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Report on the 8th EU-Russia roundtable:
Partnership with Russia in Europe


New challenges for the EU-Russia Partnership

By Katinka Barysch

1. EU-Russia relations in 2010
The 8th roundtable was the first one to meet in Brussels, all previous ones having taken place in either Russia or Germany. The organisers hoped that the location would bring a larger and more varied representation from the EU side (as indeed it did). And they also wanted to stress that the roundtable was an EU-Russia one, not a Germany-Russia one.
The atmosphere at the one-day roundtable was businesslike and results-oriented. There were none of the recriminations and mutual finger-pointing that had characterised previous such events. Some participants thought the sober atmosphere was the result of mutual disillusionment. Russia and the EU simply do not expect very much from each other any more, so the room for disappointment is much diminished. 

Others argued that the lack of conflict represented a window of opportunity, that the EU and Russia were enjoying a “renaissance”. They pointed out that the last EU-Russia summit in Stockholm in November 2009 was “one of the best meetings we have had [between the EU and Russia]”, to use the words of Commission President Jose Manuel Barroso. 

Individual participants put forward several reasons for optimism about EU-Russia relations:
First, Russia is changing its foreign policy stance. It no longer acts purely as a spoiler in international relations. In particular President Dmitry Medvedev has adopted a more pro-active approach to shaping Russia’s international environment, most notably through his proposals for a new European security architecture and a new global energy treaty. Recalling Russia’s disappointment over the West’s lack of interest in its advances after 9/11, one German think-tanker pleaded with the EU participants to not let the current opportunity pass by. 
Second, the geo-political environment facilitates better EU-Russia relations. The US administration of Barack Obama is striving for a ‘reset’ in US-Russia relations. Already, the US and Russia have signed a strategic arms reduction treaty and intensified their dialogue on Afghanistan, Iran and other international issues that top America’s priority list. An improved US-Russia relationship would create an atmosphere in which Russia is generally less suspicious of western intentions. EU-Russia relations would benefit. Moreover, both Russia and the West worry (although to differing degrees) about the rise of China. Such shared concerns could perhaps be translated into intensified EU-Russia co-operation, for example in Central Asia. 
Third, the EU could be moving towards a more predictable and coherent policy on Russia. The roundtable devoted a whole session to exploring how the new foreign policy machinery established by the Lisbon treaty would impact on EU-Russia relations (of which more below). Equally important is the fact that the deep divisions among the EU member-states that had paralysed EU-Russia relations in previous years are now much diminished. It was telling that only one German participant at the roundtable even mentioned the issue of diverging views on Russia within the EU.
An outbreak of openness

Fourth, Russian participants appeared to appreciate an EU stance that is now mainly characterised by frankness and pragmatism. National parliamentarians from the EU (as well as some EU officials) were quick to acknowledge past mistakes on the part of the EU and signalled their willingness to re-think long-standing EU positions. For example, EU officials and policymakers are no longer adamant that only a package approach can lead to progress in EU-Russia relations. They seem to be more willing to work with Russia wherever possible while accepting stalemate and even conflict in other areas. Generally, there was agreement that the EU-Russia relationship needed more concrete achievements and less lofty talks. “We have enough road maps”, said one participants. Another claimed that the “strategic partnership” between the EU and Russia only existed on paper. It was striking that neither the EU nor the Russian participants felt inclined to examine internal developments in Russia, while intra-EU developments, in particular the Lisbon treaty, were much discussed.  
Coupled with this pragmatism was a new openness on the part of EU officials. Talk about a strategic partnership – which has sounded increasingly hollow – has given way to pinpointing concrete disagreements, be it over Russia’s planned customs union with Ukraine or its troop presence in Abkhazia and South Ossetia. 
If there is room for a re-launch of EU-Russia relations, it is by no means clear what the EU and Russia could fill it with. At the 8th roundtable, there was a striking lack of discussions about the nuts and bolds of the bilateral EU-Russia relationship: the ongoing talks on a new partnership of co-operation agreement, the four common spaces, trade issues or the EU-Russia energy dialogue. Perhaps the silence on these issues simply reflected the organisers’ decision to focus the agenda on international questions and those of the common neighbourhood. Perhaps it reflected the fact that there had been very little progress on any of these bilateral issues – nor are their any big bilateral problems that need to be addressed such as in the past Kaliningrad, Russia’s WTO accession or a gas cut-off. 
Stalemate in bilateral relations

Participants did briefly discuss the idea for a ‘partnership for modernisation’ between the EU and Russia. The next EU-Russia summit in Rostov-on-Don in May 2010 is expected to make an announcement about this. Most participants seemed to like the concept in principle: the EU sides because it thinks it has much to offer in this respect and because it wants and needs a predictable and prosperous Russia as a partner and as a source of stability in Europe. And the Russian side because it (implicitly) acknowledged that Russia will need western technology, capital and expertise to expedite the ambitious modernisation plans put forward by President Medvedev. 

However, participants also warned that ideas about modernisation were very different in the EU and Russia. The EU, explained one German think-tanker, had a comprehensive notion of modernisation that included political reform, the rule of law, transparency and accountability. Russia, on the other hand, sees modernisation more as a top-down and partial process. There is much talk about state-led research and innovation projects and much less about the need to create a level playing field, strengthen the rule of law and reduce the ubiquitous corruption that impedes business growth. Ultimately, there was no agreement on whether a modernisation partnership would restore momentum to EU-Russia relations. 
If bilateral EU-Russia relations are in stalemate, perhaps the two sides can revive their relationship by working together more to support stability and conflict resolution in the common neighbourhood (or post-Soviet space, as the Russians prefer to call it) and on international issues of importance to both sides, such as Afghanistan and Iraq. Roundtable participants discussed these issues at length. They agreed that there was potential for co-operation but they were also frank in pointing out where the EU and Russia diverge. Two overarching themes emerged: first, the EU and Russia find it easier to work together in far flung places but their ability to work jointly diminishes as they move closer to home. “We often find it easier to be global strategic partners than to be neighbours”, concluded one EU official. Second, at all these discussions the US was the 800 lb gorilla in the room. Whether the EU and Russia manage to sort out their disagreements over Georgia or step up their civil co-operation in Afghanistan ultimately depends on what the US does. 
2. Possible consequences of the Lisbon treaty for the EU-Russia partnership
Any expectations that the Lisbon treaty may have a defining impact on EU-Russia relations were quickly dismissed. EU experts explained that the treaty mainly aimed at reforming the EU internally. It did not influence the substance of EU foreign policies although its provisions will affect the way such policies are formulated and implemented. 
The Lisbon treaty will affect relations with third countries in at least two ways. First, by significantly reducing the role of the rotating EU presidency, the EU should be able to achieve a greater degree of continuity in its foreign policy making. Each six-monthly presidency tended to put its own priorities and pet projects on the EU agenda. The result was too many initiatives and too little follow-up. Russia managed to work well with some EU presidencies (one official mentioned the Slovene and Portuguese ones) but not with others (Moscow initially refused to have an EU summit under the Swedish presidency). Although individual EU countries still chair most ministerial meetings in the EU on a rotation basis, the all-important Council meetings are now presided over by Herman von Rompuy, the EU’s first semi-permanent Council president while foreign ministers’ meetings are chaired by the new High Representative, Catherine Ashton.
Second, by creating a new ‘external action service’ the EU has abolished the confusing and counter-productive divisions between the Council’s foreign policy departments and the directorate-general for external relations. Catherine Ashton combines the roles previously held by the Council’s foreign policy supremo and the external relations commissioner. One MEP claimed that “now the EU has someone on the phone if Kissinger should call” (referring to the former US Secretary of State’s famous question about who would pick up the phone if he called ‘Europe’). Equally important, the treaty allows a better integration of EU foreign relations with other EU policies, for example enlargement, crisis management, energy policy or development. The result should be an EU external policy that is much more coherent.
Participants from both the EU and the Russian side expressed some scepticism in how far and how fast the treaty would make a difference to foreign policy making. One Russian expert said that Russians had had high hopes for a more coherent and predictable foreign policy but found the EU “completely unprepared” for the treaty. The EU has yet to adopt, let alone implement, a blueprint for the external actions service. Parts of the Commission and some of the member-states are fighting a rearguard action, reluctant to cede authority and resources to the new body. One German parliamentarian acknowledged that the transition period during which the new provisions are being implemented was “confused and confusing”. An EU official sought to excuse the less than smooth implementation by asking fellow participants to “imagine the US having to merge the State Department with the National Security Council, integrate half a dozen other ministries while giving Congress a much bigger say over foreign policy. And then you add the 27 EU member-states, all with their own interests.”
Russian participants also doubted whether the treaty would ultimately solve the ‘Kissinger question’. They pointed out that Catherine Ashton is by no means the only person speaking about foreign policy on behalf of the EU. Commission President Barroso does so too (and he has much authority due to being the longest-serving head of an EU institution). Herman van Rompuy, for now more focused on internal discussions, will want to take a role in the EU’s external representation. Spain, the country currently holding the rotating presidency, still wants to attend EU summits. And the European Parliament expects to play a much bigger role in EU-foreign policy making in the future.

Most importantly, all participants were clear that the national EU government will continue to be the key players in EU foreign policy, where decisions are still taken by consensus rather than qualified majority. “I am not sure that Catherine Ashton is the person I would call for Europe”, said one Russian participant, “I will keep the phone numbers of Merkel, Sarkozy and the other national leaders”. 

3. The common neighbourhood and the South Caucasus
The 8th roundtable devoted two sessions to discussing the countries around the EU’s and Russia borders, one focused on the EU’s neighbourhood policy and the Eastern Partnership, and one on conflict resolution in the South Caucasus. 
The EU launched the Eastern Partnership (EaP) in May 2009, following a Swedish-Polish initiative. The aim is to offer the EU’s eastern neighbours (Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Georgia, Moldova and Ukraine) political dialogue, policy co-operation, support for reforms and economic integration (deep free trade) that goes beyond what was already on offer through the ‘European neighbourhood policy’ (ENP) that also applies to the countries of the southern Mediterranean. 

Russia initially reacted negatively to the EaP, with Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov describing it as the EU’s attempt to create a sphere of influence in its eastern neighbourhood. EU politicians, in turn, have repeatedly accused Russia of seeking to create or maintain such a sphere itself  – which they insist is completely unacceptable. The EU’s often-rehearsed argument that the EU and Russia share an interest in a stable, democratic and prosperous neighbourhood has not translated into a convergence of views or practical co-operation on the ground. Zero-sum thinking rather than win-win co-operation often dominates this area of EU-Russia interaction. The EU watches with apprehension as Russia tries to bind the neighbouring countries through new institutional and trade initiatives, as well as energy dependencies. Russia resents what it sees as EU attempts to pull former Soviet countries into its normative sphere by imposing not only its values but also its laws and technical standards on them (in the form of the acquis).
Competitive integration

At the roundtable, both German and Russian participants cautioned against the damage that ‘competitive integration’ could do to the region. Both sides insisted that the countries in question should decide their own destiny. Yet both sides also had to acknowledge that EU and Russian initiatives in the region sometimes clashed. For example, Moscow has suggested that Ukraine should join the customs union that Russia is building with Kazakhstan and Belarus, not least so that it could enjoy lower energy prices (something that Ukraine desperately wants in its current economic crisis). The EU has warned that membership in such a customs union would be incompatible with plans for a ‘deep free trade area’ that Kiev and Brussels are negotiating. 
One Russian expert offered three recommendations on how to defuse risks in the common neighbourhood and achieve more alignment of interest between the EU and Russia.
· Transparency: The EU and Russia should keep each other informed about any policy initiatives with regard to the six EP countries so that there could be no surprises.

· Consistency: The EU needs to make sure that its co-operation and integration efforts with Russia and those with the EP countries are compatible, for example with regard to technical standards or energy.

· Neighbourhood forum: The EU and Russia cannot discuss the plight of their neighbours without those neighbours being present. Therefore, a new trilateral forum is needed where representatives from the EU, Russia and the EP countries meet on a regular basis and at different levels (from summits to technical working groups).

EU participants also had some practical recommendations on how to improve EU-Russia relations in the neighbourhood. One politician who has been actively involved in the Baltic Sea Council and its parliamentary assembly thought that such regional initiatives (also the Northern Dimension) harbour valuable lessons for EU-Russia co-operation elsewhere. First, equality between all the partners was the key for constructive engagement. Second, a focus on ‘soft’ issues, such as health, the environment or transport, could create the trust needed to progress in other areas. A package approach would be counter-productive.

Although participants did not dispute the achievements of the Baltic Sea Council or the Northern Dimension, they also highlighted the limitations of their underlying approaches. First, these forums had not prevented bilateral conflict nor contributed to their resolution (for example Sweden’s disagreement with Russia over the Nord Stream pipeline). Second, the focus on ‘soft’ issues is not enough in an area where there are profound disagreements about ‘hard’ issues such as troop deployments. 
Georgia and Nagorno-Karabakh

Roundtable participants agreed that any successful co-operation in the common neighbourhood would remain exceedingly difficult as long as the EU and Russia disagree over Georgia, the most acute source of potential instability in the EP region. The EU insists that Russia is not living up to its commitment under the 2008 ceasefire by barring EU monitors from entering the territories of Abkhazia and South Ossetia and building up military installations there. It would like to see Russia take a more active and sincere stance in the Geneva peace talks. Russia is accusing the EU of standing idle by as some countries are selling arms to Georgia, thus perhaps emboldening President Mikhail Saakashvili to try to recover the regions by force. Russia is complaining that the EU is disregarding realities on the ground by insisting that a solution could be found that returns those territories to Georgia. “Abkhazians and South Ossetians have no prospect of gaining autonomy inside Georgia”, argued one Russian think-tanker, “there isn’t a single person there who wants to live in Georgia.” 
While positions over Georgia are far apart, the EU and Russia are converging somewhat over Nagorno-Karkabakh. Russia has stepped up its efforts to mediate directly between Armenia and Azerbaijan and it is also a co-chair of the OSCE’s Minsk Group that has been trying to resolve the long-standing conflict. Although the EU is not represented there (some individual EU countries are), the Union has sought to take a more active role in trying to find a durable solution to the conflict. So has Turkey which in 2009 signed protocols with Armenia on the re-opening of the bilateral border and the re-establishment of diplomatic relations. If the rapprochement is successful, it would produce a positive dynamic for the entire region. If it fails (a more likely outcome at present), the prospects for a resolution of Nagorno-Karabakh would worsen and some observers even fear a return of military conflict. EU officials were therefore calling for the Union to urgently take a region-wide initiative, such as a ‘Caucasus stability pact’, that would involve not only the parties to the conflict but also Turkey and Russia. 
The EU and Russia agree superficially that the conflicts of the South Caucasus present a threat to regional stability and security. At closer inspection, however, the EU’s underlying vision and objectives differ from those of Russia. One EU diplomat who has been actively engaged in the region for years listed the areas of disagreement:
· Stability: The objective of the EU’s neighbourhood policy and EaP is to surround the EU with well-governed countries. A chaotic neighbourhood with unstable states would be a breeding ground for organised crime and trafficking and a threat to European security. Russia’s idea of regional stability is power projection through military presence. 
· Conflict resolution: From an EU perspective, conflicts are a threat to prosperity, order and human rights and they entail the risk of escalation. Durable solutions are needed. Russia is less interested in resolution. It hopes that conflict management can be a source of influence in the region.
· Idealism: The EU is based on values and hopes to project and nurture these values in its co-operation with the neighbours. Russia merely insists that it must protect Russian citizens abroad.

· Regional integration: The EU has a vision of a Caucasus region that is at the cross-roads for transportation, travel, energy and communication links between various regions. Moscow is predominantly interested in north-south links that tie these countries to Russia. 

· Security: The South Caucasus is a test case for the existing European security order and it highlights how this order needs to be improved. Russia’s sees it more as a test case for the revision of the existing order, including the Helsinki Final Act that guarantees countries’ rights to choose their own destiny. 

The EU diplomat concluded that the South Caucasus was a “prime example of intersecting interests for the EU and Russia, where we are bound to align our interests, respecting first and foremost the interests and aspirations of the countries of the region”. Based on the discussions and disagreements at the roundtable, it will take the EU and Russia time and effort to put this positive vision into practice. 
4. Afghanistan, Iraq , Pakistan: How realistic are joint strategies between the EU and Russia?
Participants struggled to map out constructive co-operation between the EU and Russia on Afghanistan and Iran (Iraq and Pakistan were less discussed) because so much depends on other developments, in particular the policies of the US. Both sides agreed that Russia and EU shared basic interests in keeping Afghanistan and its neighbourhood stable and in preventing Iran from building a nuclear bomb. But it was not clear how the two sides could translate this basic agreement into a joint strategy.
With regard to Afghanistan, Russian participants explained that Russia shared the West’s objective in stabilising the country but that it was no longer optimistic that the US and NATO could ‘win’ the war, even after the surge, and that the planned drawing down of troops would leave a stable central government capable of guaranteeing Afghanistan’s security. 

One participant from Eastern Europe explained that there had already been growing signs of Russian re-engagement in Afghanistan since around 2007. Previously, he said, Moscow could not quite decide whether it wanted NATO to succeed in stabilising Afghanistan so that Russia would find fertile ground for increasing its influence there, including its economic influence. Or whether Moscow hoped that NATO would get bogged down in Afghanistan, which would give Russia more leverage vis-à-vis the alliance (for example by negotiating overflight rights). 
Now Russia was mostly worried that an overly rapid and comprehensive troop withdrawal could leave behind a country that descends fully into civil war and disorder. Some Russian participants had vivid memories of the aftermath of the Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan at the end of the 1980s. One Russian politician recounted that after the fall of the Najibullah regime, Afghanistan “went back to the Middle Ages, and it spread the Middle Ages to its neighbours”. 
They said that in case of a precipitous and destabilising withdrawal of western troops, Russia would have little choice but to get more engaged in Afghanistan as well as increase its troop presence in Central Asia in an attempt to create a buffer zone against spreading instability. 

Russia was still prepared to support the West’s efforts in Afghanistan, for example by granting over flight and transit rights. However, since Russia was seriously worried about NATO’s failure, it now needed to attach some conditions on such support and co-operation, for the sake of its own stability. 

Extending ISAF’s mandate 
Russians said one of the most immediate conditions was that the US and the allied forces should pay much more attention to fighting drug production and trade. Russian participants claimed that 
· opium production in Afghanistan had risen tenfold in the last eight years and heroin production by much more; 
· that the coalition forces had closed their eyes to this development (“We are not talking raw materials here,” said one Russian participant. “Heroin production needs large amounts of imported chemicals – imported into a country under occupation!”) 

· the money from this was not only financing the Taliban but also jihadist groups in other countries and was. It was not only making NATO’s war efforts harder but destabilising the entire region;

· that the drugs trade was destroying some of the countries along the route by spreading corruption, crime and massive addictions. Some rural areas of Tajikistan are said to be close to social collapse.

Russia therefore insists that ISAF amend its mandate to including a clamp-down on poppy growing and heroin productions – something that NATO has so far been unwilling to do. 
Russia would also demand more clarity about the West’s strategy. Would there be a permanent western troop presence in Afghanistan? If so, how strong would that presence be? How many resources was the West willing to invest in economic rehabilitation? Would Afghanistan be a neutral state or form part of some alliance? Who would protect the border with Pakistan?
As long as questions such as this were still open, it was premature to think about increased co-operation between Russia and the EU in Afghanistan. Participants from both sides thought that once the outline for (and chances of success of) the West’s strategy was clearer, there would be plenty of things the EU and Russia could do together. Among the areas mentioned were training civil administrators, fighting the drugs trade and reviving other economic sectors, and building up border protection.
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