
 

[Comment] President Putin teaches Europe a lesson 

25.07.2007 - 08:57 CET | By Richard Laming 

EUOBSERVER / DEBATE - The diplomatic dispute between Britain and Russia brings back 
unmistakeable echoes of the cold war. A Russian defector is brutally and mysteriously 
murdered in London, while the chief suspect with his links to the Russian security services is 
safely back in Moscow. Justice might be frustrated, but that is the nature of power politics. 
 
And power is what this dispute is all about. Russia is growing in strength again and is learning 
to flex its muscles, while the relationship between Russia and the UK is a very unequal one. 
 
The British economy is growing increasingly dependent on trade with Russia. The UK is 
currently the third largest foreign investor in Russia, and the London Stock Exchange is the 
first port of call for Russian companies seeking to raise capital. 
 
There are 250,000 Russians in and around London, benefiting from tax rules that mean they 
do not have to pay tax on income that is earned overseas. They can spend this money 
instead in the property markets and on entertainment. London is booming, with a big boost 
from the Russians.  
 
Russia, on the other hand, is much less dependent on the UK. Its predominant source of 
wealth lies in its vast oil and gas reserves – it is the world's second largest oil exporter – and 
European countries (including the UK), are grateful customers. With the oil price currently 
riding at around 75 US dollars a barrel, the Russian government is acquiring wealth and 
power. 
 
This is a bilateral relationship where the UK is more dependent on Russia than Russia is on 
the UK. Being on the wrong end of an unequal relationship is not a comfortable place to be. 
President Putin wants to make this clear. 
 
But it is not only Britain that is in this kind of dispute. 
 
Poland is suffering from a long-running ban on its exports of meat to Russia. Lithuania's 
supplies of oil from Russia have been disrupted for months on end, and Estonia's internet 
infrastructure has been subject to intensive attack after controversy arose over a war 
memorial. Each country is left struggling in dealing with this crisis. 
 
The pure exercise of power 
Perhaps the different European countries have become so used to the EU's ways of working – 
based on law and shared democratic institutions – that they have forgotten what life would be 
like without the EU. All their international relationships would become more like the ones they 
have with Russia, based on the pure exercise of power. 
 
But because they all face the same problem, they should look to each other for a common 
solution. 
 
The IGC on the Reform Treaty should put establishing a clear and effective means for 
expressing foreign policy at the top of the priority list. 
 
A clear and unified voice from Brussels, expressing the solidarity of the whole EU, would be 
far more effective than 27 individual member state voices, each trying to confront a more 
powerful neighbour on its own. 
 
The whole point of the Reform Treaty is to equip the European Union with the institutions it 
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needs to deal with the challenges of the modern world. Foreign policy is a prime example of 
this. 
 
If the newly assertive Russia wants to teach the Europeans a lesson, it is up to the Europeans 
themselves which lesson it is they choose to learn. 
 
Richard Laming is Director of Federal Union  
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