EU and the USA. Sepcial Relations?


EU AND THE USA. SPECIAL RELATIONS?

Dr. Gunilla Herolf, The Swedish Institute of International Affairs

The question as to whether there is a special relationship between the EU and the USA can briefly be answered with yes. The EU, an organization being one of a kind, and the United States, the only superpower, by sheer logic form ties with each other that are different from that of other constellations of cooperating partners. As the EU enlarged to embrace a large part of Europe and to include many million people, the feeling among its representatives and member states of having an important role to play in the world has increased and thereby the crucial character of its relations to the United States. The EU and the US – endorsing the same basic values of democracy and market economy but differing as to many other aspects - are the two centres of Western power, which together share a responsibility for acting on a global scale. Therefore the character of their relations is of vast importance not only for themselves but also for other countries in the world.

Gianni Bonvicini and I will both speak about the subject of EU-US relations. We have divided the issue in the way that I will bring up the political issues facing the US and the EU, whereas Gianni will deal with the instruments and actions for the EU to use to match the transatlantic challenge. 

How bad are relations today?

Few would describe the present relations as good, but still we need to have a sober view on relations over the years between the US and Europe. Many of us remember the situation in the autumn of 1994 – during what many now see as the good old days of democratic rule in the US. At that time Europe and the US clashed in their views on what should be done in Bosnia, and West European countries fumed over US unilateralism on the matter of NATO enlargement where US actions had been taken over the heads of Europeans. A common expression was that this was the worst crisis ever of NATO and some saw the decline of the organization as following from it.

So what makes the present situation seem so acute?

The background is well known – American unilateralism, the decision on the Iraq war, supported by some but not all European countries, are among them. Other crucial issues have been the treatment of the prisoners at Guantánamo Bay and the American attitude towards the International Criminal Court (ICC). Furthermore, the US view on environmental matters and on the United Nations differs sharply from that of most European states.

There are, however, some special reasons that make the present situation seem particularly acute in the relations between the two. One of them is the socially awkward situation in that we all know that the majority of European politicians and of the general public in Europe was strongly in favour of the other candidate – well knowing that on several crucial issues Senator Kerry would have taken positions that had been equally foreign to Europeans. 

Another reason is the fact that the European analysis of the elections has tended to concentrate on the issues that differ between the two continents, thus projecting a picture of Americans as basically different from Europeans. The role of personal religious faith of the political candidates in the Presidential election process differs from that of European elections, where this is generally seen to belong to the private sphere. Other similar issues, such as the role of the candidates’ family life, contribute to project to Europeans a picture of the United States as a country in which politics is formed by vastly different factors and where politicians and the general public do not follow the same logic as in Europe when deciding about the essential elements of their politics.

The tendency at present is that Europeans – albeit in different degrees - seek to pursue policies independent of the United States. Some recent European successes or near successes may also have led to a feeling of Europe doing well on its own and therefore not being in need of bothering about the wide gulf to the US. One of these is the Russian agreement to sign the Kyoto Protocol, to which the Americans have a negative attitude. Another is the Althea operation in Bosnia, which the EU is right now assuming and which, while done with NATO support, is a qualitative and quantitative jump as compared to what the EU has previously done in peace- keeping. A third one is the mediation process with Iran by France, Germany and the United Kingdom, which this far seems to have been successful. 

Where can we meet?

Still there are some problems which Americans and Europeans agree in seeing as crucial. The primary one is Iraq, where, however, there seems to be little chance of movement towards a common effort. While unrest still reigns in Iraq, the initially critical countries remain so, whereas some of the initially positive countries, now members of the alliance, are planning for withdrawal. The agreement achieved in the UN to cooperate in the rebuilding of the country is not sufficient at this stage for any common action.

There are, however, a number of threats which are of a kind that they will affect Americans and Europeans alike and which are also such that cooperation across the Atlantic is necessary for their solution. 

The fight against terrorism, which, while pursued in a different way by the US as compared to Europe, is still a necessity for all and acute also for Europeans. The situation in Afghanistan, where the United States and European states are already cooperating in order to restore peace and reconstruct the country, poses new challenges, such as the growing trade in heroin, which should be a concern for all and a basis for further cooperation. 

Possibly among these common endeavours, the Middle East will have the best potential as an issue in which relations between the US and Europe can be improved. The window of opportunity after the death of Arafat, coupled to the fact that the solution of the Middle East problems is of vital interest to Europe as well as to the United States, and the European awareness that the US needs to be involved – all these contribute to making the Middle East a good issue for cooperation. An additional point is that this may be a way for President Bush to reward Prime Minister Blair for his support in the Iraq war. 

A choice for Europe

The mending of relations is a two-way effort. While Europeans are prone to point to the mistakes and insensitivities of the Americans, there is a European responsibility as well for seeking contact in the effort of coming to terms with common threats. Unavoidably there is a temptation to do the opposite: while there are obvious drawbacks in having a bad relationship to the US, a strong dividing line between Europe and the United States will contribute to European cohesion. The vision of a European detachment from the US is, however, an illusion – while a larger and stronger EU is more of an equal partner to the United States, Europe is still dependent on American military power. In the same way the American policy after the attack on Iraq has proven that the US in the end is dependent on the Europeans as well.

Cooperation among European states has often gained speed and deepened after failures. In these situations countries have realized that they need to cooperate and efforts in mending relations have taken overhand. There is no reason to believe that the same could not happen with US-European relations as well. The fact that Europe has become stronger is a good basis for a healthy new cooperation to evolve among the two. 

In this way the strengthening of Europe and the reconstruction of good relations to the United States could go hand in hand. In doing this I would like to bring up a particular challenge for the Europeans, which is the need to be efficient and the need at the same time to preserve cohesion among the members of the EU. While the need for efficiency is recognized by all, the need for cohesion is most strongly felt by the small EU member states – efficiency might easily, as they perceive it, be equated with the directoire of the major countries. Establishing directories would, however, in the eyes of the small members, be the same as repeating the mistake of the Americans of pursuing unilateral policies. In the end the EU in order to create a strong Europe, would need to be based on the support of all.
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