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We interviewed Ambassador (Ret.) Ertugrul Apakan
who was previously Chief Monitor in the OSCE Special
Monitoring Mission to Ukraine (SMM) about the EU’s
conflict prevention and peacebuilding capacity.

Q1l: How do you evaluate the new realities that
confront the EU within the framework of conflict
resolution?

The international environment for conflict settlement
has changed to a great extent since the early 1990s.
The severity of armed conflicts is getting worse, as
illustrated by the case of Libya, Syria, and Ukraine.
They have a devastating impact on countries and
populations. In fact, we have been experiencing a
different era, in which intensified great power
politics, global tensions and challenges have
substantially increased over time. The international
system is ever more fragmented by challenges such
as climate change, migration, inequality, poverty, and
pandemic.

It is hard to achieve unified responses to conflicts,
given the disunity at the UN Security Council. There is
a lack of political will on the part of major powers to
resolve civil wars; some regional powers continue to
support  conflicting  parties.  Disinformation,
cyberattacks, and economic warfare also increase the
complexity of finding solutions.

The ongoing war in Ukraine has spurred geopolitical
realighnments, energy crises, and food security. The
consequences will be felt for a long period of time.
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Broadly, conflict prevention and peacebuilding
approaches are falling short. It is time for an
expanded EU role in prevention, entailing more
coherence and the pursuit of an integrated,
comprehensive, and flexible approach across the
entire EU system. There is increasing awareness that
a structured process is needed to strengthen and
improve peacemaking efforts.

Q2: How do you evaluate the EU’s conflict
management instruments and role in promoting
peace and stability in the Middle East and North
African (MENA) countries?

The EU is not a principal peacemaker in the
conventional sense. Early EU initiatives were directed
at extending economic incentives and assistance in
the wake of the settlement. In this context, the EU has
focused its missions on capacity-building efforts
rather than peacemaking. In the 1990s, the EU had a
major impact on conflict settlements in former
Yugoslavia, although some of the processes were
flawed. The desire of the newly emerging states to
join the EU has been a solid incentive for sustainable
stability. In fact, EU involvement in the recent
Serbia/Kosovo normalization has been helpful in
keeping their potential membership alive and for
regional security.

Over the past two decades, the EU has increased its
capabilities in peacebuilding. The Common Foreign
Policy and Security Policy (CFSP), and later the
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Common Security Policy and Defense Policy (CSDP),
have been developed for this purpose since 1999. The
evolution of CSDP has been a stimulating experience,
as shown from 2006 to 2012 in Central Asia, and in
Georgia in 2008. Under the guidance of Javier Solana,
the EU, in cooperation with the UN and OSCE, has
promoted stabilization in Central Asia in political
terms. The Union provided direct security support in
Georgia by mobilizing the deployment of the EU
Monitoring Mission (EUMM) in a few weeks’ time.
This was helpful in stopping the escalation of
violence, at a time when the OSCE and UN met with
difficulties.

This was due to the political initiative taken by the
French EU Presidency to end the Georgian war in
2008. The EU also assumed the co-chairmanship of
the Geneva discussion which has achieved some
momentum recently. In the years that
followed, some experts argue that the
EU’s initial dynamism and engagement
shifted to bureaucratization.

The Lisbon Treaty provided the
strongest mandate yet for the EU and
its member states to engage in conflict
prevention and peacebuilding. In the
years that followed, the establishment
of the European External Action
Service (EEAS) and the new policy
framework on mediation built on a
decade of institutional experience. In
this context, peace mediation has become a tool of
first response to emerging conflicts. The EU has
several instruments at its disposal, from early
warning to conflict settlement mechanisms. Perhaps
the most visible and concrete, are the instruments
contributing to stability and peace, and CSDP
Missions, as well as EU Special Representatives.

Thus far, the EU did not play a key leading role in the
Middle East. It mostly focused, among others, on
providing economic assistance and development
funding, and the rule of law. Nonetheless, the
significant role of the first High Representative in
charge of the EEAS, Catherine Ashton, in the Iran deal
has to be mentioned as an exception. The EU
initiatives in the Gaza crisis in 2008 were also
significant. In Afghanistan and Syria, the EU provides
funding for the process of settlement, including for
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civil society and women. In Syria, there are currently
two major processes, namely UN-led Geneva
discussions and the Astana Process on security issues
(Russia, Iran, and Turkey). In Africa, the EU has been
operating as a powerful development partner. It is
also a major humanitarian donor in Yemen,
Afghanistan, Syria, Lebanon, and the Horn of Africa.
Since the late 1990s, the EU has actively supported
peace and stability efforts in the Great Lakes area, as
well as in the Horn of Africa. In this context, the EU
has shown its ability to relate to the African Union
(AU). Experts point out, however, that the EU’s
progressive engagement has to be considered more
in the light of the historical baggage of the colonial
past, fragile social structures, and local realities.

Q3: As for the Eastern Partnership (EaP) and the EU
candidate countries, do you think that the EU’s role
has had some limitations in
contributing to conflict
prevention so far? How do you

expanded EU roles for assess the Nagorno-Karabakh
prevention which entails

conflict and the war in Ukraine in
this context?

Both in Georgia and Transnistria,
although the Union has a strong
political profile, parties tend to
perceive the EU as a potential
economic bridge builder. The EU
deployed the European Union
Border Assistance Mission to Moldova and Ukraine
(EUBAM) in 2005 and designated special
representatives in Moldova.

Despite its presence on the ground, the EU continued
only some degree of stabilization. The EU has only
observer status in the 5+2 talks on Transnistria. In this
context, some scholars explained the EU’s limited
approach by the fact that conflict management has a
subordinate role in the European Neighborhood
Policy (ENP), as well as in the Eastern Partnership.
This is what we have seen in the Nagorno-Karabakh
(NK) conflict. Even before the recent escalation of the
conflict in the fall of 2020, the EU played a limited
role, mostly in track-two activities. Its diplomatic role
has also been limited by the French Chairmanship
within the Minsk Group (OSCE). Subsequently, the
Russian Federation (RF) has assumed conflict
management in collaboration with Turkey. However,
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recently, the EU has again assumed an active role
with the decision to deploy a monitoring mission on
the Armenian side of the border. It immediately sent
its monitoring mission to the Armenian side of the
border. Minsk discussions have been reactivated by
the OSCE in the last two years. Recently, the EU and
France have managed to facilitate meetings between
the two leaders in Brussels and Prague respectively.
Turkey also took new initiatives for the normalization
of relations between the sides.

The Union’s approach in Ukraine clearly differed from
other conflicts, including Georgia. Since 2004’s
Orange Revolution, the European Union has been
involved in the political processes dealing with the
crisis affecting the country. For Ukraine, the EU has,
from the outset, pursued an approach comprising
stabilization and containment of the conflict. The EU
Advisory Mission (EUAM), the CSDP civilian mission,
became operational in 2014. At the same time, the EU
actively supported the OSCE’s Special Monitoring
Mission (SMM). In the Normandy Format, the
negotiations between Ukraine and Russia have been
carried out by Germany and France. A huge amount
of macroeconomic and technical support was
extended to Ukraine. As a matter of fact, a kind of
state building-security nexus has been established by
the strategic approach of the EU. This is a shift away
from democratization, but it strengthens core state
capacities. This implies a more visible and political
role on the ground. This process also has paved the
way to an incremental securitization of the EU’s
engagement. It seems that the ENP has exhausted its
strategic potential in light of regional developments.

Since 2014 the turning points could be summarized as
follows: the Signing of a Free Trade and Association
Agreement and the Visa Liberalization Agreement.
Both have been significant steps. During this period,
OSCE Special Monitoring Mission (SMM) greatly
contributed to the normalization and stabilization
efforts in the country. SMM also served as an early
warning and containment tool, including ceasefire
monitoring, during this period while the armed
conflict was confined to Donbas. Humanitarian
response was carried out by the UN.

The war in Ukraine has been a dramatic development
for the European security structure. It has had a
devastating impact on the people of Ukraine, causing
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the loss of thousands of lives. The country is
grievously suffering. The war in Ukraine showed that
the EU is no longer outside the conflict. The EU
countries, with few exceptions, are supporting
Ukraine’s defense materially and politically. EU has
sided with Ukraine by the awarding of a negotiating
country status. Ukraine is no longer an Eastern
Partnership country.

Despite the growing complexity of the war, the
arrangements such as the Black Sea Green Initiative
and the exchange of war detainees have been
meaningful steps facilitated by Turkey and the UN. It
seems that they continue with their efforts in the
search for a fair and sustainable peace.

Furthermore, it is remarkable that Former Chancellor
Merkel in her rare public appearances during recent
months while blaming Russia for invading Ukraine in
violation of international law emphasized that
“lasting peace in Europe could only come about with
the involvement of Russia.” “As long as we haven’t
really managed to do that, the cold war isn’t really
over either,” she added.!

It is obvious that laying the foundations of the new
security and stability structure in Europe entails
persistent long-term efforts. Experts argue that the
OSCE, through its institutional experience, may
provide political options to manage the postwar
phase, including the arms control regime.

Q4: How can the EU improve its coordination and
comprehensive approach with other international
actors in conflict prevention and peacebuilding?

The EU mediation is understood in a broad sense,
ranging from early warning and preventive action to
the implementation of the peace agreement. Experts
point out that EU mediation lies in its value-based
approach anchored in the rule of law, and gender,
youth, and civil society inclusion. The concepts of
coherence and partnership are the key to EU practice.

One of the challenges the EU faces is in the decision-
making process. The 27 members, along with their
institutions, differ; having varying policies and
outlooks on issues. Decision-making has usually been
slow. Certain countries have also taken the lead on
specific issues without consulting the other members.
The hands of the EEAS are tied by the member states
and the EEAS is still coping with establishing a role for
itself.

www.foreignpolicynewrealities.eu
Twitter: @EUFPNewReality
H#ENTERpolicybriefs


http://www.foreignpolicynewrealities.eu/

ENTER Policy Brief No. 12

The capability-expectations gap, defined by experts in
the early 1990s, continues to affect the EU’s role as a
peacemaker. Although the EU has extensive
capabilities to engage with third parties, deficiencies
continue to affect its responses to crises. This hinders
the EU’s ability to bridge the early warning-response
gap. It is a fact that the basic challenge relates to the
complexity of the EU as an international actor. The EU
needs to decide in which cases it would be able to
function as an independent actor in these processes.
In fact, it has the convening power to take the lead in
a peace initiative. But, so far, the EU has not played
this role fully.

The UN, OSCE, and the African Union have been faced
with similar problems, regarding effective responses
to conflicts. The EU’s efforts to achieve a more
integrated approach should be complemented with
more interaction with these organizations on the
ground. This may include enhancing and prioritizing
the dialogue at the Headquarter level, as well as at
the level of field operations. In this vein, lessons
learned from differences are highly valuable and
stimulating. Similarly, international organizations
could benefit from the experiences of the EU, which
has built a significant capacity for mediation and
facilitation.

In this regard, | wish to make some general
observations on mediation: Mediation has not yet
been well structured as a discipline. The nature of
conflicts makes it more difficult for the mediators to
change the conflict dynamics. Common sense,
patience, and mindfulness are assets for the mediator
in the process. Fairness and impartiality are required
for building trust. This is critically important. Besides,
negotiation and mediation are not two separate
processes. Actually, they are two sides of the same
coin. Mediation is a long-term enterprise.

Q5: What are your policy recommendations for the
EU to improve its conflict resolution capacity beyond
its borders?

e Institutionally, the role of the EU and the member
states in peacemaking has to be better defined. This
will bring about greater policy cohesion in external
actions. Member states as a whole should agree on a
global vision before knowing what the EU aims to
achieve in different regions. In this context, the EU
could take a more strategic view in addressing
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urgencies regarding refugee/migration problems and
fighting terrorism. The EU has to promote
institutionally a culture of preparedness. The EU
should continue to upgrade mediation from a
technical capacity to a political initiative, in line with
its values and peace objectives. More political focus
and knowledge are needed to realize its potential.
The comprehensive approach to conflict resolution
includes diplomacy, trade, and assistance. In fact,
there needs to be a surge in diplomacy for peace.

e In a more interconnected world, the EU should not
limit itself to conditionality and transactional
approaches. The EU should be able to develop its
cooperation with non-EU countries beyond its
borders. The EU has to better analyze the root causes
of the conflicts and their drivers. In most cases, the
conflict cycle requires medium and long-term efforts.
In this respect, the EU needs to place the conflicts in
a wider context. A new understanding has to be
developed for peace and world order which
recontextualizes  East-West and  North-South
relations. The EU should focus more on emerging
realities.

e The EU has to deal effectively with the challenge of
bridging the early warning response. The risk of
conflict is growing, which makes early warning, and
early action, all the more important. Early warning is
a critical part of the conflict cycle toolbox. In this line,
there is a need for capacity building, situational
awareness, and if possible, operational monitoring
and reporting on the ground. These observations will
help to identify the entry point for conflict prevention
and building peace. This has to be linked to the
political process. In this context, the EU should give
the EEAS more leeway in introducing and
implementing policies.

e A peace agreement alone cannot bring about
sustainable peace without commitment, compliance,
and genuine cooperation. All this is happening in an
increasingly volatile and unpredictable landscape.
Under time pressure, mediation does not always
focus on how an agreement will function in practice.
In armed conflicts, the critical question is how to
terminate the war and move into the transitional
phase toward peace. The implementation phase has
to be worked out carefully.

e In peace operations, military commissions are
effective in monitoring ceasefire arrangements on
the ground. Civilian and military cooperation (CIMIC)
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is more common with the UN and OSCE presence on
the ground when compared to the EU operations. The
EU’s concept of CIMIC was first operationalized in the
Western Balkans and in the Horn of Africa. The EU has
to focus more on CIMIC both at the conceptual and
operational levels.

e The EU should continue to work out
complementarity and  synergies with local
interlocutors. The EU has acknowledged the necessity
of incorporating local perspectives and local
ownership in policy documents. Particularly, the
involvement of the host governments yields better
results in building resilience in conflict-affected
countries. Local knowledge is important for finding
remedies to the problems in the field. Otherwise, a
top-down approach could lead to a certain lack of
understanding with local actors.

e A people-centered approach should consider the
expectations and needs of the people on the ground.
The EU has remarkable experience in building
cooperation with civil society, youth, and gender.
Women play a critical role as active agents of change
in building peace. Current developments by the EU on
building a civilian compact are quite encouraging.
Overall there is a growing consensus on the
protection of people in conflict areas. A decisive
humanitarian response will have a de-escalating
impact at every stage of the conflict cycle.
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