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In 1993, Chris Hill published an influential article about what he called the «EU Capability-Expectations Gap». With succinct foresight Hill analysed the international role the European Union (EU) expected to play and identified a gap between what the EU had been talked up to and what it was able to deliver. Hill saw the Capability-Expectations Gap to have three components ‘its ability to agree, its resources, and the instruments at its disposal.’
 This essay argues that a decade later the EU possesses the necessary capabilities and institutions, but is still unable to deliver –due to a lack of consensus on foreign policy goals and the means by which they are to be attained.
The great decisions of our day

The EU was born out of the belief that ‘the great decisions of our day will be made by speeches and majority decisions, not by blood and iron,’ to reverse Bismarck’s quip. Built, as it is on opposition to military measures, it is far from obvious that the EU would be a suitable home for  a pan-European strategic culture. And there have been plenty of ill omens trailing the initiative. Most notoriously when the EU failed to prevent, and later to stop, the Yugoslav civil wars of the 1990s.  
EU inaction in the face of conflict re-emphasised a point made by Hedley Bull a decade earlier: ‘[…] the power or influence exerted by the European Community and other such civilian actors [i]s conditional upon a strategic environment provided by the military power of states, which they d[o] not control.’
 Bull argued that if the Community ever wanted to be taken seriously in international affairs it would need military capabilities. Christopher Hill clarified this question by separating ability on the one hand and expectations on the other. Throughout the 1990s, EU foreign policy short-comings were more often than not explained in reference to a lack of capabilities –military and institutional. 

At the beginning of 2005, the Capability-Expectations Gap has narrowed considerably. Since the launch of the Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP)
 in 1998, the EU has assembled a security toolbox with economic, diplomatic and military assets.
 These capabilities are governed by a comprehensive, if somewhat Byzantine, institutional structure. Although the EU capabilities could seem inadequate when held up to those of the United States one must keep in mind that the EU would choose other battles than those of the US –and would fight them differently. What assets are currently at EU disposal directly and indirectly is sufficient to carry out any mission it is conceivable that the member states would agree.  
So what have they agreed? On a hands-on level, the EU has so far come up with a handful of ‘common strategies.’
 The Union is active in two police missions in the Balkans (EUPM and Proxima) and one rule of law mission in Georgia. So far the EU has taken on three military missions (Operation ‘Concordia’ in Macedonia, Operation ‘Artemis’ in Congo and, most recently, Operation Althea in Bosnia-Herzegovina). This is impressive given the EU’s past track record. One must, however keep in mind, that these are all low-intensity military missions that could just as well have been handled by NATO or by one of the major powers. None of the missions can claim to address major issues on the international agenda. 
Without capabilities in place, the lack of agreement among the member states on why, when and where the EU should pursue common policies could remain clouded in ambiguity.
 The CSDP did primarily not spring out a need for more effective pre –and post crisis management (although this certainly was one element) -it was a crisis management initiative. The 2003 Iraq crisis and even more so the 2004 humanitarian crisis in Sudan’s Darfur region exposed the fragility of the member states commitment to the Common Foreign and Security Policy. 
These shortcomings should, of course, not come as a surprise to anyone who have followed European attempts over the past 50 years at transforming common views into common policies. As President of the Commission, Walter Hallstein (1958-67) warned: ‘Don’t waste time talking about defence. In the first place we don’t understand it. In the second place we’ll all disagree.’
 The EU member states persistently fail to reach agreement on less than are expected of them. The reason for this is simple. Sovereignty. All would like to have the weight of 25 sates when pursuing their own foreign policy goals. Few are ready to accept having their policy goals defined by 25 other states. 

The EU cannot be expected to generate meaningful common positions on the great questions of the day as long as the right of initiative remain in the hands of member states and decisions are made by consensus. All member states would like to agree on much (as is illustrated to a steady flow if initiatives in every direction) provided they themselves are never over-ruled. This is turning the CSDP into another Lisbon-process. Overburdened and underdriven. At the beginning of 2005 the primary obstacle to an effective European security policy has been reduced from an overall Capabilities-Expectations Gap to a «Consensus-Expectations Gap». 
Urgent need of a European strategic concept
Considering the difficulties in agreeing foreign policy goals and measures the most remarkable aspect of the 2003 EU Security Strategy (ESS)
 is that it is the first of its kind. It is remarkable how little discussion has taken place among the EU states over the future direction of their common endeavour. 
The call to write a EU Security Strategy was triggered by the intra-European and transatlantic disputes that followed in the wake of the 2002-2003 Iraq question. Faced with what the most pre-announced crisis in post-Cold War history, the EU states failed, despite trying, to reach to an agreement on how to tackle Iraq --and pointed American attempts at influencing their policies. Despite broad public opposition to the war, EU unity crumbled under the conflicting short-term interest of the member states.  
At the informal EU summit at Gymnich in May 2003, Greek Foreign Minister George Papandreou concluded the ‘urgent need of a European strategic concept.’
 The commissioned paper was expected to serve three core functions. It was to provide a raison d’être for the CSDP, outlining a common idea of threats and how to counter them bridging intra-European and transatlantic disagreements on post-Cold War global governance. 
The EU Foreign Policy Chief, Javier Solana had been presented with a difficult task –which he solved admirably. From a readers’ point of view, the 2003 the ESS is arguably the most accessible EU keynote document ever written. Many of the nuts and bolts for a security strategy were already in place. Previous CSDP documents, such as the 1992 Petersberg Declaration, the 1998 Saint Malo agreement, the 1999 Helsinki Headline Goals, the 2000 Nice Treaty, and the 2001 Laeken declaration have all indicated the scope of the initiative. What was needed was for these ideas to appear in a single document.  

The ESS does an admirable job of healing intra-European rifts by pointing to common policy grounding. It does so by placating proponents of “soft” threats and civilian responses (e.g. energy dependence, global warming and Aids) while fixing its attention at security in a more traditional sense --terrorism, Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD) and failed states. 
The strategy calls for a more muscular, more coherent Union that uses its instruments in a more coordinated manner. In this sense, the ESS can be seen as an appeal for a realistic assessment of the EU’s foreign policy.  The strategy’s credibility was increased by the placing of terrorism as number one of the treats facing Europe as was morbidly validated by the terrorist strikes in Madrid on 11 March 2004. Admittedly, the strategy swipes wide, listing almost every conceivable threat, but terrorism is placed at the top of the list alongside failed states and WMD proliferation.
  

Now a word of caution: Relevant it may be but does not necessarily make the document into a strategy. According to Liddell Hart’s widely used definition ‘strategy’ refers to ‘the art of distributing and applying military means to fulfil the ends of policy.’
 The stress on politics as source of the objectives of strategy indicates that we are not talking about indulging in military activities for their own sake. The ESS fails to tie political objectives to the possible use of force. In fact, references to military measures are studiously avoided in the strategy.
 
This is a fix that isn’t solved simply by pointing out that the EU is primarily a civilian actor: Liddell Hart’s definition is also used in management studies with the word ‘military’ left out. Although widely praised, the ESS also fails to meet the criteria of a civilian strategy. Political objectives can range from deterrence of a hostile neighbour to the furtherance of certain rules of governance. In a traditional sense, a strategy paper is expected to define actual aims and set up priorities to achieve policy objectives. It should also describe which means can be used under what conditions in order to fulfil that specific purpose.  
It is easy to understand why the ESS fails to meet the mark of a strategy. The composition of a coherent strategy was hampered by the complexities of the international climate and the dynamic and multifaceted character of the threats facing Europe. Moreover, the strategy was to be written in the most venomous transatlantic climate in living memory. The short time frame in which the document was written made it difficult to gather intelligence - to elaborate upon the different options, to establish priorities. A strategy, in a real sense, can only be formulated only after the objectives to be accomplished have been determined. By primarily devoting itself to this task the ESS is best seen as a pre-strategy.
This does not make the 2003 EU Security Strategy any less of an important document. As Steve Everts has pointed out it heralds a newfound assertiveness and suggests that the EU is losing its innocence in security matters.
 The Union should resist the temptation to celebrate the ESS as a breakthrough towards a Common Foreign and Security Policy. It is just a starter, a draft –and a good one. But the EU is still in need of a security strategy. The hard process of establishing priorities and agreeing on the future structure of the Union’s security and defence policy still lies ahead. 

Closing the Consensus-Expectations Gap

When the European Union leaders met in Brussels in December 2003 to approve the strategy, promising for the EU to ‘share in the responsibility for global security and in building a better world’ many believed that the EU was on its way to fulfilling their expectation that, sooner or later, the Union would transform itself into a unitary force and make the tough decisions that would finally bring Europe back to pre-eminence in international politics. 

A year later it seems the ESS did little to mend the modus operandi where dissent translates into paralysis. The near-impossibility of formulating security policies with 25 potentially vetoing parties is at the core of the «EU Consensus-Expectations Gap». There is already a long list of examples of attempts on common policies that have been blocked, neutered or derailed by single states. Since 2000, the EU has been unable to agree even the sort of watered down common strategies that are in place for Russia and Ukraine for other fringe states, like Algeria. Significantly, the European Security Strategy is not a ‘common strategy.’ The EU’s Robert Cooper, who is rumoured to have penned the strategy, knew that if the paper was to pass through the current decision making process, chances were that much of its policy relevance would be lost.
On the bright side there are some signs that the EU member states have recognised the Consensus-Expectations Gap and are moving to improve procedures. The Constitutional Treaty agreed in June 2004 contains proposals for “permanent structured cooperation.” Recognising that some member states are more powerful than others the proposal suggests that member states who possess the military capabilities and commitment to carry out missions on behalf of the EU. Article I of the protocol stresses that such cooperation should be open to any member state. Implementation of joint actions has been open to Qualified Majority Voting (QMV) since the Maastricht Treaty. There are proposals to extend apply QMV to permanent structured cooperation, but few commentators believe these proposals will be effectual as they would significantly curb national sovereignty.  There has been significant progress on the question of collective security. Instead of waiting for the full ratification of the Treaty the member states have moved to adopt a Solidarity Clause and an expansion of the range of missions the EU could undertake.
These efforts, it would seem, will be of little consequence as long as member states fail to seek European solutions to international threats and challenges. It is time to face up to the reality that the CSDP will remain a token effort as long as the largest member states fail to channel relevant elements of their foreign and security policies through the EU. This is what Mr Solana refers to when he uses the ESS as a forum to stress the ‘need to develop a strategic culture that fosters early, rapid and when necessary, robust intervention.‘ [original Italics]
 Europe’s role in the world is likely to defined, in part, by doing but it will be difficult to have a common foreign policy in the absence of a set of patterns of and for behaviour on war and peace issues – in other words a shared strategic culture.
 
The past five years has seen a gradual shift towards increased policy co-ordination between Britain, Germany and France. There are signs that the three are in the process of forming an informal directorate outside the EU framework. Such an “EU Security Council” will clearly be a more effective policy maker than a “General Assembly” of 25. Side-lining the sort of input that made the Lisbon-Process a failure could be a step in the right direction –towards a EU strategic culture. It is, however, questionable whether the aspirations of the three largest states translate into those of the EU as a whole. By consistently failing to invite High Representative of the CFSP Solana to their gatherings the directorate lay themselves open to criticism that they more resemble a Viennese Concert reborn than an executive committee.
We’re growing a living plant
Will the Consensus-Expectations Gap be closed? Commentators are wise to keep in mind Winston Churchill’s words on the construction of a common European defence: ‘We’re not making a machine, we’re growing a living plant, and we must wait and see until we understand what this plant turns out to be.’
 Somewhat simplified there are two paths of the future of integration that are now being played out over every major foreign policy issue from the humanitarian crisis in Sudan’s Darfur region to the building of democracy in Iraq and Afghanistan, to curbing Iranian nuclear aspirations, Turkish accession and Ukrainian elections.
 How tangible a force should the EU be? Should the EU strategic culture be based on the strength of arms or the invisible hand of interdependence? 
In the latter case, unending enlargement such as Foreign Ministers Joshka Fischer and George Papandreou advocate will be the most potent policy tool, backed by smaller pre-and post crisis management operations. As the title of an essay by the EU’s Robert Cooper has it. ‘Speak softly and carry a big carrot.’
 Cooper sees the EU as a new kind of super power -liberal, democratic, voluntary expanding continuously outward as new countries membership.
 This Europe will be defined by ideas, not geography, absorbing threats and conflicts in stead of confronting them.

The question is whether a Masterly Inactivity approach still is a viable solution -- or is the Consensus-Expectations Gap already too wide? From the vantage point of those who have hoped for the EU to be power in a more traditional sense the member states have proclaimed a common foreign and security policy without practicing it; promised a common defence without committing the means. The future of the CSDP is closely linked to the question of overall popular support for the EU. Most would agree that the elite construction at some stage will need to be anchored to the masses, but attempts thus far have persistently failed. There still isn’t much of a European identity to speak of.
The EU missed a one-off opportunity to add substance to the Union over the Iraq question. Instead of siding with the people against the nation states the EU mandarins kept their heads down, busy with the Constitutional Treaty. As a result wide-spread disenchantment with the US has not translated into support for the EU –or indeed the Constitutional Treaty. When a large scale humanitarian crisis erupted in Sudan in 2004 the EU studiously ignored it. The state leaders could simply not agree a course of action. The Consensus-Expectations Gap is set to continue to prevent the EU from effective crisis management, leaving the Europeans to pick up the pieces after the conflict has burnt itself out. 

One possible reason for this is euro-aloofness from the issues that concern the masses. Most eurofiles feel that the elites should lead and the masses follow. The lack of a popular agenda made the EU Convention forget to clearly state what continued integration would provide in terms of «added value». Threats can be a convenient excuse for failing to deliver on promises of economic reform and ending of corrupt practices. It can also justify a need for togetherness, conformity and organisational loyalty –it can be used as a device to encourage «Europeanism». Elites may warm to the idea the world’s largest political entity having the foreign policy outlook of a small state -- but will the European street accept it? A Union in search of legitimacy and a population mood attuned to a moral obligation to use capabilities in place, acting firmly against international anarchy could prove a potent match. 
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