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Much Ado About Nothing
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The European External Action Service is now a reality, though a
genuine common EU foreign policy has receded into the distance.
The member states are simply afraid of surrendering their
sovereignty in this area. After a seemingly endless debate about
the composition of the EEAS, it is now time for some hard thinking
in conceptual and strategic terms about how the service can be
beneficial for both the member states and the EU as a whole.

The Treaty of Lisbon was supposed to
enable the EU to face up to the challenges
of the 21st century in the area of foreign
and security policy. However, a feeling of
despondency is beginning to make itself
felt only seven months after it entered into
force. Nothing has changed when it comes
to the image that the EU is an economic
giant and a dwarf in foreign policy terms.
Furthermore, as a result of the financial
and economic crisis Europe is also on the
verge of collapse as a global economic
power.

It is thus rather difficult to understand
why the EU, in this precarious situation,
seems to prefer to engage in debilitating
internal strife instead of marshalling its
forces in the shape of a new foreign and

security policy architecture that might be
capable of producing results in the sphere
of external policy.

A New Office, But
No New Dynamism

The important institutional innovations of
the Treaty of Lisbon include the office of
High Representative of the Union for
Foreign Affairs and Security Policy and
Vice President of the Commission (HR)
and the European External Action Service
(EEAS), which is under the control of the
HR and is supposed to support him in his
endeavours. This newly created office
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means that in foreign policy the EU will be
represented by one person, and not by
two, as has hitherto been the case. It
combines the posts previously held by
Benita Ferrero-Waldner, the Commissioner
for External Relations, and Javier Solana,
the Council’s foreign policy appointee.

At first sight this seems like a good thing.
After all, it reduces the number of foreign
policy players in the EU who are jockeying
for position. There is nonetheless little
reason for rejoicing. For in view of the fact
that we have the President of the EU, a
post also newly created by the Treaty of
Lisbon, the President of the Commission
with growing ambitions in the field of
foreign policy, the commissioners involved
in the area of external trade, the 27
member states, the rotating EU
Presidency, and the many special envoys,
it is clear that there are still enough
players out on the field in order to confuse
friend and foe alike.

It is of course true that the Treaty of
Lisbon has created new offices and
institutions, but otherwise everything that
is of crucial importance is actually still the
same. The EU has not witnessed systemic
change. Foreign and security policy
continues to be solely in the hands of the
member states, and all important decisions
still have to be taken unanimously. As a
result the dual structure consisting of
Council and Commission continues to
exist, in which the Council, the
organization which represents the member
states, is responsible for the Common
Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) and the
Common European Security and Defence
Policy (CESDP), and at the same time the
European Commission is responsible for
(in foreign policy terms) the equally
important tasks of enlargement and
neighbourhood policy, development policy
and humanitarian aid, and, last but not
least, trade policy.

The new office is a makeshift structure,
and perhaps even a deceitful one which
tries to disguise the fact that in the Treaty

of Lisbon the member states were unable
to reach agreement on whether or not
foreign and security policy should be a
communitarized task. Their fears of losing
sovereignty were so great that it was not
even possible to use the term Foreign
Minister. Thus the complete title is just as
ungainly and clumsy as the new structure.
The image of a “double hat” now
commonly used to describe it actually
conceals what the incumbent is really
going to be asked to do. He must
simultaneously serve two masters, the
Commission and the Council. The two are
worlds apart, and they are separated not
only by the Rue de la Loi/Wetstraat.

The EEAS forms the substructure for the
HR’s activities. In analogy to the HR’s two
“hats,” the service will combine under one
umbrella those departments for foreign
relations which have hitherto been
assigned to the Commission (Directorate
General RELEX and parts of the
Directorate General for Development) and
the Council (Policy Unit, Directorate
General E, ESDP structures). In addition to
this the representative offices which the
Commission maintains in more than 135
states in the world are being transferred to
the new service to serve as its future
outposts. It is also taking over the EU
representations at international
organizations. Up to a third of the staff of
the EEAS (in addition to civil servants
from the Council and the Commission) will
consist of diplomats from the member
states, who will have the same rights and
duties as their colleagues from the Council
and the Commission.

Lady Ashton and Her
Opponents

Lady Ashton was chosen to be the first
incumbent to wear the “double hat.” Her
central task was to set up, at the behest of
the European Council, an establishment
plan for the diplomatic service which
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comprises the budget, staffing provisions
and service regulations. The EEAS enters
into force through a unanimous decision of
the European Council after coordination
with the Commission and consultation
with the European Parliament (EP).
However, the EEAS can only begin to work
after a series of regulations which are
required for it to function have been
modified. They include the  staff
regulations for EEAS employees and a
budget of its own. Here the EP is on an
equal legislative footing with the Council.

The Commission.
Divide and Rule



