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Tony Blair's hopes for a successful summit are high, but he has only himself to blame if he gets no thanks
Get article background
THE uneasy grin on Tony Blair's face while George Bush fielded questions from British reporters at the White House press conference on June 7th said a lot. Having coaxed the president towards striking a deal at the Gleneagles G8 summit next month on a plan to give debt relief for Africa's poorest countries, the last thing he needed was the British press corps hectoring Mr Bush about America's supposed failings as an aid donor or as a delinquent hold-out against climate change. 
No great harm was done. With Mr Blair's encouragement, Mr Bush put up a spirited defence of his administration's record in tripling the resources it gives to the fight against AIDS in Africa and the doubling of America's overseas aid budget since he came to office.
Although there is still plenty of room for things to go wrong, Mr Blair is growing confident that enough will be agreed at Gleneagles for him to be able to claim success. He accepts that America will have nothing to do with the aid-as-a-percentage-of-GDP targets to which the Europeans have now signed up. Nor will it contribute to Gordon Brown's International Finance Facility (IFF), the chancellor's much vaunted “Marshall Plan for Africa”, which is designed to speed up capital flows to recipients of aid. But he believes that Mr Bush is privately committed to doing more on direct aid than he is prepared to say, as well as being ready to write off the debt of 32 poor countries. Mr Blair even thinks he can persuade the Americans to move an inch or two on climate change. 
If he does achieve this much through Britain's G8 presidency, Mr Blair will feel vindicated. Although he claims never to think about getting anything in return from Mr Bush for going to war with him in Iraq, he would argue that it is all of a piece. He has stuck firmly to the belief that if you want to do good on a large scale, there is no substitute for having America engaged and willing to do its (big) bit.
Mr Blair's determination to become Mr Bush's most trusted ally and personal friend is what gives him a degree of influence and leverage in Washington that no other G8 leader comes close to having. What has further helped Mr Blair's relationship is his instinct for talking to the president in the kind of evangelising, semi-religious lingo that gets through to him. Whereas the leaders of France and Germany seem only to know how to rub Mr Bush up the wrong way, Mr Blair has worked hard at learning how to bring out the best in him. 
But even if Mr Blair does bring Mr Bush round, how much good will it do him? Late last year, when he announced that he was putting the plight of Africa and global warming at the top of his G8 agenda, he must have thought it would win him some credit with the people who most disliked his Iraq adventure. Despite his relative success this week in Washington, he will almost certainly be disappointed. There are two reasons why.
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The first is that most Britons made up their minds about Mr Bush a long time ago. He is the toxic Texan, interested only in helping those poor countries that are useful allies in his war on terror. Mr Blair can argue that Mr Bush is prevented from signing up to Mr Brown's IFF by laws restricting Congress's budgetary freedom. But, inevitably, comparisons will be made between America's stinginess and Europe's generosity. Whatever Mr Bush agrees to next month, it is likely to be interpreted in some British quarters as an ungrateful snub to Mr Blair, and a poor reward for years of devoted poodleism. 
The second is that Mr Blair created difficulties for himself by taking on two such massive issues in the first place. By talking about ending poverty, he allowed hopes to grow unchecked regarding what could realistically be done in the six months between the beginning of Britain's Buggins's turn G8 presidency and the Gleneagles summit. Those close to Mr Blair say that “aiming high” was part of a deliberate strategy intended to mobilise a mass campaign to put pressure on other political leaders to go along with Britain's agenda. The result is the Make Poverty History (MPH) juggernaut, a campaign which states unequivocally on its website that Gordon Brown and Tony Blair “have the power and we can make them use it”. The strategy may have been deliberate, but it was also very risky.
Not only does MPH support notions of “fair trade” that are far removed from anything advocated by either Mr Blair or Mr Brown, but the hopes now being vested in Gleneagles are simply insupportable. The putative million-strong army of the mainly young, eager and well-meaning being mobilised to march on Edinburgh by Sir Bob Geldof is intent on turning the summit into a once-in-a-generation challenge to the leaders of the world's richest countries. Confronted by the modest progress that is the best that any such gathering can aspire to and the spin that will try (and fail) to bridge the gap between reality and expectation, Sir Bob's foot-soldiers are bound to be disillusioned and angry. 
We've been here before
The odd thing about all this is that Mr Blair seems not to have learned from experience. Much of the decline in the government's popularity stems from its early addiction to overclaiming. When it didn't have much money to spend on improving services, it pretended that old money was new money. When it announced modest reforms that would take years to make an impact, it talked of “transformation” as if it was imminent. Mr Blair now acknowledges the seriousness of that mistake without realising that he is repeating it. 
For all Mr Blair's sincerity and commitment, for all the difference his efforts may eventually make to the lives of some poor people, both he and Mr Brown will get stick for raising hopes that cannot be fulfilled. Mr Bush will also get his share of the blame. But then he never expected anything else.
