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Transatlantic Relations: Bridging the Divide

Prasad P Rane

USPresident GeorgeW Bush'swhirlwind tour of Europe—Be gium, Germany
and Slovakia—between February 21 and 24, can be seen asan attempt to bridge
thetransatlantic divide and iron out differences, so asto make afresh start to
working with the European dliesrather than against them. Thetransatlanticrift
had surfaced in 2003 when the Europeans disagreed with America sunilateralist
approachinlrag.

President Bush'svisit followed the e ectionsin Irag, wherevotersopened the
doorsof democracy inthe country. Bolstered by thispositive devel opment, Bush's
vigt, dubbed asa“ligtening visit”, sought to lend an ear to hisEuropean counterparts
on certainirritant issueswhich were disturbing the cohesiveness of thealliance,
particularly thoserelated to security concerns. In order to chart the future course
of transatlantic relations, two significant issues need to be put into perspective.
Firg, theemerging trendsin US-NATO relationsand second, the European Union
(EV) ties.

US-NATO Relations

As part of hisitinerary, President Bush attended the Heads of State and
Government meeting of the North Atlantic Council (NAC). Theagendaof the
summitinduded NATO'sparticipationinthe’ training operations inlrag; theongoing
expansion of NATO's presencein Afghanistan aswell asenhanced cooperation
and coordination with the US-led Operation Enduring Freedom; NATO'’s
commitment to the Balkans; and itsengagement in the Middle East*. However,
this was overshadowed by the discussion on German Chancellor Gerhard
Schréder’s speech at the 41% Annual Munich Conference on Security Policy on
February 12. In hisaddress, Schroder called into question the usefulnessof NATO
and chided Washingtonfor failing to recognisetheinterestsof Germany and Europe,
andindicated quiteclearly at an overhaul of thealiance?Hesaid, “| believethat
thetransatl antic partnership must take such changesinto consideration. And, tobe

Srategic Analysis, Vol. 29, No. 1, Jan-Mar 2005
© Institute for Defence Studies and Analyses

162 Srategic Analysis/Jan-Mar 2005



hones, it doessoinsufficiently at present. Thisbecomesclear whenwelook at the
institutionswhich are supposed to servethis partnership. The admission of new
membersisproof that NATO continuesto beattractive. And NATO' s presencein
Afghanistan has highlighted how hel pful itsmilitary organisation canbeevenin
digtant crises. However, itisnolonger the primary venuewheretransatl antic partners
discussand coordinate strategies.”®

Schroder’sremarks can be viewed asan effort to underplay NATO vis-a-vis
European unity and, in particular, the EU’semergence asanindependent military
blocinthe post-9/11 security environment. Whileit found duefavour with French
President Jacques Chirac; the US and the UK, however, were clearly more
circumspect on the suggested shift from NATO to the EU in the transatlantic
relations.* Interestingly, the NAC endorsed theimportance of giving NATO a
stronger political role. Onthisissue, NATO Secretary General Jaap de Hoop
Scheffer agreed to forward specific proposalsfor enhancing NATO’s political
agenda®

In an effort to weed away prejudices and misconceptions, President Bush
wel comed the decision taken by the 26-member NATO to set aside differences
over lrag and contribute to the organisation’straining of Iragi security forces,
etherinor outsdelrag, through financia contributionsor donationsof equipment.®
However, thereisacavest, which Bush hasto contend with and whichinasense
reflectshisanxiety to bury the hatchet over the March 2003 invasion of Iragand
simultaneoudly forging a‘ united commitment’ to hisadministration’sdeclared
prioritiesof fighting terrorism and spreading democracy intheMiddle East. The
Germans will not be training the Iragis on their soil but will conduct such
programmesin the UAE’ and France's participation will remain confined to
donations—upto €2 million ($2.6 million) —rather than any active participation.
Interestingly, Francehascommitted just oneofficia fromitsNATO office, though
itisstill unclear whether it will beapart of themissioninlrag, for thestability and
pursuit of thepalitical processlaid downin UN Resolution 1546.2 Itisreasonable,
therefore, to assumethat the European initiativesare more symbolicin natureand
will dolittleto dleviatetheimmense pressureontheUSmilitary inIrag. That Bush
wasgrateful tothedliance partners commitment in providing helpfor theProvincid
Reconstruction Teams(PRTSs) aswell asthe upcoming parliamentary eectionsin
Afghanistan® demongtrates\Washington’sawakening tothe politicd redity in Europe
and crucially, awillingnessto shed some of its assertiveness. Two years ago,
millionstook to the streets of Europeto expressanguish, dismay and anger over
USmilitary aggression against Iraq, leading to bitter hostility between thetwo.

Transatlantic Relations: Bridging the Divide 163



USEU Ties

President Bush also visited the EU headquartersin Brussels and showed
optimism on the success of the European project of *integration’. Indeed, astronger
Europe, asanally of theUS, will dwaysincreasethe potential of thetransatlantic
alliance. Bush showed willingnessin setting aside differenceswith the EU and
working on apartnership of equals, rather than arel ationship of dependence so as
to “forge ahead for astronger partnership in the areas of commerceand trade.” *°
Echoingtheattitudeof “let bygonesbebygones’ expressed by Bush, the European
leaders, while acknowledging that the USinvasion of Iraq had clearly divided
Europe and America, however, retreated from an open confrontation over the
RepublicanAdminigtration’sforeign palicy.

Behind therhetoric of the‘ new eraintransatlantic relations’, economic and
geopolitical tensonsquiteclearly persist; and thesewere acutely reflected over
theissue of lifting armsembargo on China. Even Secretary of State Condoleezza
Rice had raised concernsover thisissuewhen shetoured Europe and afew weeks
prior to Bush'svisit, theHouse of Representative had voted 401 to 3for aresolution
condemning the EU for pledgingtolift thearmsembargo to China, which hasbeen
ineffect ance 1989 following the eventsin Tiananmen Square. ™ At thestart of his
tour, Bush conveyed in no uncertain termsthe grievances of hisadministrationto
the Europeansover EU'’ srgpprochement moveswith China. Clearly for Washington,
transfer of weapons and technology to Chinawill disturb the military balance
between Chinaand Taiwan. Beyond thisimmediate concern, however, isthefear
that closer economictiesbetweenthe EU and Chinawill poseanimmensechdlenge
totheUSeconomy. Transatlantic reationswill truly betested in the coming months
over the decision of lifting the embargo. It has the potential to even split the
Europeans. The French and Germans, in particul ar, have been pressing the EU to
reconsider lifting the armsembargo. Maintaining the cohesiveness of theUnion
will depend on the next presidency, whichwill beBritain's, atask not easy given
itscloseassociationwiththeUS.

Onthelranian nuclear issue, while both the Americansand Europeansagree
tothedangersof proliferation, thedifference hasbeenin the approachtoresolving
thecrigs. The Europeanshaverefusedtojoin Washington'sbellicosethrestsagaingt
Iran, preferring diplomacy to aggression. The European arenot only sceptical but
guestion Washington’spolicy to wage unprovoked “ preventive’” war. Germany,
adongwith Franceand Britain, isworking together to* persuade’ Iran not todevelop
nuclear weapons.*?
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In contrast, thereis clear convergence on the | sragli-Palestineissue. The
Europeansarewillingto play aproactiverole and usetheir influence and good
officesto pushfor anegotiated settlement and dso hep bring Sahility intheregion.
Both the Americans and the Europeans accept that the prospectsfor peaceare
better than ever before and are willing to work together for anegotiated, two-
State solution, asdefined inthe Middle East road map.*

OnwardHo!

Bushhasclearly learnt from his*“listening vist” —thefirstinhissecond term—
that he carriesaheavy burden of hisgo-it-aloneforeign policy. Not surprisingly,
therefore, Bush softened hislanguage, if not completely diluting hisconservative
agenda, and propped up the diplomacy of consultation on contentiousissues. In
spite of someirritants, particularly on China, the Republican Administration has
adopted aconciliatory approach and at thisjuncture, transatlantic relations at the
tactica level look bridged. The European Presidency and NATO Secretary Generd
adongwiththe USPres dent repeatedly shared theviewsof astrongAtlanticAlliance
based on shared values and common purpose.

A significant trend that emerged from Bush'svisit wasthe transformation of
NATO fromamilitary organisation to apolitico-military organisation. However,
for the US, NATO and EU have clear-cut roles. NATO islooked upon as an
organi sation dealing with the problemsrel ated to security and EU isseen asan
arrangement for the better working of European nationsamongst themselveson
trade and economic related i ssues.

Except ontheissueof China, Presdent Bush wassuccessful ingetting European
support, particularly on NATO training missionsin Irag. With‘ Atlanticists' like
Jaap de Hoop Scheffer asthe Secretary Genera of NATO —hehaspersuasively
argued for astronger NATO and warned against duplication with theformation of
aseparate European Security Arrangement —Bush can, for thetimebeing, be
assured that NATO will survivetheattacksof the* Europeanists . For Bush, given
thefiscal crisisback home, itisparamount that NATO takeson agreater rolein
Afghanistan and Irag. But with France and Germany not participating whole-
heartedly, successisstill doubtful.

Both, President Bush and the European |eaders made it abundantly clear that
transatlantic relations serve the economic, political aswell asmilitary interests of
both sdes. Bush hasclearly redlised that unilateralism cutsboth way and that inan
interdependent international system, such alliancesare essential in creating a
framework to tackleahost of problemsand security threats.
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