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VERANSTALTUNGSBER ICHT  

Workshop “Born into Crisis: The Challenge of 
building effective European diplomacy” 

On 4 May 2011, the Konrad Adenauer 

Foundation and Chatham House held 

the final of a series of three workshops 

examining the role of the European Ex-

ternal Action Service (EEAS). The 

workshop examined three areas: what 

diplomatic lessons can be learned from 

the first six months of the EEAS and its 

response to events across North Africa 

and the Middle East; what the expecta-

tions, choices and limitations of exter-

nal cooperation and internal coordina-

tion are; and what future orientation 

and objectives for EU diplomacy ought 

to be. 

The European External Action Service is be-

ing constructed in the midst of a dramatic 

and volatile period in international relations. 

Since it was formally launched on 1 Decem-

ber 2010, Baroness Ashton and her team 

have had to respond to revolutions in Tuni-

sia and Egypt and a European driven mili-

tary deployment in Libya. Globalization pre-

sents demographic, economic and security 

challenges which affect the very nature of 

the international system and brings new 

complexity to the task of collective diplo-

matic action. For the European Union, it 

raises questions about the strategic objec-

tives and priorities of EU diplomacy as well 

as the expectations, choices and limitations 

of the EEAS. It is against this background 

that the workshop took place. 

Lessons Learned from European Crisis 

Diplomacy in the Middle East 

The infant EEAS is still growing and there-

fore naturally still lacks experience and ex-

pertise in foreign and security policy. Na-

tional foreign ministries demonstrate that it 

takes years, sometimes decades, to estab-

lish an efficient and effective diplomatic op-

eration. Participants therefore agreed that 

the expectations of the performance of 

EEAS should not be too high at this time. 

Member States are still underrepresented in 

the Service’s personnel and some institu-

tional arrangements are still blurry, for ex-

ample the relationship between the crisis 

management units and the thematic desks 

which was reflected in the Service’s crisis 

response.  In the case of Libya, different 

views were expressed concerning the ne-

cessity and the process of placing a humani-

tarian CSDP mission on the ground in Libya. 
While the immediate EU reaction on Libya 

was criticised among the participants, the 

joint communication of the EEAS and the 

European Commission on the Partnership 

for Democracy and Shared Prosperity (8 

March 2011) was praised: The quality of the 

document was all the more surprising as it 

came after weeks of depressing discussions 

and divisions among the member states on 

the position towards the Southern Mediter-

ranean region. 

Participants agreed that the High Represen-

tative (HR) was in an impossible position; 

leadership was demanded from her but, at 

the same time, she was not enjoying the 

political support she needs to lead. Taking 

this into account and given her heavily 

loaded agenda, a number of workshop par-

ticipants strongly criticised the decision to 

reduce the number of EU Special Represen-

tations (EUSRs). Many felt regional repre-

sentatives have become important inter-

locutors whose voice was heard and re-

spected in their regions of operation. Dele-

gating some of her work to EUSRs or to na-

tional foreign ministers could be an option 

to relieve the burdens and demands on her 

time.  

Expectations from Member States and 

International Organisations 

The question that most participants agreed 

upon was that it is impossible to create an 
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efficient service while insisting on the prin-

ciple of budget neutrality. Participants 

agreed that the service should be ambitious 

but expectations should remain reasonable. 

The EEAS should increase coherence, con-

vergence and continuity of European exter-

nal action, provide common analysis of cri-

sis situations and could be regarded as a 

facilitator, consolidator and federator in the 

build up of the EU´s global partnerships. In 

order to succeed, EU delegations must de-

velop close relations with member state 

embassies. In the long term a stronger con-

sular cooperation is foreseeable. 

However, several participants expressed the 

fear that, instead of reducing overlap and 

institutional turf wars, the EEAS might, if 

not properly implemented, open an addi-

tional institutional fault line, increasing the 

complexity of European foreign policy deci-

sion making. It was argued that the US has 

lowered its expectation considerably follow-

ing the performance of the HR and EEAS in 

its first months. Another voice argued that 

the creation of the EEAS had not been in 

response to crises in the world, but to insti-

tutional problems in Brussels and those sig-

nificant structural problems would always 

hamper the service’s performance. 

Future priorities 

Several participants argued that the Euro-

pean Neighbourhood and the situation in 

South Sudan should be priorities of EU di-

plomacy. Advancement in the Middle East 

Peace Process was seen as a priority, with a 

realistic chance of progress in the coming 

months. Cyber security was mentioned and 

it was reiterated that conflict prevention 

remained a key priority for the High Repre-

sentative. Another priority for the mid-term 

was the strengthening of EEAS personnel 

training. Some participants thought the 

EEAS ought to concentrate its efforts on Se-

curity Sector Reform, peace building and 

promoting the rule of law. There was dis-

agreement on the need to review or renew 

the European Security Strategy.  

The first EEAS workshop was held under the 

title: “The Future of the European External 

Action Service and EU Foreign and Security 

Policy” at Chatham House on 9-10 Decem-

ber 2010. The second meeting held under 

the title: ‘The EAS: Partnerships and Priori-

ties for a new European Diplomacy’ took 

place, also at Chatham House, on 24 March 

2011. A paper on the conclusions and rec-

ommendations from the workshop series 

will be published in June 2011 and will be 

accessible via this website.  
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