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The EU’s main strategic interest and the main challenge for EU foreign policy in the coming 
10 years is to remain relevant for other regions, countries and societies in the world. 

EU foreign policy risks to become increasingly irrelevant as it is too Brussels-focused, too 
much focused on the political and institutional dimension, and too much using Europe’s own
priorities, values and developmental trajectory as main points of reference for other 
countries and regions. The relevance of the EU as a foreign policy actor is indeed 
increasingly questioned
- On a global level: the EU is confronted with the emergence of new constellations of 

power which are formed in Asia and the Pacific, including newly emerging powers, new 
forms of multilateralism (such as the BRICS and IBSA) and an increasingly dynamic China.  

- On a regional level: the EU is increasingly challenged in both its Eastern and Southern 
neighbourhood as well as in Africa, with competing structures and structural powers 
(such as China, Russia, or Islamic movements and parties) being increasingly seen as 
legitimate and effective, which is one of the explanations for their rising popularity).

- On the level of individuals and societies in other parts of the world: the question 
remains what the EU is actually able to offer to people and societies, such as in the 
Mediterranean region, that pursue fundamental changes. There is indeed a remarkable 
gap between the widely developed set of external policy instruments of the EU and the 
capacity of the EU to actually use these to realize changes that are considered relevant 
by people and societies in other regions.

What is needed is a fundamental shift in the foreign policy paradigms of the EU and the 
West. The EU’s foreign policy should go beyond the predominant foreign policy approaches 
which are still largely based on the Westphalian model (in which states and elites were at 
the centre of foreign policy)  and the late 20th century experience (in which the West was 
superior over other regions and could thus prioritize its own interests and concepts).  
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To understand the fundamental shift that is needed, we can find inspiration in the
adaptation of Jean Monnet’s motto after World War II, when Monnet pointed to the need to 
“transcend the national framework, and conception of national interests‘’ by adding a 
European dimension. In the current 21st century context, we can revisit Jean Monnet’s 
motto and point to the need to “transcend the European framework, and conception of 
European interests‘’ by adding a global dimension and incorporating the interests of 
societies outside the EU’s borders. The EU has to take more into account the interests of 
other regions, countries and societies as well as their specific perspectives and priorities -
which may be different than those of the Europeans. A strategic European diplomacy 
requires an EU and a EEAS that is able to think outside the (European) box and beyond the 
EU’s ‘standard operational procedures’, and that is able and willing to accept “difference”.

A remedy for the growing irrelevance is that the EEAS and the EU’s diplomatic system in 
general not only starts from the perspective of what the EU’s direct interests are, but that 
they also adopt an outside-in approach. This implies that the analysis and assessment of the 
foreign policy of the EU should start from a thorough knowledge of the situation, problems, 
priorities and sensitivities in the ‘target countries’ or ‘recipient countries’ of the foreign 
policy of the EU (i.e. the Mediterranean, Central Africa, the Middle East, etc.) as perceived by 
both the elites and the population in those regions and countries. Such a preliminary 
knowledge is essential in order to provide the touch-stones needed to evaluate the 
relevance and potential effectiveness and impact of the EU’s foreign policy. This outside-in 
approach also implies that both the EEAS and national diplomacies are in need of input from
much more European and non-European experts in specific areas and countries (Middle-
East, South-East Asia, etc.). This is also related to the need for a linguistic outside-in 
approach: the need to rely much more on information sources written and said in other 
languages than the predominant Western languages. 

The need for an outside-in approach has implications for the EU’s new foreign policy 
architecture and the European External Action Service (EEAS) in particular. The question is 
indeed whether the EEAS (and the Council, Commission, European Parliament and member 
states) are ready and able to think outside the box and to incorporate the interest of other 
regions, countries and societies within the own policy initiatives – as an essential 
requirement to increase the EU’s external relevance. The question is whether the EEAS has 
within its staff a sufficient number of civil servants and diplomats that are real specialists in 
the various regions in the world, that know the various non-European languages, and that 
are able to go beyond the Brussels-agenda. In short: the question is whether the EEAS will be 
able to prove the world that EU foreign policy is relevant. 

Following the principle of alignment, in order to be effective the EU should try to align its
policy more closely to the policies, priorities and contexts of the third countries in attempt 
to fit its activities within existing institutional frameworks and processes of the third country 
(even if this requires from the EU to lower its level of ambition and sophistication). Because 
the difference between the political, legal, economic and societal contexts in Europe and 
other regions in the world is quite large, the EU must make greater efforts to adapt the EU’s 
policies and methods to the specific endogenous contexts within third countries, in order to 
avoid a complete misfit. An effective and relevant diplomacy cannot consider the 
exportation of European structures and norms as a standard operating procedure. These 
structures do not constitute ‘passe-partouts’ and cannot be applied everywhere or in all 
circumstances without adaptation. The EEAS and EU Delegations should therefore enter 
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more systematically into two-directional dialogue with third countries. Such dialogues will 
ferment in-depth understanding of the contexts and the real priorities of the partner 
countries while demonstrating more convincingly that the structures and values promoted 
by the EU are indeed in the interest of the partner countries.

This also has implications for the EEAS recruitment policy, which has to ensure that experts 
within the EU administration are located (and remain located) in the units within the EEAS 
and within the EU Delegation abroad where their expertise is most needed. The periodical 
change of functions which is part of the EU’s normal staff policy should therefore be adapted 
in the context of the EEAS, in order to avoid absurd situations where, for instance, one of the 
China-specialists within the EEAS (with a knowledge of Chinese) is transferred from the EU 
Delegation in Beijing to the EU Delegation in one of the Mediterranean countries (where this 
person has to acknowledge that he lacks the basic knowledge and language skills to be 
effective and to be relevant for the Arab interlocutors). It also implies that the EEAS has to 
hire much more specialists with expertise on and experience in specific third countries and 
regions (and with fluency in the languages of that country). This is also essential in order to 
further strengthen the expertise available to the EEAS and the EU Delegations as well as to 
help overcoming the often too EU-centric or Western ethnocentric perspective on non-
European countries.

It also has implications for the EEAS training policy. The EU needs to give an adapted 
training to diplomats and civil servants to ensure that they do not only have a good 
knowledge of the EU and ‘Brussels’, but also of non-Western regions and societies. This 
training policy also has to ensure that they have a good knowledge and insight in what 
‘diplomacy’ is about.

Strengthening the effectiveness and external legitimacy of the EU’s diplomacy and taking 
into account more the specific interests and contexts of third countries must become a EU 
priority. This is important in view of the competing diplomacies conducted by actors such 
as Russia, China, or Islamic movements supported by Saudi Arabia. This is particularly 
urgent as these actors promote structures that are quite different to those promoted by the 
EU, but that are nevertheless perceived by parts of the population and elites in third 
countries as more effective and more adapted to their situation. To conclude: what is at 
stake is the relevance of the EU and of the European models for third countries.
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