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Security Challenges for the Transatlantic Alliance: an Initial 

Assessment after German Elections 

The following presentation was held at the Annual Conference of Security Studies Sections of 

both, International Studies Association and American Political Science Association in Den-

ver, Colorado on October 28, 2005.  

German-US relations and French-US relations turned sour on the issue of Iraq in late 2002 

and early 2003. Ever since then, much of the attention by scholars and observers of transatlan-

tic security matters focused on prospects for a new chapter in both, German-US relations and 

transatlantic relations (see for example Elizabeth Pond: „Friendly Fire‟ or Stephen Szabo‟ s 

„Parting Ways‟, among others). Given the enormous challenges, partners on both sides of the 

Atlantic face, more emphasis should be placed on what needs to be done and on actual trans-

atlantic cooperation in security terms.  

With all what has been going on globally, whether it is the war against global terrorism or 

threats to global health in the light of battling 'avian flu', or the need to provide immediate se-

curity and to engage in long-term reconstruction after both, man-made and natural disasters, 

we need to analyze these relationships constantly within their changing context! The post-

conflict transition in Iraq is more than two years under way. We are one year after President 

Bush‟ s re-election as President and four years into the global war against terror. With regard 

to Germany, we will be dealing with a changed government under the leadership of a new 

Chancellor, after former Chancellor Schroeder‟s self-initiated „no-confidence-vote‟ in the 

Lower House – the Bundestag – on July 1st 2005.  

How big the change in foreign and security policy will be, under Angela Merkel, is still 

somewhat murky. She indicated during a visit to Paris in July 2005 that the special axis be-

tween Paris-Berlin-Moscow was going to be no more with her in the „Bundeskanzleramt‟. In 

her words, although German-French relations were essential to so-called European integra-

tion, they should not be at the expense of other partners in Eastern and Western Europe. We 

could add at this point, that EU integration suffered a serious setback when the EU constitu-

tion was not ratified by every single EU member state after French and Dutch voters turned 

the draft treaty down.  

When dealing with the transatlantic alliance, the main actors are the North Atlantic Treaty 

Organization (NATO) and respective national governments. However, one also needs to con-

sider the European Union (EU). Both organizations saw their members enlarged in 2004, and 

the so-called European security and defense policy (ESDP) has caused tensions within the 

transatlantic alliance because of its overall direction and the risk that Europe might „duplicate, 

decuple and discriminate‟. Another point of tension has been, whether a common Europe un-

der the leadership of France and Germany (and alternating others) has been set on a course to 

„counterbalance‟ the US in matters of European and international security?  

In September 2002, NATO Ambassadors in Poland discussed NATO enlargement and how to 

streamline capabilities. NATO‟ s transformation declaration of October 2002, stated NATO 

would go global where the threat was – also based on UN resolutions. This meant NATO 

formally embraced „out of area missions‟. The US proposition to create a NATO reaction 

force (NRF) for peacekeeping, which was accepted at NATO‟ s November 2002 Summit in 

Prague, would have a lasting impact on the rapid reaction forces of the EU; with the rapid 
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reaction forces being a theoretical, however marginally implemented, corner stone of the so-

called common European security and defense policy.6  

France and Germany were the two countries mostly displeased about the previously characte-

rized developments. Why? The reasons have to do with how the common European security 

and defense policy was conceptualized in the first place by different EU member states, views 

that are remarkably different within Europe: 

Britain perceives ESDP incorporated in NATO. Germany‟s previous Social-Democrat-Green 

government regarded ESDP as soft-power alternative to NATO, probably after what must 

have been a traumatic experience for a formerly pacifistic party, when having had to support 

NATO' s military intervention in Kosovo in 1999 to 'prevent genocide‟, as former German 

Foreign Minister, Joschka Fischer, put it. France finally has hoped for ESDP to create hard-

power alternatives to NATO. 

The French position is not new: When Paris proposed the creation of a European Defense 

Community (EDC) in the early 1950s, it was an attempt to avoid German rearmament in 

NATO. Paris was opting for a strong European defense pillar that was separate from NATO. 

When the EDC – a French proposal - was ironically defeated in the French Assembly in 1954, 

the US proceeded with re-arming Western-Germany. Western integration in Europe was thus 

intrinsically linked with strong transatlantic ties. In a remarkably similar way, French leader-

ship in recent years heavily favored the EU constitution. That the draft treaty now was turned 

down by French citizens seems to make up for an ironic „deja-vu‟.  

Back to the difference with regard to ESDP: In April 2003, at a so-called „mini-summit‟ of 

four EU and NATO member states - the so-called „praline countries‟ - France, Germany, Bel-

gium and Luxembourg discussed the creation of EU military structures that were fully sepa-

rate from NATO. The project in all likelihood would have been underfinanced, given the ab-

sence of British participation. It comes as no surprise that the summit caused diplomatic tur-

bulences within NATO.  

Plans for EU military and defense capabilities – fully independent from NATO - suffered 

their various setbacks. In December 2003 at a meeting of NATO foreign and defense minis-

ters, it was decided not to include a defense clause within the constitution of the EU and not 

to create an independent EU military headquarter. In addition, on December 13, 2003 the EU 

failed to agree on the constitutional draft mainly because of Spanish and Polish resistance. 

But also other smaller countries both in East and West had hesitations, such as the Nether-

lands, Denmark or the Czech Republic. Today, the constitution is arguably „dead‟ and put on 

hold with it are for instance any plans for a common EU Foreign Minister.  

With regard to intra-European relations in 2004: The dynamics changed after 3/11 or the ter-

rorist attacks in Madrid on March 11, 2004. Before the attacks, main transatlantic dialogue 

occurred between Washington DC and certain European countries on a bi-lateral level, all 

around France and Germany – avoiding the two. Great Britain to the North, Italy to the South, 

Spain to the West and Poland to the East of Germany – those were the most important Euro-

pean allies to the US, in the aftermath of 9/11. When a new socialist government assumed 

power in Spain in Spring 2004, parameters for both transatlantic and intra-EU relations 

changed again. 

In general, the attacks in Madrid added a sense of urgency in Europe: Terror concerned Eu-

rope, too – whether just as allies to the US, or not. The in-famous „Bin Laden‟ tape that of-

fered Europe a 'truce' and the murder of an Italian hostage in Iraq - all in March/April 2004 - 

seemed to have had the potential to unite‟ Europeans, instead of pulling „US protagonists‟ 

away from those countries that did not support the war in Iraq.  
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In the aftermath of 7/7, we may ask, what the long-term impact of terror attacks in London in 

July 2005 may be? Will Europe‟ s governments share more intelligence? Will the EU take on 

a larger counter-terrorism role? Will the solidarity demonstrated between France and the UK 

during the G8 Summit in Scotland last? Will it move the US and all its allies closer together?8  

By mid 2004, transatlantic and intra-EU relations could be characterized as follows: Germany 

seemed to realize that „being the junior partner of France‟ instead of the „junior partner of the 

US‟ actually hurt its own national interests. Former Chancellor Schroeder tried to convince 

Germany‟ s 'smaller' EU neighbors that France and Germany were not intent on „dominating 

the European Union‟, though French-German relations were still „a driving force for EU inte-

gration‟. An article in the Economist of April 10, 2004 „Of Entente, understanding and Vers-

taendnis‟ stated: “Meanwhile the French realize that, in a EU of 25, the Franco-German motor 

is not going to be enough to preserve their influence”.  

We have to understand that the French no-vote on the constitution this year, not only hurt 

Chirac badly politically, but also the previous Schroeder government across the Rhine. Com-

plete political European integration or a full federation had been on top of the German foreign 

policy agenda since 1998, next to obtaining a permanent seat within the United Nations Secu-

rity Council (another hopeless diplomatic goal, we might add, especially after the self-

inflicted worsening of Germany' s relations with its formerly best ally and partner, the United 

States of America in recent years). With the constitution, European citizens voted down the 

idea to further reduce national sovereignty on the European continent  

2004 also saw NATO expansion and EU enlargement. Given the fact that ten countries joined 

the EU on May 1, 2004, and seven countries joined NATO on March 29, 2004, one could ar-

gue the EU and NATO have more and more in common. This means an increasing number of 

countries are members both in EU and NATO, their heads of state are meeting on a regular 

basis, and both organizations‟ members contribute to international peace operation or post-

conflict reconstruction.  

The previous German government clearly did not cherish this view. During a security confe-

rence in Munich in early 2005, former Chancellor Schröder surprised NATO allies with a 

proposal to reform NATO.9 Germany‟ s Defense Minister argued NATO as an organization 

had not adjusted well enough to a changed geo-political landscape and had outlived its pur-

pose as the main organization facilitating transatlantic dialogue. There were other important 

players to be counted with - meaning the EU should assume NATO‟ s decisive role.10 The 

remarks were not well received within the Alliance.11 NATO General Secretary, Jaap de 

Hoop Scheffer declared, NATO was well capable militarily and politically to meet all current 

challenges. NATO was the body where major transatlantic consultations took place. Javier 

Solana, the High Representative of the Common European Foreign and Security Policy 

(CFSP) emphasized, NATO had not lost its relevance. The remarks by the German Chancel-

lor came only a few days after the Spring 2005 visit by US Secretary of State, Condoleeza 

Rice, to Europe – a visit generally well perceived by in Europe.12 After her talks in Berlin, 

for example, Rice obtained a pledge from Germany‟ s Chancellor to do more to help Iraq.13 

The Chancellor highlighted the Iraqi need for democracy and stability and that Germany, 

which had begun training Iraqi police officers in the United Arab Emirates, was ready to help 

if the Iraqi government asked for it. Schröder‟ s surprising NATO declaration also came after 

NATO had agreed to expand its Afghanistan mission during a February meeting in Nice.14 

All NATO members by late 2004 agreed to either send troops to Baghdad, to train Iraqi offic-

ers outside the country, or to donate to a trust fund financing the mission.15 NATO members 

thus agreed on an official peace-keeping/nation-building role for NATO as an organization in 

Iraq. 
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Why the previous German Chancellor chose to make his surprising comments one week be-

fore the visit of President George W. Bush to Europe, in Spring 2005, remains somewhat un-

clear. In any case, and probably not surprisingly, during President Bush‟ s visit to Europe, 

French President Jacques Chirac welcomed the so-called Schröder „plan‟ to „out-balance‟ 

NATO through EU and thus to „counter-balance‟ US leadership in NATO. 

The statement by the former German Chancellor may well have been aimed at a domestic au-

dience, possibly to distract from growing economic problems.16 

With regard to Germany‟ s economic problems, the country has been facing an unprecedented 

level of unemployment: a level not seen since the end of World War II and resembling Wei-

mar conditions.17  

It seems, the German public realizes more and more how real and pressing the corresponding 

problems are. After new elections were invoked on July 1, 2005, we now have a different coa-

lition government forming in Germany.  

Interestingly, in January 2005, the previous Chancellor still made a case for national sove-

reignty, and this in the only area where the European Union arguably successfully managed to 

transfer sovereignty to the transnational level: the economy. Schröder “demanded that the 

EU‟ s near-defunct stability and growth pact be relaxed. He added in a Financial Times article 

that „intervention by European institutions in the budgetary sovereignty of national parlia-

ments [should be] permitted only under very limited conditions.‟”18 

While on the one hand suddenly supporting national sovereignty with regard to fiscal and 

budgetary policy, the former Chancellor tried to bypass a decision recently made by the Ger-

man parliament, not to lift the sanctions and the arms embargo previously put on China. The 

former Chancellor tried to enable the European Commission to go ahead with the lifting of 

the embargo. This is a perfect example, how external relations on the European level as pro-

moted by the EU Commission can conflict with national parliaments in Europe – without 

much public discourse or scrutiny. 

The policy by the previous German Chancellor to support the lifting of the arms embargo 

must be seen in the light of strong, national economic interests and Germany‟ s growing ex-

port dependency.19 The issue of lifting the EU weapons embargo against China was dis-

cussed during President Bush‟ s Spring 2005 visit to Europe and promises to remain on top of 

the agenda with regard to future transatlantic disputes.20  

It seems that growing economic tensions and rivalries between (some) European countries, 

such as Germany, and the United States might be at the center of future transatlantic prob-

lems.21  

Growing export dependency by Germany from countries such as China is paralleled by an 

unprecedented energy dependency from Russia; two countries that have a decisive role to 

play in international relations and with regard to conflicts, such as North Korea, Iran or Sy-

ria.22 It has been troubling, to which extent the close relationship between former German 

Chancellor Gerhard Schröder and Russian President Vladimir Putin seems to have been based 

on national economic interests, while concerns about democratic reform in Russia seemed not 

to be the decisive factor in Berlin when dealing with Moscow.  

So, where are we now?  

Both, the recent change in government in Germany and the no-vote by French citizens on the 

EU constitution will have an undeniable impact on both, intra-European dynamics and on 

transatlantic relations.  
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I personally conclude that a so-called „two speed Europe‟ with countries, such as France and 

Germany proceeding with the creation of a real political federation - arguably the vision of 

former German Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer - or creating a „counter-balancing European 

superpower' - probably French President Jacques Chirac‟ s policy - will not become a reality. 

The question now is: if ever closer integration or „deepening‟ has suffered a serious setback, 

what will happen to further enlargement concerning countries such as Romania, Bulgaria and 

Turkey? If deepening is over, what will happen to widening? The EU Summit in Brussels of 

June 16 to 17, 2005 turned out as „battle ground‟ of diverging views on the future direction of 

Europe, in political and economic terms. The two main antagonists Chirac and Blair argued 

over EU subsidies with Britain not giving in (this time), demanding that more of the EU 

budget be spent on research, instead on the CAP, the agricultural policy.23  

On another 'front', the latest gas pipeline deal between Russian President Putin and former 

Chancellor Schroeder raised Polish-German misunderstandings and tensions to a new level. 

Polish newspapers in September 2005 spoke about the new Ribbentrop-Molotow pact: 

“Building the gas pipeline will help Moscow use gas as a means of a direct influence on the 

situation in the post-Soviet territory. In this way, Kreml has begun its geopolitical project of 

extending Russian influence on Europe. If we add to this the export of Russian oil to China, 

then we see a clear picture of the rising Russia…Polish membership in NATO and EU has in-

creased its [strategic] role in Eastern Europe...” (Nowy Dziennik, Polish Daily News, Sep-

tember 17 - 18, 2005, www.dziennik.com).  

We can assume that under the leadership of Angela Merkel, a new tone will be set with regard 

to many of Germany' s bi-lateral relations, whether this concerns Washington, DC, London or 

its neighbors to the East.24  

How independent the new Chancellor will be when setting the guidelines for a new foreign 

policy agenda within a coalition of Christian and Social Democrats, remains however to be 

seen.25  

After Germany‟ s elections, President Putin promptly expressed his hope to “continue „posi-

tive‟ links with Germany under Merkel”.26  

With Poland forming a new center-right government, Poland in all likelihood will not lose its 

„independed-mindedness‟ when it comes to being critical with regard to further EU political 

integration.27 Its next-door neighbor, Ukraine seems to be moving closer to Putin‟ s Russia 

again, one year after its successful revolution. The conflict between Juschtschenko and Tymo-

schenko hampered internal market reforms and did not move Ukraine closer to both, NATO 

and EU.  

While US Secretary of Defense, Donald Rumsfeld during a recent trip to Lithuania called for 

NATO membership for Ukraine, the West currently seems to be overwhelmed by other prob-

lems, such as natural disasters in the form of Hurricanes in the US and the earthquake in Pa-

kistan and neighboring countries.  

These disasters have been, putting continued logistical demand for immediate relief and long-

er-term reconstruction on its national governments plus on NATO as an alliance with NATO 

having been delivering disaster relief to Pakistan.  

An article in the Financial Times of June 20, 2005 stated “European self-absorption is a prob-

lem for America: …just as Washington is pushing to transform the Cold War security alliance 

into a global partnership better suited to dealing with 21st-century challenges, Europe risks 
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lapsing into a mypic self-absorption that could cripple its ambitions to become a strategic 

player alongside the US on the world stage”.  

With regard to NATO and its elevated role in „out of area‟ peacekeeping, in places such as 

Afghanistan and Iraq, President Bush‟ s trip to Europe in Spring 2005 highlighted the funda-

mentally important alliance between Europe and the United States; no matter what differences 

may have existed between the United States and some of its old allies, like France and Ger-

many in 2002, 2003 or 2004.  

The American President thus made sure to visit both international organizations that have 

emerged as main actors with regard to the transatlantic and intra-European security dialogue, 

NATO and the EU. President Bush in effect emphasized the importance of a strong and united 

Europe and characterized NATO as the “most successful alliance in the history of the 

world”.30  
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