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Why German-US relations matter to the transatlantic  
Alliance 

A declaration on NATO transformation of October 6, 2002 stated, NATO needed to be “capa-
ble of taking action whenever the security of its members was threatened, upon the basis of the 
United Nations Charter. By making it clear that there is no safe haven for those who would 
threaten our societies or for those who would harbor such people”,1 the deterrent element of Al-
liance strategy was strengthened.  

The North Atlantic Council should decide actions on a case-by-case basis. Where NATO 
as a whole was not engaged, allies willing to take action should be able to make use of NATO as-
sets, procedures and practices. The declaration stressed high priority goals essential to the full 
range of Alliance missions including the defense against terrorism.  

This new initiative was to be based on firm national commitments with specific target 
dates. National commitments should be made transparent for parliamentary monitoring and 
oversight. Priority should be given to projects maximizing multi-nationality, and which had the 
potential to become common NATO assets. NATO and EU capabilities initiatives needed to be 
mutually reinforced and thoroughly harmonized through permanent co-ordination mechanisms 
and procedures in a spirit of openness.  

NATO should redouble its efforts to reduce the fragmentation of defense procurement ef-
forts through the pooling of military capabilities, co-operative acquisition of equipment and 
common funding. It should reduce to a minimum the obstacles for the sharing of technology. 
The alliance had to be able to act wherever NATO’ s interests were threatened, creating coali-
tions under NATO’ s own mandate, as well as contributing to mission-based coalitions, concern-
ing both, old and new threats.2  

NATO General Secretary, Lord Robertson referred to the experience NATO had with 
post-conflict stabilization, as in Kosovo and Macedonia.3 On October 8, 2002 Robertson de-
clared, an enormous number of security issues on the Euro-Atlantic agenda required the greatest 
possible communication and coordination among Europeans and North Americans. The No-
vember 2002 Prague Summit would be a transforming event for the Alliance.  

It covered a wide range from terrorism, NATO’ s military command arrangements and 
headquarters structure, to a further development of Partnership. The most visible issues referred 
to enlargement and improvements to NATO’ s military capabilities.4 The question of capabilities 
concerned the member countries of NATO and of the EU. Because each nation had only one set 
of forces, it was necessary to make the best use possible of the scarce resources, avoiding duplica-
tion and overlaps.  

The message was very clear: the European Capabilities Action Plan and NATO’ s Prague 
Capabilities Commitment needed to be coherent. Work in full transparency on capabilities issues 
was imperative, if EU-NATO impasse was to be avoided or ended.5  
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What do these challenges mean for reunified Germany, 
given recent tensions with the United States? 

This paper discusses the particular challenges for Germany as an evolving center power in 
Europe. Will Germany be willing and able to play a constructive role to help streamlining EU-
NATO co-operation? On the other side, will she continue to use her influence on EU to 
counter-balance the US – together with France? 6   

In the analysis of the author of this paper, worsened US-German relations, particularly – 
though not exclusively – on the issue of Iraq,7 have had their problematic impact in two main ar-
eas: first, they added to divisions within the so-called intra-European and intra-EU theatre; second, 
they kept hampering the so-called NATO transformation.  

Germany as a key regional player needs to assist transforming NATO, instead of encourag-
ing division within the Atlantic community and its international or regional organizations. This 
means, Germany actively should promote the streamlining of capabilities and the closest as pos-
sible cooperation between EU and NATO in peacemaking and (post-conflict) peacekeeping.  

Further NATO and EU enlargement makes the challenges ahead the more obvious and 
crucial as enlargement will enhance the number of US friendly member countries. A European 
Union that aims – whether indirectly or not - at duplicating or decupling from NATO, will find 
itself quasi-automatically on a collision course with the US.8  

Such policy will not only harm the capability of the Alliance to meet the soft and hard 
power-related security challenges of the 21st century, but also diminish the prospect of a function-
ing and well integrated common European foreign and security policy.9 To contribute accord-
ingly to NATO or to strengthen the common European foreign and security policy cannot be a 
question of either – or, as contributions by European/EU countries (be they NATO members or 
not) will matter in how the Alliance adapts to a new security environment, and whether NATO 
stays relevant.  

Any German foreign policy that is both constructive and responsible needs to consider 
these inter-dependent challenges. By contrast, the diplomatic stunts10 of the last months arguably 
reinvented Germany as problematic partner in the Alliance and handicapped its role as second 
important partner to the US – next to the UK. It is clear, that this cannot be in Germany’ s own 
national interest.  

The current German government within a few months gave up on fundamental principles, 
which characterized German foreign policy ever since the end of the 2nd World War and 
throughout most of the 1990s.  

Such principles were: Never to go it alone; never to make the ultimate decision between 
Paris or Washington; never to get into a geo-political ‘two frontier situation’ between Paris and 
Moscow – without other strong diplomatic ties with London and Washington. By buying into 
French plans how to reform the institutions of EU, Germany furthermore gave up its role to 
protect the interests of smaller EU countries within the Commission.   

Holding on to such principles ever since the 1950s, allowed Germany to continuously ma-
ture into its growing role as partner in EU and NATO, under US leadership and under US pro-
tection throughout and in the aftermath of the Cold War. French-German partnership was initi-
ated by the United States. German Reunification was possible only with the strong support of the 
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US. If calls of German Chancellor, Gerhard Schröder for Germany to become a ‘normal’ country 
mean all but the discontinuity of a functioning foreign policy ever since the end of the 2nd World 
War, such ‘normalcy’ misses what is truly at stake for democratic Germany as the largest country 
in EU.  

On the problematic impact on NATO transformation 

September 11, 2001 arguably changed the parameters defining transatlantic relations. Germany ir-
revocably declared its post World War II era over, and NATO faced a new collective threat. Lord 
Robertson on May 7, 2002 argued, NATO at 20 would go global, where the threat was. Impor-
tant consequences of 9/11 were both, a speeded-up of NATO enlargement and the established 
of the NATO-Russia Council. NATO as a diplomatic platform was transforming to new chal-
lenges.11  

The National Security Strategy cites “strengthening alliances to defeat global terrorism and work to 
prevent attacks against us and our friends”, as one important part of its international strategy “to defeat 
global terrorism and work to prevent attacks against us and our friends”.12 While the United 
States would constantly strive to enlist the support of the international community, they would 
not hesitate to act alone, if necessary, to exercise its right of self-defense by acting preemptively 
against such terrorists, to prevent them from doing harm against its people and its country. In 
leading the campaign against terrorism, the United States would forge new, productive interna-
tional relationships and redefine existing ones in ways that meet the challenges of the 21st century. 

The US proposition to create a NATO reaction force was accepted at NATO’ s November 
Summit in Prague 2002.13 Throughout the Prague Summit, German media focused on the ques-
tion whether US President George Bush and Schröder would shake hands:  

“Mr. Bush assailed nations that are ‘inward-looking or isolated by indifference’, clearly a reference to 
Chancellor Schröder’ s use of his opposition to the American campaign against Saddam Hussein, as a cen-
terpiece of his recent re-election campaign (…) From John F. Kennedy’ s ‘Ich bin ein Berliner’ speech, to 
Ronald Reagan’ s controversial visit to the Bitburg cemetery, postwar American presidents have emphasized 
reconciliation and unity when speaking of Germany, not memories of war. This time, however, Mr. Bush 
seemed to be reminding Germans that Europe today stood shoulder to shoulder with America despite them, 
not because of them’”.14 
Particularly troubling was the blockage of NATO to provide Turkey with defensive weap-

ons, shortly before intervention in Iraq in spring 2003. While NATO managed to overcome this 
deadlock, current tensions between the US administration and some NATO members on the 
post-conflict transformation in Iraq, seems to point at more trouble on the Atlantic horizon.15  A 
NATO Review in the wake of Iraq in that sense reads:16 

“Yet it is also true that, for the United Kingdom and others, especially the recently oppressed peoples of ‘new 
Europe’, the United States’ new mission is an Atlantic mission. They wish to keep the United States fully 
engaged in Europe. They are wary of a European Union dominated by France and Germany. And they 
are increasingly willing to be engaged elsewhere in the world together with the United States. Now enjoying 
their first taste of the US-led liberal international order, the Pax Americana, they have not interest in cre-
ating a European ‘counterweight’”. 
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On the problematic impact on the intra-European/intra-
EU theatre 

Another unfortunate impact of troubled German-US relations – after Schröder’ s irresponsible 
election rhetoric and in the aftermath of Iraq - seems to have concerned the European theatre it-
self.  

Strong German-US relations contribute to intra-European stability. Without them, France 
may have begun to complain about a possibly too strong British influence in the transatlantic 
theatre. This may have reinforced French policy throughout early spring 2003, to get EU to for-
mulate its own common policy on Iraq, which would then isolate Great Britain. On the other 
side, after Schröder did not succeed in London by the end of September 2002, to get British 
Prime Minister Tony Blair to help him restore US-German relations, Schröder’ s focus shifted 
across the Rhine, as to get France to join ranks to counter US-UK policy on Iraq.17   

When France18 and Germany came out against “any military action on the basis of UN 
resolution 1441”, one week before UN inspectors reported to the Security Council, this did not 
represent a common European policy on Iraq.  

By contrast, it made the split within the EU, Europe as such, NATO and the UN Security 
Council obvious.19 During an emergency EU Summit on February 17, 2003, Jacques Chirac 
threatened Central and Eastern European countries they would risk their EU membership if they 
supported the US on Iraq. Such experience might induce ‘smaller’ Western and Eastern Euro-
pean countries to wonder, whether France and Germany should be allowed to impose their con-
cepts of further European integration on the EU as a whole. A previous letter by eight European 
countries – partly in EU, partly not – had obviously infuriated Paris, because it precisely high-
lighted intra-European and intra-EU splits on Iraq, but also on other transatlantic issues.  

Such divide was further illustrated, when a Summit of four NATO members decided on a 
purely EU based defense.20 

More on Germany’ s role and challenges in EU and NATO 

So, has the German government in fact pursued a policy prone to divide the transatlantic com-
munity?  

Does Germany hide behind Europe, while keeping Europeanizing its foreign policy?21 
Does it promote its concept of further European integration - in the form of a federate super-
state – to use EU for its own national purpose, sometimes together with France, sometimes 
alone? In contrast to a more nationalistic France pursuing its foreign policy openly: Is the soft-
power oriented German coalition government trying to avoid more hard power responsibility and 
burden-sharing foremost in NATO? Why should such policy be able to empower EU after all? 22  

The answer is, it cannot and it will not: If Germany as largest EU member is at risk not to 
meet the security challenges23 as a sovereign member of the Atlantic community in the 21st cen-
tury, this concerns EU (and NATO) as a whole.  

The Atlantic alliance with EU and NATO at its core would not but be weakened by Ber-
lin’s unwillingness to (further) modernize its Army, to contribute more peacemaking and robust 
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peacekeeping to the Alliance’ s most trusted security organization, which is NATO, and to ac-
tively support the closest possible cooperation of EU and NATO.  

An interview at American Enterprise Institute on June 3, 2003 points at the core problem with 
the help of a metaphor:  

“A French driver is driving a German vehicle. On the backseat are covering smaller Western and Eastern 
European countries, while the French driver heads the German car full speed towards an American 
tank”.24 
Given Germany’ s obvious contributions to special-forces operations, to ISAF in Afghani-

stan, as well as to other crisis regions in recent months and years, such perceptions by Allies be-
come the more tragic and unnecessary.25  

They raise strong questions and point at the challenges the current German leadership 
faces – in two regards: first, reassuring Germany’ s Allies of its foreign policy still being based on 
both, a strong transatlantic link and European integration; second, encouraging a public debate 
within Germany about its national interests and its role in the world.26 

Summarizing conclusions for a responsible German for-
eign and security policy 

The fact that France and Germany could be perceived as unreliable allies in EU and NATO, had 
an impact on NATO’ s transformation and the challenges outlined in its October 6, 2002 declara-
tion, concerning softer and harder security policy, to deal with both, internal conflicts and global 
terrorism.  

Furthermore, it had an impact on EU enlargement, the constitutional challenges EU cur-
rently faces, and how the EU (both the Commission and the Office of the High Representative 
of the Council of Ministers) deals with crisis and conflict prevention and other security threats of 
the 21st century.27 Particularly the success of NATO (and EU) enlargement, the streamlining of 
capabilities and the creation of a NATO reaction force – to intervene in or out of area – will also 
depend on Germany, positioned at the heart of Europe, between East and West.  

Zbigniew Brzezinski identified Germany and the US as the main proponents of NATO 
enlargement and raised the question, what an ever closer relationship between reunified Germany 
and the US would probably mean to a France, which would be geo-strategically weakened by an 
eastward shift of Europe’ s center!28 

Germans today are faced with the question, how seriously its current government will be 
prepared to change its underlying foreign policy of contrasting EU integration with a strong 
transatlantic link?29 In addition, which role will the current coalition partners play in the future, 
when it comes to sending German troops out of area, participating as NATO member in a coali-
tion of the willing?30  

While Germany may continue not to live up to its theoretical and potential role in the Alli-
ance, as well as to keep its public misinformed, new and future members of NATO in Eastern 
and Central Europe, like Poland, Rumania and Bulgaria, already have stepped up to the plate, as 
to help streamlining NATO capabilities. On the US side, the decision seems to have already been 
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taken: The re-structuring of NATO’ s command and headquarters, as well as NATO enlarge-
ment, might best be matched by NATO structures physically moving eastwards, too. US troops 
in Germany will (partly) be re-deployed from the Rhine to the Lakes of Masuria and the Da-
nube.31  

When Donald Rumsfeld invited France and Germany in June 2003 to contribute peace-
keepers to a post-conflict Iraq, this clearly signaled a still open window of opportunity for Ger-
many to be or become part (again) of the new Atlantic agenda. 

Final Conclusions for German Foreign and Security Policy 

The following part lists main challenges for a responsible German foreign and security policy. 
 Germany needs to work hard to ensure the US stays committed to European safety. US 

leadership can be regarded as prerequisite to enable particularly reunified Germany to 
continuously mature into its growing role, without the so-called Croatia effect of the 
early 90s, and without Germany’ s Allies feeling nervous about its economic and politi-
cal might;32 

 Germany needs to become fully aware of its potential, given its geo-strategic position: 
Germany can do a lot to strengthen - instead of weakening - constructive US–Russian, 
constructive US–French and constructive US-Turkish relations.  

 Germany needs to become aware of the troubling effect recent developments had: cur-
rently, the most important bi-lateral partners to the US in EU (and NATO) are: Spain to 
the West of Germany; Poland to the East of Germany; Great Britain to the North of 
Germany; Italy to the South of Germany. This scenario seems to confirm: Germany is 
clearly not fulfilling its potential as integrating center power. 

 Germany needs to formulate its own national interests in a transparent way, instead of 
binding its foreign policy to French national interests. German national interests should 
consider global threats, in addition to policy concerning further European Union inte-
gration.  

 Germany deals with the following two long-term challenges with regard to the war 
against global terrorism post-9/11: First, to convince the German public that there is a 
threat; second, to seriously analyze what Germany in EU and NATO can contribute.33 

 Germany needs to contribute its share to keep NATO relevant, given the new threats of 
the 21st century. While the US described its policy in the National Security Strategy, and 
NATO highlighted NATO transformation, Germany has to make up its mind, how to con-
tribute to necessary alliance adaptation. Rhetoric games regarding EU capabilities or the 
establishment of yet another under-financed EU army – will not help enhancing 
NATO-EU cooperation, which is essential in the new security environment. Germany 
has to play an important role in this regard, also facilitating between NATO countries 
that are not in EU, like Turkey, and the other way around. 

 German foreign policy needs to become more pro-active to major global developments, 
instead of reactive. This concerns both peacemaking and (robust) peacekeeping. It is 
precisely the experience the young Federal Republic made as liberated country, under 

 
 
 
 



Michaela Hertkorn German-US Relations 

10 

the Marshall Plan, which should enable Germany today to contribute considerably to 
complex emergency and reconstruction processes, like in Afghanistan and Iraq. Ger-
many needs to get serious with regard to bolstering up its defense budget. The chal-
lenges for NATO and its individual member states, like Germany, have been pointed 
out in the US National Security Strategy. They highlight the challenges the German gov-
ernment faces. Given current tensions and existing realities within the German coalition 
government in question, these challenges seem to be difficult to be met. 
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lingered on or stretched to other countries, like Iraq, promised to be interesting already by early 2002. 
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