
Relations between Europe and the 
United States have never been 
just a pleasant walk in the park. 
The transatlantic partners have 

had many passionate agreements; intermit-
tent laments about an increasingly broad 
“rift,” “chasm,” “gulf” are nothing new. 
But never before has the danger of actual 
divorce been more real than after the inau-
guration of Donald Trump. 

Over the past seven decades the allies 
quarreled about Mannesmann pipes to 
Russia and about Germany’s policy of 
détente. They wrangled over inflation rates 
and nuclear strategy, about bananas, chick-
ens and beef, Iraq and Guantanamo. And 
they had acrimonious disputes over dis-
armament and climate change. Yet they 
never parted ways. Their feuds were family 
spats: angry outbursts quickly ending with 
no hard feelings. Realizing that Americans 
and Europeans have more in common with 
each other than with anyone else in the 
world, they learned to live with 
their differences. Their histori-
cal, cultural and philosophical 
similarities and affinities con-
stituted a powerful link. Even 
where their interests occasion-
ally diverged, their community 
of values remained a firm basis 
of European-American togeth-
erness.

Now Trump seems to be 
turning his back on the funda-
mentals of American democ-
racy: rule of law, separation of 
powers, freedom of opinion. In 
the process he is abandoning 
the basic principle of US foreign policy, 
taken as a given since the end of World War 
II: the firm belief that America’s alliances 
immensely increase America’s security. He 
does not see a connection between alliances 
and security. Europe, in his view, is expend-
able. He considers Brexit a “great thing,” 
and he thinks – and favors – that others will 
leave the EU, pointedly adding: “I don’t care 
whether it’s separate or together, to me it 
does not matter.”

Small wonder that Europeans are aghast 
– with the exception, of course, of illib-
eral democrats such as Hungary’s Viktor 
Orbán, Poland’s Jarosław Kaczyński and 
anti-EU right-wingers like Marine Le Pen, 
Geert Wilders and Frauke Petry. Europe’s 
Donald – Donald Tusk, the Polish president 
of the European Council – gave vent to the 
feeling of the vast majority of his fellow-
continentals, politicians and pundits alike in 
a remarkably straightforward letter to the 
EU heads of state or government. 

Dealing with the threats facing Europe 

today, Tusk listed first “the new geopolitical 
situation in the world and around Europe 
– an increasingly assertive China, espe-
cially on the seas; Russia’s aggressive policy 
towards Ukraine and its neighbors; war and 
terror in the Middle East and in Africa, with 
radical Islam playing a major role.” He then 
referred unabashedly to “worrying declara-
tions by the new American administration.” 
All of these developments make Europe’s 
future highly unpredictable, he argued: 
“Particularly the change in Washington puts 
the European Union in a difficult situation; 
with the new administration seeming to put 
into question the last 70 years of American 
foreign policy.”

Donald Tusk’s central message was that 
in a world full of tension and confrontation, 
what is needed is courage, determination 
and the political solidarity of Europeans: 
“Let us show our European pride… Today 
we must stand up for our dignity, the dignity 
of a united Europe – regardless whether we 

are talking to Russia, China, 
the US or Turkey.” Europe 
should not abandon its role as 
a trade superpower; it should 
also firmly defend the interna-
tional order based on the rule 
of law; and it should not sur-
render to those who want to 
weaken or invalidate the trans-
atlantic bond. His trenchant 
final point reads: “We should 
remind our American friends 
of their own motto: United we 
stand, divided we fall.”

Other European actors 
have been less constrained in 

their remarks. They are shocked by the 
world President Trump seemingly wants 
to build: a world in which it is eternally 
High Noon; where “deals” are recklessly 
pushed through; where multilateralism is 
heedlessly thrown out of the window in 
favor of bilateralism; and where allies and 
alliances are treated with contempt. They 
are upset by Trump as he defends torture, 
attacks the press, denigrates the judiciary, 
detests “this extremely expansive climate 
bullshit” (Trump’s words) and despises 
the international institutions the US created 
after World War II as the scaffolding of a 
peaceful and prospering international order.

“America’s allies are worried – rightly 
so,” writes The Economist. They are wor-
ried, indeed, by the blatant lies (“alterna-
tive facts”) spread by the president and 
his entourage, by his habitual belittling of 
critics and intimidation of partners, by his 
naïve assumption that he can govern via 

The paradigm of a world in crisis 
is dominating the international 
debate. “Post-truth?”, “Post-
West?”, “Post-order?” are ques-

tions certain to be raised at the Munich 
Security Conference. In the echo chambers 
of the “every nation for itself” ideolo-
gists, it sounds as if we are already on 
the slippery slope towards a Hobbesian 
system in which the European Union, 
NATO, the merits of rules-based order 
and even long-standing friendships and 
partnerships seem suddenly in danger 
of becoming insignificant. The reality, 
however, is different. What is needed is a 
sober look at the facts while steering clear 
of the “post-ism” trap.

Not unlike most generations, our age 
faces a host of challenges. A quick glance 
at the Munich Security Conference agenda 
provides a brief summary. However, we 
are fortunate to be much better equipped 
than our predecessors to do what is nec-
essary to preserve and stabi-
lize the international order. 
Unlike previous generations, 
we have rules, norms and 
multilateral institutions to 
build on. Yet rules are not 
always and not everywhere 
observed. Even Europe has 
recently witnessed the viola-
tion of basic Helsinki prin-
ciples like sovereign equal-
ity, abstention from the use 
of force and the integrity 
of borders. Nevertheless, 
the answer must not be to 
abandon the rules, but to 
strengthen them by under-
lining the long-term benefits of trust and 
cooperation – as Germany did throughout 
its OSCE chairmanship in 2016.

For Germany, the European Union has 
by no means lost its significance. The EU is 
the living, breathing reality of the “work-
ing peace system” envisaged as early as 
1943 by David Mitrany, the Romanian-
born political scientist. Starting with an 
integration process that resulted in a 
common market and common policies 
for 28 nations, the founding members 
achieved and preserved peace for the lon-
gest period in their history. At the same 
time, they created an area of prosperity, 
stability and civil liberties that attracted 
ever more countries to join the EU – until 
now.

The outcome of the British referendum 
sent a shockwave through the EU. But 
even on the brink of Brexit we are send-
ing a strong message: The EU27 has not 
fallen into paralysis. Indeed, we have 

set out clear parameters and a unified 
position ahead of the upcoming negotia-
tions. Moreover, when confronted with 
an array of challenges striking the wider 
continent, including the rise of populism 
and nationalism, European leaders have 
rolled up their sleeves. In Bratislava we 
identified key areas in which action is 
necessary in the short term: migration and 
external borders, internal and external 
security, as well as economic and social 
development, especially for young people. 
When European heads of state and heads 
of government meet in March for the 60th 
anniversary of the Treaties of Rome, they 
will set the agenda for the next decade.

We know that rallying around declara-
tions does not guarantee cohesion among 
the EU27. We must enable the EU to 
take on the tasks we want it to fulfill, 
particularly in those areas where the 
European people have high expectations 
of Brussels delivering concrete results. 

France, Germany and other 
European partners agreed 
that the Common Security 
and Defense Policy (CSDP) 
is an important field in which 
the EU should advance with 
urgency and with substance. 
The EU is already active 
in 16 civilian and military 
operations on three conti-
nents, including police and 
judicial missions. The EU is 
the only international player 
with such a well-organized 
toolbox. 

But we can still do better. 
Especially with regard to 

irregular migration, hybrid threats, ter-
rorism and organized crime, our mecha-
nisms for crisis management should work 
more quickly and more proactively. And 
whenever necessary, civilian and military 
crisis management must go hand in hand, 
coordinated, planned and executed in a 
comprehensive way.

Despite its ambition in the field of 
military crisis management, the EU is 
not an alliance for collective defense. But 
together with NATO, the EU relies on 
a modern and strong pool of European 
forces that not only underpins our capac-
ity to act, but also provides for a fair 
European share of NATO’s role in trans-
atlantic security and collective defense. 
Germany has already started filling gaps 
in European capability, together with our 
partners in the Framework Nations Con-
cept. After all, spending more on defense 

February 2017           Munich, Germany

SPECIA L EDITION OF THE ATLANTIC TIM ES FOR THE 53R D MUNICH SECURITY CONFER ENCE

In this issue

Big League  3
Without Europe, all is for 
nought, writes Wolfgang 
Ischinger. The renewed focus 
on the nation state cannot 
forge a path to peace and 
prosperity. Only if Europeans 
work together can they advance 
Europe’s global influence. 

Big Alliance  4
Not long ago, people asked: 
Why do we need NATO? 
Bygone times. The Alliance is 
confronting the return of the 
nuclear threat. Michael Rühle 
and François Heisbourg write 
about the comeback of the 
bomb and how to counter it. 

Big money  5-7 
Donald Trump has brought 
back the concept of burden 
sharing in NATO, albeit  
with a different spin: Who 
actually pays the bill and for 
what? Adam Thomson, Harald 
Kujat, Lucie Béraud-Sudreau 
and Nick Childs debate. 

Bench player  10
The EU’s role in security 
and defense matters can be 
summed up as “too little, 
too late,” although the EU 
possesses the financial power 
and technological know-how to 
be a global player. Alexander 
Graf Lambsdorff outlines how 
EU members could establish a 
European defense union.

Détente  12-13
The ceasefire between Russia 
and the US may not last forever, 
but Trump and Putin will be 
able to make deals, predicts 
Dmitri Trenin. And this has 
some people worried: Rosen 
Plevneliev from the Bulgarian 
angle and Timo Soini from a 
more northern vantage point.

Goodbye, hello!  16 
Frank-Walter Steinmeier has 
left his post as foreign minister 
to become the next German 
president. In the past four years 
the world has become even 
more adversarial. Steinmeier’s 
far-sighted foreign policy has 
been essential in containing the 
threats. Theo Sommer looks 
back at his remarkable run. 

Asian theater  25-32 
Examining the changing 
landscape: Charles Thayer on 
the standoff in the South China 
Sea, Kishore Mahbubani on 
the future of ASEAN, Kevin 
Rudd on US-China relations, 
Shashi Tharoor on India’s policy 
towards Pakistan.

1789 -1917-2017  34 
Islamic terror is a kind of  
revolution. IS is destroying  
the old, unjust world to make 
room for a new, just one.  
Elmar Thevessen explains how 
the West should react.

Win-win  35 
Africa’s progress is a global 
common good. Investing in 
Africa is an investment in the 
future of us all, writes former 
German President Horst Köhler. 

United we stand,  
divided we fall

Is Donald Trump Europe’s last chance  
to get its act together?  |  By Theo Sommer

Certainties in an 
uncertain world
We can – and must – build on the unity of the  

transatlantic alliance  |  By Sigmar Gabriel

BOOM !
 40 pages on the  
 new world “order” 

IMAGO/IKON IMAGES

Theo Sommer is the 
executive editor of  
The Security Times and 
The Atlantic Times and 
former editor of the 
German weekly Die Zeit.

ARCHIVE

Sigmar Gabriel was 
minister of economic 
affairs from 2013 to 2017. 
In February he became  
the successor to  
Frank-Walter Steinmeier  
as foreign minister.

IMAGO/METODI POPOW

continued on page 2 continued on page 11

Publisher: Detlef W. Prinz
Executive Editor: Theo Sommer
Editors: Peter H. Koepf, Lutz Lichtenberger, 
Jonathan Lutes
Senior Art Director: Paul M. Kern
Layout: Manuel Schwartz, Mike Zastrow
Times Media GmbH
Tempelhofer Ufer 23-24 
10963 Berlin, Germany
www.times-media.de
info@times-media.de 
Phone +49 30-2150-5400
Fax  +49 30-2150-5447
ISSN 2191-6462
Press deadline: February 10, 2017

http://www.times-media.de
mailto:info%40times-media.de?subject=


2  February 2017The Security Times • Strategy

Stephanie Liechtenstein 
works as web editor-in-
chief for the “Security and 
Human Rights Monitor.” 
She held several positions 
at the OSCE in Vienna 
between 2003 and 2008. 

PRIVATE

No “Sleeping Beauty”
The OSCE is the foundation for a pan-European security infrastructure

By Sebastian Kurz

Wherever we look, 
we see wars and 
armed conflicts: 
Syria, Yemen, 

Libya, Iraq, Afghanistan, Eastern 
Ukraine. We have witnessed vio-
lations of international law, bur-
geoning isolationism and looming 
trade wars. We are confronted 
with flows of migrants that are 
increasingly difficult to control. 
Radicalization, fanaticism and 
violent terrorist acts have struck 
at the heart of our society. 

On the one hand, hacker attacks, 
shitstorms, hate speech and social 
brutality are increasingly becom-
ing part of our everyday lives, 
in the analog and digital worlds. 
On the other hand, fear, mistrust, 
demoralization, loss of control and 
the credibility problems of leaders 
are all growing. 

This instability will not fail to 
take its toll on the Euro-Atlantic 
and Eurasian realm – from Van-
couver to Munich, Vienna and 
Vladivostok. The saber rattling, 
threats, menaces and conflicts that 
my generation has only known 
from history books are emerging 
again.

Putative perceptions, subjective 
truths, feverish speculation and 
“fake news” – these phenomena 
only add fuel to the fire. If we 
are to resolutely counteract these 
developments, we must return to 
trust and responsibility. This is as 
true of more minor challenges as 
it is of those at the global level.

It is clear to me that Austria, a 
reliable partner in the international 
community of nations, will con-
tribute strongly to shouldering this 
political responsibility. For this 
reason we have wholeheartedly 
embraced the opportunity to chair 
the Organization for Security and 
Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) 
in 2017. 

The era in which the OSCE was 
regarded as a “Sleeping Beauty” 
is over. Given the herculean tasks 
facing us all, it offers an ideal 
forum for (re-)creating a peaceful 
order based on shared values and 
commitments. It offers a platform 
for an honest dialogue between 
East and West, North and South. 
In doing so it must not give the 
impression that it is papering over 
different perspectives, points of 
view and narratives.

We support this OSCE “renais-
sance” in the strongest possible 
terms and in close cooperation 
with our German and Italian 
friends with whom we share the 
current leadership troika. Anchor-
ing a strengthened OSCE as the 
foundation for a pan-European 
security architecture will provide 
long-term benefit to Europe and 
beyond.

Austria is a neutral state held in 
high regard for its bridge-building 
foreign policy. This year we have 
set ourselves the goal of focusing 
our OSCE chairmanship on defus-
ing armed conflicts in the OSCE 
realm, sustainably rebuilding 

mutual trust and combating radi-
calization and violent extremism.

I am under no illusions. There 
are no patent remedies for these 
situations; an ideal solution is still 
a long way off. But nor am I disil-
lusioned. We can, step by step, 
work on pragmatic and concrete 
measures that provide us with 
progress in securing the broader 
common good. To achieve this, we 
must use every channel of commu-
nication available to us – parlia-
mentarians, civil society, scientists, 
those in business and industry, and 
our young people as much as our 
government representatives.

We all have to take responsibility 
and live up to it. That will be key 
in rebuilding security and making 
our European way of life fit for the 
21st century.

Many people in our countries 
are worried, which is also greatly 
influencing political discourse on 
the ongoing burdens and threats 
to internal security from external 
factors.

Without a doubt, the refugee 
and migration crisis is one such 
factor. It is a challenge for the 
social and integration systems, 
the labor market as well as the 
security and judicial authorities 
in many countries. Citizens, not 
without reason, have the impres-
sion that their governments have 
lost some control over people 
entering their territories. The 
dividing line between the legiti-
mate search for protection from 

persecution and the quest for a 
better life is becoming increas-
ingly blurred.

In the past year we have suc-
cessfully worked to progressively 
counteract this overload. The 
closing of the West Balkan route 
together with countries along the 
route has helped to greatly reduce 
the flow of illegal migrants across 
the Aegean, through Greece and 
on to central Europe. However, it 
would be wrong to think that the 
pressure on Europe from flows of 
migrants will decrease. The flow 
across the perilous 
central Mediterra-
nean route has again 
massively increased, 
with around 181,000 
arrivals last year in 
Italy. According to 
prognoses, Africa’s 
population will 
double to 2.4 billion 
by 2050, and reach 4 
billion by the end of 
the century. 

Thus, the policy of 
just waving people on 
to central Europe must end. We 
must find sustainable solutions for 
Europe. It should no longer be left 
to human traffickers to decide who 
makes it to Europe. At the same 
time, we must finally put an end 
to the deaths in the Mediterranean. 
We need effective solutions we can 
implement with our own means. 
In this regard we can learn from 
countries that have succeeded in 

finding similar solutions, such as 
Australia and Spain.

This is about properly secur-
ing the EU’s external borders and 
stopping illegal migration, about 
helping people who need pros-
pects in their own countries, and 
about implementing resettlement 
programs to specifically bring the 
weakest of the weak – in numbers 
we can cope with – to Europe from 
their countries of origin. In doing 
so, we must heed our societies’ 
capabilities to absorb newcomers. 
The goal is not to seal ourselves 
off, but to regain control, so that 
we, and not criminal human-traf-
ficking organizations, can decide 
who can come to Europe. 

Another factor that is increas-
ingly undermining both our 
objective internal security as well 
as people’s subjective feeling of 
safety is the threat of terrorism. 
For too long we believed that ter-
rorism mainly occurred far from, 
apart from or perhaps only at the 
edge of OSCE territory. Now we 
know otherwise: religious fanati-
cism, radicalization and a pro-
pensity to commit acts of extreme 
violence are not phenomena that 
originate with individuals. 

Around 10,000 people from 
countries that are part of the 
OSCE have joined the Islamic 
State in recent years, and gone 
on to rape, murder or attempt 
to annihilate religious minorities 
in Syria, Iraq and Libya. These 
people represent a massive security 
threat to our populations when 
they return to our countries. Our 
response to this must and can only 
be tripartite: first, more and more 
targeted prevention throughout 
our society; second, police and 
military measures where necessary 
and the imposition of penalties, 
while maintaining human rights 
and fundamental freedoms; and 
third, a willingness to reintegrate 
those who have renounced terror.

The OSCE has been impressive 
in proving its worth as a plat-
form for dialogue and confidence 
building, as well as in operative 
responses to current security 
challenges. I am reminded of the 
more than 1,000 members of the 

Special Monitoring 
Mission in Ukraine, 
whose efforts can ease 
the population’s suf-
fering on the ground 
and make an impor-
tant contribution to 
de-escalation, as I was 
able to personally wit-
ness at the beginning 
of our chairmanship. 
The OSCE offers all 
the instruments nec-
essary for military 
inspections, election 

monitoring, domestic reforms and 
regional cooperation, to name just 
a few examples.

I am convinced that the OSCE 
can make valuable contributions to 
the knowledge exchange concern-
ing our wide range of experiences, 
expertise and approaches to solu-
tions in these areas – and all in the 
best interests of our countries, our 
citizens and our security. n

Europe is witnessing the 
worst security crisis 
since the end of World 
War II. The conflict in 

eastern Ukraine and the illegal 
annexation of Crimea demon-
strated again that military conflict 
is still possible in Europe. 

This is aggravated by a gen-
eral increase in military activ-
ity, including the stationing of 
Russian and NATO forces along 
strategic borders, a rise in military 
exercises, as well as 
large-scale sea and 
air maneuvers. This 
has significantly 
heightened the risk 
of military accidents.

Against this back-
drop, former German 
Foreign Minister 
Frank-Walter Stein-
meier, who chaired 
the Organization for 
Security and Coop-
eration in Europe 
(OSCE) in 2016, 
launched an initia-
tive to revive conven-
tional arms control 
as “a tried and tested 
means of risk-reduction, trans-
parency and confidence-building 
between Russia and the West.”

The current conventional arms 
control regime has been in crisis 
since 2007, when Russia sus-

pended its participa-
tion in the Treaty on 
Conventional Armed 
Forces in Europe 
(CFE), which was 
negotiated during 
the final years of 
the Cold War. It 
set equal limits on 
the amount of con-
ventional weapons 
that NATO and the 
Warsaw Pact could 
deploy. An adapted 
version was signed in 
1999, reflecting new 
realities and intro-
ducing national and 
territorial ceilings.

Russia’s unilateral suspension 
came after NATO states main-
tained that they would only ratify 

the Adapted CFE Treaty once 
Russia had completely withdrawn 
its forces from Georgia and Mol-
dova (Istanbul Commitments). 
While Russia partially withdrew, 
the West insisted on full with-
drawal. Linking the Istanbul 
Commitments with the coming 
into force of the Adapted CFE 
Treaty eventually led to deadlock. 

Two other key documents of 
the conventional arms control 
regime are the Treaty on Open 
Skies, which permits unarmed 
aerial surveillance flights over 
the territory of the 34 State 
Parties, as well as the Vienna 
Document on Confidence- and 
Security-Building Measures 
(CSBMs), which foresees infor-
mation sharing, inspections 
and evaluations in the military 
realm. As Moscow is against 
increasing transparency in the 
current circumstances, it refuses 

to engage in negotiations on the 
Vienna Document’s moderniza-
tion, thus worsening the crisis of 
the conventional arms control 
regime.

In order to reverse this crisis, 
Germany formed a group of like-
minded states that supported the 
German initiative, yet without the 
participation of the United States 
and Russia.

The US contended that 
relaunching a dialogue on con-
ventional arms control is impru-
dent at a time when fundamental 
principles are in question and 
existing agreements are being 
violated. The US suggested that 
a conversation on other secu-
rity issues, such as transnational 
threats, be held first.

Russia, on the other hand, 
stipulated that conventional arms 
control should be discussed in 
connection with other strategic 

security concerns, such as mili-
tary doctrines, military-to-mili-
tary contacts or missile defense 
systems.

The German OSCE chairman-
ship was successful in balancing 
US and Russian interests, while 
taking into account the prefer-
ence by the like-minded group to 
initiate a structured dialogue on 
conventional arms control.

As a result, the 57 partici-
pating OSCE states, including 
the US and Russia, adopted a 
consensus decision at the 2016 
OSCE Ministerial Council, in 
which they commit to “explor-
ing, inter alia, how the negative 
developments concerning the 
conventional arms control and 
CSBM architecture in Europe 
can be reversed.” This should 
happen within a structured dia-
logue on broader security chal-
lenges, such as those suggested 
by the US and Russia.

The momentum that has been 
created by the adoption of this 
decision should not be lost, espe-
cially given the uncertainty about 
the future of US-Russian rela-
tions. The ball is now in the court 
of the Austrian OSCE chairman-
ship to devise a dialogue format 
within the OSCE. n
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ceaseless Twitter barrage and 
by executive orders imposed 
out of the blue – circumvent-
ing the government apparatus 
and even his cabinet ministers. 
And they are worried, last but 
not least, by indications that he 
might precipitate currency wars 
and trade wars, and even go to 
real war, inadvertently or with 
full intent, against Iran, North 
Korea or even China.

Asked by The Times and 
Bild, in reference to his German 
grandfather, whether there was 
anything typically German 
about him, Trump answered: 
“I like order. I like things to be 
done in an orderly manner.” 
The mayhem he created with 
his Muslim ban belies this self-
description; insouciance coupled 
with incompetence produced a 
chaotic mess.

In Germany, only the right-
wing AfD (Alternative for Ger-
many) had any kind words to 
say about President Trump. 
Volker Perthes, the director of 
the German Institute of Inter-
national Affairs (SWP), said 
that Trump’s victory represents 
a hard knock for the West’s 
normative hard rock of liberal-
ism. Sigmar Gabriel, the former 
SPD chairman and Berlin’s new 
foreign minister, was far more 
blunt: “Trump is the trailblazer 
of a new authoritarian and chau-
vinist international movement.” 
Martin Schulz, his successor as 
chairman of the Social Demo-

crats and now the candidate 
for the chancellorship, put it no 
less explicitly: “If Trump keeps 
running with the wrecking ball 
through our value system, then 
we have to say clearly: That is 
not our policy.”

Chancellor Angela Merkel 
phrased the same idea a bit more 
discreetly but, in its subtlety, 
just as unmistakably. Congratu-
lating Trump on his election 
victory, she set out the values 
Germany and America share: 
“democracy, freedom, respect 
for the rule of law and the dig-
nity of each and every person, 
irrespective of their origin, skin 
color, religious creed, gender, 
sexual orientation or political 
views.” On the basis of those 
values – and only on the basis 
of those values – she offered him 
close future relations. It was as 
much a warning as a welcome. 

The shock waves of regime 
change in Washington are shak-
ing the world. The Europeans 
hope very much that the trans-
atlantic relationship will sur-
vive the present tremors. But 
they realize full well that this 
requires finally overcoming their 
divisions and hesitations. In his 
philippic, Donald Tusk outlined 
what it would take: “a definite 
reinforcement of the EU’s exter-
nal borders; improved coopera-
tion of the services responsible 
for combating terrorism; an 
increase to defense spending; 
strengthening of the EU as a 
whole as well as better coordi-
nating individual member states’ 
foreign policies.”

It is a tall order. Europe is still 
battered by the global finance 
crisis, the refugee crisis and the 
Brexit crisis. But the Trump 
presidency could be a wake-up 
call: the Europeans’ last chance 
to get their act together. 

It is also the only chance to 
convince the new US presi-
dent that the alliance with the 
Old World is worth saving 
and to end the spiral of dis-
trust and discrimination that, 
unstopped, would spell the end 
of the West. n
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The crisis of the conventional arms control regime

By Stephanie Liechtenstein
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When Germany’s 
President Joachim 
Gauck, Defense 
Minister Ursula 

von der Leyen and Foreign Min-
ister Frank-Walter Steinmeier 
argued at the Munich Security 
Conference in early 2014 that 
Germany would need to assume 
greater responsibility in foreign 
and security policy, the world 
was still comparatively stable 
and European security relatively 
intact.

Since then, however, with the 
annexation of Crimea and the 
war in Ukraine, Europe’s security 
order has plummeted into a grave 
crisis. Moreover, Syria’s civil war 
has evolved into a regional con-
flagration that has also led to the 
greatest refugee catastrophe since 
the end of World War II. Terror 
attacks by the Islamic State have 
hit cities across Europe. The new 
US president openly questions 
American treaty obligations. And 
the list goes on. The arguments 
made by Gauck, von der Leyen, 
and Steinmeier are even more per-
tinent today.

EU foreign and security policy 
represents a particularly prom-
ising and important focus of 
German initiative. Over the past 
decades, Germany has benefitted 
from a peaceful Europe that is 
politically and economically inte-
grated in the European Union and 
anchored in NATO.

If Berlin acted resolutely on pro-
moting EU external action, Ger-
many would be able to advance 
Europe’s global influence – and 
thereby its own – and could also 
find a way to avoid falling into 
the “hegemony trap” Berlin faced 
during the financial crisis and the 
Euro crisis. Germany could thus 
simultaneously further two key 
strategic objectives: a stronger, 
more capable EU, and a European 
Germany fully committed to col-
lective European action.

After all, the central principle 
of German foreign policy applies 
today just as it has in past decades: 
without Europe, all is for nought. 
Responding to 
today’s uncertainties 
with a renewed focus 
on the nation state 
cannot forge a path 
to peace and prosper-
ity. No German for-
eign policy interest is 
more important than 
the creation and pres-
ervation of a stable 
European environ-
ment. 

In the aftermath of 
the financial crisis, 
the Euro crisis, 
Brexit and the rise of 
right-wing populism, one thing 
seems obvious to many: a major-
ity of Europe’s citizens wants less 
Europe rather than more Europe, 
and more self-determination 
and control at the level of the 
individual state. While this may 
be true for some policy areas, it 
does not, in fact, apply to foreign 
and security policy. According 
to a Pew Research Center survey 
from the spring of 2016, 74 per-
cent of respondents across ten 
EU member states favor a more 
active role for the EU in world 
affairs. In Germany, too, 74 per-
cent endorsed this idea, while only 
18 percent would prefer to see the 
EU assume a less active role.

Thus, even as Europeans have 
generally grown more skepti-
cal of the EU, they sense very 
clearly that nation states are too 
small, too insignificant and too 
weak to address immense foreign 

and security challenges on their 
own. Citizens are well aware that 
Europe can only defend its inter-
ests across the globe if it does so 
collectively through effective EU 
foreign and security policy.

Currently, however, there is 
hardly any policy area where 
the gap between ambition and 
reality is wider than in the field 

of European foreign 
and security policy 
– not only in Ger-
many, but all across 
Europe. Indeed, 
foreign and security 
policy has often been 
an area of particu-
lar discord between 
member states. But 
more courageous 
European decisions 
are now beginning 
to emerge, and 
there is a growing 
understanding that a 
common EU foreign 

and security policy is indispens-
able – even more so since Donald 
Trump’s election in the US.

While these developments are 
important, they represent little 
more than a first step in the 
right direction. What are the 
next steps for the EU? And how 
can German policy sustain and 
promote this process?

1. Germany must substan-
tially strengthen its institu-

tions, EU diplomacy and its crisis 
prevention measures.

The 2009 Treaty of Lisbon 
already provides a basis for a 
more coherent advancement of a 
common European foreign policy. 
The treaty created, among other 
things, the position of the Council 
President and of the High Repre-
sentative for Foreign Affairs and 
Security Policy – two offices that 

have already achieved important 
milestones. For example, during 
the Iran negotiations, the three 
largest EU member states sat at 
the table, yet negotiations were 
led – under the European flag – 
by High Representative for For-
eign Affairs and Security Policy 
Catherine Ashton and her suc-
cessor Federica Mogherini. As a 
result, all member states, includ-
ing smaller ones, could feel fully 
involved. Yet unfortunately, when 
it comes to foreign policy crises 
and challenges, such as ending the 
wars in Ukraine and Syria, Euro-
pean institutions are still often 
assigned a secondary role.

Finding an easy-to-use formula 
should not be that difficult, as 
noted by former Polish For-
eign Minister Radek Sikorski: 
member states could initially 
decide whether a certain for-
eign policy issue would best be 
addressed unilaterally or collec-
tively. If the answer calls for a 
collective approach, EU institu-
tions would then need to be given 
leeway and provided with any 
assistance they need.

However, without a well-
stocked toolbox consisting of 
both military and civilian instru-
ments, Europeans cannot protect 
their interests or values.

Diplomacy in Syria provides 
an unfortunate yet fitting exam-
ple. Several European govern-
ments – as well as Washing-
ton – demanded an end to the 
Assad regime, but rhetoric did 
not become action. In some dip-
lomatic formats that seek to end 
conflicts, European states are 
underrepresented or not even 
included, even though Europe 
is the political entity in Syria’s 
immediate neighborhood and the 
one most affected by the flow of 
refugees. The EU cannot afford 
to act like a diplomatic dwarf.

What is more, the opportuni-
ties the Treaty of Lisbon allows 
are not exceedingly radical. Why 
not go a step further and decide 
foreign policy issues by vote of 
a qualified majority? In how 
many important questions would 
Germany have likely been over-
ruled? German foreign policy 
has nothing to fear. By starting 
an initiative towards a decision-
making model based on a quali-
fied majority, Berlin could send 
a powerful signal underlining its 
commitment to concerted Euro-
pean action.

The EU enjoys the advantage of 
a comprehensive toolbox, even if 
it is not exactly full. Brussels can 
send not only military troops, but 
also experts in the fields of con-
stitutional reform, law enforce-
ment and many other areas. Crisis 
prevention and rebuilding efforts 
in our neighboring regions are 
particularly likely to increase in 

importance, an eventuality for 
which we are insufficiently pre-
pared. For instance, Europe’s 
contribution to the stabilization 
efforts following the 2011 civil 
war in Libya has been absurdly 
small.

To ensure that the EU’s efforts 
are adequately funded, it should 
consider introducing a new for-
eign policy guideline such as a 
“3-percent criterion” for more 
international commitment. This 
would entail spending at least 
3 percent of GDP on crisis pre-
vention, development assistance 
and defense. There is also an 
unmet 2-percent goal for defense 
expenditures, an unmet 0.7-per-
cent goal for development coop-
eration as well as other small 
budgetary items. A holistic dis-
cussion of the necessary expen-
ditures would be sure to benefit 
the public discourse on foreign 
policy.

2. European integration 
in defense matters must 

move forward. Despite several 
steps in the right direction, the 
defense policies of EU member 
states suffer from fragmentation. 
Large sums of money are spent 
inefficiently and ineffectively on 
a policy area that has remained 
largely excluded from the benefits 
of integration.

The Netherlands’ willingness to 
put significant military units under 
the command of the German 
armed forces has been a welcome 
step. Other projects, such as the 
European Air Transport Com-
mand, are rightly considered 
successful examples of deeper 
cooperation. Smaller bilateral 
and multilateral projects have 
been initiated. But what are the 
next milestones? Essential steps 
of military integration will not 
be feasible without a classic top-
down decision-making model at 
the level of EU heads of state and 
heads of government.

In any case, the need for action 
is enormous. Gradually increasing 
national defense budgets will not 
be enough to fill the significant 
gaps. Our eastern NATO partners 
have understandable fears regard-
ing their territorial integrity. And 
the US will perhaps not fulfill 
its role as Europe’s protector the 
way it once did, which leaves 
a dramatically different strategic 
situation. Make no mistake about 
it: creating a European defense 
union is a long-term task. Europe 
still needs NATO and the support 
of the US. However, this does not 
at all reduce the importance of 
working towards a defense union.

3. There are other important 
measures that can be pro-

moted by German foreign and 
security policy within the EU 
framework.

Above all, Europe must aim to 
take clear positions towards a 
United States with Trump at the 
helm. When it comes to issues of 
critical importance – such as the 
Iran Deal and the Paris climate 
agreement – Europe must lobby 
relentlessly for common view-
points. The EU must also ensure 
that no member state makes a 
deal with the US government that 
would come at the expense of 
other member states. The US may 
pursue a foreign policy that is 
focused on bilateral transactions 
with individual EU members – an 
approach that, if successful, would 
weaken the EU in its entirety.

There also exists an urgent need 
for action to strengthen homeland 
security. While Europe has the 
Schengen Area, there is a glaring 
lack of cross-border collaboration 
by police and intelligence services. 
Whether Europe can fight terror-
ism while having open borders 
will determine if its citizens believe 
in the EU’s capability to provide 
security and retain control, which 
is why small-scale improvements 
in police cooperation simply do 
not suffice. When will there be 
a European FBI? Or at least an 
expansion of the role of Interpol?

There are several obvious tasks 
where German initiatives and 
actions can and should strengthen 
EU foreign and security policy. 
As Henry Kissinger once said, 
Germany is too small for the 
world and too big for Europe. 
There is a single solution to this 
dilemma: only as a part of Europe 
is Germany big enough for the 
world – without beeing too big 
for Europe. n

Wolfgang Ischinger,  
a former German 
ambassador to the United 
Kingdom and the United 
States, is chairman  
of the Munich Security 
Conference.

MSC

Big League
No German foreign policy interest is more vital than fortifying a stable Europe 

By Wolfgang Ischinger

The Munich Security Confer-
ence was voted the world’s 
best think tank conference 
in 2016 by the Think Tanks 
and Civil Societies Program 
(TTCP) of the Lauder In-
stitute at the University of 
Pennsylvania. It is the fourth 
straight year the MSC was 
ranked first.

Over 2,500 university faculty 
and administrators, journal-
ists, policymakers, think tank 
scholars, think tank execu-
tives and donors from every 
region of the world partici-
pated in the 2016 Global Go 
To Think Tank Index (GGTTI). 

The MSC ranked ahead of 
the Institute for International 
Political Studies (ISPI, Italy), 
Shangri-La Dialogue (Sin-
gapore), French Institute of 
International Relations (IFRI, 
France) and the Brookings 
Institution (US). 

The TTCSP conducts re-
search on the role policy in-
stitutes play in governments 
and civil societies around 
the world. Often referred 
to as the “think tanks’ think 
tank,” TTCSP examines the 
evolving role and character 
of public policy research or-
ganizations. 

“World’s best think tank conference”
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The bomb  
is back

Deterrence: precarious in theory, effective in practice

By Michael Rühle

During the 1962 Cuban 
Missile Crisis, the 
famed US film direc-
tor Stanley Kubrick 

decided to move to Australia. He 
reckoned that in a nuclear war 
between the United States and the 
Soviet Union, the fallout would be 
less Down Under. However, when 
he learned that he 
would have to share 
the bathroom of the 
ship’s cabin with the 
passengers of the 
adjacent cabin, he 
cancelled the trip. His 
fear of sharing a bath-
room with strangers 
was greater than 
his fear of nuclear 
war. Kubrick stayed 
home and dealt with 
his nuclear fears by 
making Dr. Strange-
love, the ultimate cinematic mas-
terpiece about the dilemmas of 
nuclear deterrence.

Kubrick’s behavior may strike 
one as paradoxical, yet nuclear 
weapons are themselves paradoxi-
cal. Their destructive power makes 
their use potentially suicidal, but it 
is precisely the fear of the poten-
tially catastrophic consequences 
that moderates international rela-
tions. Indeed, while the nuclear age 
has seen many conventional wars, 
no war between nuclear powers 
has ever occurred. Nuclear deter-
rence did not prevent each and 
every conflict, but it clearly played 
a role when existential issues were 
at stake. Former US Secretary of 
Defense James Schlesinger put it 
best when he said that nuclear 
weapons were being “used” every 
day.

It is therefore hardly surprising 
that nuclear deterrence is now 
re-entering the Western security 
debate. Given Russia’s high-tes-
tosterone nuclear rhetoric, North 
Korea’s nuclear grandstanding, 
and with nuclear rivalries loom-
ing in Asia as well as the Middle 
East, a reaffirmation of nuclear 
deterrence as an important ele-
ment of Western security strategy 
was inevitable. 

However, re-discovering nuclear 
deterrence is easier said than done. 
Since the end of the Cold War, the 
Western strategic community had 
lost interest in that concept. With 
the security agenda dominated by 
the fight against terrorism and mili-
tary interventions in failing states, 
nuclear deterrence appeared like 
a relic of a distant past. Hence, to 
make nuclear deterrence again a 
useful tool in the West’s approach 
to security, it is important to 
relearn its major characteristics – 
and, above all, its limitations:

Credibility. A large nuclear 
arsenal does not automatically 
translate into a credible deterrent. 
Since a state will only take nuclear 
risks in defense of existential 
interests, an aggressor may not 
be deterred if he concludes that 
the issue at stake is not existential 
to the defender. Hence, allies of 
nuclear powers constantly need 
to be reassured by their protec-
tor. According to former British 
Defence Secretary Denis Healy, 
it took only 5-percent credibility 
to deter the Soviet Union, but 

95-percent to assure one’s allies.
Threats. Deterrence revolves 

around threats – and no one likes 
being threatened. Hence, what 
might look to oneself like a per-
fectly defensive deterrence posture 
may look to others like intimida-
tion. To avoid such an outcome, 
one must remain aware that an 

adversary might inter-
pret one’s political 
declarations, military 
exercises or procure-
ment decisions in 
ways far more sinister 
than what is intended 
or what one might 
consider reasonable.

Rationality. A 
stable deterrence 
regime requires all 
actors to adhere to 
a “rational” cost- 
benefit calculus. Thus, 

nuclear deterrence cannot work 
against “irrational” actors, e.g. sui-
cidal fanatics. However, deterrence 
could also fail when rationality 
evaporates in a crisis, when leaders 
are under extreme pressure and 
regime survival becomes the key 
issue. As humans fear loss more 
than they value gain, one should 
avoid pushing a nuclear adversary 
into a corner. 

Reassurance. A deterrence mes-
sage has at least two addressees: 
one’s opponent and one’s own pop-
ulation. The true art of deterrence 
is to impress the former without 
frightening the latter. That is why 
governments must carefully weigh 
their rhetoric and why, in some 
instances, not deploying potentially 
controversial military hardware 
can be the wiser choice. 

Communication. Deterrence 
is not a substitute for dia-
logue with the adversary. 
Without communication 
between the antagonists, 
deterrence will not be the 
solution, but could well 
become the problem. To 
avoid miscalculations, a 
stable deterrence regime 
requires a degree of transpar-
ency and predictability. In other 
words: deterrence requires rules 
or at least agreed understandings, 
however tacit.

How does NATO fare in the 
nuclear deterrence business? Pretty 
well, considering that the nuclear 
dossier had been largely ignored 
for two decades. While Moscow 
– in what may be a distinctly 
“Russian” idea of deterrence – 
is constantly boasting about its 
nuclear strength, NATO allies 
have stayed clear of such grand-
standing. Nor is NATO mim-
icking Russia’s doctrine of using 
nuclear weapons to “de-escalate” 
a conflict. The Alliance simply 
states that nuclear weapons are 
“unique,” that any employment 
of nuclear weapons against NATO 
“would fundamentally alter the 
nature of a conflict,” and that the 
circumstances in which NATO 
might have to use nuclear weap-
ons are “extremely remote.” 

Such careful statements 
indicate that the Allies’ 
focus is not on beefing 
up NATO’s nuclear 
arsenal, but 
r a t h e r 

on preventing Russia from mis-
calculating about its own. 

NATO’s reaffirmation of nuclear 
deterrence does not suggest that 
Allies would have to renege on 
their commitment to create the 
conditions for a nuclear-free world. 
For the foreseeable future, how-
ever, these conditions simply do 
not exist. The same holds true for 
initiatives to ban nuclear weapons: 
In the current security environ-
ment, advocating initiatives that 
delegitimize Western defense poli-
cies while not seriously affecting 
“managed democracies” (Vladimir 
Putin) appears counterproductive. 

Does this sound the “all-clear”? 
Hardly. With more countries 
obtaining nuclear weapons, deter-
rence will become even more dif-
ficult and prone to failure than 
the Cold War nuclear standoff. 
Nuclear deterrence must not be 
regarded as an eternal condition, 
but as a “time-buying strategy”; it 
should provide the time needed to 
overcome the political antagonisms 
that make nuclear deterrence neces-
sary in the first place. Until then, 
one must take solace in Lawrence 
Freedman’s apt observation that 
deterrence may not work that well 
in theory, yet tends to work in 
practice.  n

The views expressed by Michael 
Rühle in this article are his own 
and do not necessarily represent  

the views of NATO.

Taking nukes 
seriously

What NATO and the EU can do to contain the threat

By François Heisbourg

During the first two 
decades of the post-
Cold War era, nuclear 
weapons as a factor 

of European security disappeared 
from the public eye. They only 
gained intermittent prominence 
as part of a broader discussion 
of non-proliferation, the Iranian 
nuclear program, or of abolition 
after President Barack Obama’s 
speech in Prague in 2009. Nukes 
had become unreal in the European 
context. The fact that the Western 
nuclear powers maintained robust 
nuclear postures and were pursuing 
the modernization of their nuclear 
arsenals was somehow neither here 
nor there – until their re-emergence. 
Enter President Vladimir Putin. 

Russia had never ceased to take 
nuclear weapons seriously. They 
compensated for the loss of strate-
gic depth after the disappearance of 
the Soviet Empire and made up for 
deep cuts in conventional capabili-
ties. Notwithstanding the collapse 
in defense spending, nuclear mod-
ernization was pursued. Nuclear 
arms control with America contin-
ued, not simply for cost-reduction 
reasons but to perpetuate Russia’s 
super-power status thanks to the 
one area where it had a basis in 
reality, that of nuclear parity with 
the United States.

None of this caught the public’s 
eye in the way that President Putin’s 

initiatives did 

from 
2014 

o n . 
He con-

nected the 
invasion and 

annexation of 
Crimea – argu-
ably the most 
spec tacu la r 

transgression 
of the European 

order since 1945 
– to nuclear issues 

in several ways.
First, he demon-

strated the meaning-
lessness of the security 

guarantee extended by 
Russia and the other nuclear 

powers to Ukraine as a conse-
quence of that country’s accep-
tance of comprehensive nuclear 

disarmament after the col-
lapse of the USSR. 

Second, he signaled 
the possibility of 

nuclear retaliation 

if the United States and NATO 
were to counter Russia’s moves 
in Crimea; this was implied by 
a state-television spectacular on 
the transformation of Los Angeles 
into “radioactive ashes,” along 
with widely publicized snap exer-
cises of Russia’s nuclear forces. 
Putin may also be challenging the 
bilateral US-Russian 
nuclear arms control 
order by infringing 
the 1987 US-Soviet 
treaty banning 
intermediate-range 
nuclear forces.

NATO had plenty 
of experience in man-
aging the nuclear 
dimension of inter-
national security 
during the Cold War. 
Given this legacy, 
Putin’s nuclear chal-
lenges should be manageable with-
out revolutionary change within 
the Atlantic alliance. Over time, 
NATO would adapt by focusing 
on the new dispensation politically, 
strategically and materially (inter 
alia with the life-extension program 
of America’s B61 nuclear bombs 
under double-key deployment in 
a number of NATO countries). 
NATO would re-learn to consider 
nukes not only as the dreadful 
implements they are, but also as 
real weapons, to be treated with 
utmost respect precisely because of 
their destructive potential.

The unexpected arrival of 
Donald Trump in the White 

House poses a challenge to 
the European allies. The 

most obvious change 
brought about by 
Trump are the views 
he has professed over 
more than a decade 
about the condi-
tional and transac-
tional nature of rela-
tions between the US 
and its European and 

Asian allies. Even if he 
were simply to act like his 

predecessors (for instance by 
seeking to extract better burden-

sharing terms), the mere assertion 
of conditionality may already have 
turned the NATO enterprise on 
its head. No longer is it premised 
on an existential one-for-all and 
all-for-one basis. This is a Coper-
nican shift, heralding a return to 
the age-old primacy of transient 
and reversible alliances. Managing 
nuclear relations in such an uncer-
tain framework will be challenging 
at the very least.

Trump views nukes as important 
and takes them seriously; he clearly 
fears their proliferation. This could 
be good news. Unfortunately, he 
also sees proliferation as inevita-
ble, notably with regard to Japan 
and South Korea. He appears to 
be ready to trigger a major crisis 
by challenging the nuclear deal 
between Iran and the P5, Germany 
and the EU. He seems to be con-
templating transactions in which 
nukes are traded for non-nukes, 
for instance lifting sanctions against 
Russia in exchange for a reduction 
in the number of nuclear weapons.

In this brave new world, it is 
premature to make specific fore-

casts, but it is clear enough that 
the transatlantic learning curves on 
both sides of the Atlantic will be of 
monumental proportions.

Meanwhile, Europe is reeling 
from the shock of Brexit. In itself, 
Brexit need neither compromise 
Britain’s position in NATO nor 
unduly upset the nuclear dimen-

sion of the alliance’s 
defense; after all, the 
UK was a member 
of NATO and a 
nuclear power long 
before its accession to 
the EU in 1975. Fur-
thermore, the deep, 
bilateral defense rela-
tionship established 
since 2010 between 
the UK and France 
(including joint work 
on nuclear stockpile 
stewardship) is not 

an EU venture and should not be 
affected by Brexit.

However, all this could change if 
a hard Brexit (probable) becomes a 
nasty Brexit (possible) or Scotland 
were to secure its independence 
(plausible), opening the question 
of the UK’s nuclear future.

Given the new nuclear dispen-
sations in Moscow and now in 
Washington, Europeans, whether 
in an EU or NATO context, should 
consider the following avenues:
u	NATO could state privately 
(notably in Edinburgh) and pub-
licly (if a new independence refer-
endum were launched in Scotland) 
that it is in the best interest of the 
entire alliance for the UK to remain 
a nuclear power with full access 
to the related facilities, which are 
mostly located in Scotland.
u	France and Britain as the two 
European nuclear weapons states, 
plus those EU members in which 
dual-capable aircraft and double-
key nuclear weapons are deployed, 
plus the US (notably as owners of 
the B61 bombs), could create an ad 
hoc European consultative nuclear 
group in which matters of nuclear 
doctrine were discussed without 
impinging on the broader technical 
and operational remit of NATO’s 
Nuclear Planning Group.
u	France’s forthcoming nuclear 
modernization, which will be 
hard-wired during the next presi-
dent’s term (2017–2022), could 
extend deterrence with and in 
favor of willing partners. For 
France this would be a major 
step in political and doctrinal 
terms, but not overly demand-
ing technically or operationally. 
France already possesses a nuclear 
dyad, i.e. SSBNs and nuclear-
capable combat aircraft similar 
to NATO’s dual-capable aircraft. 
These jets carry supersonic air-
to-surface nuclear-tipped missiles 
that compare favorably to Amer-
ica’s modernized B61 bombs.

These suggestions can only be 
highly tentative. We do not yet 
know the ultimate outcome of 
Brexit, and we know little more 
about the Trump administration, 
not to mention the next surprise 
to come from Russia. But given 
prevailing trends in the East and 
West, Europeans must prepare for 
the worst, rather than just hope 
for the best.    n
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test. Yucca Flat, Nevada, 1951.
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The Europe Defense
Sharing the burden is more than just talk  |  By Adam Thomson

President Donald Trump 
feels Europeans must 
do more for their own 
defense. He is not alone 

among Americans. Many think 
the US has gotten a raw deal. 
How far will Trump go to put 
America first?

America’s European allies say 
they aim to increase their defense 
spending to 2 percent of national 
GDP by 2024. But how many of 
them mean it?

The sharing of defense burdens 
is a toxic battleground in the 
new relationship between the US 
and Europe. It will dominate the 
agenda when Trump eventually 
meets NATO and EU leaders in 
Brussels. The worse US-Europe 
relations get, the more sour the 
issue will become unless all sides 
grow more realistic about what 
they give and what they get in 
terms of Europe’s defense. 

NATO data illuminates the 
debate’s lack of balance.

Americans focus on defense 
spending input, arguing that 
worldwide US defense efforts 
count. On this basis, NATO input 
figures show that over 70 per-
cent of total defense spending by 
NATO allies is by the US, only 
21 percent will come 
from EU allies after 
Brexit, only four other 
allies (out of 27) spend 
more than 2 percent of 
their GDP on defense, 
and six allies spent 
less on defense in the 
past year than the year 
before. The US con-
siders these numbers 
to be unimpeachable 
proof that Europeans 
don’t really care about 
their own security and 
that the US has to do 
all the heavy lifting.

Europeans tend to focus on 
defense output. NATO is actively 
trying to reduce its reliance on the 
US for the pool of military forces 
and capabilities that NATO lead-

ers have agreed the Alliance needs.  
This is an effort for the next 20 
years. Initial NATO output figures 
already suggest that the US pro-
vides less than its 46-percent share 
of NATO’s total GDP. Europe 

considers this evidence 
that the US is not pull-
ing its weight in an 
Alliance where “fair 
shares” are measured 
by economic strength.

In actual fact, the 
truth lies somewhere 
in between, in other 
measures of defense 
effectiveness and secu-
rity self-interest.

For the 21 areas 
of defense capability 
where NATO judges 
that it falls short – e.g. 
air-to-air refueling and 

strategic lift – the allies have a 
sensible rule of thumb that the US 
should be expected to provide half 
at most. Europeans have clearly 
fallen short in these terms, having 

coasted for decades on higher US 
investment in capabilities. Only 
nine European allies currently 
meet the agreed target of spend-
ing 20 percent or more of their 
defense budgets on equipment and 
research by 2024.

But the fight is as much about 
geopolitical perceptions as actual 
numbers. More than 70 years after 
World War II, why should the 
US contribute to the defense of 
the second largest economy in 
the world and some of the rich-
est societies on the planet? Why 
shouldn’t Europeans look after 
their own security?

The answers depend on how 
isolationist Trump’s America 
will be and how serious the EU 
is about its pursuit of “strategic 
autonomy” – an idea to which EU 
leaders recommitted at their Euro-
pean Council meeting last month.

It is easy to foresee trouble if 
the burden-sharing debate shifts 
to this emotive political level. All 
sides should be careful to focus 

on the facts. One could talk about 
the interdependencies of the trans-
atlantic economy, or the way in 
which the United States, over the 
last century, was drawn into Euro-
pean wars against its first instincts. 
A better tack is to dwell on some 
elements of common defense.

Provisional NATO figures sug-
gest that, even in the unlikely 
event that European allies deliver 
all the extra military capability 
that NATO is asking of them, the 
US share of the NATO capability 
burden would still be more than 
one third in 2036.

It’s a safe bet that, for several 
more decades, and well beyond 
2036, Europeans are set to remain 
significantly dependent on the US 
for their own security, even if 
they make a considerable effort 
towards autonomy. Both sides 
should accept this fact.

President Trump should cer-
tainly get used to it, even if elected 
to a second term. By 2024, Euro-
pean allies will have struggled to 

meet even the 2-percent target. 
Every year from now until 2024, 
the 13 NATO allies who spend 
1.2 percent of GDP or less, such 
as Germany, would need defense 
budget increases of more than 6 
percent on top of GDP growth. 
And it would be hard to spend the 
extra money wisely. It takes more 
time to grow equipment than to 
increase  personnel, pay or pen-
sions; and military procurement 
and delivery are slow.

For Trump, the choices all look 
bad. US pullback or withdrawal 
would reduce leverage for deals 
with Russia, weaken the Alliance 
and constrain NATO’s ability to 
execute either collective defense in 
the Euro-Atlantic area or counter-
terrorism at its periphery. A US 
climb-down would mean continu-
ing its recrimination of burden 
sharing. A downward re-definition 
of Europe’s defense needs would 
take the pressure off underperform-
ing allies and perhaps permanently 
deprive the US of capable partners.

So, what should NATO’s May 
summit with Trump hope to 
achieve? And the EU-US summit 
to immediately follow it? The 
answer is the same as always, 
but that does not make it wrong.  
Americans and Europeans must 
become realistic about defense 
interdependence.

In practical terms, NATO must 
improve its collective approach 
to identifying capability shortfalls 
– its future credibility depends 
on it.  EU member states should 
also make good on their pledges 
regarding EU security.

In realistic terms, all non-US 
allies should demonstrate their 
seriousness about boosting both 
their defense capabilities and 
their defense spending. The EU 
should accelerate its partnership 
with NATO. And both organiza-
tions need good news for Trump 
about the coherent, complemen-
tary and interoperable capabil-
ity development to which their 
members committed in December 
when they concluded to imple-
ment the 2016 EU-NATO Joint 
Declaration.

In political terms, Europeans 
need to hear from President 
Trump himself – not just from 
Theresa May or General James 
Mattis – that he is indeed 100 
percent committed to NATO. He 
must explain to Americans that 
NATO allies are the best friends 
America has.

In return, Europeans must 
wake up. They need to acknowl-
edge that allies and national 
security must be continually 
earned through their own efforts 
and increased investment.  Euro-
pean leaders need to explain to 
their constituents that Europe 
is not the safe place they have 
imagined it to be since 1989, 
that Europe’s defense will 
remain dependent on US mili-
tary capabilities for a long time 
to come, and that this is not just 
a necessary thing, but a good 
thing as well.   n

Sir Adam Thomson 
is the director of the 
European Leadership 
Network and a 
former UK permanent 
representative to NATO.
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The	  British	  Prime	  Minister,	  Theresa	  May,	  stole	  something	  of	  a	  march	  on	  her	  fellow	  world	  leaders	  by	  
being	  the	  first	  to	  visit	  and	  hold	  talks	  with	  US	  President	  Donald	  Trump	  in	  the	  White	  House,	  barely	  a	  
week	   after	   his	   inauguration.	   She	   also	   seems	   to	  have	   achieved	   something	  of	   a	   coup	  by	   apparently	  
extracting	  from	  him,	  so	  she	  said,	  a	  declaration	  that	  he	  is	  “100	  per	  cent”	  committed	  to	  NATO.	  

That	  may	  be	  some	  relief	  to	  Washington’s	  allies.	  But	  it	  will	  certainly	  not	  have	  dispelled	  completely	  the	  
alarms	   raised	   by	   Mr	   Trump’s	   remarks	   as	   both	   candidate	   and	   President-‐elect	   suggesting	   that	   he	  
thinks	  that	  NATO	  is	  obsolete,	  that	  European	  member	  states	  are	  not	  paying	  what	  they	  are	  supposed	  
to	  for	  their	  own	  defence,	  and	  that	  US	  support	  to	  an	  ally	  attacked	  by	  Russia	  could	  become	  conditional	  
on	  the	  level	  of	  the	  state’s	  defence	  expenditure.	  

Of	  course,	  US	  complaints	  that	  it	  shoulders	  more	  than	  its	  fair	  share	  of	  the	  NATO	  burden	  are	  certainly	  
not	  new.	  But	  they	  have	  rarely	  been	  made	  quite	  so	  directly	  or	  ominously	  from	  the	  very	  top.	  What	  is	  
more,	   the	  bald	   facts	   tend	   to	   the	  conclusion	   that	  maybe	  Mr	  Trump	  has	  a	  point.	  However,	  dig	  a	  bit	  
deeper	  and	  the	  case	  for	  complaint	  is	  rather	  less	  clear-‐cut.	  

In	   2016,	   the	   United	   States	   alone	   accounted	   for	   72	   per	   cent	   of	   all	   defence	   expenditure	   by	   NATO	  
member	  states	  -‐	  US$664bn,	  in	  current	  US	  dollars,	  compared	  to	  US$239bn,	  or	  26	  percent	  of	  the	  total,	  
by	  European	  allies.	  Only	  four	  European	  countries	  met	  the	  NATO	  minimum	  target	  of	  two	  percent	  of	  
national	   income	   to	   be	   spent	   on	   defence:	   Greece,	   the	   United	   Kingdom,	   Estonia,	   and	   Poland,	  
according	  to	  NATO	  data	  [Figure	  1].	  By	  contrast,	  the	  United	  States	  spent	  3.6	  per	  cent	  in	  2016.	  What	  is	  
more,	  if	  Mr	  Trump	  carries	  through	  on	  his	  pledge	  to	  rebuild	  US	  defences,	  pushing	  that	  proportion	  of	  
US	  national	   income	   to	   four	   per	   cent	   or	  more,	   the	   disparity	   could	   increase,	   although	   just	   how	   the	  
Trump	  administration	  would	  pay	  for	  that	  ambition	  is	  far	  from	  clear.	  

[Figure	  1.	  Share	  of	  NATO	  countries’	  GDP	  spent	  on	  defence	  expenditure	  (Source:	  NATO)]	  
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Likewise,	   the	   extent	   of	   US	   troops	   and	   materiel	   deployed	   in	   Europe	   must	   be	   put	   in	   perspective,	  
compared	  to	  the	  1.38m	  total	  US	  troops	  and	  1.96m	  total	  NATO	  European	  troops	  [Figure	  3].	  

	  

[Figure	  3.	  United	  States	  troop	  deployments	  in	  Europe	  in	  perspective,	  2016]	  
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either.	  For	  example,	  on	  the	  naval	  front,	  the	  actual	  US	  commitment	  forward-‐deployed	  in	  Europe	  (four	  
destroyers	  and	  a	  command	  ship)	  is	  relatively	  modest	  in	  terms	  of	  the	  totality	  of	  European	  NATO	  naval	  
capabilities	  (150	  surface	  combatant	  ships)	  [Figure	  4].	  
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Overall	  US	  forces	  and	  personnel	  numbers	  in	  Europe	  are	  also	  of	  similar	  scale	  to	  those	  deployed	  in	  US	  
Central	  Command	  in	  Middle	  East,	  but	  lower	  than	  those	  deployed	  forward	  in	  the	  Asia-‐Pacific	  region.	  
[Figures	  5	  and	  6].	  

	  

[Figure	  5.	  US	  regional	  military	  personnel,	  1989-‐2015]	  

	  

[Figure	  6.	  US	  global	  personnel,	  1989-‐2016]	  
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British Prime Minister The-
resa May stole something 
of a march on her fellow 
world leaders by being the 

first to visit and hold talks with US 
President Donald Trump in the 
White House, barely a week after 
his inauguration. She also seems to 
have achieved something of a coup 
by extracting from him – or so she 
said – a declaration that he is “100 
percent” committed to NATO.

That may come as some relief 
to Washington’s allies, but it has 
certainly not dispelled the alarms 
raised by Trump’s remarks as both 
candidate and president-elect sug-
gesting that he thinks NATO is 
obsolete, that European member 
states are not paying what they 
should for their own defense, and 
that US support for an ally attacked 
by Russia could become condi-
tional on the level of the state’s 
defense expenditure.

While US complaints that it 
shoulders more than its fair share 
of the NATO burden are nothing 
new, they have rarely been made 
quite so directly or ominously from 
the very top. What is more, the bald 
facts tend to the conclusion that 
maybe Trump has a point. Dig a 
bit deeper, however, and the case 
for complaint is considerably less 
clear-cut.

In 2016, the US alone accounted 
for 72 percent of all defense expen-
diture by NATO member states – 
$664 billion in current US dollars, 
compared to $239 billion, or 26 

percent of the total, by European 
allies. According to NATO data, 
only four European countries met 
the NATO defense-spending mini-
mum of 2 percent of GDP: Greece, 
the United Kingdom, Estonia and 
Poland. By contrast, the US spent 
3.6 percent in 2016. Moreover, 
if Mr. Trump carries through on 
his pledge to rebuild 
US defenses, push-
ing that proportion 
of American GDP to 
4 percent or more, 
the disparity could 
increase, although 
just how the Trump 
administration would 
pay for that ambition 
is far from clear.

However, not all of 
the $664 billion the 
US spends on defense 
is dedicated to Euro-
pean security. US spending on 
European security represents only 
a fraction of the total US defense 
budget. Of course, the founding 
principle of NATO is that it con-
nects the European allies to the 
US security umbrella, nuclear and 
conventional, and the promise of 
massive reinforcement from the US 
if needed. But America is spending 
its defense dollars principally for 
its own security needs, as well as 
to support a range of interests and 
other allies and partners across the 
globe, not exclusively the Euro-
peans. While US engagements for 
European security are varied in 

scope and number, through direct 
support to NATO capabilities, mili-
tary assistance funding or boots on 
the ground, they do not account for 
a disproportionate volume of US 
defense expenditure.

A closer look at that direct com-
mitment to Europe shows that 
the US contribution to NATO 

common funding 
stands at a fairly hefty 
22 percent, or about 
$685 million per year. 
This covers the costs 
of some operations, 
training and exercises, 
joint facilities, as well 
as NATO headquar-
ters and staff. The US 
also provides some 
unique capabilities to 
the Alliance, includ-
ing the NATO Bal-
listic Missile Defense, 

which are included in the US Mis-
sile Defense Agency budget. In the 
last year, US funding for NATO 
capabilities was a total of $7.1 
billion.

Besides direct support of NATO 
capabilities, the US maintains a 
significant military presence in 
Europe via various mechanisms, 
as illustrated in The Military Bal-
ance 2017. US European Com-
mand (EUCOM) has around 
64,970 active duty soldiers, 2,260 
reserve soldiers and 16,420 civil-
ian personnel in the Department 
of Defense. Including personnel 
deployed for Operation Atlantic 

Resolve, as well as operations and 
maintenance expenses, annual costs 
for these forces are estimated at 
$20.3 billion. This covers the costs 
of operating US bases in Europe. 
Since June 2014, US presence in 
Europe has also been strengthened 
by the European Reassurance 
Initiative (ERI), initially intended 
as a one-year emer-
gency response to the 
Russian annexation 
of Crimea. The ERI 
budget was $789 mil-
lion in 2016, but rose 
to $3.42 billion in 
2017. The US further 
contributes to Euro-
pean security through 
military aid for 
NATO allies, which 
amounted to $65 mil-
lion in 2016 and $54 
million in 2017.

Altogether, direct US expenses on 
security in Europe are estimated to 
range between $28.2 billion and 
$30.2 billion, or between 4.2 per-
cent and 4.5 percent of the total 
US defense budget. These numbers 
need some perspective: based on 
figures from 2016, $28.2 billion 
represents an outlay of around 
$1.1 billion per European NATO 
member state. That total also puts 
a slightly different complexion on 
the total defense-spending figure for 
European NATO allies mentioned 
earlier: $239 billion.

Likewise, the extent of US troops 
and materiel deployed in Europe 

must be put in perspective: while 
the US employs a total of 1.38 
million troops, the total number 
of NATO European troops is 1.96 
million.

Levels of US forces forward 
deployed in Europe are neither 
insignificant nor overwhelming. 
For example, on the naval front, the 

actual US commitment 
forward deployed in 
Europe – four destroy-
ers and a command 
ship – is relatively 
modest in terms of the 
totality of European 
NATO naval capa-
bilities – 150 surface 
combatant ships. 

Overall US forces 
and personnel num-
bers in Europe are 
also of a similar scale 
to those deployed 

in US Central Command in the 
Middle East, but lower than those 
forward deployed in the Asia-
Pacific region. 

Similarly, Europe receives a 
small proportion of US military 
aid compared to other regions. 
While Europe receives around $50 
million per year on average, total 
military aid to the Middle East and 
North African countries amounted 
to $8.6 billion in 2015 and $7.5 
billion in 2016. In this region, the 
most significant recipients of US 
military aid were Israel, with over 
$3 billion a year, and Egypt, with 
$1.3 billion.

Viewed from another perspec-
tive, for all the arguments about 
the sharing of burdens over the 
decades, NATO binds the US to 
a uniquely capable bloc of allies. 
NATO’s strength relies not only 
on the sum of domestic defense 
budgets, but on mutual trust, and 
particularly the assurance that in 
the case of war, the capabilities of 
all allies will be mobilized. In this 
respect, the alliance also benefits 
America’s own national secu-
rity. As former NATO Security 
General Lord Robertson recalled 
in The Times after the results 
of the US presidential election, 
European nations sent troops to 
Afghanistan alongside those of 
the United States, in a collective 
response to the terrorist attacks 
of Sept. 11, 2001.

Beyond the defense expendi-
tures of European NATO member 
states, one pillar of US power 
consists of strong and long-lasting 
alliances, the benefits of which 
can hardly be measured only in 
economic terms. If the renewed 
debate over NATO sends a 
reminder to the US and its new 
leadership of the value of the Alli-
ance, while at the same time stir-
ring NATO’s European members 
to follow up on their spending 
pledges, NATO supporters will 
see that as a positive outcome. But 
in the edgy, febrile atmosphere of 
the moment, it is a debate and a 
set of arguments to be handled 
with the utmost care. n

US equipment deployments in Europe in perspective, 2016-2017
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Hidden figures
US spending on EU security is only 4.5 percent of the Pentagon budget
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It may be overstating the case 
to claim that US President 
Donald Trump’s inaugura-
tion signals the start of a 

new world order, but his poli-
cies will set off a new dynamic 
in the geopolitical “parallelogram 
of power” comprising the United 
States, Russia, China and Europe.

A possible American-Russian 
rapprochement is already caus-
ing concern in Europe, although 
the attitude of the US president 
and his ministers towards Russia 
is very nuanced and not with-
out reservations. Unremitting 
rivalry notwithstanding, joint 
approaches towards solving con-
flicts in Ukraine and Syria are 
possible and would undoubtedly 
be in Europe’s interest. 

The same applies to confidence-
building military measures, which 
for some time have again been 
accompanied by a constant risk 
of military confrontation, and to 
a reduction in tensions. A resump-
tion of serious disarmament 
negotiations on strategic nuclear 
potential and conventional forces 
would also have a positive effect 
on the international situation. 
Solidarity in the fight against 
international terrorism, the new 
American administration’s pri-
mary goal, would directly affect 
Europe’s internal security.

Only the two major powers can 
avert the greatest dangers of our 
time. If they can find a shared path 
away from these perils, Europe will 
have to rethink its policy on Russia.

Any change in the 
power structure of 
the parallelogram of 
powers will affect 
everyone involved, 
so Europe and 
Russia will have to 
adjust to the fact 
that the poten-
tial for tensions 
between the United 
States and China in 
the area of economic 
policy is evidently 
growing – a result of 
Chinese expansion in 
the South China Sea and 
America’s new Two-China 
policy.

Now more than ever, Europe 
must assert itself between the US 
and Russia. Great Britain’s efforts 
to revive its “special relationship” 
with the US entail the develop-
ment of an imbalance in European-
American relations. On the other 
hand, it could facilitate agreement 
on an independent European secu-
rity and defense identity, as long 
as Europeans can manage to agree 
on their security policy and geo-
strategic interests and consolidate 
the means required to assert them 
into an overall strategy covering 
foreign policy, development policy, 
arms exports, arms control and 
defense. Europe could then, at least 
in a limited form, react to crises 
and conflicts at its margins, curb 
illegal migration and make an inde-
pendent contribution to the fight 
against international terrorism.

But the US is still essential to 
Europe’s overall security. Amer-
ica’s contribution to Europe’s 
security through NATO is greater 
than that of all the European 
states put together. Combat forces 
may have been largely withdrawn, 
but the presence of 
US troops 
remains 
an 

important 
element in deter-
ring potential threats. Eastern 
European NATO states in partic-
ular, with their greater exposure 
to and fear of Russia, only trust 
the American security guarantee.

NATO is still the clamp binding 
Europe and North America into a 
shared security realm. In terms of 
US geostrategy, the Atlantic Alli-
ance and Europe play an impor-
tant role, if not the main role. The 
national Unified Combatant Com-
mands of the United States Euro-
pean Command (USEUCOM) 
and Africa (USAFRICOM) have 
their headquarters in Germany. 
Germany is the logistics hub and 

springboard for Africa and the 
Near and Middle East. Italy is the 
logistics base for the 6th fleet. One 
of the two strategic NATO com-
manders, Strategic Commander 
of Operations (formerly Supreme 
Allied Commander Europe/

SACEUR), is tradition-
ally an Ameri-

can.

There 
is much to be said 

for maintaining and strengthen-
ing the alignment within NATO 
of Europe’s security policy and 
strategic interests with those of 
the United States. The organiza-
tion will also continue to bind 
Great Britain militarily to Europe 
in future. If Europeans wanted to 
ensure their security without US 
involvement, they would have to 
more than double their defense 
expenditure. By way of compari-
son, in 2016 the United States 
spent $664 billion on European 
security, according to NATO crite-
ria, while European member states 
spent a total of $239 billion. 

It is also doubtful that Europe-
ans would even be in a position to 
provide the entire range of military 
capabilities required to implement 
current NATO strategy, including 
even approximately comparable 
strategic nuclear components and 
an autonomous European ballis-
tic missile defense system.

Europeans would be better 
advised to dispense with Euro-
pean double structures and 
instead strengthen their support 

for NATO. A European defense 
union and integrated Euro-

pean army will in any case 
remain a fiction as long 
as there is no European 
government. However, 
closer cooperation in 
research, develop-
ment, procurement 
and training could 
save costs and 
improve interoper-
ability.

Nonetheless, a sig-
nificant increase in 
defense spending is 
inevitable. The new 

US administration’s 
call for Europe to meet 

its assumed commitments 
and share the burden fairly 

is nothing new. Years ago 
NATO member states agreed 

to spend 2 percent of their gross 
domestic product 
on defense, and this 
commitment was 
affirmed at NATO 
summits in 2014 
and 2016. This has 
been supplemented 
by an obligation to 
invest more than 20 
percent of defense 
budgets in modern 
military equipment. 
In 2016, only four 
European member 
states reached the 
2-percent goal: 
Estonia, Greece, Great Britain 
and Poland. Germany spent 1.19 
percent, falling short of this goal, 
but the country plans to spend 
1.22 percent in 2017 and increase 
spending until 2020. Investment 

in materials for Germany’s armed 
forces, at 13.6 percent of the 
defense budget in 2016 and 13.1 
percent in 2017, is also below 
actual demand. Nine other 
member states invested well over 
20 percent in modern military 
materials. By way of comparison, 
the US spends 3.61 percent of its 
gross domestic product on defense 
and invests 25.03 percent of its 
defense budget in modern military 
equipment.

For quite some time, German 
and European politicians have 
been calling on Germany to 
assume more foreign and secu-
rity policy responsibility. More 
responsibility means assuming a 
leadership role and offering an 
example of security provision. 
So far, Germany’s federal govern-
ment has taken on more diplo-
matic responsibility but has shied 
away from assuming a greater 
military role. 

In terms of security policy, Ger-
many has yet to outgrow the lim-
ited international role of the early 
federal republic. It is perhaps time 
to recall President George H. W. 
Bush’s offer to the reunited Ger-
many of a “partnership in leader-
ship.”

The current bilateral relation-
ship cannot exactly be described 
as a partnership. However, 

impending changes 
in the geostrategic 
parallelogram of 
powers should be 
reason enough for 
German politicians 
to give the EU’s for-
eign and security 
policy greater lead-
ership and direction. 
A “partnership in 
leadership” between 
Germany and the 
United States within 
the framework of 
NATO would be the 

best precondition for enabling 
Europe to assert itself and 
uphold its security and interests 
amid the new American foreign 
policy dynamic and Russia’s 
growing confidence.  n

Couples 
Counseling 
 Why Europe must assert itself 
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The EU will  
survive Brexit.  

But will NATO?

By Daniel  
Keohane

The United Kingdom is 
leaving the European 
Union. Is the EU frag-
menting, or will EU 

governments consolidate while 
finally getting their act together 
on defense? Donald Trump is the 
president of the United States. Is 
NATO increasingly obsolete, or 
will Europeans contribute more 
and convince Washington not to 
scale back its military commitment 
to European security?

No one knows for sure. Russia 
is unpredictable, and the wars 
across the Middle East are causing 
huge internal security challenges 
across Europe, such as large refugee 
flows and terrorism inspired by the 
Islamic State (IS). But Europeans 
need to be able to cope – not indi-
vidually, but collectively. 

British Prime Minister Theresa 
May, during her January visit to 
Washington, managed to get a 

public agreement from the new 
US president that he backs NATO 
“100 percent.” Perhaps other Euro-
pean governments should be grate-
ful, but most are less 
convinced by Trump’s 
words than they would 
be by his actions. 

Moreover, he has 
also declared his admi-
ration of Brexit, and 
that it would not worry 
him if the EU dissolved. 
Some in the British 
government think that 
his support will help 
their negotiating posi-
tion with their EU part-
ners. But US backing 
of the UK on Brexit could divide 
NATO into an Anglo-sphere and 
a Euro-sphere. That is in nobody’s 
interest, except that of Russian Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin, who wishes to 
destabilize the Atlantic Alliance. It 

is no wonder that other EU govern-
ments are concerned.  

Following the British people’s 
decision to leave the EU last 

summer, EU govern-
ments have made much 
noise about deepening 
their military coop-
eration. The UK had 
blocked this policy area 
in the past, and it is 
easier to agree on long-
term military equip-
ment projects than 
to resolve the Euro-
zone’s woes or share 
the burden of housing 
refugees. Hence, the EU 
governments (including 

the UK) agreed on a package of 
three plans for military cooperation 
in December. 

While the optics are impressive, 
the results are less so. In fact, there 
are none. Perhaps there never can 

be results until the EU becomes a 
federal super-state. Since its formal 
inception in 1999, EU defense 
policy has produced little of con-
crete military value. Some EU mili-
tary operations have saved lives, but 
they have not changed the world. 
EU military cooperation has been 
notable more for its potential than 
for its impact on the world stage.

On some measures Europeans are 
not as incapable of acting as they 
are frequently made out to be (often 
because of unrealistic comparisons 
with the US). Collectively, the EU-28 
still spends much more on defense 
than Russia, and around the same 
amount as China. Over the last 
20 years, Europeans have carried 
out robust military interventions 
(unilateral, in coalitions, through 
NATO) in Bosnia-Herzegovina, 
Kosovo, Sierra Leone, Afghanistan, 
Iraq, Libya, Cote d’Ivoire and Mali, 
along with numerous peacekeeping 

missions elsewhere (through the 
UN and EU). 

Furthermore, within a decade 
Europeans should have access to 
new aircraft carriers, transport 
planes, air tankers, navigation 
satellites, unmanned aerial vehi-
cles and fifth-generation fighter 
jets. There thus exists a relatively 
firm bedrock of military capabili-
ties and experiences that Europe-
ans can build upon.

However, while Berlin and Paris 
are leading the reinvigorated EU 
military cooperation efforts, the 
two governments have some 
major differences in strategic cul-
ture. For one, France, as a nuclear-
armed permanent member of 
the UN Security Council, has a 
special sense of responsibility for 
global security and is prepared 
to act unilaterally if necessary. 
Germany, in contrast, will only 
act in coalition with others, and 
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remains much more reluctant than 
France to deploy robust military 
force abroad.

Moreover, Berlin and Paris do 
not necessarily agree on the ulti-
mate goal of EU defense policy. 
Calls for a long-term “European 
Security and Defense Union” in 
the 2016 German security white 
paper give the impression that 
Berlin sees EU defense as primar-
ily a political integration project. 
The French are more interested 
in a stronger intergovernmental 
EU defense policy now than a 
symbolic integration project for 
the future, since Paris perceives 
acting militarily through the EU 
as an important option for when 
the US chooses not to intervene 
in crises in and around Europe. 

Despite what their joint propos-
als may suggest, France and Ger-
many’s different strategic cultures 
may cause strife in the develop-

ment of a substantially more active 
EU defense policy. More broadly, 
the trouble for France has been 
its awkward position between a 
Germany reluctant to use robust 
military force abroad and a UK 
reluctant to act militarily through 
the EU. 

To reinforce the European part of 
NATO, the ongoing and quiet deep-
ening of bilateral military coopera-
tion between Europe’s two leading 
military powers, France and the UK, 
based on the 2010 Lancaster House 
treaties, is vitally important. Despite 
Brexit, France’s strategic culture will 
remain closest to Britain’s. In 2016, 
London and Paris conducted a joint 
military exercise with over 5,000 
troops, as part of their broader 
effort to develop a combined expe-
ditionary force. In November, they 
announced that they would increase 
their dependency on one another for 
missile technology. 

Strong Franco-British coopera-
tion is vital for European security, 
not only because of the countries’ 
combined military power, but also 
because Europeans need to be 
able both to contribute more to 
NATO (as the UK prioritizes) and 
to act autonomously if necessary 
(as France advocates, via the EU 
or in other ways). The Franco-
British partnership could become 
even more important if President 
Trump scales back the US military 
commitment to European security.

But bilateral Franco-British 
military cooperation may not 
be immune to politics. And it is 
important to try to avoid a spill-
over effect from the Brexit deci-
sion onto NATO, especially any 
political rift between Europe’s two 
leading military powers, the tradi-
tionally more “Europeanist” France 
and the more “Atlanticist” UK. 
Even before Trump’s November 

election victory, in a speech on 
Sept. 6 the British defense secre-
tary said: “Given the overlap in 
NATO and EU membership, it’s 
surely in all our interests to ensure 
the EU doesn’t duplicate existing 
structures. […] Our Trans-Atlantic 
alliance works for the UK and for 
Europe making us stronger and 
better able to meet the threats and 
challenges of the future.”

In contrast, on Oct. 6 French Presi-
dent François Hollande said that 
there are European countries “that 
think the United States will always 
be there to protect them. […] If they 
don’t defend themselves they will 
no longer be defended.” Hollande 
added: “Europeans must realize […] 
they must also be a political power 
with a defense capability.” The 
hardening of these Franco-British 
positions through difficult Brexit 
negotiations could cause a political 
rift, and hinder not only their bilat-

eral cooperation, but also coopera-
tion between NATO and the EU. 

Furthermore, some in London 
now expect the US to reinforce 
the UK’s position in its forthcom-
ing Brexit negotiations. This could 
divide NATO allies, with the US 
and the UK on one side, and France, 
Germany, Italy and Spain on the 
other. Similar to the bitter splits 
in 2003 over participation in the 
Iraq war, this could potentially 
force other European governments 
to choose sides. In that scenario, 
everyone would lose out. An alter-
native and more optimistic scenario 
has the UK potentially acting as 
a bridge between Europe and the 
new US government on reinforcing 
NATO, which could have positive 
effects on the ongoing Brexit nego-
tiations with EU partners.

Brexit is not likely to break the 
EU. If handled badly, however, it 
could break NATO. n
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The world is “at war,” 
said António Guterres 
in 2015; but 2017 
should be “a year of 

peace.” The nations of the world 
seem to be losing their way amid 
raging egoism, but Guterres, at he 
was sworn in as secretary general 
of the United Nations on Jan. 1 
of this year, recalled the original 
mandate of the UN: “to prevent 
war by binding all members in a 
rules-based international order.” 
The UN is confronting skepti-
cism about its ultimate lack of 
clout; some see the organization 
as a paper tiger, but Guterres 
wants to restore the doubters’ 
faith in the effectiveness of the 
institution that turns 72 years 
old this October.

At the Security Council’s open 
debate in New York at the begin-
ning of January, he outlined how 
he planned to achieve this. The 
UN must no longer just respond 
to conflicts. “We must rebalance 
our approach to peace and secu-
rity.” More than before it must 
dedicate itself to the prevention of 
conflicts that “are fuelled by com-
petition for power and resources, 
inequality, marginalization and 
exclusion, poor governance, weak 
institutions, sectarian divides,” 
and are “exacerbated by climate 
change, population growth and 
the globalization of crime and 
terrorism.” 

Guterres feels that as of late 
“too many prevention oppor-
tunities have been lost because 

member states mistrusted each 
other’s motives, and because of 
concerns over national sover-
eignty.” The result: “We spend far 
more time and resources respond-
ing to crises rather than prevent-
ing them.”

People and states are paying 
too high a price, Guterres said, 
which is why “we need a whole 
new approach.” A newly estab-
lished executive committee should 
“increase our capacity to inte-
grate all pillars of the United 
Nations under a common vision 
for action.” He wants to “launch 
an initiative to enhance our medi-
ation capacity, both at United 
Nations headquarters and in the 
field, and to support regional and 
national mediation efforts.”

But how can such an endeavor 
succeed among 193 member 
states with almost as many vary-
ing interests? During his ten years 
as the UN High Commissioner 
for Refugees (UNHCR), Guterres 
must have seen that the number 
of refugees rises in direct correla-
tion to the number and severity 
of armed conflicts. One year ago 
he made an unambiguous state-
ment: The EU has failed in its 
acceptance of refugees. Although 
Guterres has advocated for a vast 
global program for the distribu-
tion of refugees, success has yet 
to materialize.

In wars like the one in Syria, 
many combatants relate to one 
another almost indecipherably, 
and UN special envoy Staffan 
de Mistura has not managed to 
compel them to sit down at the 
negotiating table. And what if one 
of the five permanent members 
of the Security Council cripples 
the UN through veto, or simply 
acts unilaterally as Russia has 
recently done in Syria? And what 
would the new UN chief do if 
small countries feel threatened by 
larger ones?

Guterres would then try to act as 
“world moderator” (Franklin D. 
Roosevelt), with a soft voice and 
a “diplomacy for peace”; he sees 
himself as a bridge builder, who 
must try to understand the posi-
tions and arguments of all sides of 
any conflict. He is considered to be 
an excellent speaker with the power 
to convince, as well as someone 
who can broker compromise.

And what does Guterres say to 
Vladimir Putin’s American coun-
terpart, when he disparages the 
UN as a  “just a club for people 
to get together, talk and have a 
good time”? Guterres responded 
like an Aikido master, arguing 
that preventive action can be 
achieved “only through reasoned 
discussion, based on facts and the 
pursuit of truth.”

And finally, what if the new US 
president meddles with the UN’s 
greatest achievement in recent 
years, the climate change tenets 
formalized in the Paris Agreement 
and ratified by the US? Guterres 
appealed to rationality: “Tackling 
climate change will help prevent 
global conflict.” And that – per-
haps an argument for utilitarian 
dealmakers – can cut costs.

Guterres, once prime minister of 
Portugal, is the first former head 
of state to lead the UN. He is con-
sidered to be a straight talker, and 
someone expected to confront the 
world’s political leaders on equal 
terms. He has already visited Putin, 

as well as President Xi Jinping of 
China. Guterres will also restruc-
ture the 44,000-strong organiza-
tion, as he has identified some 
shortcomings: the UN response 
to crises “remains fragmented.” 
He is requesting “changes to our 
culture, strategy, structures and 
operations.” The new Executive 
Committee should ensure that all 
pillars of the UN work together 
toward a “common vision for 
action.” If Guterres succeeds in 
requiring at least two members of 
the Security Council to carry out 
a veto, the man at the top of the 
UN would once again be more of 
a general than a secretary.  PHK

Countries contributing uniformed personnel: 125

Total fatalities in current operations: 1,741

Total fatalities in all peace operations since 1948: 3,520

Approved resources for the period from 1 July 2016 to 30 June 
2017: about $7.87 billion

UN peacekeeping  
operations
Since 1948 the United Nations  
has been engaged in 71 peace keeping  
operations. Currently there are 16. 

 

Personnel

12,772

85,451

2,153

16,471

1,716

Troops Police Military 
observers

Civilian 
personnel

UN  
Volunteers

117,306

Source: http://www.un.org/en/peacekeeping/resources/statistics/factsheet.shtml

New diplomat in town
The UN’s António Guterres plans to respond  
to critical situations before they become crises

P
IC

T
U

R
E

 A
LL

IA
N

C
E

 / 
Z

U
M

A
P

R
E

S
S

.C
O

M

All diplomatic hands on deck: António Guterres.

Defense Union
Missing: A white paper on security  |  By Alexander Graf Lambsdorff

Europe stands at a cross-
roads. Internally, popu-
list forces question the 
basis of our liberal 

democracies and the Brexit vote 
has shaken the very foundations of 
the EU, probably the world's most 
successful democratic project.

Externally, the list of challenges 
seems almost infinite; vast parts 
of the Middle East and Central 
Africa are held back by devas-
tating civil wars and collapsing 
states. People in the Southern 
Neighborhood of the EU are flee-
ing their homes from terrorism, 
violence and economic hardship. 
The Mediterranean is facing an 
unprecedented humanitarian 
catastrophe. In the east, Russia 
has embarked on an expansionist 
foreign policy and is willing to 
pursue its goals by military means 
and the breach of international 
law. On top of that, Europe is 
confronted with a US president 
whose foreign policy priorities 
remain unclear or contradictory.

Jean Monnet, one of the found-
ing fathers of the European 
Union, already knew 
that “people only 
accept change when 
they are faced with 
necessity.” The truth 
is that Europe has 
taken the easy way 
out for too long. 

While there has 
been some progress 
in recent years, the 
EU’s role in security 
and defense matters 
can be summed up as 
“too little, too late.” 
For many years 
Europeans have overly relied on 
the US, expecting the world's 
policeman to step in whenever 
necessary. 

The new US administration is 
yet another reason to call for a 
paradigm shift. President Donald 
Trump knows the EU possesses the 
financial power and technological 
know-how to be a global player. 
And he does not shy away from 

demanding Europe’s 
commitment in mili-
tary terms as well. 

Europe must finally 
wake up and adapt 
to the new reality. It 
will be vital to con-
solidate the various 
defense initiatives 
pursued by individual 
EU member states – as 
repeatedly called for 
in European Coun-
cil resolutions – and 
take concerted action 
towards the establish-

ment of a European defense union. 
This would provide the EU with 
urgently needed defense capabili-
ties. How can this be achieved?

1. The EU should develop a 
strategic outlook that com-

mits to common defense policy 
ambitions. Article 26 of the EU 
Treaty calls on the European 
Council to define the “strategic 
interests of the Union.”

Unfortunately, the ongoing 
debate surrounding the refugee 
crisis has shown that security 
threats and challenges are per-
ceived differently across various 
member countries. While the 
Baltic states and Poland regard 
Russia as their prime foreign and 
security policy concern, south-
east Europe focuses on migration 
from the Mediterranean. Thus, 
it is pivotal to define common 
European interests, perceptions 
of (possible) security threats and 
geographical priorities. The EU 
needs a European white paper 
that encapsulates a European 
vision in security and defense mat-
ters and goes beyond the current 
global strategy.

2. The EU is the world's 
second largest spender 

in terms of defense, yet clearly 
fails to tap its potential. As a 
result of austerity measures and 
the political Zeitgeist, European 
defense budgets have been cut 
dramatically. Several European 
NATO members fall clearly short 
of the alliance's two-percent 
budget goal (defense spending 
as percentage of GDP), includ-
ing Germany, Europe’s economic 
powerhouse, with a mere 1.19 
percent.

The US spends significantly 
more on defense than the 28 
European states together. Coun-
tries falling below this threshold 
must gradually ramp up defense 
expenditures. Past operations in 
Libya (2011) and Chad (2008) 
have revealed Europe's unpre-
paredness, as even France and 
the United Kingdom were unable 
to carry out military missions 
without US assistance.

3. It is necessary to avoid 
overcapacities and a 

fragmented European market. 
Increased collaboration regarding 
the development of military capa-
bilities can significantly cut costs. 
There are four pragmatic ways to 
make the best use of public funds: 
collaborative armament projects, 
pooling, role specialization and the 
general reduction of redundancies. 

Coordinated at the EU level, 
(potential) defense capabilities 
and the assets of each member 
state must be identified, adjusted 
and merged into one common 
defense plan. The ultimate goal 
is the ability to participate in 
defense operations autonomously 
from NATO. Member states will 
have to specialize in certain areas, 
while relinquishing capabilities 
in others. This requires a high 
level of mutual trust in a sensi-
tive policy area. The European 
Defense Agency should play a 
crucial role in this process. 

From a legal point of view, the 
Lisbon Treaty provides a number 
of possibilities to enhance Euro-
pean defense cooperation. Articles 
42(6) and 46 foresee the use of a 
Permanent Structured Coopera-
tion (PESCO) for a core group of 
countries to pursue a more coher-
ent security and defense policy. 
PESCO is open to all EU states, 
which limits the danger of divid-
ing the union. It could constitute 
a first, decisive step towards a 
more resilient European security 
architecture.

The introduction of EU Battle-
groups (EU BG) in 2005 shows 
that cooperation and integration 
in security matters is possible, 
although an apparent lack of 
political will in certain member 
states still presents an impedi-
ment. EU BGs could have been 
valuable assets to missions in the 
Central African Republic, Mali, 
Libya or Congo but have thus far 
never been deployed. This policy 
tool must therefore be improved 
to include easier deployment and 
the assurance of long-term financ-
ing.

Europe needs to get its act 
together and treat Trump’s elec-
tion and Brexit as a wake-up call 
to take charge of its own destiny. 
Europe must move from its cur-
rent patchwork of multilateral 
agreements to enhanced defense 
cooperation. Both economically 
and strategically, a globally strong 
Europe is not a luxury but a vital 
necessity. n

Alexander Graf Lambsdorff 
is vice president of the 
European Parliament and a 
member of the Alliance of 
Liberals and Democrats for 
Europe Group. 
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The America First Committee, formed in 1940 by Charles Lindbergh and Gen. Robert E. Wood, was trying to 
prevent US support for the Allies when they were under attack by Nazi Germany. 

First responders
Europe reacts to “America First”  |  By Jean-Marie Guéhenno

Jean-Marie Guéhenno is 
president and CEO of the 
International Crisis Group, 
a conflict prevention 
organization. 

ICC

It is unclear whether US 
President Donald Trump is 
aware of the history behind 
the expression “Amer-

ica First,” the term he uses to 
describe his foreign policy vision. 
The catchphrase was first used 
just before World War II by isola-
tionists who opposed any Ameri-
can engagement in the mounting 
European crisis. The echo of that 
dark period has relevance for 
today. At that time, the structures 
that had been put in place after 
World War I, in particular the 
League of Nations, were disin-
tegrating, and a growing number 
of leaders around the world were 
exclaiming: “My country first!” 
We know how it ended. Today, 
in an age of nuclear weapons and 
other weapons of mass destruc-
tion, the principle of “my coun-
try first” would have even more 
devastating consequences.

Europe, which has suffered 
more than any other continent 
from the scourge of national-
ism, is positioned best to vigor-
ously counter the narrative of 
“my country first.” Europeans 
must present a united front in 
order to be taken seriously by the 
Trump administration. They also 
must stand their ground in rela-
tion to a more assertive Russia, 
which is reported to be backing 
nationalist and populist move-
ments across the continent and 
staging cyber attacks intended 
to alter the course of key elec-
tions in France, Germany and the 
Netherlands.

2017 is a crucial year for 
Europe, as these elections can 
decisively advance or reverse 
the trend towards nationalism 
and fragmentation that began 
with the Brexit referendum and 
became a global phenomenon. 
If nationalist forces prevail in 
these contests, it is likely that the 
“my country first” narrative will 
gain momentum, with terrible 
long-term costs for all – includ-
ing Russia.

European states need a shared 
strategic approach to meet these 
challenges. Priorities should 
include: a greater commitment 
to their own security, made vis-
ible through defense spending; 
greater organization, possibly 
through a European pillar in 
NATO; and seizing the initiative 
to advance arms control arrange-
ments that would help avert the 
risk of a major war.

Trump has given the Europe-
ans ample cause for concern. He 
has declared NATO obsolete; 
he speaks more glowingly about 
Russian President Vladimir 
Putin than about many West-
ern leaders; and he suggests that 
he will apply his transactional 
vision of diplomacy to long-
standing alliances. Some of his 
pronouncements suggest that 
the US commitment to defend 
Europe depends on the willing-
ness of Europeans to pay for it, 
rather than on shared values. 
The person rumored to be the 
next American ambassador to the 
European Union, Ted Malloch, 
has bragged that his role in bring-
ing down the Soviet Union is 
relevant experience to the goal of 
“taming” the EU. Some members 
of Trump’s entourage are revel-
ing in the discussion of which 
country will follow the British 
example and leave the EU.

The Europeans should take a 
position that is firm but non-
confrontational. For a start, they 
need to become more serious 

about investing in their own 
defense. Most European mem-
bers are spending significantly 
less than the NATO goal of 2 
percent of GDP. If they do not 
change course, the Trump admin-
istration will be less likely to take 
their interests into account.

There is a real risk that the 
US and Russia will not consult 
the Europeans in making a deal 
to redefine the regional security 
landscape. Trump, 
who considers ter-
rorism the number-
one threat for the 
US, may prioritize 
cooperation – or 
the appearance of 
cooperation – with 
Russia in the Middle 
East, while making 
concessions on 
issues that are at 
the core of European 
security interests. 
For instance, if the 
US chooses to scrap 
sanctions against Russia, there 
would be little leverage left to 
convince Putin to withdraw com-
pletely from Eastern Ukraine.

However, Europeans cannot 
simply buy American commit-
ment through increased defense 
spending, and NATO cannot sus-
tain itself as a political alliance if 
it is viewed only in transactional 
terms. It is time to strengthen the 

alliance by reviving the concept 
of a European pillar of NATO. 
Given the current mood in the 
White House, it will be up to the 
Europeans to present a clear and 
compelling vision of what NATO 
stands for in the 21st century.

The principle of collective 
defense, as set forth in Article 
5 of NATO’s founding treaty, is 
only credible when undergirded 
by shared values. Europeans are 

more likely to be 
heard – by Trump, 
as well as by Putin 
– if they speak with 
one voice on defense 
issues. Europeans 
will need to have 
political ownership 
of this effort, the 
modalities of which 
– whether through a 
fully separate Euro-
pean headquarters 
or an increased role 
for the European 
Defense Agency – 

should be discussed among EU 
members. The European Defense 
Action Plan, proposed by the 
European Commission in late 
2016, may provide the basis for 
greater coordination, even if 
intergovernmental mechanisms 
remain the driving force in mat-
ters of security.

Deciding which countries 
would constitute a European 

pillar is a tricky issue likely 
to stall any formal institutional 
approach. There will be dis-
putes over the involvement of 
European NATO countries that 
are not members of the EU, 
such as Norway or, even more 
contentious, Turkey. The United 
Kingdom, one of the strongest 
military powers in Europe, is 
preparing to leave the EU. Other 
EU countries, like Sweden, 
make significant contributions 
to European security without 
being NATO members.

Given these complexities, an 
informal political approach is 
the only viable way forward. 
A caucus could be organized – 
including, but not limited to, 
the six founding members of 
the EU – to agree on two basic 
principles: a) the emergence of a 
European pillar is necessitated by 
the altered strategic landscape; b) 
a key goal of the European pillar 
is to pursue ways to strengthen 
NATO. The core group should 
be open to other members of 
the EU while establishing close 
consultation mechanisms with 
EU non-NATO members as well 
as with NATO non-EU members. 
The United Kingdom would ide-
ally find that its strategic interests 
are well served by its involvement 
in the core group.

The Europeans should also 
mount a major diplomatic initia-

tive with Russia on arms control, 
even if an overarching agreement 
with Putin on security arrange-
ments may currently be out of 
reach. Three complementary 
tracks should be pursued, each 
involving the Europeans in dif-
ferent ways:

1. An arms control track for 
conventional weapons 

under the aegis of the Organi-
zation on Security and Coop-
eration in Europe (OSCE). The 
goal would be a reversal to the 
gradual demise of the treaties and 
agreements signed after the end 
of the Cold War. They had been 
implemented to radically down-
size armed forces in Europe and 
create transparency and predict-
ability in military deployments. 
They succeeded at the first task 
but are now failing at the second. 
Intimidation, ambiguity and sur-
prise are becoming the norm, 
such that protracted conflicts 
could easily escalate.

2. An arms control track for 
nuclear weapons between 

the US and Russia; Europeans 
would be involved through 
NATO. The goal would be to 
prevent the likely collapse of 
the Intermediate-Range Nuclear 
Forces Treaty signed by Mikhail 
Gorbachev and Ronald Reagan 
in 1987. The Euromissile Crisis 
of the 1980s was one of the 
most divisive crises for NATO. 
A replay of the dispute under 
present conditions could destroy 
the alliance.

3. A cyber defense track, 
managed in a new ad hoc 

framework involving the EU and 
NATO. It should explore ways to 
introduce cyber arms control and 
confidence-building measures in 
cyberspace. As a first step, parties 
should agree on what consti-
tutes an act of war in this new 
battlefield.

Revamping the European 
security agenda may sound too 
ambitious in the current political 
context, but it is urgently needed 
to counterbalance the forces 
threatening to divide the conti-
nent. Opinion polls show that 
Europeans, while critical of many 
aspects of the EU, see defense 
as an area that warrants more 
rather than less cooperation. 
Today’s Europe is confronted 
by extraordinary challenges 
demanding an extraordinary 
response. Germany and France, 
whose military capacities should 
become increasingly compatible 
and complementary, could take 
the lead after elections in the two 
countries have taken place. Now 
is the time to launch a public 
debate on this bold move.

In fundamental terms, “my 
country first” is a reductive and 
destructive principle. It ignores 
the fact that solutions to many 
of the world’s biggest challenges 
require cooperative management 
– whether on security issues, cli-
mate change, migration flows or 
the global economy. Coercion has 
its limitations, and hard power 
can only go so far when not 
accompanied by the soft power 
that makes it acceptable. The 
temptation for the most power-
ful nation on earth to use force 
unilaterally may be great, but the 
US should resist it.

In both words and actions, 
Europe has the opportunity to 
make a positive case that another 
course is possible. n
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is necessary, but not sufficient: 
European members of NATO 
and the EU must also spend 
their funds in a more coordi-
nated manner.

The unity of the transatlantic 
alliance between Europe, the 
United States and Canada is 
another certainty we build on. 
During my recent visit to the 
United States, my interlocutors 
confirmed this common trans-
atlantic commitment.

Germany has shown leader-
ship from Wales to Warsaw 
and beyond, conceptually and 
as the main European con-
tributor to operations and to 
NATO activities to secure its 
eastern border. At the same 
time our civilian efforts are 
at an all-time high. In terms 
of the current budget of the 
Federal Foreign Office, we will 
invest more than ever before in 
international peace and secu-
rity, including humanitarian 
assistance, conflict prevention 
and arms control, as well as 
stabilization. Supporting the 
United Nations in its many 
roles remains the center of our 
activities, not least in Mali 
and other parts of the African 
continent.

Alongside these efforts, we 
must not neglect the world 
around us. As Europeans and 
Americans were major drivers 
in shaping the current global 
order, we both share respon-
sibility for and well-defined 
interests in the effects of glo-
balization. We must shape it 

in a way that serves the secu-
rity and prosperity of all parts 
of the world and all social 
classes. It would therefore be 
utterly wrong to fall back into 
a world of isolationism and 
trade wars. We instead need a 
global market that is regulated 
by fair rules, norms and agree-
ments, and where economic 
freedom and social responsibil-
ity are in balance. 

The EU has demonstrated 
that such a social market 
system does indeed work and 
provides wealth gains for all 
those who take part in it. 
The CETA trade agreement 
between the EU and Canada 
proves that free trade does not 
contradict social standards and 
consumer interests. This is a 
path we should follow.

Globalization has taught our 
societies that we are all con-
nected, no matter where in 
the world we live or what we 
believe in. This certainty will 
not disappear by denial, by 
building walls or by closing off 
exchange, dialogue and mar-
kets. This is another fact on 
which we can rely. n
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Analysts and politicians 
talk about a new Cold 
War. In my view, the 
term does not fit the 

current situation; Cold Peace is 
more apt.

Cold Peace is worse, more dan-
gerous and less predictable than 
Cold War. It is “cold” because 
no one wants to fight a war. Yet 
a few old methods have made a 
comeback: great powers’ policy; 
spheres of influence; the reshap-
ing of national borders; and the 
policy of destabilization. They 
draw strength from unprecedented 
propaganda and hybrid warfare.

The Ukrainian crisis has changed 
the rules of the game. We have 
moved to a new stage of history, 
from pre-Crimea Europe to post-
Crimea Europe.

In the Cold War, the Soviet Union 
had many allies. Today’s Russia 
is isolated. Over the course of 25 
years the world has shifted from 
being bipolar to multipolar. The 
balance of interests is far more com-
plicated. The red lines during the 
Cold War were clearly demarcated: 
each side recognized and observed 
them. Each realized that the other 
would never be the first to launch 
a nuclear strike. In those days there 

was a basic level of confidence that 
commitments made would be met. 
There is no confidence today.

We were shocked to see the 
unlawful occupation of the 
Crimea and the violation of the 
basic principles of European and 
international order, but that was 
just the beginning. Who could 
have foreseen that Russian cruise 
missiles would fly over the ter-
ritory of several states to be 
deployed in the bloody conflict 
in Syria? Russian air raids against 
hospitals and a convoy of UN 
humanitarian aid vehicles? Propa-
ganda and cyber attacks against 
Western institutions?

A balance of power is a thing of 
the past. So is predictability, and 
security. Brexit and the election of 
Donald Trump are the flashpoints 
of the new situation.

It will take time to create a new 
stable order in this multipolar 
world. This period of transition 
will witness much turbulence and 
a record number of crises.

No one wants war in Europe. 
At this stage of our Cold Peace, 
Russia is an opponent, not an 
enemy. It will not invade Europe, 
nor will it strike us. However, 
Russia will avail itself of any 

opportunity to weaken or splinter 
the European Union.

To that end, Russia makes use 
of its entire arsenal of nationalist, 
populist and fifth column assets, 
nuclear threat, cyber attacks and 
propaganda. Frozen conflicts, pro-
voked by Russia in 
Ukraine, Moldova, 
Georgia, Armenia 
and Azerbaijan, are 
a cheap way for 
Moscow to hold sway 
over other states.

All this is impor-
tant to my country of 
Bulgaria, as it directly 
impacts our future. It 
is in Bulgaria’s inter-
est to avoid the divi-
sion between Russo-
philes and Russophobes. We need 
a clear idea of where we belong.

I was one of the first European 
presidents to strongly condemn the 
Russian assault on Crimea. The 
Ukrainian people should decide 
which future it wants. We want 
to see as a partner the country 
that gave the world Tchaikovsky, 
Tolstoy and Dostoyevsky.

However, today we must deal 
with a Russia that is nationalistic 
and aggressive, with a president 

who treats Europe as an enemy, 
not a partner. Its president per-
ceives the fall of the Berlin Wall as 
a disaster, and the European Union 
not as an innovative peace proj-
ect, but as an obstacle to Russia’s 
domination of its “near abroad.”

Fortunately, today’s 
Bulgaria is a member 
of the European 
Union and NATO. 
This gives us secu-
rity – more so than 
other Balkan states, 
or Ukraine. This is 
important at a time 
when the Balkans 
are perhaps Russia’s 
next target. Many 
of the states around 
Bulgaria can be desta-

bilized from within by national-
ists and oligarchs, corruption and 
propaganda, or by their depen-
dence on certain energy supplies. 

Although the secret services that 
thrived under communism have 
been dissolved, their operatives 
and networks live on. Resolute 
action is required today to root 
our policy in the rule of law, and 
not in the games, vested interests 
or spheres of influence dominated 
by the great powers. n

Cold Peace
Why it is more dangerous and  
less predictable than Cold War

By Rosen Plevneliev
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“With   
 friends  
 like   
 these...”
       

        

What a difference a year 
makes. In early 2016, a lot 
of Europeans saw Russia as 
the most serious threat to 

their security. Nowadays, quite a few of 
them are torn between identifying Russian 
President Vladimir Putin or US President 
Donald Trump as the bigger challenge. 
After 70 years of entrusting their foreign 
and security policy to Washington, Europe 
is realizing that unless it finds an interna-
tional identity of its own and becomes 
an actor on the world stage, it will be 
irrelevant both politically and strategically. 
This is no small task.

Meanwhile, the United States under the 
Trump administration is moving from 
being unpredictable to becoming poten-
tially unstable, as the conflict between 
the 45th president and the opposition to 
his rule spreads beyond the political class 
and re-energizes activists on both sides of 
the spectrum, further dividing an already 
polarized US. A conflict on such a scale 
would undoubtedly have an impact on 
US foreign policy and lead 
to even more instability at 
the global level. It is hard 
to predict with any certainty 
where Trump and the US 
will be one year from now, 
which renders moot assump-
tions concerning just about 
everything else.

Trump is not a Kremlin 
man – even if one accepts 
all the allegations about the 
DNC hacking, the infamous 
kompromat and all the evi-
dence about the actual use 
of the stolen secrets by the 
Russian propaganda appa-
ratus. However, the scale and intensity 
of the scandal about Trump's purported 
dependence on Putin reveal a lack of self-
confidence among American elites the likes 
of which have not been seen for decades. 
America’s founding myth of exceptional-
ism is suddenly in danger of unraveling. 

This is serious. Big countries like the US, 
China or Russia are virtually invincible if 
attacked from the outside, but they can 
become brittle if their domestic systems 
and self-images become delegitimized.

We are not there yet. The US can over-
come its current crisis and safely transi-
tion over time from global dominance to 
global pre-eminence. There are even some 
bright spots. With Trump's arrival in the 
White House, the worsening US-Russian 
confrontation has been put on hold. This 
ceasefire may not last long, and there is no 
guarantee that the conflict will not resume, 
in perhaps an even sharper form. However, 
while the likelihood of a kinetic collision 
between Russian and American military 
aircraft or naval ships had risen ever higher 
during Barack Obama's last two years in 
office, a trajectory sure to have continued 
under Hillary Clinton, this risk has now 
markedly decreased.

As Trump and Putin are transactional 
politicians, they may indeed speak the 
same language of Realpolitik. Yet it does 

not follow that even if they 
understand each other per-
fectly, they will be able to 
make deals. 

Trump is clearly focused 
on containing China and 
destroying Islamic terrorism. 
For Putin, however, there is 
no question of siding with 
Washington against Beijing, 
with whom Moscow has built 
a solid relationship over the 
past 30 years. This relation-
ship will not break unless 
China embarks on an adver-
sarial course against Russia 
– a highly unlikely eventuality 

in the foreseeable future. The Washington-
Beijing-Moscow triangle is back in play, 
but the US is far from being its main player.

Russia would certainly welcome the 
possibility of joint military action with 
the Pentagon against the Islamic State 
(IS) in Syria. A military coalition of equals 

would add to Moscow's prestige and 
put Russia's conventional forces on par 
with America's in that war. US support 
for the Russia-led political settlement in 
Syria would also be welcome in Moscow. 
Russia, however, is unlikely to perform 
heavy-duty tasks for the US in the Middle 
East. It will follow its own strategy there, 
geared toward its own goals. With regard 
to Iran, to cite but one example, Putin's 
calculus and objectives differ a great deal 
from Trump's. 

Ahead of Putin's first face-to-face meet-
ing with Trump, the Kremlin has been 
closely watching the first steps of the 
new US administration. Russia’s hope is 
to establish a durable co-equal relation-
ship with the new president, one built on 
a balance of the two countries' national 
interests. 

The concern in Moscow, however, is 
that the bipartisan anti-Russian consensus 
in the US has shown no signs of subsiding 
since Trump's inauguration. It is still true, 
for example, that if Trump were to lift 
the Russia sanctions by executive order, 
Congress would soon reinstate them as 
law, making them virtually impossible 
to remove. Should Washington decide 
to begin supplying lethal arms to Kiev, 
which, according to Rex Tillerson, would 
have been preferable to sanctions in 2014, 
the US-Russian relationship would imme-
diately return to the danger zone.

Even if this does not happen, the crisis 
in Ukraine, now in its fourth year, will 
probably continue unresolved. The Minsk 
agreement cannot be implemented, as this 
would be tantamount to suicide for the 
current political regime in Kiev. Nor is 
there any real appetite for this in Donetsk 
and Lugansk, yet Donbass remains under 
Moscow’s tutelage and would ultimately 
do Russia’s bidding. For the Kremlin, 
the Minsk accord promises a de facto 
neutral Ukraine with a pro-Russian ele-
ment legitimized and protected within 
it. Even though it is hard to expect the 
White House to align itself with the 

Kremlin on this matter, the mere specter 
of a Trump-Putin deal on Ukraine led to 
a spike of violence in Donbass in early 
February 2017.    

If there is no deal, the conflict will remain 
unresolved, but not safely frozen and 
isolated. The shelling of Donetsk has pro-
voked renewed calls in Russia to solve the 
Ukraine problem by force. At this stage, 
these calls can probably be chalked up to 
psychological warfare, but an escalation of 
the conflict is unfortunately more probable 
than its resolution. 

Putin and Trump may meet in Finland 
this spring, but a Helsinki 2 remains out 
of reach – as well as a new Yalta. Going 
forward, Europe will be neither managed 
nor divided between America and Russia; 
it will remain in flux.

It is time for Europeans themselves, 
above all the French and the Germans, to 
begin thinking seriously about the EU’s 
own security. In addition to Ukraine, 
it is the Balkans that should command 
Europe’s attention. Even though Russia 
now regards the region as falling within 
the EU’s sphere of influence, local ten-
sions – two decades after the end of the 
post-Yugoslav wars – have not been put 
to rest. It is also an area where a deadly 
combination of criminality, radicalism 
and religious extremism poses a direct 
threat to the EU.

For starters, European leaders need to 
admit that countries outside the European 
Union operate on different principles than 
those that prevail within the EU, and 
then act accordingly. Europeans need to 
rediscover geopolitics and learn the game 
of statecraft. Yet they can only succeed 
if they have the will to make decisions 
about war and peace, crisis management 
and conflict resolution, and back these up 
with diplomatic, economic and military 
power. If they fail, the consequences will 
be dire. As for Trump, for Europe he may 
be a blessing in disguise – one that can 
help Europeans find a role of their own in 
a world that has gone unstuck. n
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Short-distance call? Presidents Trump ... ... and Putin.
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Relics of times past? Cold War memorabilia is a popular flea market 
souvenir with Berlin tourists.   
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Trump's arrival in 
the White House has 
put the worsening 
US-Russian  
confrontation on 
hold, for now

By Dmitri Trenin
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Not so long ago, armed 
conflict between the 
states on the shores 
of the Baltic Sea was 

considered almost unimaginable. 
The thought of military conflict 
in the Baltic Sea region was like 
a distant echo from the past, an 
idea with no further relevance.  
The region was often presented as 
a model case for cooperative secu-
rity, where prosperity and stabil-
ity fostered cooperation between 
respective states and flourishing 
civil societies and businesses.  

Indeed, this cooperative view 
of the region still predominates 
among the countries of the Nor-
dic-Baltic Eight (NB8). In every-
day encounters we cherish the 
multilevel cooperation in com-
merce, security, people-to-people 
contacts, our common institu-
tional frameworks and our shared 
history. None of the NB8 states is 
an island isolated from the rest, a 
fact borne out by the unique and 
vulnerable environment of the 
Baltic Sea we all depend on.

Although interdependence and 
cooperation have not disappeared 
from the Baltic Sea region, the 
talk of cooperation and collective 
security seems to have given way 
to more alarmist talk of the Baltic 
Sea as a region of tension. This 
tension has been on the rise since 
the illegal annexation of Crimea 
and the war in Eastern Ukraine. 
It has become palpable in the 
reactions to military exercises, 
occasions of aerial and maritime 
encroachment and in various 
activities targeting hybrid influ-
ence. From time to time, we have 
witnessed dangerous shows of 
force; unfortunately, the risk of 
military conflict has re-emerged. 
The growing insecurity felt by the 
Baltic States led last year to adap-
tation and assurance measures by 
NATO. Air and sea patrols are to 
be increased and four battalions 
will be deployed to the Baltic 
States and Eastern Poland for the 
first time.

Although the Ukrainian crisis 
has increased tensions in the 
Baltic Sea region, the differences 

between Russia and the other 
Baltic Sea states in their approach 
to regional security had been evi-
dent for quite some time. Indeed, 
it appears that Russia, unlike the 
NB8, views the Baltic Sea more 
from the traditional geopolitical 
perspective of gaining physical 
control over territory. While the 

NB8 pursues positive-sum efforts 
of multi-level interdependence, 
Russia disagrees with the notion 
that NATO is a strictly defensive 
alliance, arguing that it is out to 
reduce Russia’s security. 

This is disappointing to the 
many who hoped that Russia 
would find a place in Europe as 
a partner in cooperation with the 
existing European structures and 
institutions: NATO, the EU, the 
OSCE and the Council of Europe. 
However, every state makes its 
own strategic choices that other 
states must respect, and adjust 
their own policies accordingly. 

Adjusting to the strategic 
choices of Russia does not mean 
that the NB8 should abandon its 
cooperative approach and start 
thinking more geopolitically. On 
the contrary: it should increase 
its cooperation in areas prone to 

cause worry or insecurity. The 
NB8 needs strategic patience to 
stand by its collective values and 
work together in a consistent 
and coherent manner in order to 
strengthen its security and soli-
darity. 

The NB8 should employ a three-
fold approach: it should increase 

defense cooperation, strengthen 
common action in countering 
non-traditional hybrid threats 
and – last but certainly not least – 
promote dialogue and confidence-
building efforts with Russia, even 
if it strongly condemns Russia’s 
action in Ukraine. 

1. It is important to increase 
security and defense coop-

eration within the Baltic Sea 
region.  From the Finnish perspec-
tive, NATO’s role in the Baltic 
Sea region is a stabilizing factor. 
The assurance and adaptation 
measures of the Readiness Action 
Plan are defensive and propor-
tionate.  These measures address 
the legitimate security concerns 
of the most vulnerable countries 
in the region. 

Finland seeks to deepen its 
defense cooperation on several 

fronts – with NATO, within 
the EU and NORDEFCO, the 
Nordic–Baltic framework and 
bilaterally, in particular with 
Sweden.  In practice, the over-
lapping circles of security and 
cooperation within the Baltic Sea 
region mean that potential con-
flict situation would affect all 

NB8 states in multiple ways, and 
some fundamentally.

2. The rapidly changing 
security environment of 

the NB8 underlines the impor-
tance of the increased exchange 
of information and analysis of the 
changes in the strategic situation 
and military activities in the Baltic 
Sea region. Shared understand-
ing and common agreement on 
developments on the ground is a 
precondition for effective coop-
eration between partners. There 
is much to be learned from one 
another.

A case in point is our growing 
collaboration in countering and 
analyzing non-traditional hybrid 
threats such as, for instance, vari-
ous types of information opera-
tions, the use and misuse of insti-
tutions and strategic dependen-

cies within the NB8. We have all 
benefited from sharing the best 
practices in countering threats 
and building resilience within – 
and between – our societies and 
state structures. 

Finland is working on strength-
ening this multi-institutional col-
laboration by aiming to establish 

the Centre of Excel-
lence for countering 
hybrid threats in 
March of this year. 
The goal is not to 
create additional 
heavy structures and 
expensive bureau-
cracies, but rather 
to create intelligent 
networks consisting 
of interested parties 
and employing flex-
ible working meth-
ods. The main fields 
of activities would 
be (1) research and 
strategic analysis, 
(2) training and 
exercising, and (3) 
developing pre-
paredness and resil-
ience within Europe 
and within its states 
and societies. 

3. We should not only think 
of ways to prepare our-

selves for various risks, but also 
actively work towards reducing 
insecurity and risks of 
unintentional escala-
tion due to miscom-
munication or acci-
dents. The increased 
military activity in 
the Baltic Sea region 
highlights the need for 
reinforced confidence-
building and transpar-
ency measures.

Examples of useful 
frameworks are the 
OSCE Vienna Document on 
confidence and security building 
measures – including tools for 
conducting inspections and moni-
toring military activities – and the 
Treaty on Open Skies. The states 
should work together to modify 

and update these instruments to 
reflect changes that have taken 
place since their adoption. Fin-
land supports Germany’s push to 
relaunch the dialogue on renew-
ing conventional arms control in 
Europe. 

Some positive steps have also 
been taken in the context of 
the International Civil Aviation 
Organization (ICAO), in order 
to improve flight safety in the 
Baltic Sea area. Finland will host 
talks aimed at identifying new 
recommendations to improve 
flight safety in the area. We hope 
that these steps will contribute 
to meeting the broader goal of 
increased confidence in the region.

At the end of the day, an arms 
race or military escalation in 
the region is not in the interests 
of any of the Baltic Sea states, 
and we should all work together 
to reduce the risks. Moreover, 
Russia should approach these 
efforts more constructively.

 No matter how deep the differ-
ences over some questions, there 
remain issues where common 
ground can be found for mutually 
beneficial cooperation. Despite 
the apparent mistrust between 
Russia and the Nordic and Baltic 
States on some issues, the region 
still needs pragmatic cooperation 
in the fight against human traf-
ficking and organized crime as 
well as in developing common 

systems and responses 
to accidents and emer-
gencies. More impetus 
is required for these 
constructive efforts 
within the Council of 
Baltic Sea States.

All of the region’s 
littoral states should 
remind themselves 
of the fact that the 
Baltic Sea will always 
link their destinies, 

for better or worse. Despite the 
many differences between states, 
the only long-term solution is to 
learn to get along and respect one 
another. Only through dialogue 
can these differences be man-
aged. n

Sea change

From the Finnish perspective, 
NATO’s role in the Baltic Sea 
region is a stabilizing factor

By Timo Soini
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Real tank wars: Heavy fighting in 
the yard of an apartment block 
in government-held Avdiivka 
in Eastern Ukraine in early 
February. 

Checkpoint Ukraine
Fighting in Eastern Ukraine is worse than it  

has been for a long time – time for Kiev to act generously

By Frank Hofmann

At the end of January, 
fighting in Eastern 
Ukraine escalated 
again. On that week-

end, newly elected US President 
Donald Trump and Russian 
President Vladimir Putin spoke 
by phone for the first time. Many 
in Ukraine saw a connection 
between this call and the fighting 
for the town of Avdiivka. But this 
renewed escalation in the war’s 
third year follows a very different, 
far more general pattern – winter is 
fighting season in the former coal-
mining region of Donbass.

Forty people were killed in one 
week along the whole front in 
heavy fighting for the towns of 
Avdiivka, held by Kiev’s govern-
ment troops, and Yasynuvata, 
occupied by rebels controlled by 
Moscow. In the region along the 
“contact line” – the Eastern Ukrai-
nian front – the power supply 
broke down. According to the gov-
ernment, 400,000 people were at 
least temporarily without power, 
heating and water. According to 
local community representatives, 
several thousand citi-
zens had to leave their 
homes and shelter in 
tents in temperatures 
as low as minus 15 
degrees Celsius.

The head of the 
Avdiivka coking 
plant, one of the 
region’s biggest 
industrial facilities 
that produces coke 
for steel processing 
as well as for heat-
ing people’s home, 
reported that the 
plant had stopped working. A 
water filtering plant vital to the 
survival of people on both sides 
of the front was shelled and could 
not be repaired for days, an inci-
dent that infuriated the deputy 
chief of the OSCE monitoring 

mission. His briefings, issued via 
Skype, and the Twitter messages 
of his press corps were increas-
ingly critical.

Indications are that pro-Russian 
rebels controlled by Moscow ini-
tially launched the attack, and 
it has been claimed that GRAD 
rocket launchers, prohibited under 
the 2014 Minsk Protocol, were 
used again. Western observers also 
noted that the Ukrainian army 
responded with much greater 
fighting force than they had a 
year ago. The daily lists of shellings 
noted by OSCE observers now 
take up more than a dozen pages 
– a significant fact considering it 
was recently so quiet that many 
observers began to believe it was 
a true “frozen conflict.” 

But this third winter of the war 
also fits yet another pattern. The 
continued fighting is concurrent 
with new diplomatic initiatives. 
Over the weekend, as the lights 
went out in Avdiivka, not only 
did Putin hold a phone conversa-
tion with Trump; on the follow-
ing Monday, Ukrainian President 

Petro Poroshenko 
spoke in Berlin for 
the first time this 
year. 

This is not the first 
time that Eastern 
Ukraine has been 
bombed back onto the 
diplomatic agenda. 
The Council of 
Europe was shocked. 
“We are particularly 
concerned about the 
humanitarian situ-
ation in Donbass,” 
said Secretary Gen-

eral Thorbjørn Jagland.
The guardians of the European 

Convention on Human Rights 
do not seem to have paid much 
notice, as more and more politi-
cians have gotten used to the idea 
of settling for a permanent front in 

Eastern Ukraine. This is true even 
in Kiev, after more than 10,000 
deaths and two million refugees 
in and around Ukraine, and after 
a Minsk Protocol that provides for 
free elections in occupied areas, 
with the chance that pro-Russian 
rebels could be elected from there 
to the Kiev Rada.

This is not politically viable in 
Kiev, where the plan has been 
rejected, and again with a very 
good argument. As long as there is 
no ceasefire, free elections are not 
possible. And Moscow? Moscow 
does not want to lose control 
of the Ukrainian-Russian border 
along the occupied areas.

The question remains of what 
Kiev can do now to maintain a 
chance of regaining full control 
over its territory. The answer: give 
more help to people in areas occu-
pied by the pro-Russian rebels.

On a sunny day in early summer 
of 2016, the chairman of the Rada 
invited international journal-
ists to an interview for the first 
time. Andriy Parubiy has been 
the parliamentary president since 
April 2016. During the Maidan 
Revolution he was the subse-
quent representative of ex-Prime 
Minister Arseniy Yatsenyuk’s 
People’s Front and a member of 
the security force organized by the 
demonstrators themselves. Shortly 
after this he also fought in Eastern 
Ukraine. Parubiy has known war 
from the outset. Shortly before the 
interview he had been in the US. “I 
am shocked at the bad image even 
our friends have of us there,” due 
mainly to corruption and the slow 
pace of reforms. 

Yet another trip took him to the 
Croatian capital Zagreb, where 
he met with representatives of 

former Croatian leaders from 
the 1990s. During the Balkan 
wars, the east of the Slavonia 
region and the Krajina area in 
the former Yugoslav Republic 
of Croatia were occupied by Ser-
bian separatists loyal to Belgrade 
for almost four years. In August 
1995, soldiers overwhelmed the 
area of Zagreb historically inhab-
ited by Croatian Serbs, who by 
then had built up an effective 
army. “We knew what happened 
there militarily in Croatia,” said 
Parubiy in the spring of 2016. 
But he didn’t know about the 
concessions Zagreb made to the 
Croatian Serbs, especially in the 
regional capital of Knin, after UN 
mediation. “They compromised 
to maintain the unity of their 
national territory,” said Parubiy. 

This is exactly the opposite 
of what the hardliners in Kiev 

have been doing for a long time 
in the occupied areas in Eastern 
Ukraine. In December 2014, an 
economic blockade was imposed 
on the occupied areas. Bank trans-
fers can no longer be made there. 
Ukrainians have to go through 
one of just five checkpoints in the 
occupied areas to receive their 
pension money from Kiev. 

The fact that they do so is also 
unpopular with many Ukrainians, 
although this would be precisely 
the way to “reach the hearts of 
people in the occupied areas,” 
says a former member of the UN 
refugee agency in Eastern Ukraine.

Instead, at the Luhansk region’s 
only crossing point, Stanica 
Lugansk checkpoint, dramatic 
scenes play out every day. Some-
times 3,000, on other days 5,000 
mainly elderly people wait for 
hours in the freezing cold to cross 
to the other side.

For humanitarian reasons the 
UN refugee agency has been call-
ing for the opening of more check-
points for quite some time. “Cur-
rent processes at the checkpoints 
have seriously limited people’s 
opportunities to leave the conflict 
zone to go home or to visit family 
members or their properties,” said 
UN High Commissioner for Refu-
gees Filippo Grandi during a visit 
to Kiev last November, adding, 
“many people no longer have 
access to medical care.” 

The alternative would be for 
Kiev to offer people in the occu-
pied areas these services, such as 
setting up payment offices directly 
at the checkpoints to make it 
easier for people to draw their 
pensions. It would involve a few 
minor compromises for a major 
objective: the support for Kiev 
from Ukrainian citizens in the 
occupied areas. This would ulti-
mately invalidate the claim to 
power of the Moscow loyalists in 
Luhansk and Donetsk. n

Frank Hofmann is a  
Berlin-based reporter  
for Deutsche Welle and 
author of the documentary 
film Maidan Dreaming 
(2016).
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Backlash 
Old alliances in the age of “America First”

By Karl-Theodor zu Guttenberg and Ulf Gartzke

America’s political pendulum 
has swung back once again 
– and this time in a “huge” 
and unparalleled way. GOP 

Congressman and Donald Trump sup-
porter Tom Cole put it succinctly when 
he commented on the 45th president’s 
inauguration: “It really is a leap into 
the dark. And I think that’s true for the 
country and that’s true for Trump.” It 
is also true for Europe and the rest of 
the world.

To put Trump’s stunning election into 
perspective, we should take a step back 
and look at how we got where we are 
today. After all, America’s foreign and 
domestic policies have been character-
ized by massive pendulum swings in 
recent decades.

Let’s start in the early 1980s, with 
the election of Ronald Reagan, 
whose rise to power can only be 
understood against the backdrop 
of his hapless predecessor, Jimmy 
Carter. Reagan’s vision was to 
“Make America Great Again,” 
both economically and militar-
ily, and to put the “evil” Soviet 
empire into the dustbin of his-
tory. Déjà vu – at least con-
cerning the former.

Fast forward to 1992. The 
Cold War is won. The End 
of History has seemingly 
arrived. George H. W. Bush, 
while victorious in the Gulf 
War, is defeated by a young 
and charismatic governor from 
Arkansas. Bill Clinton’s vision 
was all about “the economy, 
stupid.” Basking in the sun as 
the world’s sole superpower, 
Washington quickly cashed 
in its peace dividend and 
embarked on a military “pro-
c u r e -
m e n t 
h o l i -
day.” The 
US focused 
instead on pur-
suing trade deals 
like NAFTA and 
laying the foundation 
for its tech industry to 
rise to global preeminence.

Although important secu-
rity and defense decisions like 
NATO enlargement were made 
under President Clinton, the big-pic-
ture geopolitical context was – at least 
by today’s standards – quite benign: 
no Russian invasion of Ukraine, no 
aggressive Chinese military actions in 
the South China Sea, no massive refugee 
flows in the Middle East.

However, it is often overlooked that 
transatlantic relations took an acrimo-
nious turn under Clinton. Recall, for 
instance, the wars of the Balkans and 
the deep-seated US frustrations with 
Europe’s failure to handle security chal-
lenges in its own backyard.

Clinton called for more transatlantic 
burden-sharing as early as 1994. Yet 
five years later in the Kosovo War, 
85 percent of the effective airpower 
still came from the US. Adding to the 
strain were institutional clashes at the 
intersections of NATO and the EU, pit-
ting pro-Atlanticist voices against the 
Europe-first faction. Deep rifts between 
the US and Europe were also exposed 
over the Kyoto Protocol on climate 
change and the International Criminal 
Court.

Transatlantic relations would reach 
new lows under George W. Bush, espe-
cially in connection with the Iraq War. 
His controversial election in 2000 was 

driven not only by a repudiation of Clin-
ton’s personal transgressions, but also 
by a Republican-led narrative that the 
president had caused great harm to US 
national security: first, by involving 
the country in missions of 
“social work” like in 
Somalia; second, 
by engaging 
in timid 
“cruise-
m i s -
s i l e 

diplo-
m a c y ” 

following 
Al-Qaeda’s 

s i m u l t a -
neous bombings  

of two US embassies and 
its attack on the USS Cole; 
and finally, for failing to properly 
manage America’s relations with major 
powers like Russia and China.

Following the attacks of Sept. 11, 
2001, George W. Bush embarked on a 
wartime presidency characterized by a 
massive build-up of the defense, intelli-
gence, and homeland security apparatus 
and US-led military inter-
ventions in Afghanistan and 
Iraq. His decision to attack 
Saddam Hussein without 
a clear UN Security Coun-
cil mandate caused last-
ing harm to relations with 
Moscow, as well as Paris 
and Berlin. America’s repu-
tation also suffered greatly 
due to Guantánamo and the 
use of “enhanced interroga-
tion techniques.”

At the end of the Bush 
presidency, following US 

military setbacks in Iraq and Afghani-
stan, and in the midst of the 2008 finan-
cial crisis, America longed for a fresh 

face and a 
new start. With his 

promise to transcend America’s 
entrenched political divisions, get 

the US out of Iraq, stop torture, close 
Guantánamo and embrace progressive 
climate change policies, Barack Obama 
was greeted with hyped-up expectations 
both at home and abroad, and especially 
in Europe.

But make no mistake: it was George 
W. Bush who created the political ter-
rain for Obama’s sensational rise and 
ultimately, if unintentionally, paved 
his way to the White House. In the 
same vein, we all owe the Trump presi-
dency in part to Barack Obama and a 
flawed presidential candidate in Hillary 
Clinton. Those who connect the rise 
of populists like Trump only to the 
overwhelming effects of globalization, 
flawed institutions and growing inse-

curities miss the 
point that his pre-

decessor obviously 
failed to find convinc-

ing solutions.
While the backlash 

Trump embraced was cer-
tainly driven by domestic issues 

– Obamacare, job losses in the 
manufacturing sector and a crucial 

Supreme Court vacancy – the banal 
slogan, “Make America Great Again,” 
was also a direct response to the relative 
decline of US power and influence on 
Obama’s watch.

The humanitarian catastrophe in 
Syria, the rise of the Islamic State 
(IS), Beijing’s increasingly aggressive 
actions in the South China Sea, the 
failed “reset” with Russia, the fact that 
Washington has allowed Moscow and 
Iran to strengthen their position in Syria 
and the Middle East – it is hard to point 
to any major foreign policy accomplish-
ments of the Obama administration. 
Even the 2015 Iran nuclear deal, while 
important and promising at first glance, 
is flawed and remains highly controver-
sial within Washington’s policy circles. 
The one exception may well be the his-

toric reopening of relations 
with Cuba, accomplished 
with crucial support from 
the Vatican. It all points 
to a rather prosaic legacy 
for a US president who was 
initially hailed as a transfor-
mative global political figure 
and even received the 2009 
Nobel Peace Prize after just 
a few months in office.

At this stage, it is impos-
sible to predict what form 
the Trump presidency will 
ultimately take. The only 

constant factor to emerge thus far is his 
erratic, impulsive, narcissistic character. 
However, in terms of security Europe 
had better take Trump’s “America First” 

agenda seriously and start beef-
ing up its own security 

and defense capabili-
ties. While early 

pronounce-
ments by 

Secre-

tary of Defense James Mattis about 
America’s “unshakeable bond to 
NATO” may appear comforting, it is 
neither healthy nor sustainable that the 
US accounts for about 75 percent of the 
defense expenditures of the 28-member 
alliance.

While his cabinet picks, Mattis and 
Secretary of State Rex Til-
lerson, are grounds for 
some guarded optimism, it 
is too early to say how much 
Trump will defer to them. 
It is not beyond reason that 
he may rely more on his 
dubious White House whis-
perer, Steve Bannon, and 
National Security Adviser 
Mike Flynn, who has 
already put forth several 
highly undiplomatic state-
ments. Intra-governmental 
conflicts seem inevitable, 

and it is disconcerting that the president 
imposed his divisive travel ban without 
first consulting America’s top diplomat.

Trump’s relationship with Russia and 
apparent admiration for Putin remains 
a mystery. It will be interesting to see 
whether his “deal-making” attitude runs 
at a cost to the citizens of either Eastern 
Ukraine or Syria.

The most recent three weeks have 
dashed any hopes that the weight of 
the Oval Office will instill caution and 
discipline in the rumbling new President. 
Trump’s personal Twitter account is 
still active, holding American diplomacy 
eternally hostage to whatever nuanced 
and complex policy statements can be 
squeezed into 140 characters. The 
fact that he hung up on the prime 
minister of Australia – the country 
with the closest intelligence ties to 
the US – is rather troublesome. 
Moreover, Trump’s protection-
ist agenda lacks any intellectual 
or economic depth, antagonizes 
allies like Mexico and Germany 
and benefits declared geostrate-
gic rivals like China by abandon-
ing the Trans-Pacific Partnership 
(TPP) trade agreement.

If Donald Trump manages to 
move beyond the early chaotic 
rollout of his administration, 
he may best be viewed through 
the prism of a “high risk, high 
return” president. Four years 
from now, America and the 
world will either be in much 
worse shape or the “apprentice 
president” will somehow have 
risen to the occasion, surprising 
many of his fiercest critics at 
home and abroad. The stakes 
are extremely high, yet this 
is the risky bet the American 
people placed on Trump when 
they chose him as their new 
president.

In contrast to Obama, who 
infamously drew “red line” in 
Syria and failed to back it up, 
friends and foes alike have no 
idea how Trump really ticks, or 
what could compel him to initi-
ate US military action abroad. 
On the campaign trail, Trump 
repeatedly told his fellow Amer-
icans: “We have to be unpre-
dictable.” At least that part 
of Trump’s administration is 
on track.

After all, this new “doctrine 
of unpredictability” also means 
that America’s traditional allies 
in Europe can no longer count 
blindly on Washington to bail 
them out of a security chal-

lenge. “America First” is carrying the 
day in Washington, in terms of both 
domestic and foreign policy. Yet it 
remains to be seen whether the new 
president recognizes that it is impossible 
to “make America great again” without 
close and strong allies abroad, particu-
larly in Europe and Asia.

In any event, Berlin will 
need to shoulder more 
responsibility, especially in 
light of an EU weakened by 
Brexit and threatened by the 
rise of populist, nationalistic 
parties in a crucial European 
election year.

Simply hoping that Amer-
ica’s geopolitical pendulum 
will swing back in a pro-
European direction when 
Trump leaves the White 
House is not a responsible 
option. n
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Steinmeier:  
Never succumb to  

speechlessness;  
it spells the  

death of diplomacy.
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From Brakelsiek  
to Bellevue

The extraordinary career of Frank-Walter Steinmeier  |  By Theo Sommer

Since its founding in 1949, 
the Federal Republic of Ger-
many has had ten foreign 
ministers. The first three – 

Konrad Adenauer, Heinrich von 
Brentano and Gerhard Schröder 
– anchored Germany in the Euro-
pean Community and in NATO. 
The next three – Willy Brandt, 
Walter Scheel and Hans-Dietrich 
Genscher – initiated West Germa-
ny’s Ostpolitik, the détente that 
would ultimately lead to German 
reunification. Then Klaus Kinkel 
and Joschka Fischer set the federal 
republic’s course in the post-Cold 
War world. And finally, Frank-
Walter Steinmeier took the helm 
at the foreign ministry from 2005 
to 2009 for the first of Angela 
Merkel’s Grand Coalitions. After 
four years of Guido Westerwelle, he 
manned the office for a second time 
since 2013, and made Germany 
aware of its mounting degree of 
global responsibility.

When Steinmeier moved back 
into Werderscher Markt after four 
years as leader of the SPD in the 
Bundestag (and an unsuccessful 
2009 campaign to become chancel-
lor), the world had changed. This 
much was clear to him: “Euro-
pean and German foreign policy 
are facing turbulent times.” The 
disappearance of the “cynical sta-
bility of the Cold War,” as he put 
it, already had spawned a number 
of new, exceedingly dangerous 
regional confrontations – in Africa, 
the Near and Middle East, Afghani-
stan. Everywhere, crises and con-
flicts, archaic violence as well as 
struggles over power, hegemony 
and zones of influence were raging 
with no end in sight. The annexa-
tion of Crimea and Moscow’s inter-
ventions in Eastern Ukraine were 
threatening peace in Europe, as new 
conflict lines were emerging in Asia 
with the rise of China and India. 

At the same time, the European 
Union was unraveling after having 
achieved 60 years of growing pros-
perity and peace among the states 
of Europe. The Brexit bombshell 
and the rise of populism in many 
EU countries has suddenly made 
it clear that European cohesion 
is in jeopardy, and that the pro-
cess of European integration is not 
irreversible. The foreign minister 
could see more than just hairline 
cracks. “The world is out of joint,” 
Hamlet’s lament, became a fre-
quent utterance of Steinmeier’s. 
He was also prone to describe the 
crumbling world order with an 
image from Robert Musil’s The 
Man Without Qualities: It is like 
“what happens when a magnet lets 
the iron filings go and they tumble 
apart again.”

Frank-Walter Steinmeier hails 
from the small village of Brakelsiek 
in the Lippe Uplands. His father 
was a carpenter and his mother a 
factory worker who had fled Bre-
slau at the end of the war. He grew 
up in Brakelsiek, becoming the first 
in his family to attend high school, 
playing for the local soccer club, 
passing his a-levels and doing his 
military service with the air force, 
where he would reach the rank of 

Private First Class. Architecture 
was an early interest, he played 
with the idea of becoming a jour-
nalist, but in the end he studied 
law, while also taking courses in 
political science. The 444 pages 
of his doctoral thesis focused on 
public policy regarding homeless-
ness. There was little indication of 
a future career in politics. 

“The time is out of joint—O 
cursèd spite/That ever I was born to 
set it right,” Hamlet’s plaintive turn 
was not yet on his mind, but Willy 
Brandt’s Ostpolitik had already 
politicized the high schooler. In 
1975 he joined the Social Demo-
cratic Party (SPD), without yet 
becoming an active member. It 
was by coincidence that one of 
his former fellow students, who 
worked in the state chancellery of 
Lower Saxony’s Prime Minister 
Gerhard Schröder, suggested he 
move from academia to politics. 
Her name was Brigitte Zypries, 
later federal minister of justice and 
currently minister for economic 
affairs. He followed her advice and 
in 1991 was hired as media adviser. 
Soon he moved up, taking over the 
department of policy guidelines and 
interministerial coordination and 
planning.

It was the beginning of an 
extraordinary career. In 1996 he 
became state secretary and chief of 
the state chancellery in Hanover. 
After Schröder’s election as chan-
cellor, Steinmeier became state 
secretary and commissioner for 
national intelligence at the federal 
chancellery in 1998, and chief of 
staff of the chancellery in 1999.  

Over the course of his career, 
Frank-Walter Steinmeier made 
good use of what the coach of his 
village soccer team had first appre-
ciated: stamina and a big heart. 
He was no ball hog; he was a team 
player; he had enormous endur-
ance; and he was a hard-nosed 
defender. He began as a power 
broker in the red-green coalition 
but soon played a crucial role in 
devising critical political strategy.  
He was the architect of reform for 
the economy and the job market, 
which – under the name Agenda 
2010, then and still today con-
tentious within the SPD – once 
again made the former “sick man 
of Europe” the continent’s lead-
ing economy. It was the gradual 
transformation of a political man-
ager into a politician, and the last 
step before achieving the mantle of 
“statesman.”

When Steinmeier first became 
foreign minister in 2005, some 
doubted that he possessed enough 
foreign policy experience for the 

post. They were wrong. His role 
at the chancellery had been highly 
political. As coordinator for intel-
ligence services, he was privy to 
information about the state of 
the world and intricately versed 
in all questions of international 
security. Since the Kosovo War 
in 1999, he took part in myriad 
foreign policy decisions, in partic-
ular about Europe. His influence 
was central when the government 
decided to send the Bundeswehr 
to the Balkans and to Afghani-
stan. After Sept. 11, his voice was 
decisive in formulating Schröder’s 
“no” to the Iraq War. He brushed 
off then US Ambassador to Ger-
many Daniel Coats (now Trump’s 
director of national intelligence) 
in no uncertain terms: The SPD, 
he pointed out, is fundamentally 
a party of peace and is not on 
board for dubious escapades in 
the Middle East.

However, in those days Stein-
meier operated behind the scenes, 
hardly visible to the public. In 
2005, like any foreign minister, 
he was suddenly in the spotlight. 
But the job change could not have 
been much smoother. He was 

soon the most popular German 
politician.

Steinmeier has been served well 
by all the qualities for which he 
praises the people from his native 
Lippe: “disregard for any sort of 
formality or ceremony,” skepti-
cism toward “blowhards and pipe 
dreamers,” being straightforward, 
down-to-earth and honest. His own 
predisposition corresponds to the 
virtues of his fellow villagers. He 
comes across as someone who 
is balanced, calm and persistent, 
sober and reflective, conscientious 
and composed. He has been called 
a problem solver, a “master of the 
unpretentious”, a “bridge builder”, 
a “ferryman between shores” – the 
“antithesis to the Trumps, Le Pens, 
Orbans and Hofers.”

These qualities of a patient 
pragmatist also inform his foreign 
policy. “He stands for indefati-
gability,” says President Joachim 
Gauck, “always ready to con-
tinue to negotiate, mediate and 

convince.” This was on display 
during his negotiations between 
the warring parties in Ukraine, 
in the 12 years of discussions 
with Iran, and most recently, yet 
still without results, in his efforts 
for a truce and peace agreement 
in Syria. 

Steinmeier is a realist. Crises are 
the new normal, he has often said; 
crises and conflicts between states, 
but now ever often between states 
and non-state actors. Yet our age 
of perpetual crises has not dis-
couraged him; it has inspired him. 
“Now more than ever!” was his 
motto. Do not give up. Do not 
entertain fear. Do not surrender 
hope or confidence. And never suc-
cumb to speechlessness; it spells 
the death of diplomacy. Keep the 
channels of communication open, 
and nourish them.

In his first tenure as foreign 
minister he strove for a modern-
ization and innovation partner-
ship with Russia.  He regretted 
that Moscow’s offers for dia-
logue on collective security and 
an economic community stretch-
ing from Lisbon to Vladivostok 
was never taken seriously in the 

West. “Transformation through 
linkage” was his watchword. 
In Yekaterinburg in 2012 he 
sketched the image of a new bal-
ance of power, “in which the 
Pacific region, Russia, the Euro-
pean Union and Central Asia 
are linked to one another both 
economically and politically and 
profit from one another.”

The annexation of Crimea and 
the Russian intervention in East-
ern Ukraine put a brutal end to 
this vision. Steinmeier condemned 
Putin’s breach of international law 
in clear terms. Nonetheless, he 
became the driving force behind 
the efforts to contain the conflict 
in Ukraine and find a political solu-
tion; Minsk Protocol I and II are 
largely his work. “And even though 
Minsk is not a perfect solution, and 
there is still much to do on both 
sides to implement Minsk,” he said 
in Washington in March 2016, “we 
would be in a much worse place 
without it.” 

In the face of skepticism and criti-
cism from the public, he continued 
negotiations with Russian Foreign 
Minister Sergey Lavrov. The contin-
uation of the dialogue with Russia 
is a key question for Steinmeier: 
“Russia is a reality which we can’t 
ignore. For Russia has influence. It 
has influence in the Middle East, in 
Syria, in Europe, and beyond. So if 
we want to achieve solutions, we 
need to engage with Russia, even 
if it’s difficult.”

Difficult were also the years 
with George W. Bush in the White 
House. His secretary of state, 
Condoleeza Rice, and her German 
counterpart quarreled a lot. Stein-
meier resisted dividing the world 
into good and evil, black and white. 
The rift reached its peak after 
Schröder’s refusal to join Bush’s 
coalition of the willing in the Iraq 
War.

“We need to establish anew our 
relationship to the US,” wrote 
Steinmeier after Barack Obama 
took office. And this was a success 
to the extent to which Obama, 
who was always more fixated on 
Asia, showed any interest at all in 
Europe. Steinmeier had a good, 
albeit not particularly warm rela-
tionship with Secretary of State 
Hillary Clinton. However, in his 
second stint as foreign minister he 
developed a wonderful friendship 
with his American counterpart, 
John Kerry.  They had both known 
the highs and lows of a political 
career; one had lost a US presiden-
tial election, the other a campaign 
to become German chancellor. This 
shared fate bound them, as did the 
similarity of their world views and 
the understanding of their role as 
diplomats: Never give up; politics 
of hope, not fear; move forward, 
don’t retreat. CNN dubbed Kerry 
an unremitting optimist “who does 
not rest until he has made the very 
last phone call, bent every last ear, 
appealed to every last world leader 
who might help him in his quest.” 
They were birds of a feather in this 
sense above all others. Never before 
were German-American relations 
better than during the years of their 
service, which came to end almost 
simultaneously in January 2017.  

While Kerry and Steinmeier 
were in office, the world under-
went a fundamental transforma-
tion. Russia no longer sees itself as 
a partner of the West. The West, 
itself suffering from the bacillus 
of nationalism, is threatening to 
crumble – see Brexit, see Orban, 
see Trump. The Arab world has 
sunken into utter chaos. Africa 
continues to sway between hope 
and horror, while rising China 

and its authoritarian brand of 
capitalism shows little regard for 
human rights as it creates a state 
model that despots the world over 
love to emulate.

In this new normal, it is inevi-
table that more global responsibil-
ity falls on the shoulders of Ger-
many. Frank-Walter Steinmeier 
was the first German politician 
to realize this. As early as in his 
first stint as foreign minister, he 
spoke – echoing the author Daniel 
Kehlmann – of the need for “re-
measuring the world.” Germany, 
he argued, cannot afford to sit on 
the sidelines any longer. Indeed, 
it must be prepared to take on 
more global responsibility. At his 
swearing-in ceremony in 2013 
he again alluded to this idea: 
“It is not that we needed to seek 
responsibility. We have it.” A few 
weeks later, the theme of “more 
responsibility” was the core mes-
sage of his speech at the Munich 
Security Conference, as well as in 
the speeches by Germany’s Presi-
dent Joachim Gauck and Defense 
Minister Ursula von der Leyen.

Steinmeier has never been a 
rabid interventionist. Assuming 
greater responsibility – by this 
he meant not necessarily military 
intervention, but above all engag-
ing more ardently in efforts to 
find peaceful solutions. Fear of 
the failure of one’s own initia-
tives was never justification for 
diplomatic reserve. “Diplomacy,” 
he said, quoting Willy Brandt, 
“is the General Staff work of 
peace.” He considered too narrow 
a focus on military options to be 
fatal; military strength must be 
accompanied by détente. In the 
Ukraine negotiations and in the 
discussions with Iran he showed 
the world what he meant, while 
continuing to caution the Ger-
mans against hubris: “We cannot 
take over the role of the US!” Not 
in the Near East, and certainly not 
in the Middle East.

When Steinmeier bade farewell to 
the foreign ministry for the second 
time, he ended his speech with a 
few thoughts that transcended the 
confines of his office:

“Parliamentary democracy is 
under pressure around the world; 
in many places it is being called 
into question. In too many coun-
tries, civil society and parliamen-
tary opposition groups are facing 
increasing restrictions, and self-
proclaimed ‘strongmen’ have even 
made contempt for democratic 
debate a governing principle. At the 
same time, the internet has created 
space for anonymous and uninhib-
ited communication, in which each 
new wave of agitation generates 
more clicks than any facts or argu-
ments, in which language has lost 
all moderation and the dividing line 
between the utterable and the inef-
fable is wearing increasingly thin.”

Anyone in attendance could very 
well hear the chief concerns the 
man from Brakelsiek will embrace 
upon taking residence at Schloss 
Bellevue in Berlin in his new post: 
President Frank-Walter Steinmeier 
of Germany. n

Special relationship: John Kerry and Frank-Walter Steinmeier
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No order, no hegemon
The Middle East in flux  |  By Volker Perthes

For decades, at least 
through the Cold War 
and into the US-led inva-
sion of Iraq, the Middle 

East formed a highly conflicted, 
but rather durable “regional secu-
rity complex” (Barry Buzan). It 
was defined by the geopolitical 
conflict between East and West, 
the region’s oil-dependent politi-
cal economy, and rather stagnant 
political systems. Change was 
limited, but the “stability” the 
regional states seemed to provide 
was a false one at best. Seven 
brief points to sketch what we see 
today in a region in flux.

1. If only one major headline 
could be used to character-

ize the current state of the Middle 
East, it would be the dissolu-
tion of order. Systems of order in 
the geographical space stretching 
from North Africa to the Persian 
Gulf are breaking up on different 
levels. The established system of 
states and borders is obviously 
under pressure. Domestic order 
has been disintegrating in Syria, 
Yemen and Libya; Iraq has been 
at risk of fragmentation for quite 
some time. Moreover, the norma-
tive and moral order of the region 
is under threat, particularly the 
never easy yet time-honored cul-
ture of coexistence between a rich 
variety of religious, confessional 
and ethnic communities.

By all appearances it seems that 
the disruptions and changes we 
have been witnessing since the 
Arab revolts of 2011 are only 
the first phase of a comprehen-
sive transformation that will 
leave no country in the region 
untouched. Transformation can 
come through different channels, 
of course: evolutionary change, 
reform from above, negotiations, 
revolutions, war, civil war or any 
combination of the above; it can 
also result from political as well 
as social, economic, demographic, 
technological or climate pres-
sures. But whatever the dynam-
ics, it is difficult to imagine that 
ten years hence countries such as 
Saudi Arabia or Iran will look the 
same as today in terms of their 
politics, economy or society.

2. In the Middle East, as 
everywhere else, all poli-

tics is local. Conflicts have local 
causes, mainly related to the dig-
nity and rights of 
people, to the inclu-
sivity or exclusivity 
of their regimes of 
governance. The 
revolts of 2011 – 
often referred to as 
the “Arab Spring,” a 
misleading term that 
is too seasonal and 
falsely implied quick 
and positive results – 
have largely failed. 

Tunisia is thus far 
the notable excep-
tion. But the issues 
at stake remain, and 
the same applies 
to the generational 
experience that stag-
nant political condi-
tions are not stable if large parts 
of the population feel excluded 
from the distribution of power, 
income and resources.

Despite appearances to the con-
trary, religion is not the root cause 
of conflict in the Middle East. 
But wherever states fail, or social 
contracts and societal consensus 

break down in the process of 
state failure, people take refuge in 
older, sub-state and often trans-
national identities. Confessional, 
sectarian and ethnic fault lines 
gain relevance, both as a response 
to and as a multiplier of deepest 
fears. Sectarian mobilization by 
policymakers and warlords alike, 
particularly along the Sunni-Shia 
divide, has led to a region-wide 
polarization at local levels – most 
clearly in Syria and Iraq – as 
well as regionally. There is little 
wonder that the essentially geopo-
litical conflict over regional hege-
mony between Saudi Arabia and 
Iran has increasingly been cast in 
sectarian terms.

3. The geopolitical balance 
of forces in the region is 

highly fluid. In 2011, Turkey, 
under the leadership of the mod-
erate Islamist AKP, seemed to 
reap the major geopolitical ben-
efit from the wave of revolts in 
the Arab world. In 2013, Saudi 
Arabia suddenly appeared as the 
leading regional power. In 2015 

and 2016, Iran man-
aged to stabilize its 
influence and acquire 
a quasi-hegemonic 
position, at least in 
the Arab East along 
the Iraq-Syria-Leba-
non axis.

This may or may 
not last. There is no 
stable balance of 
power in the regional 
state system, but 
rather a balance of 
mistrust that has 
thus far prevented 
the emergence of any 
stable regional coali-
tions or alliances. 
Instead, relations 
between states seem 

to work on the principle that 
the enemy of my enemy is still 
my enemy. For instance, over 
the last few years we have seen 
attempts to establish a Saudi-
Qatari-Turkish coalition, as well 
as a Saudi-Egyptian alliance. Not 
much of either remains today; and 
no one should expect the recently 

formed Russian-Turkish-Iranian 
alliance on Syria to hold for too 
much longer.

The Israeli-Palestinian conflict, 
the defining element of the Middle 
East for decades, has morphed 
into a local conflict. It remains 
unsolved, and an upsurge of vio-
lence within the next few years is 
more likely than a settlement. But 
it no longer dominates political 
discourse or action in the rest of 
the Middle East. The dominant 
conflicts today are the regional 
conflict over hegemony between 
the two Gulf powers – Saudi 
Arabia and Iran – and the war 
in Syria.

4. While the wars and civil 
wars in Yemen, Libya and 

Iraq are putting their respective 
countries at risk, the dynamics 
and outcome of the Syrian war 
will likely be a major determi-
nant for the future of the entire 
region. All the political, geopoliti-
cal, social and sectarian conflicts 
in the region converge in Syria like 
under a burning glass. Originally 
a local power struggle, the con-
flict was quickly regionalized and 
internationalized. The number of 
external players with direct or 
indirect military involvement has 
been increasing by the year, and 
now includes, above all, Iran, 
Saudi Arabia, Russia, Turkey, 
Qatar and the United States. The 
“original” parties to the conflict 
– the government of Syria under 
Bashar al-Assad and the anti-
regime opposition, with its politi-
cal and armed components – are 
exhausted. 

Neither the government nor the 
opposition could have sustained 
their war efforts had they not 
been kept afloat from abroad. 
Russia, in 2015, began its direct 
military intervention explicitly 
because it feared an imminent 
collapse of the regime.

With more than half of all Syr-
ians internally displaced or driven 
into exile, the conflict in Syria has 
produced this century’s largest 
humanitarian catastrophe. While 
differing over details, the UN, 
Russia, the US, Turkey, and the 

EU now all agree on the urgency 
of a sustainable cessation of hos-
tilities and a political process that 
leads to inclusive governance and 
a modicum of power-sharing in 
Syria. Alas, all local and regional 
players do not necessarily share 
this position.

5. There will be no sustainable 
solution for Syria and no 

regional stability without some 
form of consensus and a balancing 
of interests between the relevant 
regional and international powers. 
However, even a cursory overview 
shows how the interests and priori-
ties of these powers differ.

Russia is bent on demonstrat-
ing its great-power status and re-
establishing itself as a main force 
of order in the Middle East, and 
has had some success in Syria so 
far. By the end of 2016, Moscow 

and Tehran had helped the Syrian 
government gain a substantial 
military victory by defeating the 
rebels in Aleppo. Russia then 
initiated a tripartite effort with 
Turkey and Iran to resume politi-
cal talks between the government 
in Damascus and selected oppo-
sition figures, which effectively 
sidelined the outgoing US admin-
istration.

The priority for the EU and 
its member states lies in avert-
ing risks that emanate from the 
region. EU members have had to 
learn that it is simply impossible 
to wait for the conflict in Syria to 
burn itself out without creating 
new risks for Europe as a whole, 
particularly in terms of irregular 
migration and terrorism.

The priorities of the US remain 
unclear. The Obama administra-
tion was eager to reduce Amer-
ica’s over-commitment in the 
Middle East. It gave priority to 
the fight against terrorism while 
seeking to avoid being dragged 
into new conflicts. At the same 
time, Secretary of State John 
Kerry spent enormous diplomatic 
energy on attempts to resolve con-
flicts, often in cooperation with 
Russia. We can assume that the 
Trump administration will follow 
most of the same approach, but 
with much less emphasis on the 
diplomacy part.

Saudi Arabia, driven by a deep 
sense of insecurity both in terms of 
dangers from within and its lack 
of natural and secure borders, 
will try to keep the US politically 
and militarily involved. Riyadh’s 
priority has increasingly become 

to prevent what the kingdom 
would regard as a hostile Iranian 
takeover of Syria and the Levant. 

Iran is indeed seeking to estab-
lish a form of regional hegemony. 
In the absence of any real friends, 
and driven in part by real security 
concerns, it has been trying to gain 
influence through a rather crude 
projection its power, directly and 
through various proxies, into the 
countries of the Arab East. 

Turkey’s interest generally 
lies in a stable Middle Eastern 
neighborhood, and in breaking 
the links between external and 
domestic security threats. How-
ever, this interest has translated 
into widely varying policies, even 
within the last few years. After 
unsuccessfully trying to export 

its own political and ideologi-
cal model into parts of the Arab 
world, Turkish policies have 
become more realistic, giving 
priority to physically preventing 
a contiguous Kurdish belt along 
its own border with Syria and, 
on this basis, seeking to establish 
a great-power consensus with 
Russia and Iran.

6. Terrorism is indeed the 
main threat emanating 

from the region, and one of the 
main threats for societies and 
states within the region. There 
is no doubt that the totalitarian 
and terroristic state project of the 
Islamic State (IS) must be fought 
militarily and destroyed. 

At the same time, it is neces-
sary to realize that even the 
liberation of Mosul, Raqqa 
and al-Bab from the IS and the 
destruction of its military infra-
structure will not in itself defeat 
IS ideology. Without a political 
transition towards a credible 
form of inclusive governance 
in Syria, without more political 
inclusivity in Iraq, and without 
a détente between Saudi Arabia 
and Iran, an “IS 2.0” will sooner 
or later emerge. Needless to say, 
in the absence of such a positive 
evolution, we should not expect 
an end to the conflict in Syria, an 
end to sectarian polarization in 
the region, an end to the flow of 
refugees from Syria or a condu-
cive atmosphere for reconcilia-
tion and reconstruction in Syria 
and in the mainly Arab Sunni-
inhabited parts of Iraq that so 
easily fell under IS control only 
two or three years ago.

7. While we cannot predict 
the future of the Middle 

East, we can imagine and frame 
its options for political and geo-
political development with the 
help of two historical metaphors: 
the Thirty Years War in Europe 
and the Concert of Powers in 
the 19th century. The former 
depicts a region in a generation-
long period of unrest and violent 
conflict. It would not mean actual 
war being fought in all countries 
at all times, but rather a long 
series of wars, civil wars, revolts 
and other forms of organized vio-
lence involving the entire region 
as well as a host of extra-regional 
actors.

The latter would stand for a sort 
of Vienna Congress (or, as some 
prefer, a Westphalian Peace Con-
ference), whereby the functioning 
states of the region, along with 
all influential external players, 
would agree on basic principles of 
coexistence that do not deny – let 
alone abolish – political, ideologi-
cal and sectarian differences and 
conflicts of interests, but rather 
help to accept and respect them 
as the requirements of common 
survival.

Europeans, as the region’s clos-
est neighbors, have a vital interest 
in supporting developments in 
line with this second metaphor. 
This will involve some unsavory 
compromises and agreeing to 
work with partners that are part 
of both the problems and the solu-
tion. Without regional partners, 
none of the conflicts will be con-
tained, let alone solved. Ignoring 
or isolating difficult players does 
not inspire them to change. It 
is altogether easier to deal with 
difficult yet functioning partners 
than with failed states. n
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If only one major  
headline could be used to 

characterize the current state 
of the Middle East,  

it would be the  
dissolution of order. 
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Attention,  
deficit, disorder
Is the Middle East becoming a zone full of  
half-forgotten, widely misinterpreted wars?

By Dan Smith
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When Lord Louis 
M o u n t b a t t e n 
became Supreme 
Allied Com-

mander, South East Asia Com-
mand in 1943, he visited vari-
ous units of the 14th Army that 
later retook Burma from Japa-
nese forces. On these visits, it is 
said that he made the same joke 
time and again: “I understand 
you believe you’re the forgot-
ten army. That’s not true. The 
truth is nobody’s ever bloody 
well heard of you!” This being 
a British army, raucous laughter 
ensued, as well as an immediate 
rise in unit morale.

The people and governments of 
war-torn countries and regions, 
however, often face a serious ver-
sion of the same challenge. The 
question is whether the Middle 
East, a zone of high-profile armed 
conflicts that threaten interna-
tional peace and security, is 
actually becoming a zone full of 
half-forgotten, largely unheard-
of wars.

The Middle East and North 
Africa remained at the heart of 
global security concerns through-
out 2016, and that seems unlikely 
to change any time soon. Thanks 
to its strategic location and natu-
ral resources, the arena remains a 

focus for external powers as they 
pursue their interests directly, via 
local alliances as well as through 
proxy forces.

However, while the strategic sig-
nificance of the region is as great as 
ever, the focus and content of con-
cern are shifting. The highest-pro-
file, highest-priority set of problems 
is certainly the war in Syria and its 
external interventions. The regional 
role and ambitions of Iran also 
draw a great deal of attention. And 
then there is the war and humani-
tarian crisis in Yemen, chaos in 
Libya, the war in the Egyptian 
Sinai, the continuing activities of 
Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb 
and the problem of political succes-
sion in Algeria – all of major actual 
or potential strategic significance, 
yet relatively low political interest 
and engagement.

Hence the problem of band-
width. How many crises can 
simultaneously consume the focus 
of a middle-ranking power, or 
even one of the great powers? The 
machinery of government works 
on an impressively wide range 
of matters, but in the ministerial 
offices and around the cabinet 
tables where decisions are made, 
the number of items that can be 
handled effectively at any one 
time is limited.

For several decades, conflict in 
the Middle East primarily com-
prised Israel-Palestine. Iran and 
Iraq were added in the 1980s. 
Lebanon came in and out of the 
picture. Today, although all the 
issues are unresolved, Israel-Pal-
estine draws less attention than 
several other conflict arenas. The 
conference on Israel-Palestine 

convened by France in January 
was a healthy reminder of its con-
tinuing importance, yet it could 
not draw all the main players to 
Paris. Iraq continues to see some 
of its most intense fighting since 
the US-led invasion 14 years ago, 
yet that country has also dropped 
down the hierarchy of interna-
tional concern thanks to Syria.

Given the context, there is not 
much political muscle to spare 
for supporting one or another 
contending faction in Libya. Nor 
is there much political capital for 
trying to persuade Saudi Arabia 
to recognize that it will not bring 
peace and stability to 
its southern neigh-
bor by continuing 
to make the rubble 
bounce in Yemen. 
And there are simply 
not enough hours in 
the day to properly 
consider the risks of 
instability and explo-
sion in Lebanon, 
Algeria, Tunisia or 
even Jordan.

Beyond the dif-
ficulty of handling 
multiple issues, inad-
equate bandwidth 
poses a particularly serious prob-
lem on two points. The first is that 
the urgent always takes priority 
over the important. The pressures 
of today divert energy from the 
problems of tomorrow. A key 
element in the region’s security 
profile is the aftermath of 2011. 
Lying behind what was optimis-
tically tagged the “Arab Spring” 
were long-term failures of gov-
ernance in most Arab countries. 
No major Western government 
had given those failures much 
thought. Today, where the form 
of government has not changed, 
the problem persists. Other fac-
tors being equal, the long-term 

potential for instability remains, 
regardless of any short-term 
measures to manage the situa-
tion through the suppression of 
dissent. 

The second is that the sheer 
number of events claims nuance 

as a casualty; a broad 
brush and hazy 
details are the order 
of the day.

The Iranian-Saudi 
relationship, now the 
key dividing line in 
the region’s political 
configuration, is often 
interpreted as a prod-
uct of the division of 
Islam into Sunni and 
Shi’a. Grounds for 
this interpretation 
can be found in the 
religiosity of both 
states, but the Ira-

nian-Saudi relationship should be 
equally understood as a relatively 
straightforward contestation for 
power – Arab against Persian as 
much as Sunni against Shi’a – 
in which strategic objectives are 
determined by the interests of 
the state.

At least from the Saudi perspec-
tive, one issue that exacerbates 
poor Saudi-Iranian relations is 
Yemen. Saudi authorities and 
some commentators attribute the 
lack of a quick Saudi victory in 
Yemen to Iranian support for the 
Houthi insurgents. The phrase 
“Iranian-backed Houthis” has 
entered the political lexicon. In 
fact, there is little evidence of 
major Iranian military support 
for the Houthis, which would 
be hard to deliver in the form 
of either military personnel or 
equipment. The Zaydi Shi’a of 
northern Yemen, who form the 
Houthi insurrection, are of a dif-
ferent sub-branch of Islam than 
the Shi’a of Iran. While Iran may 
be offering some support to the 
Houthis, most experts believe 
it pales in comparison to what 
Iran offers the Assad government 
in Syria.

Half-forgotten, largely unheard-
of and widely misinterpreted con-
flicts and issues in a region of 
strategic sensitivity and active 
contestation – it is a recipe for 
high international risk and poten-
tial mayhem. Amid all the pres-
sures of an increasingly fraught 
international environment, the 
bandwidth problem must some-
how be solved. n

Dan Smith is director of 
the Stockholm Inter-
national Peace Research 
Institute (SIPRI). His latest 
publication is the atlas, 
The State of the Middle 
East (Penguin, New York).
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Claiming their stakes in Yemen: Saudi Arabia and Iran

Forgotten fight? Armed Houthi supporters in Sana’a, Yemen, summer 2016
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Just a few years ago, observ-
ers and commentators could 
barely contain their enthu-
siasm. Turkey was long 
regarded as the only Muslim 

democracy in the Middle East, a 
“model state” proving that a pre-
dominantly Islamic country could 
in fact develop into a democracy. 
Its unique geographical situation 
also made it a great advantage 
for Western governments, because 
Turkey, since the founding of the 
republic, had seen itself as anchored 
in the West and had always been 
a reliable partner for the West on 
issues of security and foreign policy. 
Turkey was at once a frontline state 
and a bridge to the East. 

It may well be that this era is 
over. The Turkish government is 
poised to change its fundamen-
tal foreign policy positions with 
breathtaking speed.

Turkey’s ties with the West 
were expressed in its accession 
to NATO in 1952 and its loy-
alty during the Cold War, in its 
sending hundreds of thousands 
of “guest workers” to European 
countries, mainly to Germany, 
and finally in its desire to become 
an EU member. Atatürk, the 
founder of the Turkish Republic, 
had laid the foundations for the 
country’s Westernization: Always 
look to the West! 

At the same time, he wanted 
to keep his Turkey “neutral,” 
putting an end to the “imperi-
alist” and expansionist foreign 
policy of the defunct Ottoman 
Empire and protecting the young 
Turkish Republic from internal 
and external enemies. Atatürk, 
ever the pragmatic soldier, was 
not much interested in taking an 
active role in the world. “Peace at 
home, peace in the world” was his 
basic policy. Another consistent 
element in Turkey’s foreign policy 
has been its rejection of any kind 
of Kurdish state.

Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s gov-
ernment initiated the first par-
adigm shift. In his early years 
as prime minister, the country 
seemed on the way to becom-
ing a major power with hopes 
of exercising its influence in the 
region, although under a policy 
of “no problems with the neigh-
bors.” This was a departure from 
Atatürk’s foreign policy, although 
not one that challenged the coun-
try’s links with the West. We 
are now seeing another, more 
extreme change in Turkish for-
eign policy, and it cannot be said 
with any certainty what it will 
mean for the country’s Western 
orientation.

The US and Turkey have tra-
ditionally been partners, but the 
tone between them has recently 

turned cooler and harder. One 
main contentious issue is their 
exceedingly different approach to 
Syria. The two countries are coop-
erating in the fight against the 
Islamic State (IS) and Turkey has 
opened its Incirlik air force base 
to American fighter jets. But the 
US government’s patent refusal to 
describe the YPG Syrian-Kurdish 
militia (the military arm of the 
PYD Syrian-Kurdish party) as 
a terrorist organization infuri-
ates Ankara. The Americans see 
the militia as their most effective 

ground force, while Ankara more 
or less regards it as an extension 
of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party 
(PKK). The prospect of Syrian 
Kurds establishing an autono-
mous region in northern Syria, 
right on their border, is a night-
mare for the Turks.

The PKK and PYD are in fact 
closely related. They have similar 
goals and revere the same heroes. 
The Americans are aware of this 
but are practicing realpolitik. No 
wonder pro-government media 
outlets regularly express anti-
American sentiments. They may 
feel encouraged by statements 
made by Erdoğan, who has said 
that the US supports IS. Some 
writers have claimed that the US 
was behind the attack at Reina 
nightclub in Istanbul, planned 

the attempted coup on July 15, 
2016 and wanted to murder the 
Turkish president with the help 
of followers of Fethullah Gülen. 

For years Ankara has been call-
ing for the extradition of Gülen, a 
Turkish cleric residing in Pennsyl-
vania. The Turkish government 
believes that Gülen was the mas-
termind behind the coup attempt 
in July. The Obama administra-
tion never took a clear position 
on this demand. It is possible 
that relations will improve under 
US President Donald Trump, at 

least on the issue of Gülen. Before 
Trump took office in January, 
Michael Flynn, the president’s 
national security adviser, spoke in 
favor of extraditing Gülen.

Ankara’s relationship with the 
European Union is also tense. In 
their cooperation on the refugee 
agreement, the EU and the per-
petual EU candidate were in some 
ways never so close, and in others 
never so far apart. Europe needs 
Turkey to stem the flow of refu-
gees and migrants, yet for years 
it has treated the country like a 
poor cousin. The EU now finds 
itself in the awkward position of 
trying to draw closer to Turkey at 
a time when Erdoğan has begun 
restructuring the country into an 
authoritarian regime.

Turks regard the EU accession 
process as a tale of humiliation. 
In the mid-2000s, as Erdoğan’s 
reforms and modernizations 
were underway yet still unac-
complished, many Europeans 
slammed the door on Ankara, 
above all German Chancellor 
Angela Merkel, who kept him 
at arm’s length. A “privileged 
partnership” was the most she 
would concede, but by no means 
full membership. 

Her attitude was far from help-
ful. Turkey has since lost interest 
in Europe, particularly after the 
European Parliament voted by a 
large majority last November to 
suspend accession negotiations 
due to burgeoning authoritarian-
ism in Turkey. When the German 
Bundestag’s Armenia Resolution 
then used the word “genocide” to 
describe the massacre of Armenians 
during World War I, relations hit 
an all-time low. If Greece and Ger-
many grant asylum to Turkish offi-
cers suspected of involvement in the 
coup attempt, the atmosphere can 
be expected to deteriorate further.

The estrangement between 
Turkey, Europe and the US has 

created a gap into which Russia 
has leapt with great tactical skill. 
Traditionally, the two countries 
have tended to have bad relations. 
Between the 16th and 20th centu-
ries they went to war against each 
other more than a dozen times, 
and more recently they have been 
diametrically opposed on the 
issue of Syria. While Russia sees 
itself as the protective patron of 
Syrian dictator Bashar al-Assad, 
Ankara’s Syria policy since the 
outbreak of the war could be 
summed up in three words: Assad 
must go.

As of late, however, relations 
are flourishing. Two serious crises 
– the shooting down of a Russian 
fighter jet in November 2015 and 
the murder of the Russian ambas-
sador in Ankara in mid-Decem-
ber 2016 – have been 
tacitly settled. Turkey 
has de facto recog-
nized Russia’s policy 
in Syria. Ankara has 
not demanded that 
the Russians distance 
themselves from the 
YPG and PYD, as 
it insisted that the 
Americans do. Russia 
partly supports the 
militia in Syria, while 
the Turks are fighting 
it as part of their military opera-
tion Euphrates Shield. 

Why de-escalation now? Two 
reasons may play a role. On the 
one hand, the two presidents are 
united in their wrath against the 
West. On the other hand, having 
close ties with powerful Russia 
is one way for an increasingly 
isolated Turkey to gain relevance 
on the world stage.

Ankara’s de facto recognition 
of Russia’s Syria policy implied 
recognition of the Syria policy 
of another major regional power 
with which Turkey has at best 
an ambivalent relationship: Iran. 

The two countries have close eco-
nomic ties. Like Russia, Iran is an 
important energy supplier. They 
have also agreed to curb and 
combat Kurdish movements in 
their own countries as well as in 
the region. Yet there is a religious 
dimension to the two countries’ 
dynamic, which is bound to cause 
tensions. Erdoğan’s AKP govern-
ment sees itself as the protective 
patron of Sunnis in the region, 
while Iran is a majority Shiite 
country. 

Erdoğan’s most recent rever-
sals, including his renunciation 
of Israel, may no longer be the 
exception; they may very well 
become a fixed element in Tur-
key’s new foreign policy. 

Western – and in particular 
German – policy on Turkey will 

have to become accus-
tomed to Ankara’s zig-
zagging course and its 
many contradictions. 
The country’s reori-
entation away from 
the West and towards 
the East, especially 
Russia, need not be a 
permanent configura-
tion. “It is character-
istic of autocrats that 
they arbitrarily and 
very quickly change 

the baselines of their policies,” 
wrote political scientist Herfried 
Münkler. Of the presidents of 
Russia and Turkey he says, “if the 
European Union wants to fracture 
and crack the ‘bromance’ emerg-
ing between these two autocrats, 
they will have to end their policy 
of reprimanding them and threat-
ening them with sanctions, and 
work in accordance with the old 
principle of ‘divide et impera.’” 

There are still frequent hints of 
Turkey’s desire to have a foot in 
the door of the European Union 
in the future. The EU should take 
note. n

Wrath against the West
An isolated Turkey is turning towards Russia and away from Europe and the US  |  By Özlem Topçu

Özlem Topçu is a political 
editor at the German 
weekly Die Zeit.

THIES RAETZKE

The Turkish  
government is poised  

to change its fundamental 
foreign policy positions with 

breathtaking speed.

Currently in great demand: Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan meeting with Russian President Vladimir Putin (above, Oct. 2016). Below: German Chancellor Angela Merkel (Feb. 2017),  
British Prime Minister Theresa May (Jan. 2017) and Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi (Nov. 2016)
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Wars of the world

Sectarian conflict 
in Lebanon
IS battles with Hezbollah and other Shia 
groups in Lebanon. Hezbollah is involved in 
the neighboring Syrian civil war, support-
ing the regime of Syrian President Bashar 
al-Assad. An estimated 1,200 Hezbollah 
fighters have been killed in Syria since the 
start of the conflict. 

Nearly one quarter of Lebanon’s population 
is made up of refugees.

Estimated number of UN peacekeepers:

11,345
Source: UN Peacekeeping

Civil war in Libya
The formation of the UN-backed Govern-
ment of National Accord (GNA), led by 
Fayez al-Sarraj, was the result of UN efforts 
to reach a settlement between the warring 
factions and to create a unity government. 
The rival Tripoli-based National Salvation 
Government (formerly the General National 
Congress) rejected the GNA’s transition, 
contradicting its earlier acceptance of the 
new government.

Estimated number of IS fighters in Libya: 

5,000-8,000
Source: CIA

Destabilization  
in Mali
In September 2016, Malian President Ibra-
him Boubacar Keïta warned the UN that ter-
rorism and crime were spreading from the 
northern part of the country to the center, 
and that slow implementation of the peace 
deal and continuing insecurity threatened 
to foment the expansion of groups affiliated 
with al-Qaeda and IS.  

Number of UN peacekeepers: 

15,209
Source: UN Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization Mission in Mali

Boko Haram in 
Nigeria
The Nigerian military – with assistance from 
Chad, Cameroon and Niger – has pushed 
Boko Haram out of a number of provinces 
in northeastern Nigeria, yet the group 
continues to launch deadly suicide attacks 
and wield considerable influence.

The conflict has started to spill over 
into neighboring countries. Amnesty 
International reports that hundreds have 
fallen victim to Boko Haram’s violence in 
Cameroon. 

Share of Nigerian territory under Boko 
Haram control: 

20 percent
Source: NPR

Islamist militancy 
in Pakistan
Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif’s failed 
to negotiate a peace agreement with 
Tehrik-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP). After 
militants attacked the Karachi airport, 
the government launched an offensive in 
June 2014 against militant strongholds in 
North Waziristan. Air strikes and clearing 
operations have continued through 2015 
and 2016. 

Estimated number of militants killed in 
Pakistan by US drones since 2006: 

2,789
Source: Council on Foreign Relations (CFR)

Violence in the 
Democratic 
Republic of 
Congo 
At least seventy armed groups are believed 
to be currently operating in the eastern 
region of the country. Despite the stabiliz-
ing presence of 19,000 UN peacekeepers, 
the region’s stronger militant groups – e.g. 
Democratic Forces for the Liberation of 
Rwanda (FDLR) and the Ugandan Allied 
Democratic Forces (ADF) – continue to 
terrorize communities and control weakly 
governed areas of the country. They finance 
their activities by exploiting the country’s 
rich natural resources.

Human Development Index Rank: 

176
Source: UNDP

Taliban in 
Afghanistan
The Taliban continued to make territorial 
gains across the country and carry out 
high-profile attacks in Kabul throughout the 
summer of 2016. NATO committed to main-
taining 12,000 troops in Afghanistan and 
providing annual funding of $1 billion – in 
addition the US-requested $3.5 billion – for 
the Afghan National Defense and Security 
Forces (ANDSF) through 2020.  

US foreign aid dispersed: 

$17 billion 
Source: USAID

Violence in the 
Central African 
Republic (CAR)
Since the 2013 outbreak of violence, 
between 3,000 and 6,000 people have been 
killed and a quarter of the population has 
been displaced, with more than 400,000 
refugees and 380,000 internally displaced 
persons. 

Although mediation efforts supported by 
the Economic Community of Central African 
States (ECCAS) resulted in the signing of 
the Brazzaville Ceasefire Agreement in July 
2014, parties on all sides of the conflict 
have violated the accord. 

In February 2016, Faustin-Archange 
Touadéra, a former prime minister, became 
president after receiving nearly 63 percent 
of the votes in a runoff election.

Number of people in dire need: 

2.3 million
Source: UNOCHA

Political crisis in 
Burundi
Following the July 2015 election in which 
Burundian President Pierre Nkurunziza won 
a disputed third term, violence among state 
forces, suspected opposition members and 
civilians has increased significantly, particu-
larly since October 2015.

Time since the civil war officially ended with 
the Arusha Accords: 

12 years
Source: United States Institute of Peace

The new US president’s first steps,  
Russia’s grand plans and the EU’s quest 
for a bigger and unified role on the  
international stage may dominate head-
lines. But the armed conflicts around the 
globe have not gone away. Our status 
report shows the sobering state of the 
world, with potential ripple effects for all 
major players on the international stage.  
Additional data compiled from the Council on Foreign Relations

Mali

Nigeria

For a safer world and a safer you.

Driver Assistance Systems from Volkswagen. 
Help you to detect danger and reduce the risk of accidents.

7016824_VW_ANZ_Politische Kommunikation_Security Times_607x260_2017_TZ.indd   1 26.01.17   09:58

20  February 2017



  21The Security Times • Challenges

War against IS  
in Iraq
Territory controlled by the Islamic State 
shrunk 23 percent in 2016, following a 
similar contraction of 14 percent the year 
before, according to the defense research 
firm IHS Markit.

Estimated number of displaced persons 
since January 2014: 

3.2 million
Source: UNHCR

Al-Shabaab in 
Somalia
Al-Qaeda affiliate al-Shabaab, although 
weakened, has 7,000 to 9,000 troops 
remaining in Somalia. The group contin-
ues to dominate many rural southern and 
central areas of the country.

In late January 2017, al-Shabaab claimed 
it killed more than 50 soldiers and seized 
weaponry and vehicles in an attack on a 
Kenyan military base in southern Somalia.

Number of uniformed personnel in the Afri-
can Union Mission in Somalia (AMISOM):

 22,126
Source: African Union Mission in Somalia

Civil war in  
South Sudan
After rebel leader Riek Machar was sworn 
in again as vice president in April 2016, vio-
lence broke out anew between government 
forces and opposition factions. Machar 
fled the country again, President Salva Kiir 
replaced Machar with General Taban Deng 
Gai. Well over 50,000 people have been 
killed and more than 1.6 million have been 
internally displaced since civil war broke 
out in South Sudan in December 2013. 

Number of UN peacekeepers: 

13,490
Source: UNMISS

Conflict in 
Ukraine
The standing ceasefire in Eastern Ukraine 
has been continually violated. Although 
the conflict has transitioned to a stalemate 
after it first erupted in early 2014, shelling 
and skirmishes regularly occur. In 2016, 
NATO announced the deployment of four 
battalions to Eastern Europe, rotating 
troops through Poland, Estonia, Lithuania 
and Latvia to deter possible future Russian 
aggression elsewhere in Europe, particu-
larly in the Baltics.

Estimated Russian economic losses due to 
sanctions: 

€100 billion
Source: Newsweek

War in Yemen
Houthi rebels battle the internationally 
recognized Yemeni government. President 
Abed Rabbo Mansour Hadi is backed by 
Saudi Arabia. The Houthis and former 
President Ali Abdullah Saleh are set to form 
a “political council” to govern the capital, 
Sana’a.

Estimated number of displaced persons: 

3.15 million 
Source: UN

Islamist militancy 
in Egypt
An ongoing military campaign led by 
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi has targeted 
militant groups like IS-backed Wilayat Sinai 
in Sinai and near the Gaza Strip. Al-Sisi has 
kept up the crackdown on the Muslim Broth-
erhood following the overthrow of President 
Mohamed Morsi in July 2013. 

Estimated youth unemployment: 

42 percent
Source: World Bank

Conflict  
between India 
and Pakistan
Violence continues in Kashmir with a 
heightened threat of terrorist activity by 
Pakistan-based militant groups.

In January 2017, Pakistan warned India that 
it would use all of its weapons if India ever 
carried out alleged plans to send troops 
into Pakistan following a major crisis.

Length of disputed border: 

450 miles
Source: CNN 

War in Syria
Foreign involvement in the Syrian civil war 
has significantly increased since the con-
flict began in 2011. Russia began its military 
intervention in support of President Bashar 
al-Assad’s regime in September 2015. 

Iran, Russia and Turkey agreed to monitor 
a ceasefire in Syria after neither the Syrian 
government nor opposition groups signed 
an agreement during two days of peace 
talks in the Kazakh capital of Astana.

Estimated number of IS fighters in Syria: 

20,000-31,500
Source: CIA
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There has long been 
much handwringing 
in Washington over 
Iran’s ballistic mis-

siles. They are portrayed as a 
threat to regional security devel-
oped with the aim of one day 
being armed with nuclear war-
heads. Yet those missiles form 
an integral part of Iran’s defen-
sive military posture, which is 
fundamentally geared towards 
deterring attack. 

When it comes to conventional 
military power, the regional bal-
ance is stacked against Iran to 
a staggering degree, with Saudi 
Arabia outspending Iran 5-to-1 
on its military and even the UAE, 
with a native Emirati popula-
tion of less than two million, 
spending 50 percent more than 
Iran. The United States, with its 
massive military presence in the 
region, spends nearly 70 times 
more than Iran. 

At the peak of hysteria over 
Iran’s nuclear program in 

2010, the UN Security Coun-
cil passed Resolution 1929, 
which was spearheaded by the 
US. Imposed after a series of 
nuclear swap offers – whereby 
Iran would exchange enriched 
uranium for nuclear fuel – were 
rebuffed by Washington (includ-
ing one facilitated by 
Brazil and Turkey), 
the resolution levied 
far-reaching nuclear 
sanctions on Iran. It 
also sought to place 
restrictions on Iran’s 
missile program, stat-
ing that Iran “shall 
not undertake any 
activity related to bal-
listic missiles capable 
of delivering nuclear 
weapons.” 

However, with the 
July 2015 nuclear 
deal, formally known 
as the Joint Com-
prehensive Plan of 
Action (JCPOA), the 

groundwork was laid to remove 
UN-mandated restrictions on 
Iran’s missile program. Resolu-
tion 2231, the UNSC resolu-
tion endorsing the deal, removed 
1929’s strict language on missile 
tests. Resolution 2231 instead 
“calls upon” Iran not to under-

take missile tests that 
are “designed to be 
nuclear capable.” 
As Greg Thielmann 
of the Arms Con-
trol Association has 
stated: “[This lan-
guage] implies nuclear 
weapons intent must 
now be established in 
assessing the design of 
any missile launched 
by Iran – an even 
higher bar in light of 
Iran’s acceptance of 
stringent limits on its 
nuclear program.” 

Donald Trump’s 
election as US presi-
dent and his appoint-

ment – to senior positions – of fig-
ures who have sought to provoke 
conflict with Iran in the past, has 
spurred global concern about the 
fate of the nuclear deal. Iran’s 
recent missile test, no doubt con-
ducted with the aim of decipher-
ing the Trump administration’s 
stance towards Iran, was greeted 
with overt hostility by the White 
House. Trump’s national security 
adviser, Michael Flynn, who in 
the past tried falsely to blame 
Iran for the 2012 attack on the 
US consulate in Benghazi, Libya, 
threatened that Iran was now 
“on notice” for the missile test. 
This was followed by the imposi-
tion of new sanctions. 

It goes without saying that 
conducting missile tests is well 
within Iran’s rights as a sovereign 
nation. The consensus between 
Iran, the P5+1 powers and the 
IAEA is that the tests are not a 
violation of the JCPOA. Among 
the P5+1, it is only the Trump 
administration that now claims 

the tests are a “defiance” of Reso-
lution 2231. There is simply no 
evidence that the missiles Iran 
is testing are designed to carry 
nuclear warheads. As Mikhail 
Ulyanov, the head of Russia’s 
Department for Nuclear Non-
Proliferation and Weapons Con-
trol, has said: “As stated by the 
Iranians, the missiles they test 
are incapable of carrying nuclear 
warheads. No one has yet pro-
vided any evidence that this is 
untrue. So the question emerges, 
what violations are we talking 
about? No violations whatso-
ever."

However, some have argued 
that the missile tests violate the 
spirit of Resolution 2231. A 2016 
report by UN Secretary General 
Ban Ki-Moon found that Iran’s 
ballistic missile tests were “not 
consistent with the constructive 
spirit” of 2231, but were not 
a violation. The Trump team’s 
hysteria regarding the tests is not 
only unwarranted, but threatens 

to undo the nuclear deal and put 
the US and Iran on a path to war. 

In terms of an international 
agreement whose spirit has 
been violated, the JCPOA itself 
serves as a prime example in 
quite a different way. Since it 
was implemented in January 
2016, the International Atomic 
Energy Agency (IAEA) has veri-
fied six times that Iran has met 
all of its JCPOA commitments. 
However, the US has done a less-
than-satisfactory job of fulfilling 
its JCPOA obligations, which 
include allowing for the unin-
hibited accrual of the benefits 
of sanctions relief. This was the 
case under Obama, and is set to 
worsen under Trump.

The nuclear deal’s text spe-
cifically requires the US to “sus-
tain this JCPOA and to prevent 
interference with the realization 
of the full benefit by Iran of 
the sanctions lifting.” However, 
since the deal’s implementation, 
the US government has taken a 
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Then: 
The P5+1 and the European 
Union reached an agreement 
with Iran in Vienna in April 2015.
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Assessing the 
state of the Iran 
nuclear deal

By Seyed Hossein 
Mousavian

Mogherini:  
“Iran deal  

is working”
Federica Mogherini, High 

Representative of the EU for 
Foreign Affairs and Security 
Policy, stated unequivocally 
how the EU should conduct 
itself in relation to the Iran 
nuclear deal: “There should 
be no doubt that the EU stands 
firmly by the deal,” she wrote in 
an article published Jan. 17 in 
The Guardian. The agreement 
is “a multilateral endeavor 
and now belongs to the entire 
international community, 
through its endorsement by 
the UN Security Council.”

She was writing in response 
to statements by US Presi-
dent Donald Trump, who had 
announced plans to annul the 
deal. “This agreement was 
the result of brave choices, 
political leadership, collec-
tive determination and hard 
work,” wrote Mogherini, who 
was the EU’s chief negotiator 
in the international joint plan 
of action. “The Iran deal is 
working and we need to main-
tain it.” It addresses “a highly 
contentious and longstanding 
dispute in a peaceful manner. 
In its absence, we might be 
facing one more military con-
flict in a region that is already 
far too destabilized.”  

Iran’s nuclear program “has 
been significantly reformatted 
and downsized” and is now 
“subject to intense monitor-
ing by the IAEA.” The joint 
commission, which Mogherini 
herself coordinates, “oversees 
constantly the implementation 
of the agreement, meeting regu-
larly, which allows us to detect 
even minor possible deviations 
and to take necessary corrective 
measures.” Iran’s nuclear pro-
gram now is of a “purely peace-
ful, civilian nature.”  PHK

host of actions which, while not 
in outright violation of the deal, 
run counter to its spirit. 

In January 2016, on the day 
of its implementation, the US 
imposed new sanctions on Iran 
over its missile program. This 
was followed by new legisla-
tion signed into law by Presi-
dent Obama requiring individu-
als from countries with visa-free 
US travel agreements to attain 
visas before entering the US if 
they have visited Iran. This has 
created a significant barrier to 
Iranian trade with Europe and 
Northeast Asia. Trump’s noto-
rious Muslim ban is only the 
extension of this policy. 

By March 2016 it had also 
become clear that Iran was 
having difficulty financing the 
post-JCPOA trade agreements 
it reached with companies from 
Europe, Asia and beyond. The 
issue was twofold. First, a US 
ban on “dollar clearing” for 
Iran remained in effect, which 

prevented foreign banks wish-
ing to facilitate Iran-related 
transactions from accessing the 
US financial system to conduct 
transactions in US dollars – the 
currency for most major inter-
national trades. This had the 
effect of impeding Iran’s ability 
to engage in international trade 
and repatriate its frozen assets. 
Second, international banks 
and investors were continuing 
to steer clear of Iran for fear 
of violating the spider’s web of 
existing non-nuclear US sanc-
tions or potential future sanc-
tions that could threaten their 
investments. 

Adding insult to injury, in April 
2016 the US Supreme Court 
broke all international legal prec-
edent by ruling that $2 billion of 
frozen Iranian US assets could be 
sued for by families of victims of 
terrorist attacks. This marked 
a violation of a basic principle 
of international law known as 
sovereign immunity, under which 

foreign governments cannot be 
subject to private lawsuits.

Since the JCPOA was reached, 
the US Congress has tried relent-
lessly to undermine it. In 2016, 
more than 80 bills were intro-
duced in attempts to scuttle the 
deal. One bill, a renewal of the 
Iran Sanctions Act, was passed 
in November and not vetoed by 
President Obama, triggering out-
rage across the political spectrum 
in Iran. Nevertheless, for the 

most part Obama still stood as 
a bulwark against congressional 
hawks trying to sink the deal, a 
role Trump will almost certainly 
not continue. 

Ostensibly in response to Iran’s 
missile rest, Trump has already 
imposed new sanctions on 13 
Iranian individuals and 12 enti-
ties, a number of which are based 
in Lebanon, the United Arab 
Emirates and China. The interna-
tional impact of these sanctions 

is clearly meant to further dis-
courage global firms from doing 
business with Iran.  

There has now been one year 
of successful Iranian implemen-
tation of the JCPOA despite 
repeated US violations of the 
spirit of the deal. However, the 
Trump administration’s saber-
rattling over Iranian missile 
tests is set to undo the deal, 
while its new sanctions under the 
umbrella of human rights, terror-
ism, weapons of mass destruction 
and regional issues are bring-
ing tensions between the US and 
Iran to dangerous new heights. 
This would void an agreement 
that is the most comprehensive 
achievement in the history of 
nuclear non-proliferation and a 
model for realizing a world free 
of nuclear weapons. Moreover, 
it would weaken the fight against 
the Islamic State – as Iran is at 
the forefront of combatting the 
group – and contribute to greater 
regional destabilization.  n

Doomsday Clock 

“The probability of global 
catastrophe is very high, and 
the actions needed to reduce 
the risks of disaster must be 
taken very soon.” 
 
– From the Science and 
Security Board of the Bulletin 
of the Atomic Scientists
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Now:  
An Iranian long-range S-200 

missile is fired in a military drill 
near the Persian Gulf in Jan. 2017.
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First, the thesis: The two-
state solution is not a 
solution. It only creates 
new problems. “Israel 

here, Palestine there” sounds 
good, and was recently repos-
tulated by the United Nations, 
Barack Obama and John Kerry, 
but it won’t bring about the 
desired peace.

The goal: Individual and collec-
tive self-determination. 

The premises: The configu-
ration of states in the Middle 
East is crumbling. Contrary to 
what many choose to believe, 
individual politicians are not the 
cause. They come and go. The 
problem remains because it’s a 
structural one. The ever-so-pop-
ular personalistic approach must 
give way to structural under-
standings. Most Middle Eastern 
states are intellectual or artificial 
constructs. The reason is that 
political geography, i.e. national 
borders, is not con-
gruent with politi-
cal demography, i.e. 
populations. Con-
flicts arise and exist 
where demography 
and geography are 
incongruent.

The problem lies in 
demographic facts. 
The population of 
the Jewish state, 
Israel, is around 80 
percent Jewish and 
around 20 percent 
Palestinian Muslim. 
This demographic 
breakdown will never be recon-
ciled with the Jewish character of 
the state. The “Israeli Arabs” live 
predominantly in Galilee but even 
there, at around 50 percent of the 
population, they do not constitute 
a majority. And in Galilee and the 
“Little Triangle” northeast of Tel 
Aviv, they live not only in their 
own cities and settlements, but 
dispersed throughout other com-
munities as well. There are also 
“mixed” Jewish-Arab cities like 
Jaffa, Lod, Ramla, Acre and even 
Nazareth. And now the idea of 
an areal and spatial disentangle-

ment? How and by whom should 
this be carried out without creat-
ing more violence?

Since Israel’s 2005 withdrawal 
from the Gaza Strip, its popula-
tion has been 100 percent Pal-
estinian. The “Land for Peace” 
formula has not come to fruition 
there, as this surrender of land 
to the Palestinians has brought 
no peace, neither with Israel nor 
among Palestinians. After a short 
civil war, Hamas took power in 
2007 and expelled their Pales-
tinian “brothers” in the Fatah 
movement.

The population of the West 
Bank (including East Jerusalem) 
is around four-fifths Palestinian 
and predominantly Muslim. It is 
roughly one-fifth Jewish-Israeli. 
Around two-thirds of the Jews 
inhabiting the West Bank live in 
tower blocks in the north, east 
and south of East Jerusalem. To 
call them “settlers” is absurd, as 

settlers normally farm 
land and do not rent 
or own apartments 
like in French ban-
lieus, Berlin’s bleak 
Märkisches Viertel 
or Neuperlach Süd in 
Munich.

The existence of 
two states would 
automatically beg 
the question: Can 
a minority remain 
where it is? If not, 
Israel would be “free 
of Arabs” and the 
West Bank “free 

of Jews.” Even without the 
allusions to Nazi Germany, it 
would be completely unethical, 
not to mention the fact that 
each “transfer” would only be 
feasible through force, which 
would amount to a sort of ethnic 
cleansing.

This option can thus categori-
cally be ruled out. For both moral 
and functional reasons, it cannot 
be expected that at any point in 
the future the state of Palestine 
would treat the Jewish settlers, 
i.e. its “archenemies,” with any 
more civility than it did its own 

“ethnic comrades” in the Gaza 
Strip in 2007.

To avoid a Palestinian-Jewish 
bloodbath after the founding of 
“Palestine,” international troops 
could be necessary to establish a 
safety buffer for both sides. But is 
that a realistic scenario? Perhaps 
with the rather isolationist Trump 
administration and US society in 
general. And Europe? In 1939–40 
it was “Mourir pour Dantzig?” 
Today it’s “Why die for Palestine-
Israel?” The answer is the same 
today as it was back then: “No 
thanks!”

UN troops would be conceiv-
able. Would they operate just as 
“successfully” as in Congo or the 
Central African Republic, where 
they have since become more of a 
problem – e.g. looting, killing and 
raping – than a solution?

Within Palestine the question 
has been asked: Would the tran-
sition of the West Bank plus the 
Gaza Strip to “Palestine” pro-
ceed peacefully? Considering the 
experiences of the civil war in the 
Gaza Strip between Hamas and 
Fatah between 2005 and 2007, 
people have their doubts, espe-
cially since the Islamic State (IS) 
has become an additional, power-
ful, anything-but-moderate force 
in the region.

Territorial continuity is a stan-
dard characteristic of states, and 
it just doesn’t exist between the 
Gaza Strip and the West Bank. 
Bridges and streets and tunnels 
can be built to connect them? A 
new version of the Polish Cor-
ridor in the Middle East? Please.

Almost everyone overlooks the 
fact that around 70 percent of 
Jordanian citizens are Palestinian. 
And whether or not people like 
to admit it, over the course of 
the Arab revolutions, Jordan will 
one day become East Palestine, 
and with no help from Israel. 
The best-case scenario is a non-
violent transformation of Jordan 
into East Palestine. 

Conclusion: The overlapping 
of demography and geography 
in Israel and in the West Bank 
means that self-determination can 

be granted neither to Jews nor 
to Palestinians, but only to both 
collectively. Self-determination is 
possible only personally, not ter-
ritorially.

The solution: The horror 
scenarios can only be avoided 
through a combination of fed-
eral and confederative struc-
tures, which would ultimately 
subdue the explosive issue of 
borders.

And the cornerstone of any 
solution would have to honor 
the following premise: No matter 
where Jews or Palestinians may 
live, they will have their own 
democratically legitimated repre-
sentation and institutions.

The Jewish state of Israel would 
widen the self-determination of 
Palestinian citizens by way of 
an Arab chamber. A mediation 
committee would regulate dis-
sent between the Jewish and Arab 
chambers.

The Federal Republic of Pales-
tine would comprise the federal 
states of West Bank-Palestine 
(West Bank) and East Palestine 
(Jordan and Gaza Strip).

The demilitarized state of West-
Bank-Palestine would also have 
an Arab chamber and a Jewish 
chamber, in addition to a media-
tion committee.

The states of Jordan and Gaza 
Strip would become the federal 
state East Palestine, also with its 
own chamber.

The Federal Republic of Pales-
tine and Israel could and should 
form a commonwealth (confed-
eration) for economic and other 
functional reasons.

And the descendants of the Pal-
estinian refugees from 1948 and 
1967? Their return would be as 
“peacemaking” as the return of the 
descendants of refugees from East-
ern Europe after World War II.

New thinking is needed not 
only for the “classic” case of war 
and conflict in Israel-Palestine, 
but also for Syria, Iraq, Turkey, 
Afghanistan, Mali, Congo and 
many other states where politi-
cal demography and political 
geography are incongruent. n 
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Chinese takeout
The Trump administration adds uncertainty to the standoff in the South China Sea  |  By Carlyle A. Thayer

A new phase of strate-
gic uncertainty has 
emerged in relations 
between China and the 

United States under the Trump 
administration on a number of 
issues, including maritime secu-
rity in the South China Sea. Rising 
tensions create the 
prospect of a down-
turn in bilateral rela-
tions or, worse, a con-
frontation at sea or in 
the air over contested 
waters.

A review of the four 
major developments 
in the South China 
Sea in 2016 is instruc-
tive, as they form the 
context for the Trump 
administration as it 
manages its relations 
with Beijing.

1. In September 
of the past year, President 

Xi Jinping stated at a joint press 
conference with President Barack 
Obama at the White House that 
China would not militarize its 
artificial islands. Nonetheless, 
China has continued to con-
solidate its military presence in 
defiance of an Arbitral Tribunal 
ruling that China’s Nine-Dash 
Line claim to the South China 
Sea had no foundation in inter-
national law.

In 2016, China not only com-
pleted the construction of three 
3-kilometer-long runways on 
Fiery Cross, Subi and Mischief 
reefs; it also built reinforced han-
gars with space to accommodate 
24 fighters and three to four 
larger planes (such as bombers 
and aerial tankers) on each reef. 
China later added point defenses 
on all of its facilities housing anti-
aircraft guns and surface-to-air 
missiles.

2. The Obama administra-
tion successfully deterred 

China from building an artificial 
island and airfield at Scarborough 
Shoal in an unprecedented orches-
tration of military power and 
high-level diplomacy. In March 
2016, American defense officials 
reported unusual Chinese survey-
ing activity around Scarborough 
Shoal. US and Australian intelli-
gence and analytical agencies later 
warned that China was poised to 
take “decisive and provocative 
action,” such as the construction 
of a fourth airfield.

A Chinese airfield on Scarbor-
ough Shoal would complete the 
triangle linking Woody Island in 
the Paracels with occupied fea-
tures in the Spratly Islands and 
give China the ability to monitor 

virtually all aircraft and surface 
ships passing over or through the 
South China Sea.

Obama reportedly raised this 
issue in a candid exchange with 
President Xi on the sidelines of 
the nuclear security summit in 
Washington in March. 

In April, the US con-
ducted at least three 
aerial patrols around 
Scarborough Shoal 
using A-10 Thunder-
bolt ground attack 
aircraft based in the 
Philippines. The USS 
John C. Stennis air-
craft carrier strike 
group returned to the 
South China Sea and 
the US and the Philip-
pines announced the 
commencement of 
joint naval patrols. 

In June, the USS 
Ronald Reagan air-

craft carrier replaced the Sten-
nis on patrol duties and the US 
deployed four EA-18 Growlers, 
the world’s most advanced elec-
tronic warfare aircraft, to the 
Philippines. During the summer, 
three US destroyers conducted 

independent patrols in the waters 
around the Spratly Islands and 
two carrier strike groups, Sten-
nis and Reagan, along with six 
warships conducted a large-scale 
exercise off the east coast of the 
Philippines.

3. In 2016, the US Navy con-
ducted three Freedom of 

Navigation Operational Patrols 
(FONOP). In late January, the 
USS Curtis Wilbur cruised by 
Triton Island in the Paracels; in 

May, the USS William P. Law-
rence passed near Fiery Cross 
Reef; and in October, the USS 
Decatur returned to the waters 
near Triton. China responded to 
the first FONOP by deploying 
J-11 fighters and surface-to-air 
missiles to Woody Island.

China responded to US military 
activities in the South China Sea 
by regularly shadowing and chal-
lenging US Navy warships and 
maritime reconnaissance aircraft, 
and by conducting combat air 
patrols, including nuclear capable 
bombers, over the South China 
Sea. In December, Chinese sailors 
seized and later returned a US 
underwater drone.

4. Vietnam responded to Chi-
na’s militarization of the 

Spratly Islands. During the first 
half of the year Vietnam report-
edly placed Extended Range Artil-
lery rocket launchers on five of its 
features in the Spratlys. Vietnam 
also extended the length of its 
airfield on Truong Sa Lon Island, 
reportedly to deploy maritime 
patrol aircraft.

In contrast, the Philippines, 
under the new administration of 

Rodrigo Duterte, took a number 
of actions that undermined the 
close military cooperation with the 
US established under the Aquino 
administration. Duterte termi-
nated joint patrols with the United 
States and lurched to embrace 
China. Duterte’s actions threaten 
to undermine the US-Philippines 
Mutual Defense Treaty. Duterte’s 
opening towards China gives Bei-
jing every incentive to downplay 
its military assertiveness in favor 
of diplomacy. 

The election of US President 
Donald Trump has raised the level 
of strategic uncertainty between 
China and the United States. 

During the presidential elec-
tion campaign, Trump repeatedly 
called Beijing a currency manip-
ulator and threatened to slap 
higher tariffs on goods imported 
from China. If Trump follows 
through, a trade war could erupt. 
Trump also tweeted criticism of 
China’s island-building in the 
South China Sea.

On Dec. 2, President-elect 
Trump took a telephone call 
from Tsai Ing-wen, the presi-
dent of the Republic of China on 
Taiwan. Trump’s action marked 
the first time in 36 years that a US 
president or president-elect had 
spoken to the government leader 
of Taiwan.

On Dec. 8, China dispatched 
its only aircraft carrier, the Lia-
oning, to sail in the waters off 
Taiwan in a pointed response to 
Trump’s telephone call with Pres-
ident Tsai. China also deployed 
a Xian H-6 nuclear-capable 
bomber on a patrol around Chi-
na’s Nine-Dash Line claim to the 
South China Sea.

After China criticized his tele-
phone conversations, Trump 
tweeted: “Did China ask us if 
it was OK… to build a massive 
military complex in the middle of 
the South China Sea? I don’t think 
so!” In an interview with The Wall 
Street Journal on Dec. 4, Trump 
was asked whether he supported 
the One-China policy, Trump 
replied: “Everything is under nego-
tiation, including One-China.” 

While Trump’s tweets and com-
ments raised the temperature in 

Beijing-Washington relations, 
they paled by comparison to the 
furor that followed comments 
by Rex Tillerson, Trump’s then 
nominee for secretary of state, at 
his confirmation hearing before 
the Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee on Jan. 11.

During his testimony, Tillerson 
called China’s construction and 
militarization of artificial islands 
in the South China Sea “akin 
to Russia’s taking Crimea” from 
the Ukraine. When Tillerson was 
asked whether he supported a 
more aggressive posture against 
China, he responded: “We’re 
going to have to send China a 
clear signal that, first, the island-
building stops and, second, your 
[China’s] access to those islands 
also is not going to be allowed.”

Tillerson characterized Chi-
na’s construction of artificial 
islands in the South China Sea 
as “extremely worrisome,” for 
if China were able to dictate 
access to the South China Sea, 
it would threaten the “entire 
global economy.” He used the 
term “illegal actions” to brand 
China’s island-building in the 
South China Sea and its declara-

tion of an Air Defense Identifi-
cation Zone in the East China 
Sea. “The way we’ve got to deal 
with this,” he concluded,  “is 
we’ve got to show back up in the 
region with our traditional allies 
in Southeast Asia.” 

Tillerson’s comments added 
another pressure point to Sino-
American relations that are 
already strained. This was imme-
diately evident when the hawkish 
Chinese Global Times shot back: 
"Tillerson had better bone up 

on nuclear power strategies if 
he wants to force a big nuclear 
power to withdraw from its own 
territories. […] If Trump's diplo-
matic team shapes future Sino-US 
ties as it is doing now, the two 
sides had better prepare for a 
military clash.”

On Jan. 20, White House 
spokesperson Sean Spicer was 
asked at a press conference 
whether Trump agreed with 
Tillerson’s comments. Spicer 
replied: “I think the US is going 
to make sure that we protect 
out interests there [in the South 
China Sea]. It’s a question of 
if those islands are in fact in 
international waters and not 
part of China proper, then yeah, 
we’re going to make sure that we 
defend international territories 
from being taken over by one 
country.” China’s state media 
immediately retorted that the 
United States would need to 
“wage war” to stop China from 
accessing its sovereign territory. 

In its first days in office the 
Trump administration has created 
strategic uncertainty among allies 
and foes over US policy towards 
China and raised the possibility 

of a confrontation in the South 
China Sea. The Obama admin-
istration has been widely viewed 
by its critics as being weak in 
response to Chinese militariza-
tion of the South China waters. It 
remains to be seen if the remarks 
by Trump and his top officials are 
to be taken as the first building 
blocks of a new and more asser-
tive US policy toward China, or 
if they are merely the opening 
gambit to extract trade conces-
sions from Beijing.  n
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Fragile:  
Handle with care
Will ASEAN survive the new geopolitical competition  
between the US and China?  |  By Kishore Mahbubani

US-China relations were 
always destined to end 
in difficult territory. 
Whenever the world’s 

number two power (today China) 
is about to overtake the world’s 
number one power (today USA), 
relations inevitably get difficult. 
However, the inherent difficul-
ties are likely to be aggravated by 
the election of Donald Trump. 
He has shown virtually no diplo-
matic restraint in his criticism of 
China. It does not take a political 
genius to conclude that US-China 
relations are heading towards a 
turbulent phase.

Sri Lankans have an ancient 
proverb: when elephants fight, 
the grass suffers. (They often add 
wittily that when elephants make 
love, the grass also suffers.) There 
will be many accidental victims of 
US-China turbulence. One of the 
most vulnerable candidates is the 
Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN). 

The US is tempted to use ASEAN 
as an instrument to embarrass 
China over its assertive actions 
in the South China Sea. Several 
American leaders have already 
spoken out on the issue, includ-
ing President Barack Obama, who 
said: “Regional aggression that 
goes unchecked – whether it’s 
southern Ukraine, or the South 
China Sea, or anywhere else in 
the world – will ultimately impact 
our allies, and could draw in our 
military.” The Trump adminis-
tration has been equally critical. 
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson 

has provoked China by saying: 
“Building islands and then putting 
military assets on those islands is 
akin to Russia's taking of Crimea. 
Its taking of territory that others 
lay claim to.”

American officials may be 
tempted to enlist all or part of 
ASEAN in their campaign to 
embarrass China. That would 
be a huge strategic mistake. It 
will do nothing to deter China, 
but ASEAN could suffer serious 
damage. In the growing Sino-
American geopolitical competi-
tion, it is thus important that both 
sides treat ASEAN like a delicate 
Ming vase that could easily be 
destroyed. 

In any case, the odds are stacked 
against the US. While America is a 
much stronger power than China, 
it is also perceived to be in decline, 
while China is perceived to be on 
the rise.

Moreover, geography matters. 
All of China’s neighbors know that 
the US may be in Asia for another 
hundred years. However, they 
know that China will be around 
for another thousand years. It 
would thus be unwise for any 
Asian country to seriously alien-
ate China. The clear preference of 
virtually all the ASEAN countries 
is to maintain good relations with 
both the US and China. They do 
not wish to be forced to choose 
between the two. 

China should be equally sensi-
tive in its relations with ASEAN. 
It has called for a new model 
of great power relations. In the 

same vein, China 
should also create 
a new model 
of great power-

smaller power rela-
tions. If China suc-
ceeds in developing 

a new model of great 
power-smaller power 

relations between 
China and ASEAN, 

this would help to signifi-
cantly blunt the efforts of 

the Western media to por-
tray China as an aggressive 

actor on the global scene. 
Hence another reason why 

Beijing should conduct a com-
prehensive review of the China-

ASEAN relationship: to see how 
it can help serve China’s larger 
foreign policy interests. 

China should not underestimate 
the many collateral benefits that a 
good relationship between China 
and ASEAN can foster. As the 
second-most successful regional 
organization in the world after 
the EU, ASEAN’s standing and 
prestige in the world could rise if 
it continues to hold together and 
increase its cooperation. China 
could therefore be associated with 
a global success story. Hopefully, 
as a result of a significant and com-
prehensive policy review, China 
will come to the conclusion that 
it is in its interests to strengthen, 
not weaken, ASEAN.

Like China, ASEAN should 
engage in deep reflection on 
the ASEAN-China relationship. 
This will be harder for ASEAN 
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to achieve, as it consists of ten 
national actors. Each ASEAN 
member state will factor in its own 
bilateral interests. Their assess-
ment of their bilateral interests 
will be conditioned by geography 
and history as well as by the nature 
and personality of the 
leader in power. Poli-
cies charge when lead-
ers change.

Against this back-
ground, the two 
ASEAN countries 
that will always be 
the most wary of 
China are Vietnam 
and Myanmar. Both 
have fought wars 
against invading 
Chinese armies. The 
Qianlong Emperor 
invaded Myanmar 
four times between 
1765 and 1769. 
Myanmar’s defense 
of itself in this war led to the 
creation of its present-day border 
with China. The Burmese border 
also became the scene of skir-
mishes resulting from the civil war 
between Chinese nationalists and 
communists.

The 1979 war between China 
and Vietnam left more than 
50,000 Vietnamese dead, although 
it lasted only three weeks and 
six days. Vietnam most likely has 
the greatest suspicion of Chinese 
interests and intentions, as it was 
occupied by China for more than 
a thousand years, from 111 BC 
to 938 AD.

The fates of Vietnam and China 
will always be joined because of 
geography. Bilahari Kausikan, a 
senior Singapore diplomat, once 
said: “Some years ago, I asked a 
senior Vietnamese official what 
leadership changes meant for 

Vietnam’s relations 
with China. Every 
Vietnamese leader, 
he replied, must be 
able to stand up to 
China and get along 
with China and if 
anyone thinks this 
cannot be done at the 
same time, he does 
not deserve to be a 
leader.”

Thailand does not 
share a border with 
China, nor has it 
ever fought Chinese 
forces. Thai courts 
traditionally sent 
tributes to Chinese 

emperors, and modern Thailand 
has assimilated residents of Chi-
nese descent quite comfortably. 
Thailand remains an American 
ally, but it has received a great deal 
of Chinese aid and is emerging as 
a country that is sympathetic to 
China’s interests.

In recent years, American criti-
cism – and indeed ostracism – of 
military-dominated governments 
has pushed Thailand closer to 
China. Just as Western isolation 
of Myanmar in the 1980s and 
1990s drove Myanmar into the 
hands of the Chinese, Western 
criticism of Thailand’s military 

governments could result in a 
geopolitical gift to China.

China has also been exception-
ally generous to Cambodia and 
Laos, and they have emerged as the 
two most pro-China governments 
within the ASEAN constellation.

In maritime Southeast Asia, 
there is greater political as well as 
physical distance from China and, 
from time to time, greater wariness 
of China. However, the policies 
of individual countries have been 
inconsistent and erratic. The Phil-
ippines under President Benigno 
Aquino III (2010–16) was very 
critical of China, and took China 
to court in the Permanent Court of 
Arbitration in The Hague. How-
ever, barely two decades earlier, in 
1991, the Philippines had expelled 
American carriers from Subic Bay 
and Clark Airbase.

With the election of Rodrigo 
Duterte as president in May 2016, 
tensions between China and the 
Philippines have subsided, as 
President Duterte has said that 
he will try to work together with 
China to resolve issues in the South 
China Sea bilaterally. Duterte fol-
lowed up by visiting China in 
October 2016 with a delegation 
that included 400 businessmen. 
By the end of the visit, $24 billion 
worth of trade deals had been 
signed. Soon after he returned 
home, China once again allowed 
Filipino fishermen to fish near 
Scarborough Shoal.

Malaysia, like Thailand, has a 
long history of good relations with 
China. In 1974, Malaysia was the 

first ASEAN country to establish 
diplomatic relations with China; 
and successive prime ministers, 
including Mahathir bin Moha-
mad and the current incumbent, 
Najib Razak, have maintained 
close relations with Beijing. In 
November 2016, Najib visited 
Beijing and received many sweet 
deals. It agreed to build a new port 
in Melaka for $1.9 billion and a 
new railway line between Kuala 
Lumpur and Kelantan for $13.1 

billion. However, the two coun-
tries have competing claims in the 
South China Sea, and Malaysia’s 
ruling elite views the country’s 
ethnic Chinese community with 
suspicion. This has the potential 
to complicate China-Malaysia 
relations.

Indonesia’s relations with China 
are complicated by several fac-
tors. With its aspirations towards 
becoming a middle power, Indo-
nesia is not naturally deferential 
to China. Indonesia was one of the 
last ASEAN countries to establish 
diplomatic relations with Beijing, 
as President Muhammad Suharto 

believed that the Chinese Com-
munist Party had supported the 
PKI’s attempted coup in 1965. 
Suharto forbade diplomatic rela-
tions until 1990.

Suharto is gone, but the wariness 
of China remains. The Nine-Dash 
Line China has drawn in the South 
China Sea intrudes on Indonesia’s 
own Exclusive Economic Zone. 
China has given various private 
assurances to Indonesian leaders 
that it does not claim those Exclu-

sive Economic Zone waters but will 
not say this publicly. There have 
also been incidents between Indo-
nesian and Chinese government 
vessels in the South China Sea.

This brief survey of bilateral 
relations between China and some 
ASEAN states shows how compli-
cated each relationship is. How-
ever, any calculation of ASEAN’s 
long-term interests will arrive at 
the conclusion that either of the 
two extreme options – being def-
erential to China or being confron-
tational to China – is potentially 
disastrous for the ten ASEAN 
countries. They need to agree, by 

traditional ASEAN consensus, to 
walk a middle path between defer-
ence and hostility toward China. 
An independent ASEAN would be 
best for China’s long-term inter-
ests, as it would provide an inde-
pendent and neutral presence that 
could help lubricate and soften 
China’s relations with other major 
powers, especially Asian powers 
such as India and Japan.

ASEAN leaders, in turn, should 
recognize that ASEAN’s neutrality 
is one of its greatest strengths. The 
United States, China, Japan and 
India have a common interest in 
ASEAN’s survival and success. It 
has become indispensable in the 
Asia-Pacific region, and no other 
organization can replace it. It is 
trusted by all the great powers. As 
former Singaporean Ambassador 
to the UN Tommy Koh has said: 
“The US, China and India are not 
able to take the role of driving 
the region because they have no 
common agenda. ASEAN is able 
to do so precisely because the three 
great powers cannot agree. And we 
can continue to do so as long as the 
major powers find us neutral and 
independent.” 

Both America and China will 
have to display extraordinary sen-
sitivity in dealing with ASEAN. It is 
an inherently weak regional organi-
zation yet, paradoxically, its weak-
ness has been a source of strength, 
as it provides a neutral geopolitical 
platform. This will become all the 
more important as the competition 
between the US and China contin-
ues to intensify. n
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ers have now fragmented 
into more partisan online 
media ecosystems or “filter 
bubbles”. Entire political 
movements exist within 
their own echo-chambers. 

After the election, critics 
raised the question as to 
whether it might be pos-
sible that electronic voting 

machines were hacked and 
results altered. It was not 
a trivial allegation. The 
margin of victory for Mr. 
Trump was razor thin in 
three pivotal states, all of 
which had reliably polled 
Mrs. Clinton as the projected 
winner for weeks prior to 
Election Day. The papers 
were full of reports from 
US intelligence agencies 
denouncing Russia’s efforts 
at electoral cyber-sabo-
tage. Prominent computer 
scientists indicated that 
while there appeared to 
be no evidence of tamper-
ing with voting machines, 
the level of technical diffi-
culty to compromise them 
was not particularly high. 
Meanwhile, the President-
Elect announced (without 
evidence) that millions of 
people had voted illegally 
to give his opponent a com-
fortable lead in the popular 
vote.

fraught -- what responsibil-
ity does the state have to 
address the problem?   At 
a fundamental level, the 
answer must be that the 
state bears a central respon-
sibility. The integrity of elec-
tions and the legitimate 
transfer of power from one 
government to the next is 
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Chinese New Year in the 
Middle Kingdom is a 
time for celebration and 
relaxation with family 

and friends. Yet this year, many 
of Beijing’s decision-makers begin 
the Year of the Rooster with a 
deep sense of unease about the 
future. This is in part the prod-
uct of uncertainty about future 
policy directions of the new Trump 
administration. Indeed, 2017 is 
shaping up as what I call the ‘year 
of living dangerously' in U.S.-
China relations.

Uncertainty is something we 
understand as observers of and 
participants in global politics, but 
it is also borne out by more “objec-
tive” measures. According to the 
Global Uncertainty Index, which 
looks at the totality of political, 
economic and environmental risks 
on the planet, global uncertainty 
is at its highest level in 16 years. 
Globalization itself, of which 
most countries have been signifi-
cant beneficiaries, is under intense 
challenge. And when it comes to 
questions of international coop-
eration on trade and economic 
policy, climate change and global 

governance, there is a deep sense 
of unknown.

At the heart of this uncertainty 
is the future policy direction of 
the Trump administration, and 
in particular its approach to 
US-Russia and US-
China relations. 
Based on the early 
pronouncement s 
of the new White 
House, it appears 
that the US is seek-
ing to shift its stance 
towards China. But 
we simply do not yet 
know where it will 
settle, as much of 
it depends on how 
exactly the adminis-
tration’s convictions 
will be reflected in 
actual policy. This 
lies in stark contrast 
to China’s deeply conservative 
approach to international poli-
tics. As a strategic culture, China 
abhors unpredictability.

What we should understand 
about the Trump administration 
above all is that its assertive stance 
towards China is motivated pri-

marily by domestic factors. The 
consistent message both on the 
campaign trail and in the early 
days of the new administration has 
been that American jobs and indus-
tries have been stripped away and 

exported to China. 
Part of the remedy for 
this, at least as stated 
by Trump during the 
2016 campaign, was 
to propose a 45-per-
cent tariff barrier 
on Chinese imports. 
Whether the admin-
istration actually fol-
lows through on this 
threat or whether it 
is merely a negotiat-
ing position is an 
open question. But 
the 20-percent tariff 
on Mexican imports 
Trump proposed 

in January indicates that he is 
unlikely to walk away from the 
China tariff pledge altogether.

His views on China are framed 
in stark terms. He believes that 
under the previous administration, 
China won and the US lost. For the 
new White House, now is the time 

to get even and create a new “level 
playing field” for the future. This 
is the core argument that the US 
president has advanced in speak-
ing to his domestic constituency. 

Trump’s views on China should 
also be seen in a wider context. 
This will be an overwhelmingly 
domestic presidency. Domestic 
economic challenges will consume 
the vast majority of his time in 
power. This is also where he feels 
most comfortable. These are the 
issues most relevant to the extraor-
dinary coalition of voters that 
swept him to victory in November. 
And China is core to his domestic 
message of “making America great 
again.”

It was these voters whom he 
was addressing during his inaugu-
ration speech when he said: “We 
must protect our borders from 
the ravages of other countries 
making our products, stealing 
our companies, and destroying 
our jobs” – a thinly-veiled refer-
ence to China, Mexico and other 
perceived economic adversaries. 
Protectionist and nationalist sen-
timents led to the US withdrawal 
from the Trans-Pacific Partner-

ship (TPP), which Trump sees 
as yet another example of the 
Obama administration’s funda-
mental weakening of America’s 
economic power. However, 
data and analysis points to the 
contrary: the TPP would be a 
demonstrable geostrategic and 
geo-economic plus for the United 
States, its allies and its partners.

We therefore face the loom-
ing possibility of a US trade 
and currency war with China, 
despite what this may mean for 
American interests and the fact 
that such wars hurt everybody. 
Either form would come with 
major consequences for the 
global economy. It would result 
in lost growth and lower trade 
and investment flows between the 
largest and second largest econo-
mies in the world, as well as 
between them and the rest of the 
world. In particular, the estab-
lishment of tariff barriers would 
create ripple effects through 
global supply chains; according 
to Deutsche Bank, nearly 37 per-
cent of China’s exports to the US 
in 2015 consisted of value-added 
imports from other countries. In 

short, the US would lose, China 
would lose, the world as a whole 
would lose. 

A return to protectionism 
would destroy jobs and industries, 
weaken trade and global growth. 
We must therefore be honest about 
globalization’s shortcomings, yet 
defend and promote its basic vir-
tues: increased economic output, 
poverty reduction and higher 
living standards. No country has 
enjoyed more of these benefits than 
China or the US.

While economic and trade policy 
challenges may frame the over-
arching narrative of US-China 
relations under Trump, Asia’s 
ongoing geopolitical and strategic 
challenges will also find their way 
into the presidential in-tray. Three 
will feature prominently over the 
coming year: North Korea, the 
South China Sea and Taiwan.

One of the new president’s first 
actions following his election in 
November was to speak with 
Taiwanese leader Tsai Ing-wen 
– an exceedingly provocative act. 
The Chinese response, across an 
historical comparison, was rela-
tively muted. Trump then doubled 
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down, continuing to question the 
utility of the One-China policy, 
which has served as the bedrock 
of stable US-China relations for 
nearly 60 years.

The One-China policy is a matter 
of fundamental ideology and iden-
tity for the Chinese Communist 
Party. Without it, the US-China 
relationship at a government-to-
government level would cease to 
exist. Yet President Trump has 
stated he sees the One-China 
policy as simply one of a number 
of bargaining chips to use against 
the Chinese to secure a better over-
all deal for America.

Some have argued that his 
administration’s strategy of prov-
ocation and unpredictability is a 
deliberate one. By keeping his posi-
tion hidden and wrong-footing 
his adversary, Trump gains the 
upper hand in any negotiation 
in pursuit of the “deal.” Yet as 
political scientist and sinologist 
Alastair Iain Johnston has pointed 
out, while deception may have its 
applications in a zero-sum con-
flict, it does not function well in 
relationships based on multiple 
levels of cooperation. No matter 

the sometimes loud political differ-
ences between the US and China, 
the fact is that the post-1979 
relationship has been based on 
cooperation in many policy areas, 
including but not limited to trade, 
investment, global governance and 
climate change.

The second major challenge in 
US-China relations concerns the 
South China Sea. We have seen 
mixed messages from the admin-
istration on this issue. The White 
House has said that in this arena 
the US will “defend international 
territories from being taken over 
by one country.” This followed 
the testimony of Secretary of State 
Rex Tillerson, who said during his 
confirmation hearing that “we’re 
going to have to send China a 
clear signal that, first, the island-
building stops and, second, your 
access to those islands also is not 
going to be allowed.” It is not clear 
whether this means China would 
be prevented from accessing the 
islands in international waters, 
where it has built runways and 
other structures that may have 
military uses. But what is clear is 
that the White House is prepared 

to raise the stakes, and is open to 
the possibility of confrontation.

The problem with the South 
China Sea, as the Obama admin-
istration realized, is that there are 
very few escalatory options avail-
able to the US that would not 
lead to a military conflict. More-

over, raising tensions further will 
also complicate US relations with 
its regional allies and partners, 
who up until now have avoided 
having to make an outright choice 
between the US and China, either 
on the South China Sea or more 
broadly.

Given these complications on 
the South China Sea question, 

diplomatic mechanisms will need 
to be robust enough to defuse any 
possible escalation of tensions. 
Both the US and China must con-
tinue to strengthen confidence-
building measures and protocols 
in their military-to-military rela-
tionship, such as those negoti-

ated since 2015 and designed to 
manage accidental air and mari-
time encounters.

By far the biggest and most 
immediate security challenge 
facing both the US and China 
in 2017 is North Korea. This is 
foremost for technical reasons: in 
January of this year the US gov-
ernment stated that North Korea 

had made a “qualitative improve-
ment” in its missile capabilities, 
reflecting a growing concern in 
Washington that critical thresh-
olds have been crossed in terms of 
the country’s capacity to directly 
threaten US territory and most 
of its Pacific allies. As part of his 
New Year’s Day address, leader 
Kim Jong-Un said North Korea 
had reached the “final stage” of 
testing an intercontinental bal-
listic missile. Regardless of the 
outcome of the US election last 
November, these developments in 
and of themselves make a change 
in US policy towards the country 
a matter of urgency.

The number one national secu-
rity priority for President Trump 
is therefore to come to a strategic 
agreement with Chinese President 
Xi Jinping to arrest and retard 
North Korea’s nuclear ambi-
tions. This may involve reopen-
ing direct talks, something that 
hardliners in the administration 
may oppose. More importantly, it 
could entail a grand bargain with 
Beijing, Moscow, Tokyo, Seoul 
and Pyongyang on the future of the 
peninsula more generally.

But the existing strategy of 
steadily increasing UN and US 
sanctions has not been able to 
reign in Kim’s nuclear ambitions.

While 2017 may be the year 
of living dangerously, policy 
options are available to leaders 
on all of these questions. Wise 
minds will have to be employed 
between Washington and Beijing 
to try to overcome their gov-
ernments’ disagreements. Most 
issues between the two powers, 
with the exception of the One-
China policy, can be negotiated. 
These include trade, investment 
rules, currency, the South China 
Sea and North Korea’s nuclear 
program. Achieving these ends 
requires experienced, quiet diplo-
macy on both sides. Megaphone 
diplomacy from Washington will 
not work, but nor will it be pos-
sible for Beijing to assume that 
its own policy settings on conten-
tious issues concerning US inter-
ests can remain static. Creative 
engagement from both sides is the 
order of the day, albeit at a time 
when public rhetoric appears to 
be taking the two countries in the 
reverse direction. n
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Borderline
How can India raise the costs of Pakistan’s troubling actions 

towards its neighbor?  |  By Shashi Tharoor

Following the terrorist 
attack in Uri in September 
of last year, Indian com-
mentators, in understand-

able outrage, suggested a number 
of rather dramatic courses of action 
against Pakistan. These ranged 
from “surgical strikes” against ter-
rorist training camps in Pakistan 
Occupied Kashmir (POK) or even 
at Muridke, near Lahore, to the 
abrogation of the Indus Waters 
Treaty, with hopes of bringing the 
Pakistani economy to its knees.

However, the unpalatable truth is 
that, while India has a number of 
diplomatic, economic and military 
options, most of the feasible ones 
have been tried before, most nota-
bly in the aftermath of the major 
terrorist attack on Nov. 26, 2008, 
in Mumbai. The ones that have 
not been tried — such as reprisals 
on terrorist bases in Pakistan that 
exceed the limited cross-border raid 
in September 2016, which India 
disingenuously, and misleadingly, 
referred to as “surgical strikes”—
are fraught with 
major risks, primar-
ily of escalation, and 
unpredictable conse-
quences. Few realistic 
and effective retalia-
tory options remain.

Yet doing noth-
ing is not an option. 
The idea that malign 
men in Pakistan can, 
with impunity, strike 
Indian targets at will 
every few months, is 
galling to most Indi-
ans — above all to 
the hyper-nationalist 
government of Prime 
Minister Namenda 
Modi, which had 
campaigned using 
rhetoric extolling a robust response 
to Pakistani provocation.

India must find a way of rais-
ing the costs of such behavior for 
Pakistan, in the hope of discourag-
ing Islamabad from repeating its 
actions.

In a speech at a conclave of his 
party’s leaders in September 2016, 
the prime minister threatened to 

isolate Pakistan as a state that 
exports terror into the world. This 
is precisely what New Delhi did 
when the killers from Pakistan took 
166 lives in Mumbai on Nov. 26, 
2008, although the isolation (and 
the accompanying diplomatic pres-
sure on Islamabad) inevitably wore 
off in a few years.

Pakistan is manifestly unwilling 
or unable to control the terrorism 
emanating from its own territory. 
This time, however, isolation poses 
a bigger challenge for New Delhi 
for three reasons: 1) Uri claimed 
fewer victims than Mumbai; 2) 
they were soldiers, not civilians as 
in 2008; and 3) various countries 
have bilateral reasons not to isolate 
Pakistan.

The US needs Pakistan because 
of Afghanistan, while China has 
major strategic interests there, in 
particular a $46 billion economic 
corridor comprising China’s largest 
international development project. 
As long as major powers continue 
engagement with Pakistan, while 

overlooking its wrong-
doings, diplomatic 
isolation will have its 
limitations.

Airstrikes may seem 
superficially attractive, 
not least because they 
offer the possibility 
of gratification with-
out commitment. A 
fighter jet flies from a 
great height, drops a 
few bombs, hits a few 
tents and minor tar-
gets and comes back 
home without further 
escalation, leaving the 
victims to contemplate 
the smoking ruins. On 
the other hand, limited 
surgical strikes have a 

disconcerting habit of remaining 
neither as limited nor as surgical 
as their proponents would like. 
What happens when a plane is 
shot down in the process? What 
about Pakistani retaliation, which 
is sure to be swift and perhaps dis-
proportionate? At what point do 
you stop the punishment that will 
inevitably provoke more reprisals? 

And what about the international 
opprobrium incurred for breach-
ing the Line of Control or, worse, 
an international frontier?

Above all, what about the 
ancillary risks of further escala-
tion? India’s overriding priority 
is economic development, which 
requires foreign investment and 
a peaceful climate for economic 
growth. Investors do not like to do 
business in war zones. Can India 
afford to drive away the funds 
it needs to pull its people out of 
poverty?

The possibility of India revisit-
ing the Indus Waters Treaty it 
signed with Pakistan in 1960 has 
also aroused some strategists. The 
treaty gives India control over 

three eastern rivers — the Beas, 
Ravi and Sutlej — and Pakistan the 
western rivers of the Chenab and 
Jhelum. Vikas Swarup, spokesper-
son for the ministry of external 
affairs, hinted that it might be in 
jeopardy: “For any such treaty to 
work, it is important that there 
must be mutual trust and coopera-
tion between both sides. It cannot 
be a one-sided affair.”

But the treaty under which 
the waters of the Indus and its 
five tributaries are distributed 
between the two countries is not 
purely a bilateral affair; it was 
brokered by the World Bank, 
whose involvement will be auto-
matically triggered if India abro-
gates it unilaterally. The idea that 

India, as the upstream country, 
can stop the flow of water to 65 
percent of Pakistan’s geographical 
area, including the entire Punjab 
province, creating drought and 
famine, and generally bringing 
Pakistan to its knees, must always 
be considered alongside the swift 
international condemnation that 
will follow the moment India 
begins to initiate such an action.

Moreover, such a maneuver 
would be more complicated than 
simply turning off a tap; various 
measures would be required to 
ensure that Indian cities are not 
flooded with the water that is no 
longer flowing to Pakistan. We 
would also be setting a precedent 
we would be loath to see China 

follow on the Brahmaputra, where 
it is we who are downstream. We 
have long been a model state in 
our respect for international law, 
and our adherence to morality in 
foreign policy has survived four 
wars and a unanimous resolu-
tion of the Jammu and Kashmir 
Assembly calling for its dismissal. 

Under the existing treaty provi-
sions, however, India is entitled 
to make use of the waters of 
the western rivers for irrigation, 
storage and even the generation 
of electricity, provided it is done 
in a “non-consumptive” manner 
that does not reduce the ultimate 
flow to Pakistan. Oddly enough, 
we have never taken advantage 
of these provisions, in contrast 
to what the Chinese claim to 
be doing with their frenetic dam 
building on the upper reaches of 
the Brahmaputra, upstream from 
India. If we were simply to exer-
cise our rights allowed under the 
treaty — we are entitled to store 
up to 3.6 million acre-feet in the 
western rivers — it would be a 
more effective signal to Pakistan 
than any arch statement.

So what can we do? Using artil-
lery to destroy Pakistani forward 
posts along the Line of Control, 
preferably the ones near Uri, 
which must have facilitated the 
infiltration, is a low-risk option. 
Although it will certainly provoke 
some retaliatory shelling, it would 
probably be containable provided 
we resist overreaction. And there 
is always the fantasy depicted in 
the Bollywood film Phantom – the 
targeted assassination of jihadist 
leaders by shadowy covert opera-
tives, amid total deniability by 
India. This would be sure to cause 
hesitation in those who dispatch 
terrorists.

In place of all the blustery 
demands for bombing and the 
scrapping of treaties, diligent and 
responsible action at home is what 
we need most of all from our gov-
ernment. But the next time Pakistan 
orders or condones another terror-
ist assault in India, I, for one, would 
not like to predict how New Delhi 
might respond. n
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Kashmiris observed Indian Republic Day as a “Black Day” in protest of India’s denial of Kashmiris’ right to 
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As the liberal order frays 
and geopolitical com-
petition returns, it is 
natural that people 

turn to Henry Kiss-
inger. No one has a 
more finely grained 
understanding of 
power politics, and 
his latest treatise, 
World Order, sits 
on the bedside tables 
of many global lead-
ers, even if few have 
actually read it.

But Kissinger’s 
ideas of order rep-
resent an impossible 
aspiration in the 
world of the Islamic State and 
fake news. They are designed 
for a slower world with power-
ful states, rather than our age 
of permanent uncertainty, rapid 
change and disruption. 

Many traditional concepts – 
even well-tested ones – have been 
overtaken by events. Deterrence, 
alliances and even diplomacy 
seem out of fashion; old certain-
ties are gone. Kissinger’s order 
was based on two pillars: legiti-
macy and balance of power. The 
defining moment of his world 
view is the Peace of Westphalia. 
He laments the disappearance 
of the split between domestic 
and foreign policy. But, in spite 
of the return of power politics, 
the world is not Kissingerian 
any more.

Unfortunately, the person 
best-equipped to explain the 
new world died in early January 
of this year: Zygmunt Bauman. 
Few have done more to help us 
make sense of the world we live 

in today than the Polish-British 
sociologist who developed the 
concept of “liquid modernity.” 
In Bauman’s liquid modernity, 

many previously 
solid things have 
become fluid – jobs, 
sexual orientation, 
relationships, places 
of residence. Society 
is no longer held 
together by a col-
lective project that 
offers the individual 
a sense of cohesion 
and direction. 

Bauman was 
mostly interested in 
the “liquid modern” 

man and the individual’s role in 
society. But the new man has 
also given shape to a world and a 
nation of security that is defined 
by liquidity rather than order. 
There are five forces that are 
leading to “liquid security”:

1. Distinctions between for-
eign and domestic policy 

are no longer valid. Challenges 
like terrorism, cyber warfare, 
climate change and refugee flows 
have removed the distinction 
between internal and external, 
between domestic and foreign.  
This also changes our ideas of 
legitimacy, as foreign policy is no 
longer a prerogative of the state, 
but a central realm of domestic 
politics – one that is ripe for 
manipulation by outside powers.

2. There is no longer a clear 
divide between war and 

peace. It has been many years 
since countries have formally 
declared war on one another. 

In the physical realm, many are 
trying out new kinds of coercion 
that fall short of conventional 
warfare: “little green men,” 
coast guards impinging on inter-
national waters, or proxy wars 
through rebel groups. This is sup-
plemented by a perpetual conflict 
between countries in the online 
world, which ranges from hack-
ing and leaking to the destruc-
tion of nuclear facilities. The era 
of mutually assured destruction 
has given way to one of mutually 
assured disruption.

3. What brought the world 
together is now tearing it 

apart. Connectivity, heralded as 
the path to peace among nations 
– trade partners don’t wage war 
against countries they have 
supply chains in – is now being 
weaponized. Dispersed networks 
used to be a safeguard against 
volatility, and international links 
a way to ensure good relations, if 
not cooperation, with everyone. 
Today, whether it is with sanc-
tions or migration flows, coun-
tries are like spiders caught in 
their own net, constantly threat-
ened by enemies cutting away at 
the ends. 

4. The time of firm security 
alliances is over. NATO 

has been declared obsolete by the 
new US president, a statement 
that follows years of debates 
about the institution’s usefulness. 
The EU is losing a member and is 
weakened by internal disputes. In 
the age of Trump and Erdoğan, 
alliances will need to be built 
in different ways and around 
domestic politics on every single 

issue, rather than being taken 
for granted because of treaties 
and institutions. But unlike the 
coalitions of the willing we have 
seen in the past, they will rely 
much less on values and far more 
on narrow, short-term interests.

5. The world is no longer 
chiefly defined by great 

power balances. A teenager in 
her bedroom can bring down 
companies and plunge societ-
ies into chaos by hacking into 
their systems. Whistleblowers 
and leaks pose disproportionate 
risks. A terrorist group can draw 
a state into open-ended wars. 
A tech company can determine 
what people see, and thus what 
they believe. A reality TV star can 
seduce the electorate and end up 
commanding the most powerful 
armed forces in the world. Play-

ers we do not yet know may soon 
be deciding the fates of nations.

If security has become liquid, 
Europe’s response must become 
more fluid as well. Traditional 
military analysis must be supple-
mented with an understanding of 

the domestic context of policing, 
anti-corruption efforts, intelli-
gence, cyber defense and sanc-
tions. It must have a deep wealth 
of regional expertise, yet a lens 
wide enough to incorporate the 
more modern dangers of con-
nectivity and new technologies. 
It must understand the business 
models of the private sector 
actors that control the connec-
tions in the global economy.  

In Kissinger’s old framework, 
legitimacy was defined by great 
powers. Today’s legitimacy stems 
from deliberation and national 
politics, so we need to find ways 
of knitting alliances together 
by framing issues in ways that 
appeal to citizens in the new 
environment.

The ideal of international order 
has become an impossible aspi-
ration. Flexibility, speed and 

resilience will not be enough to 
live in a disorderly world with-
out risking Armageddon. As 
frightening as Mutually Assured 
Destruction  (MAD) was during 
the Cold War, it helped take a 
particularly deadly option off 

the table. In today’s world we 
need to develop norms for the 
internet, for economic warfare 
and for new technologies – if not 
to achieve order, then at least to 
hem in the chaos and save the 
world from implosion.

In terms the EU’s specific 
needs, new mechanisms of col-
laboration and alliances are at 
the top of the list. In this ever 
more dangerous world, 500 mil-
lion Europeans can no longer 
rely on 300 million Americans 
for their security. They will 
need to invest in their security, 
and to transform their thinking. 
The EU must break out of the 
compartmentalized frameworks 
of its past, when criminal, ter-
rorist, economic and military 
threats were viewed as separate 
challenges to be dealt with by 
separate and often competing 
agencies, each drawing on sepa-
rate expertise. 

The rationale for EU action 
must be grounded in the diverse 
domestic politics of its key 
member states, rather than in 
the complex decision-making 
machinery of the European 
Union. EU institutions must find 
ways of empowering and bolster-
ing the ministers and govern-
ments of their member states. 
New, more flexible arrange-
ments are necessary to engage 
with post-Brexit Britain, Turkey, 
China and other powers. For its 
citizens to feel more in control 
in an era of uncertainty, the EU 
must liquefy, rather than pursue 
impossible ideals of order. Main-
taining this delicate balance will 
be the task of today’s statesmen 
and stateswomen.  n
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What is the difference 
between the West 
and the terrorists 
of the Islamic State 

(IS) and Al Qaeda? They want 
to save the world, but the West 
only wants to save itself. Sounds 
far-fetched? Provocative? Insult-
ing? None of the above. It is a 
realistic analysis, as long as the 
West allows it to be seen that way 
by possible followers of Islamist 
ideology.

History offers a number of com-
parable time periods from which 
the West might have learned how 
to deal with such threats. Imagine 
the West as part of the Ancien 
Régime, which saw the sustain-
ment of its own power as its sole 
and supreme goal while treating 
the welfare of their people with 
utter disrespect. In this case, the 
Islamists would be no different 
from the Jacobins of the French 
Revolution, who aimed to destroy 
the old order in the name of a 
common good, and focused their 
reign of terror on anyone not will-
ing to follow their cause. 

On Feb. 5, 1794, at the National 
Convention in Paris, the leader of 
the Jacobins, Maximilien Robe-
spierre, said that the resources 
for popular government “during a 
revolution are at one and the same 
time virtue and terror: virtue, 
without which terror is merely 
terrible; terror, without which 
virtue is simply powerless. Terror 
is nothing other than justice, 
prompt, severe, inflexible; it is 
therefore an emanation of virtue.” 

Islamism believes in the very 
same doctrine. The old, unjust 
world must be destroyed for a 
new, just world to arise. This 
noble claim needs terror to 
become real, as stated by Abu 
Bakr al-Baghdadi, self-proclaimed 
Caliph of the Islamic State. The 
reign of terror is, for him, a mere 
expression of a sacred duty. 

In his audio address from 
autumn 2014, he sounds eerily 
similar to Osama bin Laden, who 
liked to compare the Jihadis to 
heroes and knights on their noble 
quest: “Oh soldiers of the Islamic 
State,” said al-Baghdadi, “erupt 
volcanoes of jihad everywhere. 
Light the earth with fire against 
all dictators.” 

The world is currently wit-
ness to a revolution-
ary fight directed 
not only against the 
so-called West, but 
against all established 
powers whose actions 
serve as examples of 
the world’s injustices 
Islamism is claiming 
to expunge. This is 
the key to understand-
ing the real challenge 
and power of Islamist 
terror, according to 
Scott Atran, profes-
sor of anthropology 
at the National Center 
for Scientific Research 
(CNRS) in France. Atran’s essay 
“ISIS is a Revolution” presents 
his findings, which were based on 
extensive research and interviews 
with young men in the social hot 
spots of Paris, London, Barcelona 
and some North African cities, 
as well as with captured fighters 
from IS and Jabhat al-Nusra in 
Europeans prisons.

Many of those young men con-
sider themselves to be part of a 
great mission to save the world: 
“The mainly young people who 
volunteer to fight for it unto death 
feel a joy that comes from join-
ing with comrades in a glorious 
cause, as well as a joy that comes 

from satiation of anger and the 
gratification of revenge. But there 
is also a subliminal joy felt across 
the region for those who reject 
the Islamic State’s murderous vio-
lence yet yearn for the revival of a 
Muslim Caliphate and the end to 
a nation-state order that the Great 
Powers invented and imposed.”

Based on that recognition, 
the West must fight 
against the IS revolu-
tion, instead of con-
stantly fanning the fire 
and thereby facilitat-
ing its victory. Would 
IS – or Islamist ideol-
ogy – have any chance 
to win?

Atran believes it 
would be dangerous 
to underestimate its 
capability. Over the 
centuries, revolu-
tionary movements 
– American, French, 
Russian – have been 
driven by a deep devo-

tion to higher values, which was 
once described by Charles Darwin 
as the virtue of “morality, the 
spirit of patriotism, fidelity, obe-
dience, courage and sympathy,” 
with which winning groups are 
better endowed in history’s spiral-
ing competition for survival and 
dominance.

Atran continues: “It is the 
sacred values, immune to mate-
rial tradeoffs, that bind us most. 
In any culture, an unwillingness 
to sell out one’s kin or religious 
and political brotherhoods and 
motherlands is a line most people 
will not cross. Devotion to these 
values can drive successes which 

are out of all proportion to 
expected outcomes.”

This is the reason 18,000 Iraqi 
soldiers fled a few hundred IS 
fighters in 2014, abandoning 
Mosul – the country’s second-
largest city – without a fight. 
This is why thousands of young 
Muslims from Western Europe 
are still convinced they can defeat 
the superpowers in Syria and Iraq. 

Atran points to similarly strik-
ing examples in world history: 
George Washington, who led his 
outnumbered revolutionary army 
in the hopeless battle of Valley 

Forge against 30,000 soldiers of 
the British colonial empire and 
won; the Sicarii, the dagger-sling-
ing Jews who in the first century 
hassled the forces of the Roman 
occupiers with their relentless 
attacks; or Arminius, the Cher-
uscan, whose tribal hordes in the 
year 9 AD destroyed three Roman 
legions of 20,000 soldiers in the 
Battle of Varus.  

Back then, terror was an expres-
sion of changing the world. Today 
it is no different. Terror is the 
dark side of globalization, where 
people, alliances and old institu-

tions are losing their base while 
longing for orientation. In this 
interconnected world with fewer 
and fewer points of reference, 
individuals are searching for new 
identities in a new collective and 
destructive radicalism. Extremists 
of all stripes are spinning their 
own webs in search of endur-
ing stability in this world of net-
works.

This development is driven by 
the young, who are feeling pres-
sure and the need for sacrifice in 
their quest for identity, and by 
the old, who see themselves in a 
desperate fight against doom. It is 
not a clash of civilizations but a 
clash of new versus old. 

The latter, as Scott Atran puts 
it, is in a much weaker strate-
gic position than the former: 
“Humans make their greatest 
commitments and exertions, for 
ill or good, for the sake of ideas 
that give a sense of significance. 
In an inherently chaotic universe, 
where humans alone recognize 
that death is unavoidable, there 
is an overwhelming psychological 
impetus to overcome this tragedy 
of cognition: to realize ‘why I am’ 
and ‘who we are’.”

On those two questions, IS and 
Islamism claim to have better 
answers than the West. If the 
West wants to be better, it cannot 
just say so. It must prove it, and 
not by focusing on saving itself, 
not by putting national interests 

above the common good, not by 
treating this challenge as one that 
only can be met with military 
might, and not by abandoning 
religious freedom, freedom of 
speech and all other achievements 
of liberal democracy. The West 
must show IS and Islamism that 
it aims to save the world, and that 
it has better arguments, ideas and 
concepts to do so. 

These should and must include 
confronting terrorists and their 
ideology with all necessary means, 
including deadly force where nec-
essary. However, the new US gov-
ernment is either ignorant or lying 
if it claims that military interven-
tion and economic isolation will 
prevail. Donald Trump is put-
ting America first. British Prime 
Minister Theresa May wants to 
save Britain first. And most EU 
countries are aiming to save their 
own state first. None considers 
saving the world to be a cause 
worth fighting for.

The West is placing itself in the 
worst possible position in rela-
tion to a revolutionary movement 
combining fake claims of values 
with unspeakable terror. The big-
gest election celebrations in the 
past year, hailing the victories of 
nationalistic, nativist and populist 
politicians in Europe and the US, 
have occurred in Raqqa, Syria, 
where the self-proclaimed Caliph 
once said: “We see America and 
its allies stumbling in fear, weak-
ness, impotence and failure.”

President Barack Obama issued 
a wake-up call to Europe and its 
allies in 2016 when he visited the 
industrial show in Hanover, Ger-
many: “When the future is uncer-
tain, there seems to be an instinct 
in our human nature to withdraw 
to the perceived comfort and secu-
rity of our own tribe, our own 
sect, our own nationality, people 
who look like us, sound like us.  
But in today's world, more than 
any time in human history, that 
is a false comfort. It pits people 
against one another because of 
what they look like or how they 
pray or who they love.  And 
yet, we know where that kind of 
twisted thinking can lead. It can 
lead to oppression. It can lead 
to segregation and internment 
camps. And to the Shoah and 
Srebrenica.”

There is but one rational lesson 
to be learned from history: The 
West must destroy the Islamist 
revolution by fighting the forces 
of division. It can do so by mar-
ginalizing groups and movements 
that attempt to drive wedges 
between and within its societies; 
by heeding the young, neglected 
and disenfranchised men and 
women who are the fertile ground 
for extremism; by fighting the ide-
ology of Islamism, not the religion 
of Islam; and by changing our 
policy of globalization to one 
that creates new opportunities for 
people, instead of destroying their 
livelihood and hope.

The West does not need a 
new vision; it already has one. 
Although it must improve, it is 
already better, more just and 
more successful than anything 
the self-proclaimed caliph could 
muster.

If the West is only after self-
preservation in this globalized 
world, it is following the script 
of the very villains who want 
to destroy it. It must destroy 
the image they have created of 
the West by disappointing their 
expectations. If we all contribute 
to meeting this goal, then – and 
only then – will terror have no 
future.   n
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Revolutionary fever
Terror is the dark side of globalization, where people, alliances and old institutions are losing their base

By Elmar Thevessen
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The Islamic State as it sees itself: A picture from Dabiq, the IS online magazine 
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The end of a revolutionary: 
Maximilien de Robespierre, 
executed on July 28, 1794
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Young, smart and ambitious
Africa’s progress is a global common good. Investment in its future is a matter of security – and economic opportunity

By Horst Köhler

On the evening of 
President Trump’s 
inauguration, I was 
having dinner with a 

group of friends and colleagues, 
many of them from Africa. There 
was a sense of disbelief, of defi-
ance, but also of sadness in the 
room – sadness that a nation 
whose very strength was built on 
openness and optimism would 
now slam the door to the rest 
of the world in an act of small-
ness and fear. And while being 
shut out on the global stage is 
unfortunately a familiar experi-
ence for many African intellectu-
als and policymakers, my dinner 
friends took no solace from the 
fact that this time it is not specifi-
cally Africa that is marginalized, 
but the very idea of international 
cooperation.

This is the biggest paradox of 
our times: Never in human his-
tory has it been clearer that our 
challenges are both global and 
complex, and yet more people 
than ever seek comfort in answers 
that are both simple and national. 
The current climate of national-
istic retreat and the de-legitimi-
zation of multilateralism cannot 
change the fact that 
we live in an age of 
interdependence. No 
country, as rich or as 
powerful as it may 
be, can sustain its 
prosperity and secu-
rity in the long term 
without taking into 
account the perspec-
tives of others.

The current refu-
gee crisis is only the 
most visible manifes-
tation of this reality. 
Consequently, ending extreme 
poverty and limiting climate 
change remain the two biggest 
global challenges of our genera-
tion. Achieving both is in the 
direct self-interest of every nation 
on this planet. 

The United Nations 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Develop-
ment and the Paris Agreement, 
both agreed upon by all gov-
ernments of this earth in 2015, 
form a precious framework that 
is rendered not less, but more 
important in these paradoxical 
times. It is in that context that 
a more determined and earnest 
engagement with African voices 
and realities has acquired a new 
urgency.

Africa’s progress is a global 
common good. Investing in Africa 
is an investment in the future of 
us all. The IMF estimates that in 
order to absorb Africa’s growing 
youth population, 18 million jobs 
will have to be created on the con-
tinent each year until 2035. Are 
we ready to see – through the fog 
of “alternative facts” – the histori-
cally unprecedented enormity of 
this challenge? 

Are we ready to see that this 
is not just an African challenge, 
but a truly global one? In 2050, 
over 20 percent of the world’s 
population will be African – 2 
billion people wanting to live life 
in dignity. Europe will then rep-
resent only 5 percent of the global 
population. In light of these pro-
portions, it is clear that security 
in Europe is ever more directly 
linked to development in Africa. 

Over recent months I have had 
the opportunity to meet with 
many young Africans: a rapper 
from Senegal who rose to fame 
by leading peaceful youth pro-
tests that helped oust a president; 
a law student and pig farmer 
from Ghana who is involved in 
her country’s politics, but mostly 

considers herself an 
entrepreneur; and a 
young journalist from 
South Africa who is 
critically observing 
the role of both her 
government and for-
eign mining compa-
nies in South Africa’s 
economic woes. All 
of these young people 
were brimming with 
creativity, determina-
tion and optimism. 
None of them was 

looking for a free lunch from 
anybody. Africa’s youth should 
not be seen as a ticking time 
bomb, but as an opportunity for 
innovation and renewal on the 
continent. But the sheer numbers 
are impossible to ignore.

Providing perspectives to Afri-
ca’s rapidly growing youth popu-
lation requires, first and foremost, 
African leadership that takes gov-
erning seriously. It is no secret 
that the African countries with 
only few natural resources have 
actually fared better in the recent 
global economic downturn, for 
they know that lasting job cre-
ation and growth come from 
endogenous fundamentals such 
as the rule of law, a good busi-

ness climate free of corruption, 
and investment in education, and 
not from the effortless reliance on 
exporting raw materials and oil. 

African leaders need look no 
further than to their best-perform-
ing peers in order to find inspi-
ration for what can truly bring 
their countries forward. African 
leaders must stop pointing their 
fingers at Western hypocrisy only 
to hide their own. I trust in an 
African renaissance that is not 
aggressive, but cooperative, that 
defines itself not by what it is 
against, but by what it is for.

Insisting on Africa’s own 
responsibility for its future does 
not mean deflecting the responsi-
bility of the industrialized world 
away from the continent. Africa 
needs an international enabling 
environment that is conducive to 
real progress – including an inter-
national trade regime that does 
not hinder industrialization in 
Africa, international tax laws and 
cooperation that stop the illicit 
(and immoral!) outflow of capital 
and profits, and a climate change 
regime that focuses on the region 
least responsible for but most vul-
nerable to global warming. 

Furthermore, Europe, Africa’s 
closest neighbor, has a special 
responsibility – and opportunity 
– to spur investments and boost 
the private sector, to strongly 
support regional integration and 
to strengthen the architecture for 
African peace and security. This 
must all happen not from charity, 
but from the consideration of 
mutual interests. 

In embarking on these paths 
of cooperation, Europe must be 
wary of repeating two major 
mistakes that have tainted its 
relationship with Africa in the 
past. 

The first and gravest mistake is 
to view Africa as a mere exten-
sion of Europe’s own interest. 

The intervention in Libya and the 
catastrophically lackluster post-
intervention engagement is one 
of the most appalling examples; 
together with the second Iraq 
war it constitutes the major sin 
of Western foreign policy in the 
last 15 years. The decision to 
bomb Libya and to dispose of 
Muammar Gaddafi was inspired 
primarily by French and British 
political ambitions, which had 
little to do with Africa.

The dire consequences for both 
Africa and Europe are well docu-
mented. The refugee crisis, partly 
the result of a chain reaction 
dating back to these misguided 
Western adventures, is another 
example of Europe’s tendency to 
define its cooperation with Africa 

only in terms of its own short-
term interest.

Controlling migration is a legiti-
mate and necessary concern, but 
the current reframing of African-
European relations in the simple 
terms of migration control is 
once again reducing Africa to a 
potential threat. It reinforces a 
notion of superiority and inferior-
ity while pushing policy decisions 
in the wrong direction through 
the establishment of question-
able yardsticks. Will the success 
of Europe’s policy towards Africa 
be measured by progress in Africa 
and improvement in the lives of 
Africans, or by the number of 
Africans reaching Europe’s shores? 

If Europe opts for the latter 
and bribes leaders with shady 
reputations to keep their people 
from traveling north, it will ulti-
mately do little for prosperity 
and security in Africa while only 
increasing instability. Instead, 
Europe should prioritize pro-
ductive cooperation with those 
African governments that have 
embarked on paths of reform – an 
approach that both the G20 and 
the German government are cur-
rently considering – and should 

not shy away from offering path-
ways of legal and circular migra-
tion for African students, schol-
ars and entrepreneurs. Increasing 
exchange and dialogue would be 
an antidote to the second mistake 
often at the heart of many Africa 
policies: ignoring African voices 
and realities.  

To take the Libyan example 
again: the Libya disaster is rooted 
partly in a failure to cooperate 
with and take seriously the assess-
ment of African partners. African 
Union negotiators had in fact 
warned their European counter-
parts of the impending chaos. 
Former South African President 
Thabo Mbeki’s desperate, last-
minute efforts to bring Gaddafi 
into exile were ignored. 

Basing security and develop-
ment strategies on African ideas 
and expertise is not an issue of 
political correctness. It is an issue 
of effectiveness. Pretending to 
know better is not just a matter 
of cultural arrogance. It leads 
to flawed strategic choices, bad 
policy decisions and ineffective 
programs.

Nowhere is this more important 
than in the field of security. The 
nature of conflicts in Africa is 
changing. A multiplicity of actors, 
religious extremism, organized 
crime and transnational conflict 
zones challenge existing strategies 
and norms in peacemaking and 
peacekeeping. Viewing conflicts 
such as those in Mali, Nigeria 
or Somalia mainly through the 
prism of the global war on terror 
and employing military strategies 
informed by that perspective will 
reach its limits, and might even 
lead to new security threats.     

Africa finding its own voice and 
undertaking its own actions to 
maintain peace on the continent 
is of paramount importance. 
The good news is that much 
has happened in this regard in 
recent years. With the support 
of many partners, the African 
Union and the Regional Eco-
nomic Communities are building 
an ever-stronger African security 
architecture, including conflict 
analysis, negotiation teams, elec-
tion observers as well as police 
and military missions. The 
recent and successful ECOWAS 
(Economic Community of West 
African States) intervention in 
Gambia, which enforced the 
election results without shed-
ding a single drop of blood, is 
a heartening example of this, 
albeit an idiosyncratic one. 

With or without the support of 
its partners in Europe, Asia and 
(yes) America, Africa will move 
forward. But it will move more 
quickly, safely and inclusively if 
the world keeps its doors open, 
and people open their minds to 
African ideas and innovation, 
whether in the areas of security, 
development or business. 

I believe there is something 
innately African about the con-
cept of interdependence. The idea 
that “I am what I am only through 
others” is fundamental to many 
African philosophical traditions. 
My hope is that Africans will 
help the world to rediscover this 
awareness.  n

Horst Köhler was federal 
president of Germany from 
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director of the IMF from 
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“Over recent months I have had the opportunity to meet with many 
young Africans. All of these young people were brimming with 
creativity, determination and optimism. None of them was looking for 
a free lunch from anybody.” – Horst Köhler

Africa needs  
an international  

enabling environment  
that is conducive  
to real progress.
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If foreign soldiers attack Ger-
many, Berlin would more 
or less know how to react. 
Responses in such situations 

often involve familiar political 
procedures, trained armed forces 
and regulations dictated by inter-
national law.

However, if Germany becomes 
the target of a cyber attack, 
things would look a bit differ-
ent. It could be that 
no one really knows 
how to respond. 
Security experts in 
the federal govern-
ment hypothesize a 
scenario in which 
foreign hackers 
attack the computer 
servers of political 
parties, ministers 
and the Bundestag, 
just as the federal 
government discov-
ers from which for-
eign servers these 
attacks originated. 
The government 
could thus theoreti-
cally defend itself by 
crippling the foreign servers and 
deleting the pilfered data. But 
who would be responsible for it? 
And would it even be allowed?

A panel of experts in Berlin has 
been struggling with these ques-
tions for months. The interior, 
foreign and defense ministries 
have been involved; the secret 
service and even the Federal 
Security Council have prioritized 
the theme on their agendas. Min-
ister of the Interior Thomas de 
Maizière has already warned: “If 
we identify where a cyber attack 

comes from, we must be able to 
actively fight it.”

But there is no legal basis for 
such a response. The Federal 
Intelligence Service (BND), the 
agency responsible for foreign 
espionage, possesses the techni-
cal capabilities, but does not feel 
it is responsible for counterat-
tacks in cyberspace. The minis-
try of defense has experienced 

cyber troops at the 
ready, but only has 
the duty to employ 
them if the cyber 
attack amounted 
to an act of war or 
were directed against 
Bundeswehr units 
abroad. The Office 
for the Protection 
of the Constitution 
would take on the 
task, but it would 
first have to expand 
its cyber capabilities 
in terms of counteres-
pionage. An expedi-
ent solution is thus 
nowhere in sight.

This applies to 
much in the world of the inter-
net, a world President Barack 
Obama has called the Wild West. 
There are no rules for what is 
allowed or what is forbidden. 
Many states consider hacking a 
foreign political party a permis-
sible act of espionage; even the 
NSA and the BND allow for it. 
However, to then publish the 
material, as Russia’s secret ser-
vice is alleged to have done with 
the help of Wikileaks, in order 
to influence the US election and 
deliver Donald Trump into office 

– this, at least in the West, is con-
sidered to be an impermissible 
breach of a foreign country’s 
domestic affairs. But where is 
that formalized? 

During his farewell visit to 
Berlin in November, Obama 
called for rules to be implemented 
in cyberspace: “We have to work 
on and develop frameworks and 
international norms so that we 
don’t see a cyber arms race.” 
What would then be defined as 
an act of war in the internet? 
Former US Secretary of Defense 
Robert Gates once asked his Pen-
tagon lawyers the same question. 
He had to wait two years for the 
answer. Even NATO has been 
occupied with this question; Sec-
retary General Jens Stoltenberg 
claims that a cyber attack could 
trigger the mutual defense guar-
anty outlined in Article 5 of the 
NATO charter. But how severe 
must the cyber attack be?

Up until now, governments 
and secret service agencies have 
written their own rules for cyber-
space. Indeed, the first comput-
ers helped British and American 
agents decipher German mili-
tary codes, and ultimately to win 
World War II.

Infiltrating foreign networks 
and databases has been the core 
of electronic espionage since 
long before the world became 
digital. Operatives can now not 
only eavesdrop, but manipulate 
and destroy as well. The former 
separation between military, dip-
lomatic and private networks 
hardly exists today – any can 
now be hacked. The game of 
espionage is now played with 

new technological means and, 
unfortunately, close to no rules.

If any initial binding rules 
have emerged, they exist only 
between individual countries. In 
2015, the US, the UK and China 
agreed to carry out or tolerate 
no cyber attacks for the purposes 
of industrial espionage against 
companies. However, espionage 
against a foreign government and 
its military institutions is still 
allowed. Germany and China 
have also made a similar agree-
ment in the past year.

Under the leadership of the 
German diplomat Karsten Geier, 
experts at the United Nations 
in New York are searching for 
a definition of what is permis-
sible and what is prohibited on 
the web. The working group is 
located in the Office of Disarma-
ment Affairs, and in June will 
issue a report on “responsible 
state behavior.” Those in Ger-
many’s ministry of defense call 
it “table manners for nations.”

In concrete terms, the issue is 
whether the crippling of a traffic 
light in a major city constitutes 
an act of war. Or perhaps the 
sabotage of its water supply. It 
will soon cover whether material 
stolen in a cyber attack may be 
used to influence elections.

In a certain respect intelligence 
services are now simply using 
the internet for the same sort of 
things they have always done. It 
is not new that agents are trying 
to influence foreign elections. 
The Soviet KGB did so, as has the 
CIA. Each agency has distributed 
embarrassing information about 
politicians around the world, and 

at times has cleverly invented 
news to trigger uprisings. The 
difference now is that everything 
happens much faster, cheaper 
and more effectively through the 
internet. 

When is a  
cyber attack  

an act of war?  

By Georg Mascolo
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Even the distinction between 
war and peace is becoming 
blurred. In 2010, the US alleg-
edly  carried out the first mili-
tary attack through the inter-
net when they used a computer 

worm named Stunt to damage 
the uranium centrifuges in 
Iran’s nuclear facilities. Michael 
Hayden, the director of the NSA 
at the time, compared the action 
to the dropping of the first atomic 

bomb: “Somebody crossed the 
Rubicon,” he said. The US has 
been aware of the destructive 
power of cyber weaponry at 
least since 2007, when skepti-
cal soldiers were shown that a 

few clicks of a mouse can cause 
more damage than a bomb: as 
part of the Aurora test, a 2.25 
megawatt generator connected 
to the internet was destroyed 
within seconds.

A study by the Clingendael 
Institute in The Hague describes 
how various states react to cyber 
attacks. Saudi Arabia and South 
Korea have tried to stem foreign 
attacks on their own. Others 
have sought international assis-
tance. In 2012, the US offered 
to purge harmful programs from 

computer servers oper-
ated by other countries. When 
Estonia was attacked in 2007, 
the country sought the help of 
NATO and the EU. Apart from 
that, attacked countries have at 
their disposal the toolbox of clas-
sic diplomacy. The alleged perpe-
trators can privately be warned 
that they have been found out; 
this can also be done publicly, 
with the threat of sanctions or 
the recalling of diplomats from 
the attacking country. 

After the hack of the Demo-
cratic Party’s servers in the US, 
Obama threatened Moscow with 
even greater retaliation. His 
administration compiled a list 
of potential cyber targets within 
Russia. Attacks on Russian net-
works were discussed, as well as 
the publication of compromis-
ing information on the Russian 
President Vladimir Putin.

In Germany the issue is not 
retaliatory attacks, but rather 
defense – up until now, at least. 
Several intelligence chiefs have 
warned that Russia could inter-
fere with electoral campaigns. 
These warnings were also for 

Russian ears, as well. The 
German government is now 
adopting a more threatening 
posture. Minister of the Interior 
de Maizière would like to allow 
the security agencies to attack 
foreign servers with the goal of 
completely paralyzing them, or at 
least of deleting stolen data they 

may store. Germany 

would be 
more or less alone 
in having formalized such 
a legal norm. Most states still 
adhere to the traditional rules of 
espionage: they complain loudly 
about what has been done to 
them, and then do the same to 
others. 

However, many governments 
are worried that the issue is get-
ting out of hand. The OSZE has 
now joined the EU in working 
on reducing the risks of a conflict 
that can arise through the use 
of information and communi-
cations technologies. The risks 
are vast. After Sept. 11, 2001, 
US President George W. Bush 
and his advisers discussed what 
could inflict more damage: 19 
assassins hijacking airplanes, or 
19 hackers attacking “critical 
infrastructure,” the server of a 
US bank, etc. It was already clear 
back then: the hackers are more 
dangerous.

We must now be vigilant that 
the attacks do not strike the 
West’s most critical infrastruc-
ture of all: democracy itself.  n

IM
A

G
O

/IK
O

N
 IM

A
G

E
S

0010110010110101

00101100101101010
1101

1

36  February 2017



Well prepared – even in the event of an emergency
Whether in industry or service sector, in hospitals, retirement or care homes, medium-
sized businesses or large corporations: No one can afford long production disruptions or
downtimes. Prevent, avert – and, if necessary, limit damage: Dräger offers you an extensive
range of consulting and planning services for your safety management. www.draeger.com

D
L-

90
05

-2
01

6

We make your company 
more resilient against 

all types of risks.

Have all information at
your side! Simply scan
this QR code with your
smartphone and an 
appropriate reader app. 

170210_AZ_SecurityTimes_260x290_aw.qxp_AZ  10.02.17  13:50  Seite 1

38  February 2017The Security Times • Cyber Security

If you want 
peace, prepare 

for peace
Making states responsible for their  

activities in cyberspace

By Annegret Bendiek and Ben Wagner  

Cyberwar continues to 
serve as a hot topic 
in many of the discus-
sions on the future 

of war. Yet despite the persis-
tent debate about warfare on 
the internet, it is questionable 

whether cyberwar has actually 
taken place in the past or 

is likely to occur in 
future. Ever since 

states engaged 
in inter-

national 
security policy, 

they have been caught in the 
security dilemma. That dilemma 
has triggered arms races and 
repeatedly led to military con-
frontation. Since World War II, 
the international community has 
made significant progress towards 
mitigating the security dilemma 
by establishing arms control 
treaties, trust-building mecha-
nisms and a dense network of 
cooperation. The rise of offen-
sive cyber operations threatens 
to tear those mechanisms down. 
The only way to prevent a renais-
sance of the security dilemma is 
to build norms and institutions 
that promote state responsibil-
ity and focus on “deterrence by 
resilience.”

Without question, both civilian 
and military actors are engaged 
in a wide variety of offensive and 
defensive operations on the inter-
net. However, the scope and scale 
of such operations is far more 
akin to espionage or covert opera-
tions and is below the threshold 
of armed conflict, let alone war-

fare. “Sabotage, espionage, and 
subversion” are more useful terms 
to describe the various forms of 
cyber operations. 

Moreover, in debates about 
cyber conflict, it is frequently 
assumed that a wide variety of 
non-state actors are capa-
ble of engaging in 
extensive 

cyber con-
flict. While this 
may technically be 
possible, the fact is that 
the overwhelming majority 
of advanced offensive cyber oper-
ations is conducted by state actors 
or their direct proxies; debates 
over cyber terrorism bear little 
resemblance to the practical reali-
ties of everyday cyber attacks.

The interconnectedness of criti-
cal infrastructure, along with the 
burgeoning internet of things, 
forces policymakers to consider 
the question: How do we defend, 
protect and create resilient critical 
infrastructures? How should we 
counter attempts to steal crucial 
information? Digital technolo-
gies are so deeply enmeshed with 
all levels of modern life that it is 
difficult for society to function 
without them. Precisely because 
of this, governments have begun 

to develop their strategic posture 
on how to respond. 

There are two main ways 
to respond strategi-
cally to 

cyber threats: 
deterrence by resilience 
and deterrence by retaliation. 
Deterrence by resilience involves 
hardening key existing infra-
structure and improving the 
overall defensive posture, thus 
making attacks far more diffi-
cult. Measures to achieve these 
goals include the establishment 
of effective institutional response 
mechanisms to cyber attacks, 
stronger coordination between 
existing responders and ensuring 
that, in particular, key public IT-
infrastructure is less vulnerable 

to cyber 
attacks. On 
the other hand, deterrence by 
retaliation involves an offensive 
response to cyber attacks, making 
sure they are not repeated.

It is highly questionable whether 
deterrence by retaliation is an 
effective counterstrategy. The 
difficulty of attribution presents 
a basic problem of retaliation. 
Lawrence Freedman, one of the 
leading academics on strategy 

and security policy, argues that 
"what we need to think about is 
not so much how to make deter-
rence work, but about what sorts 
of behavior we now wish to pro-
scribe." Making such a strategy 
effective would require both far 
higher levels of attribution than 
is currently the case as well as a 
willingness of states to constrain 
malicious attackers. 
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More-
over, deterrence 

by retaliation comes with 
considerable legal and political 
risks. Many leading scholars have 
warned that the build-up of offen-
sive capabilities only repeats the 
mistakes of the past. It fosters mis-
trust, leads to a new arms race and 
might even lead to the internet’s 
disintegration as states increas-
ingly assert their sovereignty. 
Moreover, offensive operations 
risk degrading a common pool 
resource: trust in the stability and 

integrity of the internet. By turning 
the internet into a persistently esca-
lating cyberspace battleground, 

it becomes less useful and 
trustworthy for every-

one who uses it. 
And such 

o p e r a -

tions can 
go badly wrong, 

for instance when US 
cyber operatives accidently 

caused an extensive internet 
outage in Syria in 2012.

By contrast, deterrence by 
resilience involves improving the 
defensive security of critical infra-
structure. Hardening involves 
none of the risks of offensive 
operations and comes with the 
added bonus of increasing the 
level of resilience against other 
forms of attacks, e.g. cyber crime. 
However, there are persistent 
claims by security experts that 
resilience alone is insufficient to 
prevent cyber attacks. Some argue 
that you need not only a shield 

but also a sword to defend your-
self. Others would recommend 
buying a better shield instead of 
a sword.

Within Europe, both the EU 
and NATO have focused on 
deterrence by resilience yet have 
oriented their efforts towards 
different strategic areas. A few 
cyber powers started to build 
up their offensive and defensive 

cyber capabilities. Likewise, 
the EU and NATO have 

begun corralling 
their respective 

members to 
establish 

common 
defensive capa-

bilities. However, 
only a few countries within 

the EU and NATO can thus far 
deploy offensive capabilities. 

There are numerous challenges 
to military cyber operations. 
They relate to accountability, 
state-society attacks and norms 
of behavior in cyberspace.

1. Offensive cyber operations 
frequently take place with 

little oversight and accountabil-
ity. This is in part due to their 
unclear organizational structure, 
typically housed somewhere in 
between intelligence services of 
the military and private sector 
contractors. They need to develop 
more sustained oversight and 
accountability mechanisms in 
order to ensure their legitimacy 
and longevity. The shift of US 

Cyber Command away from 
the NSA in order to “draw cleaner 
lines between the government’s 
military and intelligence cyber 
functions” presents a particularly 
interesting example, as it sets a 
trend for a stronger split between 
military and so-called loud cyber 
weapons on the one hand, and 
intelligence cyber operations on 
the other.

2. In the debates about cyber 
security and cyberwar, 

the usage of cyber attacks as a 
tool of state repression has thus 
far received insufficient 
attention. 

States engag-
ing in cyber attacks 
against their citizens have 
become increasingly common in 
the past decade, with steadily 
escalating forms of attacks. 
Examples include the Syrian gov-
ernment’s shutdown of mobile 
phone networks in close coordi-
nation with military operations, 
the Tunisian government actively 
stealing the data of all Gmail users 
based in Tunisia around the time 
of the Tunisian uprisings, and the 
government of Pakistan shutting 
down all mobile phone and Inter-
net connections in the country. 
While it is common for experts 
to discuss a potential cyber attack 
on critical infrastructure by third 
parties – such as the purported 
shutdown of the North Korean 
internet by US government oper-
atives – it often happens that 

states are just 
as eager to attack 
their own critical communica-
tions infrastructure. Such cyber 
attacks by states against their own 
infrastructure degrade the quality 
of their societies and harm eco-
nomic development. Such attacks 
are typically employed around 
elections and mass protests, and 
are swiftly becoming a global 
phenomenon.

3. Freedman is also 
right in pointing out that the 

main objective now "has to be to 
encourage the development of an 
international order in which there 
are formidable restraints on the use 
of cyber force. So far, the quest for 
agreement on common norms for 
state behavior in cyberspace has 
met only mixed success. As early 
as 2000, the UN General Assembly 
called on states “to ensure that 
their laws and practices eliminate 
safe havens for those who crimi-
nally misuse information technolo-
gies.” The UN Group of Govern-
mental Experts (GGE) picked up 
this idea in its final report of June 

2015. According to the report, 
all states shall ensure that their 
territories, and especially the com-
puter systems and infrastructure 
situated there or otherwise under 
the states’ control, is not misused 
for attacks on the infrastructure 
of other states. The GGE recom-
mended that states “seek to pre-
vent the proliferation of malicious 
ICT tools and techniques and the 

use of harmful 

hidden functions.” This empha-
sizes an approach focused on 
hardening existing infrastructure 
and mitigating the risks emanating 
from such infrastructure. After all, 
each individual vulnerability, each 
cyber attack and each weakness in 
defensive capacity leads to indi-
vidual users losing control of their 
devices and weakens the internet 
as a whole. Ensuring the stability 
and integrity of the internet is a 
crucial goal for policy makers. In 
the words of the GGE, it is a “key 
question for international peace 
and security.” n
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