" evelopment aid may be the
greatest single contribution the
European Union can make to
preventing conflicts, but the
impact of that contribution is greatly
reduced by the lack of a truly harmo-
nised foreign policy among member
states, according to the EU's top de-
velopment official.

If EU member states are serious
about conflict prevention, they must
be more disciplined in taking stands
on foreign policy issues in relation to
developing countries, says Poul Niel-
son, the EU commissioner for devel-
opment co-operation and humanitari-
an Aid.

Nielson stresses that establishing
a truly Common Foreign and Security
Policy (CFSP) is crucial to such an ef-
fort.

THE EU METHOD

Echoing views expressed by Euro-
pean Commission President Romano
Prodi last year to the European Par-
liament, Nielson underlines the need
to use the "EU method,” including
making the office of the High Repre-
sentative - the public face of EU for-
eign policy - a community compe-
tence. In other words, he argues that
the office must have teeth.

Further down the road, adds Niel-
son, "a natural consequence of CFSP
and ESDP would therefore be for
member states to speak with one voice
in the UN Security Council.”

In November last year, European
foreign affairs ministers agreed that
the EU should eventually be able to
mobilise 60,000 armed military per-
sonnel under the European Security
and Defence Policy. The idea is to
have a European rapid reaction force
of peacekeepers capable of respond-
ing to crisis areas where the North
Atlantic Treaty Organisation military
alliance does not wish to engage it-
self.

"Clearly, the EU is advancing by
leaps and bounds in this area. Partici-
pating in the debate, my colleague [EU
External Relations] Commissioner
Chris Patten added, and I strongly
agree, that the best and cheapest so-
Iution would be if we never had to use
them," says Nielson.

NUANCED RESPONSE

"It is argued that military capabili-
ty gives credibility to foreign policy.
In principle, I agree. This is certainly
one of the main lessons from the Bal-
kans. Accordingly, so the argument
goes, the European Security and De-
fence Policy will give credibility to
Europe's Common Foreign and Secu-
rity Policy."

"In my view," he adds, "when deal-
ing with developing countries, the
analysis has to be nuanced. Let's be
honest: Zimbabwe and Serbia are two
different situations and the decision-

making parameters of a Mugabe and
a Milosevic are not the same. Nor is
the credibility of any European threat
of military intervention."

“In Africa, Europe's credibility

comes from our development cooper-
ation. And our ability to prevent con-
flict stems from development instru-
ments," says Nielson, himself a former
Danish development minister.

He says he considers development
cooperation the most important con-
tribution that Europe could make in
preventing conflicts in developing
countries,

"Some developing countries are
closer than we might think. Let me
remind you that more than 50 per-
cent of the inhabitants in the North
African mega-cities are younger than
15 years old. It matters whether the
majority are trained as teachers,
skilled -workers~dand farmers, or
whether they are trained as soldiers,
policemen and terrorists," Nielson
points out.

ROOT CAUSES

He says the EU is attacking some
of the root causes of conflicts: pover-
ty, demographic pressure and compe-
tition for scarce natural resources such
as water and land.

Nielson says that the EU is also
ready "to make capacity-building,
hard-core, big-money" development
co-operation.

"We are dealing with weak states
requiring institutional capacity-build-
ing. After all, a crisis of state legiti-
macy is at the origin of many rebel
movements. Not just because the state
is seen as oppressive or predatory but
sometimes simply because it is weak."”

He notes that while armed conflicts
should be avoided, some conflicts are
real and legitimate reflections of nec-
essary sacial change.

"The illusion of avoiding conflicts
is unrealistic. Conflicts are part of so-
cial progress. And conflicts are the
problem. Donors support land re-
form, empowerment of women, in-
digenous peoples' causes, minority
groups and human rights. This may
all fuel conflict. Freezing migration
flows is another example," Nielson
adds.

The European Commission, the
EU's executive arm, he says, needs to
concentrate on areas in which it is
most effective. "The last thing we need
is to add new priorities. We may break
our neck if we over-do it. Europe's
external policy has been characterised
by too many declarations and too lit-
tle action."

Still, he argues, the EU might be
able to integrate the security sector
into its development cooperation,
looking at military spending and po-
lice forces. He said it had to be ac-
knowledged that preventing conflicts
(in developing countries) is often be-
yond the reach of development co-

operation, as some conflicts have a
long and complicated history, flowing
from religious, tribal and colonial or-
igins,

"In some cases, military solutions
may be necessary, for instance to stop
the Lord's (Resistance) Army in Sudan
or getting the peace process in Ango-
la on track in spite of Savimbi," he
says, but most conflicts can not "be
stopped by fine-tuning development
cooperation through marginal adjust-
ment of this or that aid instrument."

FOREIGN POLICY
Still, he says, if EU member states

are serious about conflict prevention
they have to be more disciplined in
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taking stands on foreign policy posi-
tions in relation to developing coun-
tries,

"We cannot have a High Repre-
sentative on the basis of a low com-
mon denominator. The 'C' in CFSP
stands for 'Common' not 'Convenient’.
A main cbstacle to a credible Euro-
pean contribution to conflict preven-
tion are the barely co-ordinated views
expressed by member states.” he un-
derlines.

"I would not be honest if I did not
point to this obvious lack of sufficient
political will in member states to ac-
commodate unity in messages which
is absolutely crucial to the credibility
of Europe's common foreign policy,"
says Nielson.
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