between the two has been undermined due to their conflicts regarding issues as Russia’s WTO membership, democracy in Russia and the natural gas battle between Russia and Ukraine. The EU continued to strengthen its aid to Group of African, Caribbean and Pacific Region Countries and the EU-Asia relationship developed smoothly. 

In the past year, the EU-China Relationship has made new progress in political and economic aspects. However, the bilateral relationship has experienced difficult and complicated times. The overall strategic partnership between the EU and China faced a series of problems. The bilateral trade and economic cooperation between the two has had structural conflicts. The EU-China textile disputes in 2005, the shoes disputes and automobile equipment disputes in 2006, have shown that EU-China trade disputes have become confrontational. The European Commission prepares to issue a new China policy and a new China trade policy, namely the 1+1 China policies. The China policy would evaluate the EU-China relationship based on political perspectives. The EU China Trade Policy would evaluate bilateral trade and economic relationship by stating the European interests in the trade issue. Consequently, in the China policy, the EU highlights the human rights and advocates European values. In the China trade policy, the EU invites member states governments, enterprise, industrial associations and individuals to express their opinions on the challenges and risks in EU trade and economic relationship with China, and based on this, states EU public interests and concerns in trade related issues. The adoption of these measures has shown that EU-China relationship has finished their honeymoon period.  

The EU-China relationship is now at a crucial period. Howe to realize each other’s interests and in the mean time, taking into consideration of the interests of the opposite side has become the main concern. If the maturity of a bilateral relationship means that the relationship is not impacted by the third party and can endure frustration and difficulties, it cannot be said that the current EU-China bilateral relationship has entered into maturity. However, it is exactly because of this that the EU-China relationship requires to be further promoted, as the bilateral relationship has become a “can’t live without relationship” for both the EU and China.    
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