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Renewing the Atlantic Partnership 
Report of an Independent Task Force, sponsored by the Council on Foreign Relations* 

INTRODUCTION 

he accomplishments of the Atlantic alliance are re-
markable. History records few, if any, alliances that 
have yielded so many benefits for their members or 

for the broader international community. After centuries of 
recurrent conflict, war among the European great powers has 
become inconceivable. The Cold War has been won; the 
threat of nuclear war has receded. Freedom has prevailed 
against totalitarian ideologies. Trade, investment, and 
travel are more open today than ever before. Progress in rais-
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ing living standards – in rich and poor countries alike – is 
unprecedented. 

Despite these accomplishments, the transatlantic relation-
ship is under greater strain today than at any point in at 
least a generation. Many Europeans assume malign intent 
on the part of the United States. Many Americans resent 
European behavior and dismiss European perceptions of to-
day’s threats. The conviction that the United States is a hy-
perpower to be contained has become fashionable in Europe. 
Reliance on coalitions of the willing to act when the United 
Nations and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) 
will not has become the policy of the United States.  

The war in Iraq brought these strains to the point of crisis. 
France and Germany organized resistance to the United 
States in the UN Security Council – alongside Russia, his-
torically NATO’s chief adversary. The Bush administration, 
in turn, sought to separate these states from other members 
of the alliance and the European Union (EU). For a time, 
rhetoric replaced diplomacy as the primary instrument for 
taking positions, making criticisms, and shaping coali-
tions.  

These events were, to say the least, unusual. The particular 
outcome was influenced by domestic politics, personality, 
miscommunication, and unfortunate circumstance. What 
happened, however, was more than an intersection of unex-
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pected developments, disputes over policy, and bad luck. 
The roots of the Iraq conflict extend at least as far back as 
11/9, the day in 1989 when the Berlin Wall came down; 
they were strengthened, in turn, by the events of 9/11, the 
day in 2001 when terrorists destroyed the World Trade Cen-
ter, attacked the Pentagon, and killed 3, 000 innocent peo-
ple.  

When the Soviet empire in Eastern Europe collapsed, the 
greatest reason for NATO solidarity disappeared. The subse-
quent unification of Germany, together with that country’s 
peaceful integration into the alliance and the EU, deprived 
NATO of its clearest mission: containing and, if necessary, 
deterring any further expansion of Soviet influence on the 
continent. The alliance, in this sense, became a victim of 
its own success. 

Threats to survival tend to concentrate minds. Without 
such threats, other needs loom larger in shaping the deci-
sions of governments. The political temptation to gain ad-
vantage by criticizing or even patronizing allies increases 
and the urgency of maintaining a common front dimin-
ishes. Thus the end of the Cold War set Europe and the 
United States on separate paths when it came to defense 
spending, social priorities, the efficacy of military force, and 
even the optimal configuration of the post-Cold War world.1 

If 11/9 increased the scope for disagreements between the 
United States and Europe, 9/11 created the grounds for dis-
agreements that are truly dangerous for the transatlantic re-
lationship. The attacks of that day produced the most 
sweeping reorientation of U. S. grand strategy in over half a 
century. Washington’s goal now would be not only to con-
tain and deter hostile states, but also to attack terrorists and 
regimes that harbor terrorists before they could act. European 
strategies, in contrast, underwent no comparable revision. 
Although NATO proclaimed solidarity with the United 
States in the immediate aftermath of 9/11 – even to the 
point of invoking the previously unused Article Five of its 
charter, which treats an attack on one member as an attack 
on all – tensions within the alliance quickly escalated. The 
Bush administration, seeking to avoid limitations on its 
freedom of action, spurned offers of help in retaliating 
against al–Qaeda and its Taliban hosts in Afghanistan. 
Many NATO allies, in turn, complained of American uni-
lateralism, while questioning the administration’s insis-
tence that the security of all nations was now at risk. 

These shifts in the relationship between the United States 
and Europe – the consequences of 11/9 and 9/11 – make it 
clear that the transatlantic relationship urgently needs reas-
sessment. With the Cold War won, European integration 
well advanced, and new threats emerging in unconven-
tional forms from unexpected sources, it is not surprising 
that differences have emerged within the transatlantic 
community. What is surprising is the extent to which the 
terrorist attacks on the United States, and the reactions of 
Europeans to America’s response to those attacks, have 
transformed these differences into active confrontation. 
                                                   
1 See Robert Kagan, Of Paradise and Power:America and Europe in the New 

World Order (New York: Knopf, 2003). 

Clashes over substance and style have isolated and weak-
ened the political constituencies that have traditionally kept 
Atlantic relations on course. Voices of moderation and re-
straint continue to confront heated dialogue, encouraging 
the political forces on both sides of the Atlantic that are 
skeptical of, if not averse to, efforts to sustain a strong 
transatlantic link. So too, has generational change taken a 
toll on the traditional pro–Atlantic constituencies.  

This sequence of events therefore raises critical questions: Is 
the transatlantic relationship evolving into something akin 
to the balance–of–power system that existed prior to World 
War II? If so, should such a development be viewed with 
equanimity or alarm? Can NATO continue to exist in its 
present form and with its traditional focus? Can an expand-
ing European Union cooperate with the new diplomacy of 
the United States? If not, what are the alternatives?  

THE COMMON TRANSATLANTIC INTEREST 

Alliances are means that serve ends. They are not ends in 
themselves. They exist to advance their members’ interests, 
and they will survive only if those interests remain com-
patible. The fear that the Soviet Union might dominate 
post-World War II Europe produced a compatibility of inter-
ests that persisted throughout the Cold War. What compa-
rable compatibilities exist today, within the post-11/9, post-
9/11 transatlantic community?  

The first and most important compatible interest, we be-
lieve, is to maintain and support our shared traditions 
and the community that has formed around them. The 
age of exploration saw European ideas and values trans-
planted to North America; the age of revolution saw consti-
tutional democracy spread from the United States to Europe. 
Twice during the twentieth century, without any pre-
existing alliance, Europeans and Americans elected to fight 
alongside one another to preserve their democratic values 
against authoritarian challenges. A third such challenge, 
that posed by the Soviet Union, required no global war, but 
it did produce the alliance that survives to this day. The 
fundamental purpose of that alliance, hence, reflects inter-
ests that preceded the Cold War, and that remain no less vi-
tal now that the Cold War is over. Europe and the United 
States must ensure that they remain embedded in a zone of 
democratic peace and that the nations of the Atlantic com-
munity are never again divided by balance-of-power compe-
tition.  

A second compatible interest follows from the first: to re-
move or at least neutralize whatever might place 
shared security and prosperity at risk. At NATO’s found-
ing, the Soviet Union presented the clearest and most pre-
sent danger to the Atlantic community. Today, the most 
pressing threats come from beyond Europe; the Atlantic alli-
ance must adapt accordingly. Nonetheless, the task of con-
solidating peace on the European continent is not yet fin-
ished. NATO’s founders were fully aware of two potential 
dangers that had produced great wars in the past and might 
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yet do so in the future. One of these was aggressive nation-
alism, an old problem in Europe that had culminated disas-
trously in the rise of Nazi Germany. The other was eco-
nomic protectionism: the erection of barriers to international 
trade, investment, and the stabilization of currencies, which 
had deepened the Depression of the 1930s, thereby weaken-
ing the democracies just as they needed strength. The post-
World War II transatlantic relationship, crafted jointly by 
Europeans and Americans, sought to remove these dangers 
by promoting the political and economic integration of 
Europe. That priority too survived the end of the Cold War 
and today remains – because of the dangers it is meant to 
avoid – as compelling a common interest as it was half a 
century ago. 

A third compatible interest grows out of the first two: to help 
other parts of the world, including the Arab and Islamic 
world, share in the benefits of democratic institutions and 
market economies. Democracy and markets have brought 
peace and prosperity to the Atlantic community – and hold 
out promise to do the same elsewhere. Europe and the 
United States can both set important standards and provide 
concrete assistance as different peoples follow their own 
pathways to democratic institutions and free markets. 

These, we think, are the fundamentals. Neither 11/9 nor 
9/11 has altered them. The Task Force’s first recommenda-
tion, therefore, is a simple one: that Europeans and 
Americans acknowledge what unites them and reaf-
firm their commitment to a common purpose.  

PRIORITIES FOR THE FUTURE 

What, then, are the policy objectives the transatlantic 
community should set for itself if it is to ensure a future in 
which Europeans, Americans, and much of the rest of the 
world can flourish? The Task Force suggests the following 
priorities: 

First, and most important, a world of safety, free of fear of 
attack from states or from organizations or individuals act-
ing independently of states. It follows that NATO should re-
tain its historic mission of containing and, if necessary, de-
terring hostile states, but it should also adapt to new kinds 
of threats that challenge the international state system it-
self. This means being prepared to contain, deter, and if 
necessary intervene against sources of clear and present 
danger. Such a mission will require the capacity to respond 
across a spectrum of military options; it will demand the 
close coordination of intelligence and police work; it will 
involve readiness to act »out of area« (that is, beyond 
NATO’s existing borders); it will necessitate the flexibility to 
deal with dangers the nature of which no one can now fore-
see. The founders of the alliance knew that without security 
little else would be possible. That remains true today, and it 
will remain true well into the future. 

Second, the rule of law. Americans and Europeans should 
seek to extend as widely as possible the institutions of civil 
society that originated in the United States at the end of the 

eighteenth century, that spread through most of Europe dur-
ing the last half of the twentieth century, and that provide 
the indispensable underpinnings of international order in 
the twenty–first century. A special effort should be made to 
include the Arab and wider Islamic world in this undertak-
ing. The objective here is not world government, but rather 
the coexistence of unity with diversity, of power with princi-
ple, of leadership with consultation, that only democratic 
federalism is capable of providing.  

Third, the quality of life. Democratic federalism can hardly 
be expected to flourish when people lack the capacity to feed, 
clothe, house, and otherwise sustain themselves. Another 
heritage Europeans and Americans share is that of social re-
sponsibility:the obligation of government to provide the 
conditions – in terms of environment, health, education, 
and employment, as well as freedom of expression and 
equality of opportunity – upon which civil society depends. 
Americans and Europeans cannot enjoy these privileges 
in an interconnected world without encouraging their 
diffusion elsewhere. The architects of the Marshall Plan 
knew that without recovery there could be neither security 
nor law within Europe. The beneficiaries of the Marshall 
Plan – who include both Europeans and Americans – have 
every reason to understand that this principle applies today 
throughout the world. 

POINTS OF DIVERGENCE 

If this is where the transatlantic relationship should seek to 
go over the next decade, then what obstacles lie in the way? 
There is a consensus within the transatlantic community 
on the numerous challenges facing common interests. 
These include terrorism, authoritarianism, economic in-
competence, environmental degradation, and the kind of 
misrule that exacerbates poverty, encourages discrimination, 
tolerates illiteracy, allows epidemics, and proliferates weap-
ons of mass destruction. Although there is agreement on 
the necessity of addressing these problems, there are differ-
ences – some easily overcome, some more serious – on how 
to go about doing so. 

Differences over Styles of Leadership. Despite their com-
monalities, the two sides of the Atlantic community 
evolved distinctive cultures – ways of doing things – from 
the very beginning. These differences were sufficiently strik-
ing, by the 1830s, for Alexis de Tocqueville to examine 
them in Democracy in America. That such cultural differ-
ences should affect styles of leadership within NATO should 
not alarm us, however, for they have always been present in 
one form or another. The alliance survived such unlikely 
contemporaries as Lyndon B. Johnson and Charles de 
Gaulle; it must now overcome personality differences com-
pounded by philosophical disputes. 

Differences over Domestic Politics. Style both reflects 
and shapes politics, so it is natural that Europeans and 
Americans disagree on many domestic issues: gun control, 
the death penalty, genetically modified foods, tariffs, agri-

https://doi.org/10.5771/0175-274x-2004-4-163
Generiert durch IP '18.222.182.37', am 07.06.2024, 16:09:14.

Das Erstellen und Weitergeben von Kopien dieses PDFs ist nicht zulässig.

https://doi.org/10.5771/0175-274x-2004-4-163


T H E M E N S C H W E R P U N K T    |    Re new ing t he  A t l a n t i c  Pa r t ne rs h i p  

166   |    S+F  (22 .  Jg . )  4 /20 04  

cultural and corporate subsidies, the role of religion in poli-
tics, or the appropriate size and cost of a social welfare sys-
tem. Such disputes are easily sensationalized, and positions 
on each side are easily caricatured. It is worth remembering, 
though, that the members of the transatlantic alliance are 
all democracies. It should hardly come as a surprise, then, 
that they differ on how best to organize or run their respec-
tive societies. That having been said, the duty of statesmen 
is to provide a framework in which these differences are un-
derstood rather than used, as has been the case too fre-
quently in recent years, to demonstrate long–term 
incompatibility. 

Differences on International Issues. Domestic differences 
are bound, in turn, to affect foreign policy. The United 
States and its European allies have disagreed sharply in re-
cent years on such issues as the Kyoto Protocol, the Interna-
tional Criminal Court (ICC), the Comprehensive Test Ban 
Treaty (CTBT), and the Anti–Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty. 
Some perspective is warranted, however. These differences 
are no more serious than those that existed in the past over 
the Suez crisis in the 1950s, the Vietnam War in the 1960s, 
the Yom Kippur War and the energy crises of the 1970s, or 
the debate over missile deployment in the 1980s. As the 
handling of these past disputes made clear, they are man-
ageable as long as they are addressed within the framework 
of genuinely shared strategic objectives; it is in the absence 
of such a framework that such disagreements have the po-
tential to become debilitating. 

Throughout the Cold War the Soviet Union served – admit-
tedly inadvertently – as the »glue« that held NATO together. 
Without it, there might never have been a transatlantic al-
liance, to say nothing of a Truman Doctrine or a Marshall 
Plan. By the time the Cold War ended, cooperation was suf-
ficiently institutionalized that there was little need for an 
outside threat to provide internal cohesion: NATO was in-
tact, healthy, and expanding to the East. Its members 
agreed on military interventions to drive Iraq out of Kuwait 
in 1991, to restore order – however belatedly – in Bosnia in 
1995, and to rescue the Kosovars in 1999. After 9/11, they 
cooperated to share intelligence, intensify anti–terrorist po-
licing, and begin reconstruction in Afghanistan after the 
Americans and their local allies had ousted the Taliban. 
Some cooperation continues today with respect to Iran, 
North Korea, and the Israeli–Palestinian conflict. This coop-
eration over the past decade and a half was possible because 
there were no fundamental disagreements among the allies 
on what needed to be done; differences did exist over how 
and when to do it. That fact made them surmountable, de-
spite the absence of the »glue« a formidable external enemy 
might have provided. 

On Iraq, however, there were disagreements from the start 
over what was to be done, as there had been decades ear-
lier in the Cold War crises that strained the alliance. And 
this time there was no single adversary or guiding concept 
to encourage the resolution of differences; there was not 
even a consensus on what had caused the Iraqi crisis. Was 
it Saddam Hussein and his alleged weapons of mass de-
struction? Was it Osama bin Laden and al–Qaeda, perhaps 

in league with Saddam Hussein? Was it the Americans 
themselves, determined to strike out at any available target 
after the injuries they had suffered on 9/11? Was it the 
Europeans, who had remained complacent in the face of 
new danger? Was it the United Nations, which had oscil-
lated between action and paralysis in dealing with the 
situation? 

What made Iraq a distinctive and disturbing chapter in the 
history of the transatlantic alliance? It was the first major 
crisis within the alliance to take place in the absence 
of an agreed–upon danger.  

LESSONS TO BE LEARNED 

The Task Force believes that Europeans and Americans 
must now work together to ensure that the Iraq crisis be-
comes an anomaly in their relationship, not a precedent for 
things to come. The events of one year should not be al-
lowed to disrupt a community sustained by compatible in-
terests and common purposes over so many years. And yet, 
we cannot simply assume this outcome. With the end of 
the Cold War and the onset of the war against terrorism, 
the transatlantic community confronts uncharted geopoliti-
cal terrain. There is all the more reason, then, to examine 
its differences over Iraq carefully, to take their implications 
seriously, and to seek means to avoid their recurrence. 
Above all, the Atlantic nations should draw from the les-
sons of their common past. 

Lesson One: No alliance can function successfully in 
the absence of a common strategy, or in the presence 
of competing strategies. For all the disagreements that 
took place within the NATO alliance during the Cold War, 
there were remarkably few over grand strategy. While the 
Americans usually took the lead in formulating the West’s 
grand strategy, they rarely used their power to impose their 
views. Instead Washington officials worked hard to per-
suade allies that American positions made sense. There were 
a surprising number of instances in which the United States 
modified its own positions when those efforts at persuasion 
failed.2 

The Bush administration can hardly be faulted for having 
been unclear about its post–9/11 grand strategy, or its inten-
tions with respect to Iraq.3 In contrast to its predecessors, 
however, it failed to win the support of key NATO members. 
Historians will be debating the reasons why for years to 
come. Was it the claim, if multilateral support was not 
forthcoming, to a right to unilateral action? Or was it that 
NATO allies and the UN Security Council failed to meet 
their responsibilities?  

                                                   
2 For the historical record, see John Lewis Gaddis, We Now Know: Rethink-

ing Cold War History(New York:Oxford University Press, 1997), pp. 200 –
203.  

3 See especially President George W. Bush’s speech to the UN General As-
sembly, September 12, 2002, and The National Security Strategy of the 
United States of America, released by the White House on September 17, 
2002. 
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The Task Force is content to leave these questions to histo-
rians. Its chief concern, rather, is this: that an alliance has 
meaning only when its members adjust their policies to 
take into account their partners’ interests – when they do 
things for one another that they would not do if the alli-
ance did not exist. If the transatlantic relationship is to con-
tinue to mean what it has meant in the past, both sides 
must learn from their failure over Iraq. The Americans will 
need to reaffirm the insight that shaped their approach to 
allies throughout the Cold War: that the power to act is not 
necessarily the power to persuade; that even in an alliance 
in which military capabilities are disproportionately distrib-
uted, the costs of unilateralism can exceed those involved in 
seeking consent. The Europeans, in turn, will need to ac-
knowledge that the post–9/11 world is by no means safe for 
transatlantic societies, that the dangers that make it unsafe 
do not come from Washington, and that neither nostalgia 
for the past nor insularity in the present will suffice in cop-
ing with those threats. The objective is not so much a for-
mal consensus – the quest for which can be debilitating 
and paralyzing – but a common sense of direction. 

Lesson Two: A common strategy need not require 
equivalent capabilities. One of the reasons NATO suc-
ceeded during the Cold War was that it acknowledged com-
plementarity. It was clear from the outset that Europe would 
never match the Americans’ military capabilities, or their 
ability to deploy their forces on a global scale. Instead the 
Europeans focused on economic reconstruction, integration, 
and consolidating the benefits these provided. By the end of 
the Cold War, they had assumed a heavier burden than the 
United States in providing aid to developing countries, as-
suming international policing and peacekeeping responsi-
bilities, and supporting international organizations. These 
asymmetries are now embedded on both sides of the Atlan-
tic, and any revitalization of the alliance will have to re-
spect them. 

The way to do this, the Task Force believes, is to regard 
complementarity as an asset, not a liability. If the United 
States is the indispensable nation in terms of its military 
power, then surely the Europeans are indispensable allies in 
most of the other categories of power upon which statecraft 
depends. Whether the issues are countering terrorism, liber-
alizing trade, preventing international crime, containing 
weapons of mass destruction, rebuilding postconflict states, 
combating poverty, fighting disease, or spreading democracy 
and human rights, European and American priorities and 
capabilities complement one another far more often than 
they compete with one another.  

This pattern broke down over Iraq – with unfortunate con-
sequences. The Task Force believes strongly that there is no 
alternative to complementarity, and that if the transatlantic 
alliance is to recover and prosper, its members will need to 
rediscover this principle and revive its practice. That means, 
for the Europeans, abandoning the pretension that their 
power as currently constituted can bring about multipolarity 
or that confrontation is the best way to influence the United 
States. For America, it means recalling that military 
strength alone did not win the Cold War. Rather, victory 

came about because the multidimensional power of the 
United States and its allies ultimately prevailed over the So-
viet Union’s single dimension of strength – its military 
power. 

While respecting complementarity is crucial to the Atlantic 
alliance, an absolute division of labor is not viable. If the 
Europeans focus their attention on peacekeeping and na-
tion–building while the United States assumes all the re-
sponsibility for more demanding military tasks, this divi-
sion of labor will prove politically divisive: Americans will 
sooner or later resent the greater risks and burdens they have 
assumed, while Europeans will object to their ancillary role. 
In addition, the inability to act in unison would over time 
mean that Europeans and Americans would less frequently 
share common tasks and experiences –inevitably reinforcing 
divergent viewpoints. 

Lesson Three: The maintenance of a healthy Atlantic 
alliance requires domestic political leadership. One of 
the developments that most concerns the Task Force has 
been the sharp upturn in anti–American sentiment in 
many European countries4 – no doubt one of the reasons 
politicians there chose to embrace it. Although not quite as 
apparent, anti-European views – particularly directed against 
France and Germany – have grown within the United States 
as well.  

When similar situations arose during the Cold War, leaders 
on both sides of the Atlantic made visible gestures to repair 
rifts, strengthen institutions, and reaffirm their commit-
ment to a lasting partnership. Such leadership is needed 
now to lower the rhetorical temperature by reminding Euro-
peans and Americans of how much there is to lose from 
continued transatlantic tension, and how much there is to 
gain from effective collaboration. 

If the United States is to succeed in achieving its primary 
objectives in the world, whether those objectives be the suc-
cessful confrontation of terror, ensuring the preservation of 
peace and prosperity, or the spreading of democracy, Ameri-
cans must recognize that they cannot succeed alone. With-
out the leverage provided by protection from the communist 
threat, the United States must find other means of influence 
over nations. Legitimacy matters over time and it depends 
on international support. And without European support, it 
is not possible to imagine the United States assembling 
meaningful coalitions of other nations. 

                                                   
4 For the results of public opinion surveys, see the Pew Research Center for 

the People and the Press, »America’s Image Further Erodes, Europeans 
Want Weaker Ties,« March 18, 2003, available at http://people–press. 
org/reports/display. php3? ReportID=175; »Americans and Europeans Dif-
fer Widely on Foreign Policy Issues,« April 17, 2002, available at 
http://people–press. org/reports/display. php3? ReportID=153; »Bush Un-
popular in Europe, Seen as Unilateralist,« August 15, 2001, available at 
http://people–press. org/reports/display. php3? ReportID=5; German 
Marshall Fund of the United States and the Compagnia di San Paolo, 
»Transatlantic Trends 2003,« September 4, 2003, available at www. 
transatlantictrends. org; and German Marshall Fund of the United 
States and the Chicago Council on Foreign Relations, »Worldviews 
2002,« September 4, 2002, available at www. worldviews. org. See also 
Thomas Crampton, »Europeans’ doubt over U. S. policy rises,« Interna-
tional Herald Tribune, September 4, 2003. 

https://doi.org/10.5771/0175-274x-2004-4-163
Generiert durch IP '18.222.182.37', am 07.06.2024, 16:09:14.

Das Erstellen und Weitergeben von Kopien dieses PDFs ist nicht zulässig.

https://doi.org/10.5771/0175-274x-2004-4-163


T H E M E N S C H W E R P U N K T    |    Re new ing t he  A t l a n t i c  Pa r t ne rs h i p  

168   |    S+F  (22 .  Jg . )  4 /20 04  

Likewise the Atlantic alliance serves fundamental European 
interests. The world remains a dangerous place and the 
American capacity to project force is not likely to be 
matched in the next several decades. If the United States 
and Europe do not find an effective modus vivendi there 
will inevitably be increasing tensions within Europe as dif-
ferent nations take different views on actions taken by the 
United States. Nor is the most visionary of European pro-
jects – the gradual extension of international law and insti-
tutions to the global community on the model of what has 
happened in Europe over the past half–century – a viable 
concept without the cooperation of the United States. 

European elites today rarely recount the role the United 
States played in saving European democracy, reviving Euro-
pean prosperity, encouraging European integration, and 
continuing to provide European security. American elites 
rarely acknowledge that the European Union has stabilized 
democracy, facilitating the enlargement of NATO and free 
markets, and promoted tolerance in central and eastern 
Europe; or that Europe now provides the bulk of troops and 
assistance in the Balkans and in Afghanistan; or that the 
EU and its member states give much more in direct devel-
opment aid than does the United States. Public recognition 
of these accomplishments by leaders on both sides of the At-
lantic – in statements, in speeches, possibly in a »New At-
lantic Charter« – would go far toward dampening disturb-
ing swings in public opinion. They also happen to be 
achievements of which Europeans and Americans have 
every right to be proud. 

Lesson Four: The time has come to clarify the pur-
poses and benefits of European integration. For the past 
half–century, the United States has supported the principle 
of European unification, viewing that process as the best 
method for diminishing the risk of devastating wars, en-
hancing the prospects of democratization, expanding inter-
national trade and investment, ensuring prosperity, and 
building a more effective transatlantic alliance. Alongside 
their support for European unity, however, American leaders 
have long harbored a certain ambivalence. 

While they have hoped to see Europe stand on its own 
without American support, they have also feared that it 
might do just that, thereby weakening the influence the 
United States has enjoyed in Europe and challenging 
American interests elsewhere. As Europe’s strategic depend-
ence on the United States has lessened with the end of the 
Cold War, these American concerns have become more pro-
nounced. The Iraq crisis further magnified them, especially 
after France and Germany tried to organize a global coali-
tion to resist the Bush administration’s decision to invade 
that country. 

Meanwhile, Europe itself divided over Iraq, with France and 
Germany finding themselves at odds with several current 
and prospective EU members – most conspicuously Great 
Britain, Italy, Spain, and Poland – who supported the posi-
tion of the United States. 

Not surprisingly, these trends produced a greater emphasis 
in Washington on bilateral rather than multilateral rela-

tions both in the run–up to the war and in the manage-
ment of its aftermath. American ambivalence toward Euro-
pean integration also intensified. 

The pace and scope of European integration are matters for 
Europeans to decide. But the American response to this proc-
ess will be affected by how the EU’s leaders and electorates 
perceive the union’s role. Casting the EU as a counterweight 
to the United States, even if only for rhetorical purposes, 
will surely fuel transatlantic tension and encourage Wash-
ington to look elsewhere for international partners. If, how-
ever, the EU frames its policies in complementary terms, as 
it has done in the past, Washington should continue to re-
gard Europe’s deepening and widening as in America’s in-
terest. A deeper Europe could ensure the irreversibility of un-
ion and could lead to a more militarily capable EU – one 
that could in time become a more effective partner of the 
United States. A wider Europe could ensure that peace, de-
mocracy, and prosperity continue to spread eastward, 
thereby converging with what could be similar trends in 
Russia.  

The debate over multipolarity transcends the tactical issue 
of U. S. – European relations. It goes to the heart of the 
emerging international order. A unifying Europe will be a 
growing force in international relations; it is beyond Amer-
ica’s capacity and against its interest to attempt to thwart it. 
In that sense, Europe’s evolution contributes to multipolar-
ity. But if Europe defines its identity in terms of countering 
U. S. power, the world is likely to return to a balance–of–
power system reminiscent of the era prior to World War I – 
with the same disastrous consequences. National interest is 
a crucial component of foreign policy. Should every actor in 
the international system seek to maximize only its own in-
terest, however, constant tension is a more likely outcome 
than world order. The strength of the alliance depends on 
fostering attitudes that see the common interest as compati-
ble with the national interest.  

Despite the EU’s aspirations, European weakness is likely to 
present more of a problem for the transatlantic partnership 
than European strength. The EU still falls short of unity on 
matters of foreign policy, and its military capability, despite 
recent reforms, remains quite limited. The impending entry 
of ten new members is bound to absorb its attention and re-
sources over the next several years; that task may delay pro-
gress toward forging a common European security policy 
and acquiring the assets needed to back it up.  

Both sides of the Atlantic, therefore, have important roles to 
play in shaping the future of the EU. American leaders 
must resolve their long–standing ambivalence about the 
emerging European entity. Europe’s leaders must resist the 
temptation to define its identity in opposition to the United 
States. Those who believe in Atlantic partnership need to be 
heard calling for a Europe that remains a steady partner of 
the United States, even as it strengthens itself and broadens 
its international role. 

Lesson Five: Transatlantic economic cooperation rein-
forces political cooperation. The U.S.-European relation-
ship has been grounded in economic cooperation since the 
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earliest days of the Cold War: the Marshall Plan, after all, 
preceded NATO. Today the American and European econo-
mies are the world’s largest, and they are likely to remain so 
for the foreseeable future. Transatlantic commerce ap-
proaches $2.5 trillion per year and employs directly or indi-
rectly some twelve million workers in Europe and the United 
States.5 Although there have been frequent disputes over tar-
iffs and subsidies through the years, the Task Force notes 
that the Iraqi crisis had little discernible effect on patterns of 
European–American trade and investment.  

That fact suggests that a greater public emphasis on the 
economic benefits of the relationship might help leaders on 
both sides of the Atlantic resolve, or at least minimize, their 
political differences. The U.S. and European economies de-
pend heavily on one another; together they have a major 
impact on the international economy as a whole. The pros-
pects for sustained expansion will be much greater if the 
movement toward integrating global trade and investment 
continues to move forward. This can hardly happen with-
out a common U.S.-European approach. Nor, in the absence 
of such cooperation, is there likely to be a long–term strat-
egy for fostering economic progress and the political liberali- 
zation it can bring within the developing world. Without  
such a strategy, Americans and Europeans are likely to find 
themselves struggling with the consequences of illiberal re-
gimes and failed states instead of attacking their root 
causes.  

It remains as true today as when the postwar transatlantic 
community first emerged, therefore, that politics and eco-
nomics are intertwined. This too is a complementarity upon 
which the future of the U.S.-European relationship will 
surely depend.  

THE BROADER AGENDA 

The transatlantic relationship cannot be isolated from the 
larger international system of which it is a part. The Task 
Force believes that any efforts to revitalize the alliance must 
also take into account the precedents these may set – and 
the responsibilities these may imply – for the global com-
munity as a whole. The United States and its allies largely 
defined the post–World War II international order. The end 
of the Cold War and the events of September 11 have chal-
lenged that system’s guiding norms, but they have not di-
minished the role Americans and Europeans will have to 
play in reasserting them. The path toward a renewal of 
transatlantic accord, therefore, could well lie beyond the 
transatlantic arena. 

This challenge is often defined as a need to improve the 
process of consultation. But this is only the formal aspect of 
the problem. Consultation should become more regular and 
more focused on longer–term issues. But, above all, it needs 

                                                   
5 Joseph Quinlan, »Drifting Apart or Growing Together? The Primacy of 

the Trans–atlantic Economy,« Center for Transatlantic Relations, Wash-
ington, D. C. , 2003, p. 3. 

to be understood that the test will be the emergence of a set 
of common purposes. 

The Task Force suggests the following priorities for the 
United States, the NATO alliance, and Europe, as a basis for 
their relationship with the rest of the world. 

Establish New Guidelines for the Use of Military Force. 
Over the past half–century, a hallmark of transatlantic 
partnership has been agreement on basic principles govern-
ing the employment of military capabilities. Today, new 
challenges require a reassessment of those principles. Terror-
ism, the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, and 
the emergence of cooperation between irresponsible states 
and nonstate actors have raised the question of whether a 
strategy aimed at forestalling potentially dangerous adver-
saries before they can strike should supplement familiar 
Cold War »rules of engagement« – the containment and de-
terrence of potentially hostile states. The issue is not an 
easy one to resolve. On the one hand, it is hard to imagine 
a stable world in which all nations claim the right to 
launch a preventive war based on their own threat assess-
ments. On the other hand, it is difficult to maintain that 
any nation can completely cede decisions fundamental to 
its own safety to an international community that may 
lack the resources and resolve for decisive action.  

The Atlantic alliance can help to solve this problem by es-
tablishing »rules of the road« regarding preventive uses of 
military force. These could begin with a consensus on what 
not to do: for example, Europeans could agree not to reject 
preventive action in principle, while Americans would agree 
that prevention (or »preemption,« in the usage of the Bush 
administration) would be reserved for special cases and not 
be the centerpiece of U.S. strategy. Both parties could then 
acknowledge the progress that has already been made in 
specifying the conditions in which intervention is justified 
to combat terrorism (as in Afghanistan), to back multilater-
ally sanctioned inspections (as in Iraq), or to achieve hu-
manitarian goals (as in Bosnia, Kosovo, and East Timor). 
Recent EU planning documents have called for robust ac-
tion to forestall threats from terrorism and weapons of mass 
destruction, as has UN Secretary–General Kofi Annan.6 
These trends suggest that the United States, NATO, the EU, 
and the UN might find more common ground on this issue 
than one might expect from the rhetoric. Determining 
whether these converging views could produce a formal 
agreement on basic principles would be well worth the ef-
fort. 

Develop a Common Policy toward Irresponsible States. 
Preventive strikes should always be a last resort. The trans-
atlantic alliance should also agree on how to forestall situa-
tions that might require it. That means developing com-
patible policies toward states that possess or seek to possess 
weapons of mass destruction, that harbor terrorists or sup-
port terrorism, and that seek through these means to chal-
                                                   
6 See, for example, »Basic Principles for an EU Strategy against Weapons of 

Mass Destruction,« Council of Ministers, June 2003, 10352/03, and Javier 
Solana, »A Secure Europe in a Better World,« Council of Ministers, June 
2003, S0138/03; Kofi Annan speech to the UN General Assembly, Sep-
tember 23, 2003. 

https://doi.org/10.5771/0175-274x-2004-4-163
Generiert durch IP '18.222.182.37', am 07.06.2024, 16:09:14.

Das Erstellen und Weitergeben von Kopien dieses PDFs ist nicht zulässig.

https://doi.org/10.5771/0175-274x-2004-4-163


T H E M E N S C H W E R P U N K T    |    Re new ing t he  A t l a n t i c  Pa r t ne rs h i p  

170   |    S+F  (22 .  Jg . )  4 /20 04  

lenge the international order that Europeans and Americans 
have created and must sustain.  

Since the Cold War ended the two communities have drifted 
apart in their approaches to irresponsible states. American 
leaders have generally favored containment and, if neces-
sary, confrontation while their European counterparts have 
preferred negotiation and, if possible, accommodation. As 
with guidelines for the use of military force, both sides need 
to adjust their policies to take into account each other’s 
views.  

Europeans should acknowledge the need for credible threats, 
not just inducements, in dealing with irresponsible states: 
coercive diplomacy is at times necessary to achieve results. 
Americans need to be prepared to include inducements in 
their strategy: threats do not in all instances produce acqui-
escence. The fact that there is no consensus on what caused 
Libya – once on everyone’s list of irresponsible states – to 
abandon its efforts to acquire weapons of mass destruction 
suggests the wisdom of including both sticks and carrots in 
any transatlantic solution to this problem. So too does the 
less dramatic but no less significant progress that has been 
made in seeking to slow or halt nuclear programs in Iran. 

The Atlantic partners need to ensure that their search for 
common ground does not become a pretext for procrastina-
tion, thereby providing irresponsible states more time to de-
velop their weapons capabilities. Ongoing initiatives should 
therefore be stepped up, including deepening cooperation on 
securing nuclear materials in the former Soviet Union; 
strengthening links between U.S. and European intelligence 
services; expanding the recently launched naval search–
and–seizure program more formally known as the Prolifera-
tion Security Initiative; closing loopholes in the nonprolif-
eration regime that allow countries to legally accumulate 
stockpiles of nuclear fuel; and tightening enforcement 
mechanisms to respond to violations of existing counterpro-
liferation regimes. 

Agree on the Role of Multilateral Institutions. Dis-
agreement over the efficacy and responsibility of interna-
tional institutions has been a major source of transatlantic 
discord since at least the mid–1990s. Disputes over the 
CTBT, the Kyoto Protocol, the ICC, and the ABM Treaty 
were straining European–American relations well before 9/11 
and the crisis over Iraq. In the aftermath of those events, 
there is now a growing sentiment in Europe – and among 
critics of the Bush administration within the United States 
– that Americans are becoming uncompromising unilateral-
ists, while Europeans are seen by their American detractors 
as uncritical and naïve multilateralists whose real aim is to 
constrain American power. 

These perceptions miss the nature of the problem. Dis-
agreements on policy, not differences over the utility of in-
ternational institutions, have caused most of these clashes. 
Had Americans and Europeans reached a consensus on the 
issues involved, disputes over procedure would have seemed 
much less serious, and the UN debate over Iraq would likely 
have found an agreed outcome. To be sure, Europe’s enthu-
siasm for multilateralism does reflect its success in subordi-

nating national sovereignty to international institutions: 
given the continent’s previous history, this is an impressive 
accomplishment. But Europe’s experience is not an auto-
matic precedent for every part of the world. America’s am-
bivalence toward multilateralism no doubt stems from its 
primacy within the international system, as well as a tradi-
tion that has always valued freedom from external con-
straint. But it is not a congenital attitude. The League of 
Nations, the United Nations, the International Monetary 
Fund and the World Bank, NATO, and the EU might never 
have been established had it not been for American support. 
As the experiences of World War II and the Cold War made 
clear, when the United States and its European allies agree 
on policy objectives, the institutional frameworks for im-
plementing them usually follow.  

There are compelling reasons now, on both sides of the At-
lantic to revive this tradition of function determining form. 
Europe will find international institutions much less effec-
tive if the world’s only superpower has stepped away from 
them. The United States loses support abroad when it is 
seen to be acting unilaterally, making it harder for Wash-
ington to enlist allies in pursuing its objectives and in mar-
shaling domestic support.7 The transatlantic alliance will 
surely need greater flexibility in managing international in-
stitutions than it did during the Cold War. With NATO 
soon to have twenty–six members, decision– making will 
need to incorporate – as the EU already does – procedures for 
abstention, opting out of specific missions, and assembling 
»coalitions of the willing«. Constructive ambiguity can 
help, as it already has in arranging the EU’s use of NATO 
assets and Russia’s participation in NATO deliberations. 
Nor is such ambiguity alien to the history of NATO: the al-
liance could hardly have survived without it.  

The United States and its European allies do need to reestab-
lish the habit of frequent, frank, and timely consultation. 
Diplomatic contacts at top levels must be restored.8 Institu-
tionalized contact groups can promote routine consultation 
and facilitate the accommodation of respective policy posi-
tions. The potential of ad hoc groups, such as the Quartet 
in the Middle East, should be fully exploited. To broaden 
the legitimacy of joint initiatives, whether they emerge 
through formal procedures or through informal diplomacy, 
the United States and European countries should explore 
widening the circle of consultation by developing a »caucus 
of democracies.« This caucus, drawing on the existing 
Community of Democracies launched in Warsaw in 2000, 
could address questions of UN reform as well as a broader 
range of diplomatic issues. 

Build a Common Approach to the Greater Middle East. 
The greater Middle East – the region stretching from North 
Africa to Southwest Asia – is the part of the world with the 
greatest potential to affect the security and prosperity of 

                                                   
7 See, for example, question 7 \g, p. 21, German Marshall Fund of the 

United States and the Compagnia di San Paolo, »Transatlantic Trends 
2003,« September 4, 2003, available at www. transatlantictrends. org.  

8 For more on this problem, see Philip Gordon and Jeremy Shapiro, Allies 
at War: America, Europe, and the Crisis over Iraq(New York:McGraw–
Hill, 2004). 
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Europeans and Americans alike. The region contains the 
globe’s greatest concentration of oil and natural gas. It 
poses potent threats from international terrorism and the 
proliferation of weapons of mass destruction. The region 
faces a rapidly rising youth population – for example, 
roughly 50 percent of Saudi Arabia’s population is under 
the age of twenty – but economies ill suited to providing 
gainful employment. Europe’s proximity to the greater Mid-
dle East and its growing Muslim population make these is-
sues all the more urgent. 

The transatlantic community must tackle four central is-
sues, the first of which is Iraq. Leaders on both sides of the 
Atlantic have already agreed that the provision of security, 
the establishment of a stable and legitimate government, 
and the expeditious reconstruction of that country are vital 
objectives. Failure to achieve these objectives would lead to 
severe consequences for all members of the alliance. To real-
ize these goals, Europeans and Americans must set aside 
narrow political and economic ambitions in the region and 
jointly shoulder responsibility for stabilizing the country.  

NATO, already demonstrating its value in Afghanistan, is a 
natural successor to the current international military pres-
ence in Iraq. If a substantial increase in financial and mili-
tary support from Europe is to be forthcoming, the United 
States must be prepared for greater European participation in 
the political management of Iraq. Moving forward, an ac-
tive and constructive transatlantic dialogue on these issues 
must be sustained. 

Iran is a second issue. Iran is experiencing considerable in-
ternal debate over the direction of its domestic politics and 
foreign policy. Americans and Europeans should coordinate 
their policies – if possible, with Russia as well – to ensure 
that Iranians fully understand how the international com-
munity will react to their decisions regarding proliferation, 
support for terrorism, and democracy. The importance of en-
couraging political reform in Iran and neutralizing potential 
threats should give Europe and the United States a strong 
incentive to act in unison. 

A third issue is the Israeli–Palestinian conflict. The wide-
spread perception in Europe that the United States one–
sidedly favors Israel weakens support for American foreign 
policy in Europe. Meanwhile, many American policymakers 
see European policy toward the dispute as reflexively pro–
Palestinian. Both sides need to make an effort to achieve a 
common position. The United States needs to define more 
precisely its concept of a Palestinian state; Europe must take 
more seriously Israel’s concern for security.  

A fourth area for transatlantic cooperation in the greater 
Middle East concerns the area’s long–term economic and 
political development. Many countries in the region have 
lagged behind the rest of the world in moving toward de-
mocratic societies and market economies. Educational sys-
tems are in many instances not providing the skills needed 
for competing successfully in the modern world; women of-
ten are denied basic rights and opportunities. The rigid and 
brittle societies that result breed widespread frustration and 
disaffection –social characteristics conducive to radicalism 

and terrorism. Such societies are also prone to state failure, 
civil war, or both. 

Tackling these challenges requires a concerted effort by 
Europe and the United States, one comparable to the effort 
waged during the Cold War to assist and win over much of 
the developing world. Such an undertaking requires consid-
erable resources over a sustained period. It also requires as-
tute public diplomacy. The goal should be not to impose 
change on traditional societies, but rather to work with local 
political, economic, and civic leaders in supporting a grad-
ual process of reform.  

FORGING A FUTURE TRANSATLANTIC SECURITY 
RELATIONSHIP 

The new strategic landscape necessitates a transatlantic se-
curity partnership that builds upon – but does not uncriti-
cally imitate – the one that won the Cold War. The core 
principles of that alliance were the indivisibility of security 
and a shared commitment to collective defense. In practice, 
this meant a massive deployment of U. S. military forces in 
Europe, together with support for European economic and 
political integration. The objective was to contain any fur-
ther expansion of Soviet influence in Europe, while building 
a Europe that could in time become a great power in its own 
right. 

Today NATO’s principles remain valid, but not all of its 
historic practices do. There is no further need for a large 
American military presence in the middle of Europe; rede- 
ployments else where are already taking place. The threats  
confronting the alliance are more diverse than they were 
during the Cold War; hence American and European secu- 
rity interests will no longer correspond as precisely as they  
once did.  

To this end, the Task Force looks forward to a NATO alli-
ance that is at once more flexible in its procedures and more 
ambitious in its missions than it has been in the past. 
Among its tasks should be: 

Continuing to Serve as the Primary Forum for Transat-
lantic Cooperation on International Security. Even as 
the United States draws down the number of its troops de-
ployed on the continent, it should maintain a sufficient 
presence to ensure both the interoperability and the sense of 
collective purpose that arises from an integrated military 
structure. At the same time, it must be more receptive to EU 
efforts to assume a more prominent role in the manage-
ment of European security. The overall direction of policy 
should be clear: that the United States continues to welcome 
what it has sought since the earliest days of the Cold War – 
a Europe in which Europeans bear the primary responsibility 
for their own security. 

Britain, France, and Germany are taking the lead on this 
front, and next steps include the establishment of an EU 
planning headquarters that is separate from NATO. The 
United States has stated its opposition to changes that 
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threaten the integrity of NATO command, and there are se-
rious questions about how an EU headquarters separate 
from NATO might work. Specifically, will the EU members 
of NATO vote as a bloc and prior to NATO consultation? 
And, if so, do we reach a point where consultation turns 
into institutional confrontation? How will NATO and the 
EU define their respective missions and will the EU proceed 
with military operations only after NATO has decided not to 
do so? Until the questions are answered, irrevocable deci-
sions should be avoided. 

Facilitating the Consolidation of Peace, Democracy, 
and Prosperity in Eastern and Southeastern Europe. 
The 1990s made it painfully clear that a stable peace has 
yet to take root in some parts of Europe, and NATO’s tasks 
in the Balkans are far from over. Even as the EU gradually 
assumes peacekeeping responsibilities in Bosnia, Kosovo, 
and Macedonia, a NATO presence will be required there to 
prevent backsliding and to help resolve residual political 
and territorial disputes. The alliance must also encourage 
reform and integration in Turkey, Ukraine, and Russia. 
Turkey’s membership in NATO has long strengthened that 
country’s westward orientation; openness to increasing other 
links between Turkey and Europe would similarly prove 
constructive. The prospect of joining NATO has promoted 
reform in Ukraine, as it has elsewhere in eastern Europe. 
The NATO–Russia Council has given Moscow a voice in 
the alliance and contributed to a new level of cooperation 
between Russia, Europe, and the United States. The mo-
mentum behind all of these initiatives must be kept up.  

Adjusting to New Geopolitical Realities. NATO must rec-
ognize the extent to which the aftermaths of 11/9 and 9/11 
transformed the strategic priorities of the United States. As 
the United States redeploys its forces outside of Europe, the 
alliance must find the appropriate balance between a new 
emphasis on out–of–area missions and its traditional focus 
on European security. Although NATO will continue to re-
main active both within and outside the geographical 
confines of Europe, there needs to be a common understand-
ing that NATO must increasingly concern itself with threats 
emanating from outside Europe if the alliance is to prove as 
central to the post–11/9 (and post–9/11)world as it was 
throughout the Cold War. 

Managing the Global Economy. As the task of recon-
structing Iraq suggests, NATO’s responsibilities extend well 
beyond the military realm. Its history has always paralleled 
that of the EU and will surely continue to do so. For this 
reason, security cooperation requires economic cooperation. 
It follows, then, that Europeans and Americans must work 
together, not just to liberalize U.S.–European trade, but also 
to ensure the successful completion of the current round of 
world trade negotiations. High–level consultations designed 
to produce a common approach to the Doha round are es-
sential.  

Europeans and Americans must also pursue a long–term 
strategy for fostering economic growth and political liberali-
zation in the developing world. Specific elements of such a 
strategy should include eliminating trade barriers with de-

veloping regions, particularly in the agricultural and textile 
sectors, and improving coordination among the assistance 
programs of individual countries, nongovernmental organi-
zations, and major international institutions in order to in-
crease efficiency and minimize waste. Europe should create 
an analogue to the Millennium Challenge Account so that 
American and European grants of economic assistance are 
made conditional on the same governance reforms and di-
rected in a manner that maximizes their impact. Similarly, 
both Europeans and Americans should increase and coordi-
nate their assistance to local and global efforts to combat 
HIV/AIDS and other infectious diseases. 

CONCLUSION 

The Task Force is fully aware of the difficulties efforts to re-
store the full spirit of transatlantic partnership will face. In 
the absence of clear and present dangers to focus their 
minds, European and American leaders will undoubtedly be 
tempted to cater to groups within their respective societies 
who have little interest in encouraging, and may actively 
oppose, transatlantic cooperation. American leaders seeking 
to satisfy those who favor a freer hand will downplay the 
benefits of partnership. European leaders who wish to appeal 
to pacifism will distance themselves from the United States. 
Opportunists are likely to see the promotion of anti-Ameri–
can or anti-European sentiments as a way to advance their 
own interests. Governments on both sides of the Atlantic 
will surely face pressure to protect domestic economic inter-
ests from foreign competition, and history suggests that 
they will – all too often – succumb to these pressures. On 
some issues, moreover, there will be legitimate conflicts of 
interest, and little or no chance of achieving consensus. 

The Task Force is convinced, however, that the approach 
outlined above will appeal to a multiparty, pragmatic ma-
jority in all countries of the Western alliance. The Task 
Force also believes that leaders who embrace it will be re-
warded rather than penalized by their publics. Articulating a 
vision for the Atlantic community and sustaining a com-
mitment to it will challenge European and American leaders 
alike, but it is hardly a greater challenge than Western de-
mocracies have surmounted in the past.  

Farsighted vision and political courage sustained the trans-
atlantic partnership for half a century, to the overwhelming 
benefit of Europeans, Americans, and the world. Today’s 
challenges are different, but the benefits of partnership are 
still substantial – as are the costs if the partnership is al-
lowed to erode. Recent acrimony demonstrates not only the 
difficulties that arise for America and Europe when they fail 
to act as partners, but also that pressing problems are best 
addressed together. In the end, Europe and America have far 
more to gain as allies than as neutrals or adversaries. We 
are confident that with enlightened leadership, governments 
and citizens on both sides of the Atlantic will grasp and act 
upon that reality. 
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