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As EU leaders gather in Gothenburg later this week, more is at stake

than enlargement.  The success of the EU's enlargement project will

ultimately determine the success of the EU's Common Foreign and Security

Policy (CFSP).   Enlargement is by far the most effective foreign policy

tool that the EU has at its disposal.  The EU's influence over its

periphery boils down to the attraction of future membership in the

club.  Whatever military capability the EU may develop, it will be a

trivial source of influence in comparison to the carrot of membership.

Whether or not the EU will be taken seriously as a foreign policy actor

will depend on its ability to bring stability and democracy to its

immediate periphery -- the Balkans. Bad luck for the EU: no doubt it has

been dealt a tough hand, since the Balkans are one of the world's most

conflict-prone regions.  But because the Balkans are on the EU's

borders, the CFSP stands or falls there.

By way of successive enlargements that encompass the Balkans, the EU

could develop clout on the world stage.  Not only would it be

bigger, but it would also prove that it can take care of its own

backyard. Javier Solana, the head of the EU's fledgling foreign policy

establishment, has already (and precociously) put the United States on

notice that an EU stretching to the borders of Iraq will be a very

important player in world politics (and here he counts on Turkey joining

the club as well).

But this week, as EU leaders wrangle over the budget at Gothenberg,

civil war threatens in Macedonia, and the EU seems profoundly

ill-equipped to stop it.  This comes after the unfortunate

bravado of the EU in declaring that it would take charge of the Balkans

by directing the 1999 Stability Pact for South Eastern Europe.

The EU should avoid the similar bravado of declaring itself a global

heavyweight -- by way of an effective military force and of enlargement

-- until it is sure that it can deliver.  So far, EU publics are not

willing to pay for military improvements or for successive

enlargements.  Why won't they pay?  Because EU politicians have long

failed to present a coherent vision of an enlarged and self-confident EU

with a meaningful role in world politics.  

Last week's Irish "no" in a referendum on the Nice Treaty that prepares

the way for both a rapid reaction force and for enlargement only

underscores this point.  Had it taken place, a referendum on the Nice

Treaty would likely have failed in many other EU countries as well.

When NATO leaders met in Brussels this week, the U.S. asked Europe

one sensible question: Why are defense budgets declining even as the EU

asserts that it is building a security and defense policy?  Europe

flatters itself when it portrays the U.S. as seriously unsettled by the

EU's planned rapid reaction force.  Any U.S. administration would be

pleased if the Europeans could develop the military capabilities to

deal with future Balkan conflicts.  But defense budgets in key EU states

- Germany, France, the UK and Italy - are not going to rise by much, if

at all.  Reorganizing and reassigning existing military hardware,

meanwhile, will not close the high-technology capability gap that

cripples Europe's ability to project military power.  

If it takes carrots and sticks to stabilize the Balkans, then the EU

must make full use of its carrots to compensate for its feeble sticks.  

The prospect of EU membership has already made a great deal of

difference in postcommunist Europe.  Few would dispute that the best

prepared applicants have moved mountains to meet the EU's entry

requirements and that they are now prepared to join.  But given the

mood in the EU, it is unlikely that EU leaders meeting this week will

fix a timetable for their accession.  

If the EU puts off enlargement because it is unpopular at home, it risks

a backlash throughout the region.  Democracy in Poland or Hungary will

stand firm, but EU influence in the troubled Balkans and in Turkey will

crumble.  Real progress was made in anchoring Balkan countries in the EU

accession process in the wake of the Kosovo crisis, but this could now

unravel.  

Can EU governments and publics reconcile themselves to enlargement?  The

economic benefits are considerable, but they are diffuse and long-term. 

They resonate little with voters. What is worse, the costs of

enlargement frighten uninformed voters as elections draw nearer in

Germany and France.  Politicians have failed to explain that the

stabilization of the EU's borderlands will open new markets for EU

products and investments, while saving the money and blood that would be

expended in the event of further upheaval and war. 

But more than economic prosperity is at stake.  The EU's resolve to

widen the accession process to the Balkans came together with its

resolve to build an effective foreign policy.  Both came at the close of

a decade when the EU's ability to secure peace in its borderlands was

shown tragically lacking by the wars in the former Yugoslavia.  It is time for 

EU leaders to connect the dots, and accept enlargement as the cornerstone of 

the EU’s foreign policy. 
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