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What I would like to do this evening is talk about the current status of the transatlantic relationship—to make some observations on where we are and where we could be going.  In particular, I want to emphasize the special responsibilities of the United States to perform a leadership role, not only in this relationship but with other allies globally.  


As you will see, I have two concerns in this respect.  

First, I am concerned that the leadership coming from the United States right now is not as supportive of liberty and security as it should be. Second, I am concerned that some Europeans unfortunately must bear responsibility for this state of affairs—in the sense that many Europeans have clamored for precisely the kind of leadership that President Obama is.


The entire premise of Candidate Obama’s foreign policy was that he would be better respected abroad than George W. Bush.  And, as President Obama, he often cites his high approval ratings in Europe and elsewhere as vindication of his style and content of leadership.


So in a very real sense, Obama appears to be what the “world” wants from America.  He believes—and many Americans believe as well—that he is a fulfillment of the kind of leadership most of the world says it needs from the United States.  


I question this premise, not so much in terms of what Europeans and others think they want from America, but rather from what they really need—or perhaps I should say “should need.”  There’s an old saying: “Be careful what you wish for.”  I’m afraid President Obama could turn out to be a disappointment to many people not only in Europe but around the world.


But before I discuss these points, let me start by laying out a couple of assumptions.

The first is that the transatlantic alliance has been around for almost 70 years, and I believe it should remain the cornerstone of a global strategy to advance freedom and security for freedom-loving nations.


That was the case during World War II and the Cold War, and since then as well.


In a book I published last year titled Liberty’s Best Hope, I claim that the United States has a special place in history to advance the cause of liberty, and that this cause, which was a hallmark of its leadership in the 20th Century, should remain in some fashion as well in the 21st Century.


But I also contend in this book that this historic role for the United States is increasingly dismissed by people not only in the U.S. but in Europe and elsewhere.    


I see three reasons for this.

First, in the U.S., Barack Obama’s election brought back old questions about American power, mainly from the political Left, which arose during the Vietnam War, lay dormant for much of the Reagan and Bush eras, but re-emerged in the wake of the disillusionment with George W. Bush and the Iraq War.

Second, in Europe, the questioning of America power has been around for decades, but it has gained real prominence recently not only for the same reasons that exist in the U.S., but also because there is a widespread view in Europe that America is no longer the “indispensable nation,” at least in the way it was when Western Europe depended on the U.S. to defend it against the Soviet Union.  “Europe” has come into its own on the world stage, and in the eyes of many Europeans, “America” is as much a problem to be solved as it is a defender of their liberties.
Third, NATO lost its main military rationale with the collapse of the Soviet Union.  It has been struggling ever since to deal with rising threats like terrorism and radical Islamism, but it has never regained the cohesiveness and strong identity it once had.  Its fracture during the run up to the Iraq War, where essentially the U.S. had to rely more on Russia in the U.N. Security Council than on some European allies (namely, France and Germany), showed just how weak the alliance was in a crisis.  

Even today in Afghanistan, which is a NATO operation, Germany and France will not contribute to the troop buildup decided by President Obama—at least until after the Afghanistan conference in London in January.  In those countries, notwithstanding the Article 5 alliance commitment, the Afghan war is seen mainly as an “American” war, and one that in many instances is unnecessary and even unjust.  Thus, NATO does not act as effectively and in solidarity on critical international security issues as it once did. 

Another sign of NATO’s ill health is that the expansion of the alliance has stalled.  The vibrant and confident days of bringing ever greater number of countries into a “zone of peace and democracy” are over.  Today, there is fear and trembling at the prospects of Ukraine’s or Georgia’s membership in NATO.  

The bottom line:  NATO is a pale shadow of its former greatness, an alliance lacking a coherent mission and, most importantly, a strong belief in itself and its mission in the world.
There may be larger historical forces at work here, such as Europe’s emergence into a post-power politics frame of mind; but suffice it to say that, although America and Europe still share many common values and are allies on many issues, they are not (and have not been for some time) real partners in the advancement of liberty on a global scale as they once were. 

This trend has been around for some time.  But there are developments in the U.S. that could push it even further, and, for the first time in my professional life, I truly worry whether the “continental” drift between America and Europe could become irreversible and possibly even lead to a breach.

I want to quickly emphasize that I do not think this drift or breach is inevitable.  And I certainly don’t desire it.  There are things we could do to turn it around.  It’s just that I don’t see this U.S. administration doing them.

This may come as a bit of surprise that I am suggesting that a U.S. President as popular as Barack Obama in Europe could actually cause further drift and even a breach.

But it shouldn’t.  Most Europeans are profoundly ambivalent about America’s leadership and power, and even though many of them may say they want a lower profile for American power and assertiveness, that does not mean they expect the United States to abdicate its historic role as the ultimate guarantor of their freedom and security, and as counterbalancing the truly bad actors on the world stage.

There is, in this respect, four problems with President Obama’s foreign policy approach—problems that I hope Europeans in particular would seek to understand how they affect their security and freedoms.

The first problem is that the Administration’s central premise—to repair America’s image by “engaging” our enemies and rivals and apologizing for America’s power and mistakes—ultimately will make the world a more dangerous place, and eventually this will come back to haunt everyone, including our allies in Europe.  Iran has arguably become more difficult to deal with as a result of Obama’s reaching out to it; so, too, has North Korea.  I could go through a long list of unreciprocated concessions—such as the decision not to deploy missile defenses in Poland and the Czech Republic—but my point is that, just as occurred in the early years of the Kennedy and Carter presidencies, many of the world’s most disruptive countries and movements became even more disruptive when they have perceived that America was retreating from the world and retrenching its power.

The second problem is that behind the rhetoric of engagement is a new kind of “going it alone” attitude—dare I call it unilateralism—that is starting to get on the nerves of friends and allies.  The Poles were deeply disturbed by the missile defense decision.  The British feel snubbed by Obama.  The most recent decision on Afghan troops was done almost entirely without consultation with allies.  At the U.N. proliferation conference Obama chaired, France and Britain reportedly were “seething” over pressure from him to withhold criticism of Iran and the news of its secret enrichment facility.

There is already a palpable trend of ignoring friends and allies while reaching out to foes—like Iran, Russia and China—and we are seeing signs of nervousness here in Europe that the U.S. is turning away.  The main cause of this is that the Obama Administration, in its heart, does not really care all that much about Europe; its main interest is domestic affairs, but even in foreign policy, Europe is far behind its other priorities—such as engaging big powers such as Russia and China and pursuing various liberal internationalist causes.  

Thus, while Obama may be more congenial to Europe on climate change, the United Nations, international legal issues and the like, his lack of consultation and appearance of working over its head with Russia and other powers may make Bush not look so bad.  

A third problem is a fundamental misunderstanding of what the war on terrorism really is, and underlying that, the threat of Islamic radicalism.  The Obama administration is treating the war on terrorism mainly as a law enforcement issue.  That is why it is comfortable with bringing in the planners of 9/11 to stand trial in a New York court, effectively giving terrorists picked up “on the battlefield,” if you will, the same constitutional rights as American citizens.  It’s also seized with political correctness over the issue of radical Islamism, as witnessed by its response to the Fort Hood shootings.  
All in all, the Obama administration is narrowing its focus in the fight against terrorism.  It is backing away from a broad push against terrorist groups.  It is instead focusing on targeting smaller groups and individuals; and treating them as domestic criminals when they are captured.
This narrower focus can even be seen in the President’s new strategy in Afghanistan.  While it is true that the additional troops are intended to aid a counterinsurgency strategy, it’s also true that VP Biden was able to convince the President to narrow the mission to one of denying al-Qaeda a safe haven and turning everything over to the Afghan government more rapidly. As with so much in that speech where Obama tried to have it both ways, we can’t tell whether the goal or strategy is—in his words—to “reverse the Taliban’s momentum” or to defeat it as an “extremist ally” of al-Qaeda.  Reversing momentum is not the same thing as defeating our enemies.

Finally, the fourth, is the abdication of America’s historically crucial role as a leader in free trade and free market economics. Europeans, rightly in my opinion, reacted strongly to Obama’s “Buy America” protectionist provisions in his stimulus bill. German Chancellor Angela Merkle was even harder, criticizing him pointedly for printing so much money and risking “hyperinflation” with stimulus spending.  Over the past decade, almost every EU member had cut corporate tax rates. 

Germany, for example, reduced its corporate tax rate from nearly 40% to around 30%. The U.K. cut its corporate rate to 28%. Even Europe’s old welfare states have joined the aggressive tax cut parade:  Sweden has cut its corporate tax rate to 28% from 60%. 

The U.S. economy now has, on average, a statutory corporate tax rate of 39% (including state taxes). This average rate is higher than the rates of all 27 members of the EU. 
Of course, there are trends on this side of the Atlantic that should also cause concerns about the future of the Transatlantic Alliance.  Top among them is the attempt of the European Union to create its own separate defense identity, which not only competes with NATO but excludes the United States from internal European security policy planning.
ESDP has turned out to be a politically driven endeavor that is failing to live up to its promise of more resources and men for global security.  In Afghanistan, where first Germany and then the EU sent forces to train police, good intentions have not produced results.  The U.S. finally had to admit that it had to take on this task, too.

ESDP has merely taken the decision-making authority away from individual European states. It has not increased security.  
With the ESDP, the European Union is “punching far above its weight” in security, in terms of not providing military power to match its claims of influence in the world.  Much of the “soft power” paradigm that is advocated in Europe is little more than an excuse to pay less for defense and to persuade the U.S. to fund Europe’s economic and aid priorities.  

As I said before, I don’t think we should write off the transatlantic relationship—that these admittedly negative trends must necessarily continue or get worse.

But I do believe we need a positive program to counter them, and if we believe in the relationship, we need a renewed commitment to America’s historic role as a defender of liberty and the security of freedom loving peoples.

We need to focus first on transforming NATO for 21st Century security, particularly in the fight against terrorism.  

We should reassert NATO’s primacy in transatlantic security and avoid duplicating its assets and operational planning and command capabilities.  And we should focus on the EU’s competency and capacity to provide civilian complements to NATO’s forces in the field.

At the same time, we should find ways to complement the alliance. One mechanism might be what I call a Global Freedom Coalition, a larger but completely voluntary association of freedom-loving countries who coordinate their security policies and capacities in defense of liberty.  Imagine Japan, Australia or even India sitting at the table with Poland and Estonia to work on combating nuclear proliferation or cyberwarfare.  The possibilities are exciting. 

Additionally, we could create a forum to better promote human rights.  Europeans and Americans still strongly value political and civil rights. We have a history and legacy of promoting them that we should not ignore by pretending authoritarian regimes are morally equal to us on the international stage.  It’s that fallacy that renders the Human Rights Council no better than its predecessor at protecting people from tyranny.  Imagine a forum where we can better weave together policies and resources to confront the world’s human rights transgressors.

Finally, we should work together on new ways to advance economic freedom.  Imagine a new consortium made up of the world’s freest economies—including, e.g., Ireland, Chile, Estonia, Australia, and New Zealand—that coordinate efforts to tackle corruption or promote property rights or investment.  We could call it the Global Economic Freedom Forum.   

In conclusion, let me say that the historic transatlantic relationship has liberated millions of people around the world and lifted unprecedented numbers out of poverty.  We should neither abandon nor apologize for that legacy. Rather, we should once again make the defense of liberty itself the rallying cry of our freedom alliances.

