Setting up of the European External Action Service (EEAS)

Let’s send out a clear message!

Preparatory text for a debate between U4U and staff from the ‘RELEX family’ 

The future Treaty on European Union lays down the importance of the European Union’s external action and sets out the objectives and overarching principles of such action. In addition, the European Union shall be awarded legal personality (in place of the Community, which is now rendered obsolete). These are great strides, and yet a certain number of questions are still hanging in the air, of which we feel the most important to be: how can we make sure that the dual role of High Representative/Vice-President allows for the European Union’s external relations policy to work towards achieving goals that serve the interests of the European Union as a whole without being restricted solely to intergovernmental cooperation and national interests which are occasionally contradictory and clashing? 

In a context where the Common Foreign and Security Policy is not in any way included in the Community’s field of competence, it seems to us that our concern ought to lie first and foremost in maintaining, within the sphere of ‘the Union’s external activities’, the ‘acquis communautaires’ (such as Development Cooperation or Humanitarian Aid). Moreover, there is a need to join up Community policies with the interests and objectives of external action as defined by the European Council (art 22) without making them subordinate to one another. These Community policies must also tie in with the CFSP laid out and implemented by the European Council and the Council acting unanimously, but also without them becoming mere appendices!

We who contribute on a day-to-day basis towards building Europe are convinced that we need to lend a greater visibility and authority to the ‘European message’ on the international stage;

- by developing a message on the global stage which corresponds to the general European interest (and not to the lowest common denominator);

- by guaranteeing the strength of this message through including it in all Community policies above and beyond the CFSP! 

In our view, it is the task of the Vice-President of the Commission in charge of External Policy to help the college to integrate, within a common strategic framework, all of the various Commission policies which play a part in external action, including the external part of domestic policies. Let us take note that, depending on the European Union’s objectives and depending on the third countries involved, this external horizontal policy may be organised around what are key sectoral policies for both partners; Energy, Transport, the Environment, Research, Developement, Trade, Agriculture, Fishing, Financial and Technical Economic Cooperation. This strategic framework ought also gradually to encompass CFSP actions thanks to the influence of the Vice-President who is also the High Representative! 

Here, we must clear up the first ambiguity: 
The ideas laid out above nonetheless leave out the possibility of  Community policies being subordinated to goals and actions defined within a strictly intergovernmental framework, since this would undo 50 years of slow Community integration! This is not what the Lisbon treaty foresees, but it might well happen with the creation of the European External Action Service (EEAS)!  

This is why we need to remain abreast of the negotiations which have already begun regarding the creation of a ‘European External Action Service’ (EEAS) on which the High Representative (HR) of the European Union, who will chair the Foreign Affairs Council, will base his work. 

This is all the more significant when we consider that the Lisbon Treaty mentions the creation of the EEAS in a chapter concerning a purely intergovernmental policy, the CFSP, and the fact that, according to the Treaty,  the EEAS shall be supervised by a personality acting as HR and not as HR and Vice-President of the EC.

Here, we must clear up the second ambiguity: 

It is the Commission (and the Commission alone) which, according to the Treaties, has the responsibility to promote the general interests of the Union and it is the Commission’s task to take the appropriate initiatives in order to achieve this goal.  This prerogative cannot be broken up.  It is the result of a dynamic set in motion by the founding fathers of our European Community; a dynamic which is based on a permanent tension in a triangular set-up where two sides are pushing for integration  (the EC and the EP) and another is pushing for intergovernmental coordination (the Council). The future EEAS cannot get away from this positive contradiction which (for as long as we do not have a European Federation), is the ‘genetic code’ of our process of European integration. 

How will we be able to convince people that, via the miracle of a ‘Community spirit’ which will inhabit the EEAS, purely national interests will not interfere greatly in a hybrid service, 1/3 of which will be run by civil servants who have been ‘posted’ or who are ‘on loan’ from the national diplomatic services?  

In this kind of set-up, where the EEAS leans structurally and legally in an intergovernmental direction, it is vital that we remember that ‘making issues more coherent’, ‘speaking with one voice’ and ‘releasing synergies within policies’ can only make sense if this coherence contributes to the general European interest. 

It is also vital to remind ourselves that setting in motion Community policies to serve this idea of coherence does not mean subordinating them to political guidelines defined outside of the Community field. If we wish for this coherence to be imbued with a Community spirit, it is crucial here to reinforce the autonomy and strength of these policies rather than viewing them as mere accessories to External Policy. It is also important to highlight the fact that all policies initiated by the Commission must be implemented by the Commission services; this goes for Trade, Research and Development, to name but a few.

Here, we must clear up the third ambiguity:

As we have recently heard, entrusting the responsibility for the multiannual programming of the Development Policy to a hybrid EEAS means clipping the wings of a future Development Commissioner (will we even need one?), and seeing Development as but a ‘financial arm’ of External Policy. 

Discussions are said to be under way between the EC, the Council and the EP on the scope and responsibilities of the EEAS.  Presidency’s documents are being communicated by the Secretariat-General. On consulting them, we learn that DG RELEX and DEV’s Geographical Desks will be going to the EEAS.  We discover that the proposal put forward by the Presidency would be exactly the same as the proposal put forward 4 years ago by the Commission… we note with surprise that these documents plan to entrust the EEAS with the job of the multiannual programming of significant sums of Community money (Development) leaving the Development Commissioner to make do with executing annual programming. 

But what is the European Commission’s stance on the choices that involve us and all other European citizens ? 

 The fact that it is impossible to answer specific questions, given that "the subject is still being discussed" (according to the EC’s Secretary-General) does not let the EC off the hook when it comes to explaining clearly to its staff what political direction it intends to take on these issues. Otherwise, the current Commission’s position will only be known once the decision has been taken!  

We will be the first to be affected!
The setting up of a EEAS will bring changes to the working framework of EC colleagues posted in the various DGs of the RELEX family. These changes will have an impact on the modalities which govern the way they work and may affect a person’s choice of professional path (for example; a path which allows for or stands in the way of an experience in a third country).

According to the legal structure chosen by the EEAS, statutes which apply to the agents concerned may vary. This can have significant consequences when it comes to holding on to a job or otherwise (Cf  Contractual Agents, civil servants, temporary staff members or seconded national experts).  There can also be an impact on the way in which careers unfold. Finally, if we follow the global adjustment of services from the RELEX family, the modalities governing how jobs are conducted will change. 

For us, it is vital that the convergence and linking up of policies stem from the intergovernmental and random, leading towards the Community, bearer of sustainable structural solidarity.  As a consequence, it is crucial that the principles of unity, independence and permanence underpinning the European Civil service (ECS) be respected. We can either see the creation of an EEAS which respects these principles or which calls them into question. 

Our priorities

First priority: to take into account, based on a dialogue with the colleagues involved,  the concerns of the latter, so as to communicate them in a coherent fashion and, if possible, in an inter-union way. 

Much is at stake politically, institutionally and in terms of the budget in the run-up to the creation of the EEAS. The opaque nature of events (disguised as confidentiality) and/or the total lack of transparency in the work which has begun give pause for thought and concern for the future. We want to listen to our colleagues in order to better understand and pass on these concerns and in order to become effective ‘spokespersons’ vis-a-vis the administration. This listening work goes hand in hand with the task of explaining the whole process to colleagues in order to convince them to show solidarity towards one another, and not allow themselves to get split up into categories which could have different interests depending on the EEAS options chosen. It is therefore important at this juncture to maintain a sense of ‘Staff Unity’ as well as defend the weakest (those in precarious working conditions). A European External Policy worth its salt needs a strong and independent  Civil Service with a single staff statute. 

Here, much can be learned from the experiences and difficulties which colleagues from the RELEX family have been through if we want to avoid repeating some mistakes when it comes to reorganising the services once again. 

Second priority: finding our political course

We won’t be in a position to build a coherent strategy by building up separate demands. What we need is to integrate the demands linked to our colleagues’ concerns within a coherent political framework based on clear political principles: 

- The EEAS which we advocate is a structure which must be an integral part of the European Civil Service.  The staff working within this Service should be subject to the rules of procedure of the European Civil Service. The staff involved should be either European civil servants or temporary staff members with the possibility of establishment as an official according to  modalities to be negotiated. Contract agents who ‘migrated’ to the EEAS ought to benefit from the status of temporary staff member (permanent contract) with immediate effect. What is at stake goes well beyond the statute. Here, it is a question of equipping all with the means to guarantee loyalty towards the common interest at European level and towards the European institutions which are the embodiment of this interest.

- the EEAS which we advocate is a structure whose scope is limited to the functions of representation, information and negotiation, to which we might add the functions of preparation and implementation of the CFSP, drafted, for the most part, at Council level. These functions must not cover the right of initiation or formulation of Commission Policies such as Development or Humanitarian Action. If this were the case, it would mean a backwards step leading to the ‘intergovernmentalisation’ of Community policies. In contrast, the EEAS can facilitate the convergence, within a common strategic framework, of the various Commission Policies which have an external impact without having the upper hand on the way these policies are worded and implemented. With this in mind, the EC needs a powerful DG which contributes to the initiation and formulation of Development Policy and manages its implementation on the ground through the Delegations. 

Third priority: being a stakeholder in the current debate!

The key elements in the new structure of the EC’s ‘RELEX family’ must be communicated to staff and must form part of a staff dialogue and consultation.  

We need this not just for those staff who are directly affected but also because the EC Institution as a whole will only be able to carry authority in the ‘new game of external relations’ if it appreciates the capital inherent in the know-how, experience, motivation and commitment which exist amongst its staff. It can only carry weight if it is able to draw on its previous successes and learn the lessons from its failures, linked, in particular, to the way it is organised at present; for example, it is important to note that the dichotomy between the drafting of Community Policies and their implementation (DEV-RELEX/AIDCO) often leads to chaotic interventions, which generate contradictions and tension, including internal tension ……in order to improve the specific image and competences of the staff working in the headquarters or in delegations,  we favour an adapted training policy which allows the colleagues  concerned to prepare themselves professionally for work in third countries whilst keeping in mind the fact that they may return to the headquarters. The two-way mobility between the EEAS and the Commission must also be guaranteed. 
