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The place of culture in the European Union's external relations
Background note prepared by Relais Culture Europe

The cultural dimension of the EU's external activity
iso f increasingr elevancei n E uropean cu ltural
debates. A sone of thegoalsof the European
Agenda for Culture presented by the Commission in
2007 and the focus of a formal ad hoc meeting held
under t he S lovenian pr esidency in M ay 200 8,
culture is now considered an i mportant issue in the
EU’s external affairs or, at least, a topical one.

The “ culture and e xternal r elations” issue goe s
beyond E uropean borders. It arises within a g lobal
context characterised by a shared realisation of the
emergence of international cu ltural issues ( among
whicha recul tural di versity and intercultural
dialogue, but also cultural rights or the relationship
between cul ture and de velopment) an d by a
growing con sensuson thene edt ode velop
instruments and po liciesabl et of acet hese
challenges.

The EU, for its part, has launched a w orking and
thinking process t o strengthen its e xternal cul tural
chapter. The adoption of the UNESCO Convention
on the protection and promotion of the diversity of
cultural expressions certainlywas ak ey feature of
this process, but it is not the only one.

On the ground, many E uropean cultural actors are
involved in international cooperation projects taking
place out side E urope. F rom a |l obbying po int of
view, h owever,t hec ultural s ectors eems| ittle
interested in the international dimension of the issue
and has barely explored it. And yet it is a matter of
European cu ltural ac tion: the i nternational cu ltural
challenges, t he i ssuest hey r aise, t he de cisions
made and t he tools developed to take them up, all
have a direct impact on o ur practices, projects and
societies.

Though the development of a true EU competence
in the cultural field is still to be defined (both inside
and outside the EU), the fact remains that European
cultural actors contribute to an i nternational cultural
framework.

By de dicating one day of our con ferencetot he
place of culturein the E U's external r elations, we
are:

- Understanding and clarifying t he act ion and
role of the EU in a cultural field which is fairly
recentand st ill little know nt o E uropean
cultural actors in general, and to our members
in particular, e ven t hough many of them are
already i nvolved in i nternational cooperation
projects;

- Identifying international c ultural ¢ hallenges,
their impact on t he society and w orld we live
in, as well as on our practices and international
cooperation projects;

- Identifying the role we play and coul d play in
strengthening the EU's external cultural action,
the interests we have to defend in this field,
and the type of benefits we may expect.

I. The EU's external cultural action: a
developing framework

The increasing interest of the EU in developing and
strengthening the cultural dimension of its e xternal
action c an be i llustrated by se veral e xamples, at
different levels:

A. At policy and global level

e The UNESCO Convention: point of
departure and focal point of external cultural
action. Afterpl ayinga majorr olei nt he
negotiation of t he U NESCO C onvention on
cultural diversity and after ratifying it (ratification
by the EU and its Member States), the EU now
promotes t he r atification p rocess t hrough i ts
bilateral relations with third countries. A Cultural
chapter is being integrated in all new bilateral
trade ag reements s igned by the E U ('such a
chapter has al ready been includedi nt he
agreement s igned w ith the C ariforum S tates)
and t he r atification o f t he C onvention is also
promoted by the EU in its policy dialogues with
several t hird ¢ ountries ( Russia, C hina, India
and soon Brazil).

e The European Agenda for Culture. Asthe
first s tep t owards a cohe rent and | onger-term
European cul tural s trategy, The E uropean
Agenda for Culture published by the European
Commission in May 2007 and adopted by the
Council in November 2007 identifies three main
objectives, including the ‘ promotion o f cu lture
as an e ssential feature of t he E U's ex ternal
relations’.

B. Regional approaches

e Euro-Mediterranean:  from intercultural
dialogue to a global -cultural strategy.
Sof ar, thec ulturalvi sionof t heE uro-
Mediterranean partnership1 has be en f ocused
on intercultural dialogue. To echo the European
Year of Intercultural Dialogue, 2008 i s also the
Euro-Mediterranean Y  ear of Intercultural
Dialogue. Thi s app roach p romotes a br oad
vision of culture, of s ocial or so cietal nature
(gender eq uality, pr essf reedom,y outh
exchanges...), and t hereby tends to |l eave out
issues directly related to the cultural sector as
such. The limits of this approach seem to have
finally been identified. In the conclusions of the
Euromed Ministerial Meeting on Culture held in
Athens in May 2008, it was therefore suggested
that a E uro-Mediterranean cultural strategy be
developed, base d ont wo pillars: intercultural
dialogue, and cultural policy.

" Formalised in the third chapter of the Barcelona process.
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e Culture and development in Africa-
Caribbean-Pacific countries (ACP). The ACP
region saw the earliest development of cultural
cooperation and p rogrammes. A ctions i n t his
area are the most visible, with specific projects
directly f ocused on h ighly cultural issues such
as the structuring of sectors; training of cultural
actors; mobility and i nternational market
access.

e Culture and European enlargement:a s a
consequence of ‘enlargement fatigue’, partof
the E uropean act ioni n this spe cifica rea
(Western B alkans+ T urkey)i sai med at
reinforcing ¢ ivil  society and pr omoting
population e xchanges and m eetings. Int his
context, t he E uropean C ommission cons iders
cultural actors as a category of civil society with
the r ecognised pot ential t o i mprove m utual
perceptions .

C. On the ground: new instruments for culture

e At international level: new m ulti-annual
thematic programmes have been launched, for
example: “Invest in h umanr esources”, with a
clearly defined cultural chapter, and “Non state
actors and | ocal aut horities i n de velopment”,
open to cultural actors but with no clear priority
in this field.

e At regional level: E uropean cu ltural ac tions
are most developed and visible in the ACP and
Euro-Mediterranean r egions, w iths pecific
agreements and de dicated pr ogrammes. | n
Latin A merica, the M ercosur region w orks to
strengthen t he audi ovisual and
cinematographic sectors as drivers of regional
integration, an d a pr ogramme o f suppo rt is
currently u nder d evelopment. In A sia, the
dialogue between Europe and Asia’ is covered
by coo peration p rogrammes, w ith a p articular
focus on “ cultural d iversity and intercultural
dialogue”.

e At bilateral level, c ulture h as b een i dentified
by so me co untriesas ap riority ar ea and
programmes have bee nor ar eb eing
developed. T his is t he case i n M exico, H aiti,
India, Mali and Benin, for example.

Il. Limits and precautions

A. Developing an external cultural policy: along-
term process

e The European Community policy cycle: long
and out of touch with the reality of the
grassroots

From a po _litical po into fvi ew:th eE U’s
international cu ltural ac tions ar e not so ne w.
Some c ultural a greements, es pecially in the

"ThisisthecaseinT urkey, for example, w ith th e “ Civil
Society Dialogue” p rogramme, i nitiated und er t he p revious
Erogramming cycle.

In the framework of the Asian European Meeting (ASEM).

ACP region, were concluded a long time ago,
andt hepr eparatoryd iscussions for the
UNESCO C onvention s tarted ye ars e arlier i ts
adoption. Y et, a pol itical f ramework i s on ly
about to be formalised and it will take time for
this framework to be translated i n well-funded
programmes and actions.

From an institutional p oint of view: the place of
culture i n E U e xternal r elations i s not se If-
evidentf or thes ervicesof theE uropean
Commission, though an aw areness see ms to
be emerging within DG DEV and DG RELEX.

From a programming point of view: the latest
policy pos itions i n f avour o f e xternal cul tural
cooperation should b ring ab out ne w suppor t
models f or c ulture. | t will not be i mmediate,
however, since those policy de velopments still
need to be integrated into the EU programming
system be fore e ntering i nto f orce. N o r adical
changes ar ee xpected be foret henex t
programming pe riod ( 2014), at the e arliest.
2009 w illhow everbe ak eypr eparatory
moment si nce it corresponds t o t he mid-term
assessment of the current programmes.

A fragile vision of the role of culture: culture
remains a non-consensual issue. Not only does
thed efinition of ¢ ultures tillr aises many
questions, buttherole of cultureinthe EU’s
external r elations has a Iso di fferent | evels of
interpretation.

For Member States, culture remains an internal
policy and a d iplomatic tool promoting national
prestige. M any M ember S tatesar es till
questioning the role of the EU in this field. Yet,
the Council of Culture Ministers in adopting the
European Agenda for Culture and its “external
relations” obj ective ope ned a new window for
the de velopment of spe cific E uropean actions
in this domain. No specific “external relations”
working group, however, was set up within the
Open Method of Coordination framework.

Partner States (third countries) also exp erience
somed fifficulty inf ully gr asping the c ultural
issues at alll evels. A good e xampleis the
insistence of so me third countriest hat
audiovisual or r eligious issues be included in
the cultural chapter of trade agreements. Even
when cul turef eaturesi nco operation
documents, they are not necessarily translated
into pr ogrammes or ac tions. Y et, aw orking
framework seems to be emerging at this | evel
as well.

For grassroots actors, the question is not clear-
cut either. Visions widely vary from country to
country, which explains why E uropean cultural
actors find it so difficult to formulate common
political recommendations in this field.
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B. Today’s challenges and needs:

e Globalising the external cultural approach of
the EU: in spite of a first step taken towards
coherent or ganisation, the ex ternal cul tural
action of the EU remains fragmented, both in its
principles and implementation. Several services
of the E U C ommission de al w ith t he cu ltural
chapter of external policies1. Besides, it seems
that the policy agenda does not always evolve
inpar allelw itht hede velopmentof the
programmes and actions. S uch fragmentation
isr einforced byt hede centralisation and
deconcentration of the Commission’s services,
mainly t hrough the E U de legations in third
countries.

At present, only a few regions have concluded
clear cu ltural ag reements w ith the E U and
translated them into programmes. In the Euro-
Mediterranean ar ea,on ly twot hematic
programmes2 (now cl osed) were de veloped in
thef ieldof c ulture. A sa c ross-sectoral
instrument f or i ntercultural di alogue, the Anna
Lindh Found ation has i dentified no pr iorities
specific to the cultural sector. This problem also
arises in otherf ields. | nt he pre-accession
countries, t he di alogue be tween ci vil so cieties
identifies n o ¢ ultural p riority ei ther. In the
thematic p rogrammes, on ly the “ Investing in
human resources” p rogramme has a cu ltural
chapter, and i ts budgetis limited to 30 million
euros for 2007 -2013. Actually, ag reat part of
the cultural action developed in third countries
does not receive any support from the EU. The
audiovisual sector a nd t he cu ltural i ndustries
remain the mainr ecipiento f thel imited E U
support.

e Concretising this approach: fort heti me
being, so me of t he global cu ltural challenges
identified as key issues by the EU have not yet
gone be yondt he st ageof formal po litical
statements. As it has been underlined already,
the E uro-Mediterranean par tnership hi ghlights
the di fficulty of d istinguishing be tween ar tistic
and cu ltural i ssues and i ntercultural d ialogue,
forexa mple.A st ot het ools, the
Communication of t he C ommission mentions
the creation of an ACP fund aimed at promoting
ther elationship be tween cul ture and
development, but it has not been established so
far.

"Di rectorates G eneral of E ducation andC ulture,
Development, E xternalr elations, E nlargement, T rade,
EuropeAid...

2 Euromed Heritage and Euromed Audiovisual

What to expect from the EU as to external
cultural action and what role can we play?

The “culture and e xternal relations” debate actually
raises the issue of the place and r ole of Europein
the world, and therefore of the E uropean project in
general. Asthe EU is a g lobal project, its cultural
dimensioni sj ustasi mportant inside E uropean
borders a s it is ou tside. M oreover, the pr oblems
arising inside and out side the EU are related, if not
identical ( cultural d iversity, i ntercultural d ialogue,
access to culture...).

The w ork of t he E uropean i nstitutions ( mainly the
Commission)t ode velopane xternal cu ltural
dimension notably results in a strong commitment to
acknowledge t he r elationship be tween cul ture and
development, or ther oleo f culturala ctors in
strengthening civil society.

Iti si mportant to understandt hat, generally
speaking, cultural action of the EU at international
leveli sai meda t third countries’ act ors and
stakeholders. Its goal is to facilitate the a ccess of
third coun tries’ pr ofessionalst oi nternational
markets, and t hato fde veloping coun tries
populations’ access to their own culture.

Following this rationale, we must be aware that the
EU's ex ternal cul tural ac tionw illnothe lpusi n
exporting or sp reading ou r i nternational a ctivities,
for thisisnotpartofits mission and o bjectives.
Following a de velopment-oriented r  ationale,
however, the EU's external cultural action can assist
usi nou rco operation projectsi nvolving third
countries,so | ongas t heys trengthen our
international par tners (transfer of e xperience,
support and monitoring, with a view to promote and
empower local cultural actors).

Cultural operators should engage in those debates
in order to feed the process launched by the E U.
Engaging in those i ssues also provides us w ith an
occasion tod iscusst her oleof E uropean
stakeholders (EU, Member States, Regions, etc.) in
international cultural action and especially our role,
as cultural operators, in this context. Finally, this is
an oppor tunity to “ Europeanise” our app roach, by
reflecting on the nature of our e ngagement in the
development of t he E uropean pr oject —bo th at
internal and e xternal levels —a nd on our vision of
Europei nt hew orld, asar tistsandcu ltural
professionals, but also as citizens.
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