
Security  
in an era of 

global change
By Wolfgang Ischinger

The Munich Security Confer-
ence (MSC) has established 
itself globally as a unique 
forum for decision-makers 

in the field of foreign and security 
policy. I am delighted to welcome 
more than 70 government delegations 
from all over the world, heads of state 
and government, foreign and defense 
ministers, ambassadors, military offi-
cers, academic experts, as well as 
CEOs and civil society representatives 
to this year’s conference.

Ten years after 9/11, a decade of 
large military engagements is coming 
to an end. Increasingly, non-military 
factors will shape the global secu-
rity debate. As the Eurasia Group’s 
Top Risks 2012 report puts it, today 
economics drives geopolitics, while 
politics is driving the economy – and 
global leadership is in short supply.

This is why 2012 promises to be a 
particularly challenging and interest-
ing year in global security. The MSC 
motto this year is “Securing peace in 
a year of major geopolitical shifts and 
uncertainties.” The dynamic devel-
opments in the Asia-Pacific region 
will continue to produce changes 
in global power patterns. The EU 
and the Eurozone must face critical 
questions about their identity, their 
purpose and policies, and their cohe-
sion. Germany must learn to live with 
its new and growing central role in 
overcoming the debt crisis. And many 
Arab countries are facing a difficult 
mix of reform, transition, insecu-
rity, and hope. We will discuss these 
challenges, but also energy, resource, 
climate and cyber security. 

Of course, traditional topics of 
Euro-Atlantic security will not be 
ignored, including the continuing 
challenges in the relationship between 
NATO and Russia, missile defense 
among them, as well as perspectives 
of “Smart Defense” and of defense 
pooling and sharing in NATO and 
in the EU. In fact, the EASI Commis-
sion will unveil its proposals for a 
comprehensive Euro-Atlantic Secu-
rity Community.

I wish all participants a creative and 
productive conference!  n
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The French historian Jacques 
Bainville once observed that 
“things have never gone well.” 
But at the beginning of 2012, 

they look grimmer than in times Bainville 
might have considered normal. At one 
and the same time, we are experiencing 
a tectonic change of the old world order, 
a crisis of global governance and govern-
ability as well as a crisis of Western capi-
talism. We live in a setting of international 
uncertainty and insecurity.

The worst aspect of this jarring state 
of affairs is that no one seems to be in 
charge, willing and able to lead, and 
capable of presenting a 
strategic vision equal to 
the challenges we face. 
We seem to be heading 
toward “no-one’s world,” 
says Charles Kupchan, 
who teaches International 
Relations at Georgetown 
University – “a world 
without a dominant center 
or model.” Time’s Fareed 
Zakaria agrees: In his 
view, the post-American 
world “is characterized by 
the absence of great powers rather than 
by their presence.” A short glance around 
the globe corroborates this judgement.

The United States has lost its capacity 
to determine the course of history more 
or less alone. It will remain preeminent 
for decades to come, but it will no longer 
be predominant. The effectiveness, stabil-
ity and predictability of the American 
political process have been dramatically 
weakened by sustained internal paralysis.

Rising national debt and shockingly 
high budget deficits undermine an econ-
omy that has lost its capitalist luster in 
two global crises caused by Wall Street’s 
irrational exuberance and infectious 
greed. The moral superiority of the US, 
shredded by Abu Ghraib and Guantá-
namo, no longer carries much weight. At 
the same time, the widening rift between 
Rich America and Poor America fore-
bodes serious convulsions of the country’s 
social order.

Europe is not in much better shape than 
the United States. Its leaders meet and 
meet and meet, but their never-ending 
succession of summits produces at best 
piecemeal progress toward a solution 
of Euroland’s debt crisis. So far, the 
outcome of all their summitry has been 
unsatisfactory and insufficient. As long as 
this crisis lingers – and it may continue 
for quite some time – the European Union 
will be unable to play an influential role 
in world politics.

It is no surprise that the Obama admin-
istration keeps claiming global leadership 
for the US as a kind of latter-day manifest 

destiny. The President and his secretary of 
defense made no bones about this when 
they presented the Pentagon’s new defense 
guidelines. Yet in the same breath they 
proclaimed that after a decade of costly 
wars, it is time to shrink defense outlays, 
to focus on nation-building at home and 
to concentrate the US military effort on 
the Asia-Pacific and the Middle East – in 
plain English, on rising China and on 
nuclearizing Iran.

The new priorities push Europe onto 
the backburner. Two of the four US 
combat brigades stationed there will be 
withdrawn. In fact, the administration 

expects the Europeans to take up some 
of the slack. Burden sharing is once again 
an urgent topic.

The trouble is, of course, that the Euro-
pean states are neither able nor especially 
willing to assume new responsibilities – 
and so far they do not see any strategic 
necessity either. All of them are in the 
midst of a fundamental transformation 
of their armed forces. In essence, this 
transformation boils down to drastic 
manpower and budget cuts.

Some experts are already concerned 
about a “demilitarization of Europe.” 
As each nation goes about transforma-
tion in quite different ways and without 
paying much attention to what their 
partners are doing, programs for “pool-
ing and sharing” assets remain mostly 
unrealized. For the same reason, there 
are only dim prospects for the kind of 
extensive burden-sharing desired by the 
Americans. NATO members had better 
get used to the idea that, absent any 
existential threat, burden-shedding rather 
than burden-sharing may prove the key 

to getting ambitions, commitments and 
capabilities back into balance.

Such an outcome seems more likely 
as the protracted economic crisis has all 
Western nations firmly in its grip. “The 
single biggest threat to our national secu-
rity is our debt” – the view of Admiral 
Michael Mullen, the former chairman of 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff in Washington, 
is widely shared by political and military 
leaders elsewhere. They all accord prior-
ity to the task of domesticating preda-
tory capitalism, of rekindling economic 
growth and creating jobs for millions, 
especially for the young generation. They 

have to repair the broken-
down financial systems 
and rescue the world from 
a prolonged recession, if 
not depression.

Remembering the wave 
of protests that shook 
societies around the entire 
globe last year, from the 
anagaktismenoi in Greece, 
Spain’s indignados and 
the Occupy Wall Street 
activists to the protest-
ers in restive Russia and 

China, leaders realize that they must 
leave no stone unturned to crank up their 
ailing economies. If they fail, the danger 
is not only that disenchantment with 
democracy, already mirrored in the rise 
of right-wing populism most everywhere, 
will assume dangerous dimensions.

The financial crisis has so far swept 
three European prime ministers – George 
Papandreou, Silvio Berlusconi, José Zapa-
tero – out of office. If it festers on, others 
are bound to follow them into political 
oblivion. And the bedrock on which 
democracy is based may crack. 

Failure to restore the health of Amer-
ica’s and Europe’s economies will also 
undermine the capacity to secure their 
interests in a profoundly changing world. 
As President Obama formulated it in 
his recent Pentagon address: “We have 
to renew our economic strength here at 
home, which is the foundation of our 
strength around the world.” It’s a sound 
recipe for everybody.

Understandably, the Western nations 
are currently fixated on the financial and 
economic crisis. It forces them to pare 
back their defense expenditure. But the 
outside world is full of dangers, some of 
them clear and present, others emerging, 
others again perhaps only imagined. Even 
the World Economic Forum, meeting in 
Davos last week, made a point of listing 
ten geopolitical threats in an inventory of 
fifty potential risks looming on the hori-
zon. They were: failing states, proliferation 
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of weapons of mass destruction, 
organized crime, failure of diplo-
matic conflict resolution, global 
governance failure, militarization 
of space, entrenched corruption, 
terrorism, resource rivalry and 
illicit trade.

Professionals will find this list 
pretty academic. The threats 
they deal with are far more con-
crete: The ambiguity of Iran’s 
nuclear program, for instance; 
the uncertainty about nuclear 
North Korea after the leadership 
change in Pyongyang; the fragil-
ity of nuclear Pakistan.

The Bulletin of Atomic Scien-
tists has just moved the minute 
hand on its Doomsday Clock 
one minute closer to midnight. In 
the face of nearly 20,000 nuclear 
weapons still in the arsenals of 
nine nuclear-armed states, and 
stagnating efforts to reduce this 
dangerous stockpile, the Bulletin 
states: “The world is playing 
with the explosive potential of a 
million suns and a fire that will 
not go out.” Some will consider 
this Manichean poetry – but 
there is no doubt that a preven-
tive Israeli strike against Iran’s 
nuclear development centers 
could inflame the entire Middle 
East in the very near future.

And there are other hotbeds 
of potential conflict: Kashmir, 
Taiwan, the 38th parallel on the 
Korean peninsula. The Arab-
Israeli conflict is farther from 

resolution than before the Arab 
Spring, as democratic elections 
seem to empower not pragmatic 
secularists but Islamists. Unrest 
is spreading in the countries of 
Central Asia, there are tensions 
around Somalia, armed clashes 
between the two Sudans. Piracy 
threatens vital trade routes 
around the Horn of Africa and 
in the Strait of Malacca. Above 
and beyond these flashpoints 
lurk such mega-threats as climate 
change, energy insecurity, the vul-
nerability of our cyber systems.

There can be no doubt that our 
old assumptions about security 
and stability no longer hold. A 
reappraisal is overdue. Which 
are the most dangerous threats 
we confront in the  – geographi-
cally never defined – “euro-
Atlantic area?”  What can – and 
must – NATO do about them? 
Where can – and should – it 
look the other way? Does it have 
the means to act when action is 
imperative? Will it, depending on 
the contingency at hand, crumble 
into a slew of divergent “coali-
tions of the willing” helping 
themselves to the common tool-
box – or will it remain a unified 
alliance? And is it really advisable 
to adapt NATO’s mission to the 
new geopolitical givens without 
ever submitting the issue to our 
parliaments for approval?

So far, the alliance has been 
kicking the can down the road, 
burying its indecision in verbose, 
though vague doctrinal docu-
ments. The idea of an “enlarged 
West” has not been spelled out. 
Nor has the concept of “smart 
defense” outgrown the stage of 
postulation, planning and pro-
pagandizing.

On the military side, the alli-
ance has technically adjusted to 
the changed security environ-
ment. On the political side, how-
ever, it has failed to conduct 
a candid debate about its pur-
pose, its goals and its mission in 
our hyper-connected yet fragile 
world. One cannot help thinking 
that the time has come to con-
vene another blue ribbon council 
like the Harmel Commission, 
whose pivotal report in 1967 set 
up the guidepost which pointed 
the way for NATO to prevail in 
the Cold War. n

Continued from page 1

Wanted: 
leadership

Last year, I spoke at the 
Munich Security Con-
ference about NATO’s 
busy agenda and the 

challenge of building security in 
an age of austerity. Back then, 
no one could have predicted that 
the Alliance would soon respond 
to the historic call by the United 
Nations Security Council to pro-
tect the people of Libya. But 
that is what we did – and with 
great success. Operation Uni-
fied Protector was another strong 
demonstration of NATO’s ability 
to deliver real security. 

For over sixty years, NATO 
has successfully protected our 
populations and our principles, 
and helped to provide security 
and stability across the Euro-
Atlantic area and beyond. It has 
been a wise investment that has 
delivered security dividends year 
after year.

At our next NATO Summit, 
in Chicago in May, the Allies 
will make important decisions 
for stability in Afghanistan, 
NATO’s military capabilities, 
and strengthening our partner-
ships across the globe. These 
decisions will help ensure that the 
Alliance can continue to deliver 
security for many decades to 
come.

With over 130,000 troops, the 
NATO-led International Secu-
rity Assistance Force (ISAF) in 
Afghanistan remains our most 

important mission. Fifty Allies 
and partners are determined to 
ensure the country will never 
again be a base for global ter-
rorism. This is the biggest coali-
tion in history. And our mission 
is succeeding. The transition of 
our security responsibilities to 
the Afghan authorities is well 
on track to be completed by the 
end of 2014.  

In the coming months, more 
than half of the Afghan popula-
tion will see their own soldiers 
and policemen taking the lead for 
their security. As Afghan security 
forces grow more confident and 
capable, our role will continue 
to evolve into one of support, 
training and mentoring. And 
the Chicago Summit will show 
our commitment to a long-term 
partnership with Afghanistan, 
together with the whole interna-
tional community, beyond 2014.  

Also at 
C h i c a g o , 
we will take 
measures to 
improve our 
capabilities. 
During our 
operation in 
Libya last 
year, Euro-
pean Allies 
and Canada 
took the lead 
and pro-
vided most 
of the assets, 
while the 
United States 
d e p l o y e d 
c r i t i c a l 
assets, such as drones, precision-
guided munitions and air-to-air 
refueling. If we want to respond 
effectively to the challenges of 
the future, we need such capabili-
ties to be available more widely 
among more Allies.

In the current economic cli-
mate, delivering these expen-
sive capabilities is not easy. But 
it can be done. As I noted in 
Munich last year, the answer 
lies in “Smart Defense”: doing 
better with less by working more 
closely together. In Chicago, I 
expect the Allies to deliver on a 
range of concrete projects, and 
to commit to Smart Defense as a 
long-term strategy for improving 
our capabilities 

At our last summit, in Lisbon 
in November of 2010, we agreed 
to develop a NATO capability to 

defend European Allies’ popula-
tions, territory and forces against 
the growing threat posed by the 
proliferation of ballistic missiles. 
This project embodies transat-
lantic solidarity, and it is Smart 
Defense at its best.

We have already made con-
siderable progress. Along with 
a prominent and phased US 
contribution, several Allies have 
announced their own important 
contributions that will be gradu-
ally brought together under a 
NATO command and control 
system.  We have already con-
ducted several successful tests.  
And I expect the initial compo-
nents of this key capability for 
NATO to be in place by the time 
of our Chicago Summit.  

I hope we can also continue 
forging a truly strategic NATO-
Russia partnership.  Today, the 
Alliance and Russia are work-
ing together to bring stability 
to Afghanistan, and to curb the 
flood of narcotics out of the 
country. We are countering ter-
rorism in our subways and in our 
airspace. And we are combating 
piracy off the Horn of Africa. But 
there clearly is much more that 
we can do.    

At the Lisbon summit, NATO 
and Russia agreed to move for-
ward on missile defense coop-
eration. Although we have made 
less progress than I had hoped, 
I continue to believe this is a 

very promising area for coop-
eration. It makes sense practi-
cally, militarily and politically. 
And it could radically change the 
dynamics of the NATO-Russia 
relationship for the better.

Finally, NATO is determined 
to develop its vast network of 
partnerships spanning five con-
tinents. Our Libya operation 
would not have been possible 
without the political and opera-
tional support of our partners 
in the region and beyond. In 
Afghanistan, 22 partners have 
troops or trainers on the ground 
right now. And in Kosovo, seven 
partner nations operate shoulder-
to-shoulder with NATO forces, 
led by Germany. 

In Chicago, we will meet with 
partner nations from across the 
world to recognize their valuable 
contribution to our shared secu-
rity. It will send a strong signal 

that coopera-
tion is not a 
luxury, but a 
necessity. And 
that NATO is 
fully commit-
ted to it.

Our Chi-
cago Summit 
comes at a 
crucial time. 
We have to 
make NATO 
fit to face 
future secu-
rity challenges 
while we deal 
with the cur-
rent eco-
nomic crisis. 

To do so, we will reinforce the 
unique and indispensable bond 
between North America and 
Europe, which is the bedrock 
of our security. We will confirm 
our enduring commitment to 
Afghanistan. We will agree on a 
package of concrete projects and 
make Smart Defense our long-
term capability strategy. And we 
will enhance our consultation 
and cooperation with our many 
partners across the globe.  

In sum, Chicago will showcase 
an Alliance that is committed, 
capable and connected: com-
mitted to transatlantic solidar-
ity and cooperation; capable of 
dealing with the security chal-
lenges of the future; and con-
nected with its partner nations 
and the rest of the international 
community. n
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Our mission 
is succeeding

Looking forward to NATO’s  
Chicago Summit in May

By Anders Fogh Rasmussen
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Anders Fogh Rasmussen, NATO Secretary General.

NATO

NATO  
will send  
a strong  

signal that  
cooperation  

is not  
a luxury,  

but a  
necessity.

Present at the creation:  
US Secretary of State Dean Acheson 
signing the NATO Treaty on April 4, 1949. 
To his left President Harry Truman (top).
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Germany promotes the strength-
ening of NATO and the EU 
as well as a strategic coopera-
tion between the two organiza-
tions and the consolidation of 
partnerships with third party 
countries.

The transatlantic partnership 
and a free and united Europe 
are the unshakable foundation of 
our foreign and security policy. 
Europe and the United States of 
America may be different with 
regard to their political cultures 
and their geostrategic positions. 
What unites us, however, is much 
stronger – our common values, 
our shared interests as well as our 
common history. 

NATO will remain the most 
successful alliance in the world. 
With its new Strategic Concept 
adopted at the Lisbon Summit in 
2010, it underlines its value as a 
security alliance.

With regard to its values, inter-
ests and goals, there is no other 
region that resembles Europe in 

At the beginning of 2012, 
the international com-
munity is facing many 
challenges. The finan-

cial crisis, the public debt crisis 
and the development of the econ-
omy are determining the political 
agenda in capitals on both sides 
of the Atlantic.

Despite the absolute need to con-
centrate on resolving these crises, 
we will not be granted a reprieve 
by the global security situation. 
The course of developments in the 
Arab world, which remains unpre-
dictable, Iran’s almost unchecked 
progress on the way to becoming 
a nuclear power and the increasing 
challenges in cyberspace are exam-
ples of the complex and dynamic 
security environment of today and 
tomorrow. Ensuring security in a 
responsible way today necessitates 
the ability to react simultaneously 
and concurrently to multiple chal-
lenges.

Security is a country’s primary 
responsibility. The current finan-
cial and public debt crises have 
shown us more clearly than ever 
before that there can be no eco-
nomic prosperity without security 
and conversely, no security with-
out economic prosperity. Healthy 
state finances are a fundamental 
prerequisite for stability and secu-
rity. At the same time, economic 
and social prosperity are depen-
dent on protection from aggres-
sion, be it of a military, political 
or economic nature.

Crises, irrespective of their 
nature, lead to imbalances and 
instability. Instability in turn 
creates uncertainty and distrust. 
Hence, resolving crises is first of 
all a matter of (re-)establishing 
stability and thus creating a basis 
for security. Every sustainably 
effective national strategy must 
strike a balance between a nation’s 
economic resources and its domes-
tic policy as well as foreign and 
security policy commitments. 

As Europe’s most populous 
country and strongest national 
economy and the world’s third 
largest export nation, Germany 
is not only particularly dependent 
on international stability, but also 
contributes substantially to it. As 
a strong nation in the center of 
Europe, it is in our own interest 
to maintain this stability.

This applies to the financial 
markets, the European Mone-
tary Union and the international 
system of states. For this reason 
Germany plays a leading role in 
tackling the European sovereign 
debt crisis.

20 Years after the end of the 
Cold War, Germany is an equal 
partner in the UN, NATO and the 
EU. It is in our own interest and 
it is our partners’ expectation that 
we take responsibility for our own 
security and that of our partners. 
For Germany this means shoulder-
ing responsibility together with 
our European partners for security 
in Europe and beyond.

Our engagement in the Balkans 
is one example of this. Further-
more, we want, together with our 
European partners, to contain and 
mitigate at an early stage crises and 
conflicts, which endanger our secu-
rity and the security of our allies. 
This also means helping to bring 
to bear values such as freedom, 
human rights and the rule of law.

Germany is honoring its inter-
national responsibility to main-
tain peace, security and prosperity 
in the world in an active way. 
With the Bundeswehr, we are 
making a valuable contribution, 
365 days a year, as the lead nation 
in northern Afghanistan, fighting 
piracy off the Horn of Africa and 
stabilizing Kosovo. 

Together with our partners, we 
want to prepare ourselves in the 
best possible manner for future 
challenges. This includes both the 
readiness and the willingness to 
implement far-reaching reforms. 
National debt brakes, a more 
integrated European financial 

policy and the reorientation of 
our armed forces are as much a 
part of it as the support for pool-
ing and sharing initiatives and 
the transformation of the North 
Atlantic Alliance.

Only those who are willing and 
able to adapt in an evolutionary 

process will be able to endure 
in a changing world and par-
ticipate in shaping it. Stronger 
integration and cooperation are 
the order of the day. To help 
achieve this goal within the EU, 
we have set up, together with our 
partners, the Ghent Initiative and 

the Weimar Triangle, which aim 
at stronger cooperation. As part 
of the Smart Defense Initiative we 
advance projects that aim to close 
capability gaps, such as in air and 
maritime surveillance.

In a globalized and networked 
world, the only way to address 

challenges is to face them with 
comprehensive and multilateral 
strategies. A credible security 
and defense policy will only be 
possible within the framework 
of international institutions 
and alliances and a networked 
security approach. This is why 

the way North America does. 
Side by side, we are fighting for 
peace in Afghanistan. Together, 
we are incessantly working 
toward a solution in the Middle 
East peace process. Jointly, we 
represent democracy and human 
rights.

Let us not forget: transatlantic 
trade will remain one of the most 
significant economic relationships 
on a global level in the foreseeable 
future. Many future issues require 
a joint response: climate change, 
energy supply, free trade routes 
and access to resources are only 
some examples of the challenges 
that will keep us busy in the years 
to come. Hand in hand, we are 
working to strengthen the North 
Atlantic Alliance.

There is no doubt that this rela-
tionship has changed in recent 
years. For a long time, Europe – 
and particularly Germany – has 
benefited from the United States’ 
solidarity with the Alliance. 
Today, Germany and Europe are 
required to assume responsibil-
ity – for their own security, for 
the security in their immediate 
neighborhood and also beyond.

Europe should view the Ameri-
can shift of strategic focus 
towards Asia as an opportunity. 
The US and Europe are reliable 
and trusted, stable and predict-
able partners for one another, 
today and in the future. This is 
what distinguishes us. This is our 
common strength.

In a changing world, apart 
from our long-standing part-
nerships, new partnerships will 
become increasingly important. 
The US and Europe actively seek 
to deepen and consolidate the 
partnerships in the Asian-Pacific 
region and the Middle East as 
well as with countries in Africa 
and South America. The basis 
for our actions remains a robust, 
crisis-proof and future-oriented 
transatlantic partnership. 

Responsible, reliable, predict-
able as well as value- and inter-
est-oriented, Germany will make 
its contribution to a peaceful 
world.  n

Europe should view  
the American shift  
of strategic focus  

toward Asia  
as an opportunity. Germany

“Side by side, we are fighting  
for peace in Afghanistan.” 
Bundeswehr troops on a mine-
clearing mission near Kunduz.
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Responsible, reliable, predictable
“Germany will make its contribution to a peaceful world”  |  By Thomas de Maizière
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A long and winding road
The Arab world must decide how it wants to move forward  |  By Volker Perthes

Since the fall of Tuni-
sia’s Ben Ali and Egypt’s 
Mubarak one year ago, it 
has become evident that 

the political transformation of 
the Arab world is a complex, 
often violent, and protracted pro-
cess that has only just begun. 
Many observers like to speak of 
an “Arab Spring.” This concept 
is much too seasonal, breeding 
impatience and disappointment 
rather than making us think about 
our – Europe’s and America’s – 
long-term strategic engagement 
with the region.

The Arab world still finds itself 
within the first five minutes of 
its current historical hour. Four 
factors seem particularly impor-
tant to watch, and to take into 
account, as the Arab revolts enter 
their second year.

Socio-demographics: The popu-
lar uprisings in the Arab World 
have mainly been the work of 
the generation between 20 and 
35 years of age. This cohort is 
larger and generally better edu-
cated than any previous genera-
tion, but it faces diminished social 
and material opportunities.

So far, the fall of the old regimes 
in Tunisia, Egypt, or Libya has 
not improved their economic 
and social situation. Nor are the 
“2011ers” - the political activists 
who triggered the revolutions - 
among the winners of the first 
elections that have taken place 
since. We should not be surprised 
if this group, which has already 
tasted its own power, sets out to 
challenge the authorities, even the 
newly elected authorities.

Europe and the US should sup-
port and encourage the transfor-
mation of Arab states by provid-
ing opportunities for this genera-
tion, both with regard to employ-
ment and to political participa-
tion. We should also realize that 
comparable socio-demographic 
developments may occur in other 
Arab countries. In Saudi Arabia, 
a generation akin to the 2011ers 
of Tunisia, Egypt or Syria is still 
maturing and won’t reach its full 
strength for a couple of years. We 

should not be complacent about 
countries that seem stable today.

The military: In Tunisia and 
Egypt, the military has played 
a positive role in the revolts 
against the old regimes. In Syria 
and Yemen, further developments 
will largely depend on decisions 
by key elements in the military. 

In many Arab states, soldiers have 
enjoyed more trust than govern-
ments or other institutions; they 
were seen as a factor of national 
unity.

But the military is neither a 
neutral, nor a democratic actor. 
As we see in Egypt, the generals 
want to preserve their interests, 

role. The Arab League, which for 
so long has served as a club of 
autocrats, is being transformed 
into a regional organization that 
no longer shies away from the 
“internal” affairs of member 
states.

There can be little doubt that 
such measures as the League has 
been taking against the regime 
in Damascus have as much to 
do with geopolitics as with 
humanitarian motives. This, too, 
is nothing to be surprised about. 
We are witnessing a heightened 
politicization on all levels: As 

initially local revolts quickly 
attain a regional dimension and 
new regimes tend to review their 
foreign-policy approaches, the 
interplay between domestic poli-
tics and regional geopolitics cer-
tainly promises more turbulence. 
This is particularly so as neither 
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict nor 
the struggle over hegemony in the 
Persian Gulf has moved closer to 
a solution.

Israel has become more isolated 
since the fall of Hosni Mubarak. 
Whoever takes power in Cairo is 
likely to be more supportive of 
the Palestinians and tougher on 
Israel than the old regime. The 
two Palestinian administrations in 
the West Bank and the Gaza Strip 
seem to be on a – bumpy – road 
to reunification. This is happen-
ing under popular pressure, and 
it is a necessary condition for the 
formation of a government that 
represents all of the Palestinian 

and they have no understanding 
of modern government or eco-
nomics. The military is needed 
to prevent chaos and to protect 
the transformation toward a new 
political order. But it is not pre-
pared for the role soldiers are 
supposed to play in democratic 
states.

Western governments should 
neither court nor ignore Arab mil-
itary leaders. Rather, and without 
overestimating external influence, 
NATO’s existing dialogue and 
partnership formats should be 
used to cautiously engage them. 
Central and East-
ern European 
NATO members 
should have a 
special role here, 
offering to share 
their experiences 
with military 
reform in the 
course of political 
transformation.

Political Islam: 
It is likely that 
more Arab states 
will become both 
increasingly dem-
ocratic and more 
conservative over 
the next couple of 
years. Religious 
conservatism has 
a constituency all over the region.

Election results in Tunisia, 
Egypt and Morocco also suggest 
that Islamist parties are seen as 
having a greater moral integrity, 
which counts for a lot in an era of 
uncertainty. At the same time, the 
opening and pluralization of the 
political systems has broadened 
the spectrum of political Islam 
itself. 

This raises the question of how 
mainstream Islamist groups and 
parties like the Muslim Brother-
hood will develop in the face of 
strong political competition from 
ultra-conservative Saudi-inspired 
Salafism. Will they move towards 
the Salafists and lose ground in 
the political center? Or will they 
seek pragmatic answers to their 
countries’ social and economic 
problems in order to establish 
themselves – akin to Turkey’s 
AKP – as broadly-based conserva-
tive parties? Europe and the US 
ought to seek honest dialogues 
with mainstream Islamists, and 
with any new government in the 
region that emerges from free 
elections – regardless of its politi-
cal hue.

Regional geopolitics: The 
changes in some Arab countries 
and the ongoing revolts in others 
have an impact on regional poli-
tics. Egypt, Turkey and also Qatar 
are already playing a more active 

territories. But the support of 
Hamas for such a government will 
not make the Israeli government 
any more prepared to reach out to 
its neighbors; and frustration with 
the lack of progress in peace talks 
can easily translate into renewed 
violence.

The ongoing revolt in Syria and 
the widely-shared expectation 
that the Assad regime has reached 
the final phase of its shelf-life 
have also initiated a new regional 
struggle over Syria that involves, 
among others, Turkey, Saudi 
Arabia, Qatar, Iraq and Iran. 

While Iran is 
concerned about 
losing its main 
ally and foothold 
in the Levant, the 
Saudis as well 
as the US and 
some European 
states regard the 
expected fall of 
Assad primarily 
as a chance to 
weaken Tehran’s 
regional position.

The uprising 
in Syria is thus 
directly connected 
to the struggle for 
hegemony in the 
Persian Gulf. This 
conflict will also 

continue to impact on the situa-
tion in Bahrain, to the detriment of 
those who seek peaceful change in 
that country, probably in Yemen 
and certainly in Iraq where both 
domestic conflicts and the com-
petition between Sunnis and Shi-
ites for influence have begun to 
increase after the withdrawal of 
US forces.

Western leaders should have 
learned that simplistic models, 
such as the distinction between 
a supposedly “moderate” and a 
“radical” camp in the Middle 
East, which guided US policy until 
the fall of Mubarak, do not actu-
ally help us to understand the 
politics of the region. Consider, 
among other things, that Iraq, 
which certainly is an American 
ally, is also the strongest Arab 
supporter of the Assad regime 
in Syria. And Saudi Arabia, the 
main regional rival of Iran, is the 
chief backer of Salafism, whose 
electoral successes trouble liberal 
and secular forces and quite a few 
moderate Islamists as well.

What is needed from the US and 
from Europe is careful crisis man-
agement in the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict; a return to diplomacy 
rather than escalation with Iran; 
and active attempts to shape the 
conditions for a peaceful transition 
in Syria that spare the country a 
descent into civil war. n

Europe and the US  
ought to seek honest  

dialogues with mainstream 
Islamists, and with any  
new government in the  

region that emerges  
from free elections –  

regardless of its  
political hue.
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growing, with the two Kurdish 
parties in his coalition now also 
feeling hard done-by. Along with 
the Iraqi Islamic Party, they are 
threatening to end the governing 
coalition and topple the prime 
minister  through a vote of no-
confidence. 

But they lack the necessary 
majority, and it is still not clear if 
they can gain the support of Shiite 
lawmakers for their plan. Right 

The latest news from Iraq 
recalls the worst peri-
ods of the 2005-2007 
civil war that brought 

the country between the Euphra-
tes and the Tigris to the brink of 
total collapse. Almost 70 people 
were killed in attacks on civilians 
in Baghdad and Nasiriya in early 
January, and more than 100 were 
wounded, many seriously. 

Hardly a day passes without 
suicide bombers killing dozens 
of people. As before the civil war, 
Sunni terrorists are again trying 
to provoke the Shiites into retali-
ation as a way of destabilizing the 
country as a whole. 

Since the end of the US troop 
withdrawal on Dec. 18, violence 
has been escalating, the number 
of dead and wounded rising. It is 
not yet clear whether this is just a 
temporary flare-up or a long-term 
trend. Al-Qaeda is a weakened 
force in Iraq but it still represents 
a danger to be taken seriously.

It would be reassuring to know 
that the government in Bagh-
dad was combating the terror-
ists with every means at its dis-
posal. Instead, the political class 
remains caught up it in its own 
struggle for power. 

Obviously, Prime Minister Nuri 
al-Maliki wants to take advantage 
of the Americans’ withdrawal 
to neutralize his rivals. During 
the elections in March 2010, the 
Iraqi National Movement of the 
former interim prime minister, 
Iyad Allawi, won the most seats. 
But Maliki – whose State of Law 
coalition came a close second 
– managed to be reappointed 
prime minister in late 2011 after 
marathon negotiations involving 
concessions to his new partners 
in a coalition of national unity.

It soon became clear that 
Maliki was not ready to honor 
his promises to the secularist and 
Sunni-dominated Iraqi Islamic 
Party. Reneging on previous 
understandings, he prevented his 
rivals from gaining the ministries 
of defense and interior. Instead, 
he expanded his own control over 
those two portfolios (still with-

out ministers), which control the 
security agencies and the army. 

In autumn 2011, a wave of 
arrests began, mainly targeting 
former members of the banned 
Baath Party. When Sunni and 
secular politicians protested, 
those detained were accused of 
planning a putsch. 

As a next step, the Maliki gov-
ernment tried to strip politicians 
belonging to the Iraqi Islamic 

Party of power. One case in par-
ticular provoked headlines, when 
Iraqi justice authorities accused 
the Sunni vice president Tariq 
al-Hashimi of coordinating death 
squads. Hashimi fled to Iraqi 
Kurdistan. In protest, lawmak-
ers from the Iraqi Islamic Party 
refused to attend cabinet meetings 
and are boycotting parliament. 

An end to the dispute is not 
in sight. Resistance to Maliki is 

now, it seems more likely that 
Maliki will emerge strengthened 
from the current crisis and will 
be able to consolidate his power. 

Nevertheless, his strategy 
remains extremely risky. So the 
danger of renewed civil war 
cannot be entirely dismissed.

In the Syrian crisis, Saudi Arabia 
and other Arab states have taken 
the side of the opposition and 
are working toward the ouster of 
the Assad regime. Syria is Iran’s 
most important ally in the Arab 
world. The protest movement 
offers Iran’s opponents a welcome 
opportunity to weaken Assad and 
therefore also to damage Tehran. 

Although the Saudis seem to 
lack the determination to follow 
through on their convictions by 
providing major arms deliveries 
to the Syrian opposition, Iraq has 
already reacted. Maliki is helping 
the Assad regime because he fears 
that a Sunni-ruled Syria making 
common cause with Saudi Arabia 
could also support his domestic 
Sunni opponents. Rumors are 
circulating in the region about 
billion-dollar payments to the 
embattled dictator in Damascus.

If Assad falls anyway, the 
balance of power in Iraq could 
change again. Iraq could become 
the battlefield in a proxy war 
between the Iranian and the Saudi 
camps in the Middle East.

Iraq, like the rest of the Middle 
East, has yet to demonstrate that 
Arabs can create democratically 
constituted pluralist social and 
state orders, in which the differ-
ences and contradictions between 
the various tribes, sects and par-
ties can be bridged peacefully by 
compromise instead of confron-
tation.

Iraq is a long way from that 
goal. The coalition of Sunnis 
and Shiites now only exists on 
paper. Baghdad is experiencing 
one outbreak of violence after 
another. Once again, Iraq threat-
ens to sink into the swamp of 
sectarianism and factional divi-
sion. Who knows whether it will 
ever achieve unity and domestic 
peace? n
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Caught in the middle 
Iraq could become the battlefield in a proxy war between Iran and Saudi Arabia

By Guido Steinberg

The rate of attacks in Iraq has increased since December last year. This car bombing in Sadr City in Baghdad on Jan. 24, 2012 was one of a series 
in Shiite areas of the capital.

Iraq
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The United States and 
its European allies have 
reacted to the recent 
IAEA report on Iran’s 

nuclear activities with new and 
tougher sanctions, but have ruled 
out military strikes for the time 
being. They ought to be the last 
option, US Defense Secretary 
Leon Panetta said in a recent 
speech, because there is still time 
for economic pressure and dip-
lomatic isolation to persuade 
Iran. But that looks increasingly 
unlikely. The crippling sanctions 
that the US and its European 
allies are about to implement, 
combined with ending purchases 
of Iranian oil and encouraging 
other OPEC countries to up their 
production quotas, would drasti-
cally cut Iran’s revenue.

These measures go much far-
ther in undermining Iran’s econ-
omy, threatening the clerical 
regime’s hold on power. That 
is exactly why Iran will react to 
stepped-up economic pressure 
with confrontational posturing 
and by accelerating its nuclear 
program. Sanctions are no longer 
a clear alternative to war; they 
could now be a potential cause 
of it.

Until recently Iran had absorbed 
international economic pressure 
and remained silent in the face of 
covert operations aimed at slow-
ing the progress of its nuclear 
program. But there are plenty of 
indications that this attitude has 
changed: The threat of waging 
economic warfare on the West 
by closing the Strait of Hormuz 
and “pushing oil prices to $250 
a barrel;” a ten-day war games 
exercise simulating attacks on 
American warships; threatening 
to attack an American aircraft 
carrier; a brazen assault on the 
British Embassy in Tehran and 
the downing of a US drone. Iran 
is not only defiant but is also 
escalating its own pressure on the 
West. Tehran has decided that an 
aggressive posture is the best way 
to deter inevitable US pressure. 

Iran brushed off the Stuxnet 
computer virus that wreaked 
havoc on its nuclear program, 
but it has been embarrassed and 
unnerved by the assassination 
of its scientists and suspicious 
explosions at its military facili-
ties, one of which claimed the 
life of the general charged with 
developing Iran’s missile pro-
gram. The attacks have shaken 
the country’s security forces, 
which is why Iran has decided 
to meet threat with threat in the 

Ahmadinejad’s gambit failed 
and he went home empty-handed. 
Then came the Washington plot, 
the UN human rights report on 
Iran, the IAEA report, and fresh 
sanctions. These developments 
seem to have combined to settle 
the policy debate in Tehran in 
favor of confrontation.

The IAEA report left little 
choice for the United States and 
its European allies but to increase 
economic pressure on Iran. The 
US Senate unanimously passed 
a bill that would authorize the 
President to sanction Iran’s Cen-
tral Bank, which would effectively 
hinder Iran’s ability to sell its oil. 

The Obama administration is 
not keen on taking that step now 
and has instead settled on severely 
curtailing Iran’s oil revenue. But 
Iran has made clear that it will 
treat oil industry sanctions as 
an act of war. Combined with 
stepped-up (covert) attacks on 
Iranian military and nuclear facili-
ties, the latest sanctions could lead 
to a broader military conflict. 

The West thinks Iran is weak 
and isolated, its economy in 
shambles, its relations with 
Europe faltering, and that the 

hope that a show of strength will 
serve to boost morale at home 
and deter further covert opera-
tions on its soil.

The clerical regime is also 
growing worried about the 
impact of economic sanctions, 
which have drastically restricted 
Iran’s access to global financial 
markets, reduced imports leading 
to consumer shortages, and hiked 
inflation and unemployment. The 
rial has fallen to its lowest point 
against the dollar, and capital is 
fleeing the country at an alarm-
ing rate. The government has 
been forced to scrap numerous 
infrastructure projects, especially 
in the oil and gas sector.

These hardships have caused 
popular discontent but so far 
there are no protesters in the 
streets. The next set of sanctions 
could change that. They could 
cut Iran’s oil revenue and under-
mine the stability of the ruling 
regime. That is why Iran is dig-
ging in its heels and threatening 
retaliation by shutting down the 
flow of oil from the Persian Gulf. 
Tehran has decided that it should 
take steps to thwart sanctions 
before they are imposed rather 

than try to remove them through 
negotiations. 

Iran’s rulers fear a repeat of the 
popular protests of 2009, and 
now see American policy as one 
of regime change. That makes 
attaining nuclear capability criti-
cal to regime survival.

Without it, Iran could face the 
Libya scenario: economic pressure 
causing political unrest that would 
then invite foreign intervention. 
The more sanctions threaten the 
Islamic Republic’s internal stabil-
ity, the more likely that the ruling 
regime will pursue nuclear deter-
rence against foreign intervention.

For much of the past year, 
Iran’s leaders have debated how 
best to thwart Western pressure. 
The apparent plot to assassi-
nate the Saudi Ambassador in 
Washington suggests that one 
faction has been making the case 
for direct confrontation with the 

West. But President Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad had hoped that the 
release of two American hikers in 
custody in Iran, on the eve of his 
trip to the United Nations in New 
York in September, would shield 
Tehran from further pressure and 
even create a diplomatic opening 
with America.

Arab Spring has turned the 
Middle East against Tehran.

But Iranian rulers see a differ-
ent picture. China and Russia 
have broken with America and 
Europe over Iran. America is 
hastily leaving Iraq and aban-
doning the war in Afghanistan, 

its relationship with Pakistan is 
unraveling, and Washington is 
facing a Middle East that will 
be far less pliable under rising 
Islamists than it was under secu-
lar dictators. As Islamists take 
control of government from 
Morocco to Egypt, Tehran sees 
new opportunities for diplomatic 
and economic ties.

The new Middle East, Iran’s 
rulers think, is a greater strate-
gic challenge to the US than to 
Iran. In addition, America and 
Europe are economically weak 
and more than ever vulnerable 
to higher oil prices. Iran’s rulers 
think they can push back against 
international pressure enough to 
get to a point of no return.

US-Iranian relations have 
entered a new and perilous phase 
in which Tehran is facing more 
pressure but is growing more 
defiant. Rather than discourag-
ing aggressive Iranian posturing, 
American policy is encouraging 
it. That will make military con-
frontation more likely. 

There are no easy options for 
dealing with Iran, but not persist-
ing in a failing strategy is a good 
place to start. It is time Washing-
ton did a proper review of its Iran 
strategy and came up with a new 
game plan – one that is not reliant 
solely on pressure but also shows 
the way to robust diplomacy.

Without a clear diplomatic 
roadmap, mounting pressure on 
Iran will cause open conflict, 
with serious ramifications for 
the health of the global economy. 
It will not end Iran’s nuclear 
program. A more radical and 
dangerous Iran would become a 
new North Korea in the heart of 
the Middle East. Sanctions will 
isolate and radicalize Iran. They 
are not a solution to the current 
crisis. n
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Without a clear  
diplomatic roadmap  

mounting pressure on Iran 
will cause open conflict,  
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for the health of the  

global economy.

First think, then act. The hasty imposition of sanctions against Iran could provoke a military escalation. The photo shows a wall painting in Tehran. 

Sanctions may backfire
Drastic economic actions against Iran make military confrontation more likely  |  By Vali Nasr
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letter from the Obama adminis-
tration seeking direct talks. Iran 
also claims to be preparing for 
renewed talks in Istanbul with the 
EU-led E3+3 (France, Germany 
and UK plus China, Russia and 
the US), though the European 
Union has not received a response 
to its October letter asking for a 
clear indication of readiness for 
sincere talks about its nuclear 
program without preconditions.

In the two rounds of talks a year 
ago, Iran refused to meet bilater-
ally with the US or to discuss a 
revised version of a confidence-
building measure to swap Iranian 
enriched uranium for research 
reactor fuel. If talks do ensue, 
perhaps the economic pressure 
Iran is feeling will induce it to try 
another tack.

In September, Ahmadinejad 
offered to stop enriching to 20 per 
cent if Iran were provided reac-
tor fuel. There was no reported 
response. But Russia and Iran 
were quietly discussing a step-by-
step approach to the outstanding 
questions about Iran’s nuclear 
program.

Let us hope that the slivers of 
engagement light are not over-
whelmed by the darker clouds on 
the horizon and that another war 
in the Middle East is not launched 
by mistake. Given the absence 
of any established communica-
tion channel between Iranian 
and American naval forces in the 
Gulf, a misinterpreted maneuver 
or a careless mishap could spark 
conflict. 

Ominous developments 
of late over the Ira-
nian crisis suggest 
that two worst-case 

outcomes are both becoming 
more likely. Iran continues to inch 
closer to becoming nuclear-armed 
and the prospect of pre-emptive 
war may have become more real.

Despite all the means that have 
been employed against it – sanc-
tions, financial pressure, cyber 
attacks, sabotage and assassina-
tions – as well as all the incen-
tives that remain on the table, 
Iran continues to produce low-
enriched uranium for which it 
has no civilian need. If further 
enriched to weapons grade, Iran’s 
stockpile is sufficient for up to 
four implosion bombs.

More alarming is Iran’s increas-
ing production of 20 percent 
enriched uranium, which is close 
to weapons usable. Iran is moving 
the 20 percent enrichment effort 
to a new plant deep inside a 
mountain near Fordo, where it 
has said it would triple produc-
tion. Because the facility is well 
protected against conventional 
attack, the move could be seen in 
Israel as an action-forcing “point 
of no return.” 

Also worrisome is Iran’s devel-
opment of second-generation 
centrifuges that can enrich ura-
nium up to five times faster than 
the first-generation model that 
is the mainstay of its enrichment 
program. The good news is that 
the newer machines are not yet 
perfected and that export con-

trols and sanctions appear to 
have prevented Iran from acquir-
ing the necessary raw materials, 
such as maraging steel, to pro-
duce them in industrial quanti-
ties.  

Meanwhile, Iran has made 
progress on the two other activi-
ties necessary for a deliverable 
weapon. The IAEA’s November 
2011 report provided evidence 
that some aspects of Iran’s wea-
ponization work continued after 
the 2003 date when the US intel-
ligence community concluded 
that the structured weaponisation 
work was suspended.

Iran’s missile program made 
further advances in 2011, with 
the third test launch of the solid-
fuelled Sajil-2 missile last Febru-
ary. Tehran announced that the 
rocket flew 1,900 km into the 
Indian Ocean and also hinted that 
it had a sea-based tracking capa-
bility to monitor the splashdown.

The missile program suffered 
a setback in November when a 
key testing center was leveled by 
explosions that killed the head 
of program and 16 others. Iran 
declared it an accident, but post-
incident imagery suggested foul 
play.

An attack on the missile facility 
would be consistent with what 
has been called a covert war. An 
incident early this year, however, 
crossed what many regarded as 
an unacceptable line. Secretary 
of State Hillary Clinton strongly 
condemned the Jan. 11 killing 
of Natanz procurement director 

Mostafa Ahmadi Roshan and 
denied US responsibility.

For a nuclear program as 
advanced as Iran’s, a “decapi-
tation strategy” is unlikely to 
work. In addition to the moral 
issue, such killings can be coun-
terproductive. Iran announced 
that 1,300 university students 
switched to the study of nuclear 
sciences after the assassination.

Iran also labeled US-led sanc-
tions against its central bank 
and oil exports an act of war. In 
contrast to President Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad’s dismissal of ear-
lier UN sanctions as a “disposable 
tissue,” he acknowledged that the 
current sanctions are hurting. The 
value of the rial is plunging and 
Iran’s inflation rate is soaring.

The sanctions are harming trad-
ers and consumers most. Gov-
ernment revenues have increased 
due to uncertainty-fueled oil price 
rises. However, the impending 
EU oil embargo and similar steps 
by other countries in response to 
US pressure will cut into Iran’s 
revenue stream.

In response, Iran seeks to show 
that it can fight back. The threat 
to close the Strait of Hormuz if 
an oil embargo is imposed should 
be interpreted as a warning of 
how Iran will respond if attacked 
militarily. Iran would not close 
off its main export and import 
route except under circumstances 
of war.

A pre-emptive attack on Iran’s 
nuclear program would be an act 
of folly. US military and intelli-

gence officials firmly oppose such 
action because of the predict-
able consequences of the war and 
questions about an exit strategy.

Among other costs, a war 
against Iran would unite the 
Iranian people behind a regime 
that is otherwise fracturing and 

destroy reform hopes for a gen-
eration. It would incite reprisals 
against Western-affiliated person-
nel and interests throughout the 
region by Iranian-trained groups 
and sympathizers, drive oil prices 
skyward, imperil fragile econo-
mies worldwide and turn much of 
the world against America.

Worst, it would spark an all-out 
Iranian effort to produce nuclear 
weapons without the constraints 
of IAEA inspections. Air strikes, 
which would not remain “surgi-
cal” in the ensuing escalation, 
would thereby hasten the very 
result they were intended to pre-
empt. 

As if to quiet the drumbeat of 
war, engagement efforts appear 
to have been re-energized. How 
much to make of this is unclear, 
however. Iran says it received a 

Miscalculations of another sort 
could also lead to war. US Sec-
retary of Defense Leon Panetta 
recently made Washington’s red 
lines public: developing a nuclear 
weapon or blocking the Hormuz 
Strait. Israel’s red line is more 
ambiguous. The Israelis them-
selves may not know what would 
cause them to take unilateral mili-
tary action. The Iranians cannot 
know either, which could cause 
them to be either cautious or 
risky.

Israeli leaders say they cannot 
accept a nuclear-capable Iran. Yet 
nuclear weapons capability lies 
along a continuum – there is no 
single tripwire. In most regards, 
Iran already has the capability: 
centrifuges that can further enrich 
its low enriched uranium to weap-
ons grade, a corpus of design 
work related to nuclear explo-
sions, and a fleet of missiles that 
can carry nuclear warheads if they 
are made small enough.  

What Iran apparently does not 
yet have is a political decision to 
move form capability to produc-
tion. Enriching above 20 per cent 
would quickly become known to 
inspectors, unless carried out at a 
secret facility, yet Iran to date has 
proven inept at keeping nuclear 
facilities secret. Diplomacy has 
not been played out. If dual-track 
strategies of incentive and disin-
centives do not lead to fruitful 
negotiations, deterrence can still 
dissuade Iran from taking the final 
step of actually manufacturing a 
nuclear weapon. n
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Consider the consequences
A pre-emptive attack on Iran’s nuclear program would be an act of folly  |  By Mark Fitzpatrick

Cause for concern: “Iran has stepped up production of 20 percent enriched uranium, which is close to weapons grade.” A satellite image of Iran‘s suspected nuclear bunker at Fordo.
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Take the plunge!

At last year’s Munich 
Security Conference, 
NATO Secretary Gen-
eral Anders Fogh Ras-

mussen took to the stage to lec-
ture European leaders about cuts: 
“Over the past two years, defense 
spending by NATO’s European 
member nations has shrunk by 
some 45 billion dollars – that 
is the equivalent of Germany’s 
entire annual defense budget,” 
he complained. He then went 
on to say that China had tripled 
its defense expenditure over the 
past decade, while India increased 
spending by almost 60 percent.

The NATO boss’s speech was 
echoed a few months later by 
outgoing US Defense Secretary 
Robert Gates in his valedictory 
speech in Brussels, when he 
warned of Congressional unwill-
ingness to continue to pay for the 
defense of “nations apparently 
willing and eager for American 
taxpayers to assume the growing 
security burden left by reductions 
in European defense budgets.”

These figures and complaints 
were as misleading as they were 
unhelpful. There are wide varia-
tions in defense spending across 
Europe, ranging from cuts of 
more than one quarter in Latvia 
and Bulgaria to continued growth 
in defense spending in Sweden 
and Poland. Even after the cuts, 
Europeans still comfortably out-
spend all of the BRIC (Brazil, 
Russia, India, China) countries 
combined. In 2010 the 27 EU 
members accounted for 31 per-
cent of non-US global defense 
spending, and had 1.6 million 
military personnel in uniform. 
Given that the US will cut a stag-

gering $488 billion over the next 
ten years, it seems reasonable for 
European countries, safer than 
they have been for decades and 
going through a major financial 
crisis, to cut some of their spend-
ing. 

No doubt this year’s Security 
Conference will hear similar 
speeches and accusations aimed 
at Europeans. But though com-
plaints about spending levels miss 
the target, Europeans should be 
careful of dismissing too readily 
Gates’s more thoughtful concerns 
about the ‘demilitarization’ of a 
Europe which seems no longer 
serious about defense.

It would be easy to riposte that 
it was the Europeans who led the 
way into Libya (and dragged a 
reluctant United States into the 
theater in their wake).  But half 
the Europeans stayed on the side-
lines – and the campaign high-
lighted alarming deficiencies in 
European capabilities. So while it 
would be unfair to tag all Euro-
peans as soft and conflict-averse, 
it is clear that wide differences 
in strategic culture persist – and 
that the overall capability output 
that Europe achieves for its still-
substantial defense spending is 
pathetically inadequate.

In sum, there needs to be a 
major campaign to shame Euro-
pean governments into spending 
their money in a different way. 
As Nick Witney has written in 
his paper on ‘How to Stop the 
Demilitarization of Europe,’ what 
is worrying is not so much the 
scale of cuts as the way they have 
been made “strictly on a national 
basis, without any attempt at con-
sultation or coordination within 

either NATO or the EU, and with 
no regard to the overall defense 
capability which will result from 
the sum of these national deci-
sions”. As long as Europeans 
continue to behave like this, it 
will be hard to credit them with 
being truly serious about defense.

Europe’s attempts to develop 
a common security and defense 
policy have progressed in fits and 
starts since the humiliating failure 
of Europeans to keep the peace in 
the former Yugoslavia. But the 
problem is that it has relied too 
much on voluntary co-ordina-

tion between defense establish-
ments that are conservative in 
nature and driven by national 
vested interests. The “bottom-
up” approach to defense reform 
has failed each time it has been 
adopted, from the European 
Capabilities Action Plan after the 
Anglo-French summit at St. Malo 
in 1998 right up to the recent 
Ghent Initiative, which is trickling 
into the sands.

At various points European 
leaders have drawn inspiration 
from monetary union to develop 
ideas that had more hope of work-
ing. One such innovation was the 
idea – in the Lisbon Treaty – of 
calling for “permanent structured 
cooperation”. The theory was 
that a vanguard would develop 
with members needing to achieve 

a series of binding criteria to join. 
There could have been a chance 
of moving this forward during 
the Polish presidency – but it had 
already been killed by the Anglo-
French defense deal.

Part of the problem is that Brit-
ain has consistently been seen as 
the indispensable – but unavail-
able – partner for any effort of this 
kind.  While Tony Blair dreamt of 
Europe becoming a “super-power, 
not a super-state” the current 
government’s obsession with pro-
tecting the patina of sovereignty 
means that they are only comfort-

able pooling and sharing bilater-
ally with Paris and are allergic 
to the EU level. This aversion to 
working through Brussels means 
that the deal – which should have 
been a historic foundation for a 
more effective European defense 
capability – is shaping up as an 
exclusive bilateral agreement that 
will not motivate others.

In the absence of a common, 
politically driven framework, all 
talk of “pooling and sharing” will 
remain just that. There are lots of 
opportunities for moving beyond 
rhetoric, such as developing 
common European air-policing, 
or collectively fixing the various 
gaps in capability, starting with 
intelligence and reconnaissance, 
exposed by the Libya campaign. 
Enormous savings could be made 

from cutting out all the duplica-
tion of national support and train-
ing infrastructures. But these steps 
will not be developed at more 
than a snail’s pace if national 
defense establishments are left to 
their own means.

Witney has suggested two ways 
to move forward. Firstly, to 
launch a heavyweight European 
Defense Review, which could 
redefine a common European 
defense strategy and come up with 
a number of major, ‘top-down’ 
initiatives for getting more bang 
for the defense euro (or indeed 
pound, or zloty). This could then 
be backed by “European Defense 
Semesters.”

Eurozone governments have 
accepted the idea of a “Euro-
pean semester” before finalizing 
their national budgetary plans; 
Witney argues that defense needs 
the same. Of course, sovereign 
nations will always reserve the 
right to determine their own 
defense budgets. But that is not a 
valid excuse for failing to consult 
their partners, or bugging out of 
the mutual accountability implicit 
in any common policy.

The big question is who could 
launch this kind of effort? It 
cannot come from Brussels insti-
tutions: They will not want to 
upset member states that will be 
hostile to this at a time when they 
are still trying to establish them-
selves. The Danish presidency has 
opted out of the Common Secu-
rity and Defense Policy (CSDP). 
And waiting for London to lead 
is like waiting for the proverbial 
Godot. The only solution could 
be for the so-called Weimar tri-
angle – of France, Germany, and 

Poland – to launch this kind of 
initiative. Rather than expending 
their energy advocating an EU 
Operational Headquarters – a 
worthy but second-order objec-
tive, and one which London 
delights in vetoing – they should 
raise their sights and push instead 
for a Defense Review initiative 
that could transform the whole 
landscape.

Twenty years ago in Maastricht, 
European leaders came together 
to agree two historic projects 
which were to define Europe as a 
global player in the 21st century. 
The first – monetary union – is 
on the ropes but Europe’s gov-
ernments, elites and citizens are 
up in arms to prevent its destruc-
tion. The second project – turn-
ing Europe into a serious foreign 
policy actor – is in danger of dying 
without a requiem. But unlike 
the euro, which needs massive 
resources to prop it up, European 
governments could save CSDP 
without spending an extra cent. It 
is really just a matter of deciding 
to take the plunge. n

EU defense budgets
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The EU needs  
a joint Defense  
Review initiative

By Mark Leonard

Italian fighter pilots show off their 
stuff. EU countries are safer than 
they have been for decades so 
defense cuts in a time of financial 
crisis should not be ruled out.
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to facilitate joint efforts. The trou-
ble is that, on past experience, 
none of them is likely to jolt 
European defense establishments 
out of their ingrained habits.

The main reason why even the 
painful cuts that European defense 
budgets have recently undergone 
have not led to a burst of common 
efforts is probably this: Fewer 
funds have hardened the instinct 
to hold on to what one has. Since 
cuts were incremental, national 
defense bureaucracies have learned 
how to live with them and, above 
all, to avoid the one step that is 
central to any meaningful coopera-
tion: blending national capabilities 
into joint ones.

From their vantage point, that 
makes sense. Going for European 
instead of national solutions may 
bear fruit in the long run but 
does not produce major savings 
in the short run – it may even 
require new investments. Ceding 
to the needs of cooperation may 
expose defense ministers to accu-
sations of weakening national 
sovereignty or national industry 
or both. Pooling defense resources 
with allies, accepting real divi-
sions of labor among partners, 
implies an enormous degree of 
mutual trust that, should a mili-

As the sovereign debt 
crisis hits European 
defense budgets, the 
obvious response 

would be a pooling of European 
military assets and resources. 
But it is not happening. Defense 
Ministers and their bureaucracies 
still seem to have enough funds 
available to avoid that choice. 
Only if finance ministers threaten 
to impose even deeper cuts on 
defense, will European defense 
integration get a chance.

Of course, there has been much 
talk about pooling and sharing 
whenever European defense min-

isters met over the past years, 
just as there will be much talk 
about smart defense at NATO’s 
forthcoming Chicago summit. 
So far, however, very little has 
happened beyond statements of 
intent. Instead, each minister has 
preferred to try and comply with 
the financial constraints on mili-
tary forces with purely national 
readjustments. While European 
soldiers fight side by side with 
their allies in all EU or NATO 
operations, most national mili-

tary reforms suggest that what 
their authors fear most – apart 
from dependence on the US – is 
dependence on other allies.

Only France and Britain can offer 
an – only partly laudable – excep-
tion to this rule. In their November 
2010 Treaty on Defense and Secu-
rity Cooperation,  they recognize 
explicitly what should be obvious 
to all other members of NATO 
and the EU as well, namely that 
“they do not see situations aris-
ing in which the vital interests of 
either party could be threatened 
without the vital interests of the 
other also being threatened.” As a 
result, the two military establish-
ments can now envisage some-
thing close to limited integration: 
providing access to each other’s 
defense industrial markets, setting 
up a joint R&D budget, working 
together on military projects, and 
creating a joint expeditionary force 
of some 10,000 men.

However, before this can be 
regarded as a model for the EU 
military sector as a whole, a few 
caveats are in order. First of all, 
it is by no means certain that 
these plans will materialize since 
both partners will face further 
cuts down the road. Secondly, the 
treaty is seen, at least by Britain, 

not as a first step to EU-wide 
defense integration but, on the 
contrary, as an alternative to it.

The agreement could thus 
undermine what little inclination 
exists in other nations to under-
take serious efforts within the 
EU framework. Already, bilat-
eral defense deals are increas-
ingly becoming the prevalent 
pattern. And even if Britain and 
France succeed in plugging holes 
in some of their military capabili-
ties, others will remain and grow.

Thus the overall pattern of 
European defense deficiencies 
is likely to remain: each nation 
preferring to make do with less 
instead of exploring the possibili-

ties of compensating by cooperat-
ing. As a result, European abilities 
to mount any coherent and sus-
tainable military operation will 
be increasingly in doubt. 

So what is to be done to stop 
the impending “demilitarization 
of Europe?” There are many sug-
gestions in the current debate: 
Make better use of the European 
Defense Agency, which was, after 
all, set up in 2004 to promote 
joint planning and joint projects. 
Get European leaders to sign on 
to a European Defense Review to 
generate a new strategic consen-
sus and design practical steps to 
convert the strategy into practice. 
Set up a European or NATO Fund 

tary contingency arise, the part-
ners will prove reliable. National 
defense bureaucracies have been 
trained to be risk-averse. Hence 
the risk involved in sharing men, 
equipment and resources will be 
avoided as long as possible. 

There is only one way to shake 
them out of that attitude: through 
the threat of much more drastic 
budget cuts. The hope of stopping 
the demilitarization of Europe 
rests not with defense ministers 
but with European ministers of 
finance.

A year ago at the 2011 Munich 
Security Comnference, NATO’s 
Secretary General appealed to 
member nations “to build greater 
security with fewer resources but 
more coordination and coher-
ence, so that together we can 
avoid the financial crisis from 
becoming a security crisis.”  Since 
then the European financial crisis 
has not waned, and it will be years 
before it will be overcome, with 
all the implications for national 
defense budgets.

Against this background, Euro-
pean finance ministers should lead 
national defense ministries to bow 
at last to the obvious: that in the 
absence of more money only a 
joint European effort can make up 
for the growing gaps in national 
defense capabilities. To drive the 
point home, they should make 
clear that only defense establish-
ments which take that step will be 
spared further cuts. And that those 
who refuse will find their budgets 
cut to the bone. n
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EU defense budgets

Finance Ministers to the fore!
Only their dictates can force the Europeans to streamline  

defense efforts  |  By Christoph Bertram

There are  
wide variations  

in defense spending  
across Europe.

bildagentur-online/tips-images

fo
to

li
a

.c
o

m
/n

. r
a

d
o

je
v

ic



On Jan. 3, President 
Barack Obama 
announced a new 
US strategic doctrine 

with potentially major impact on 
American alliances in Asia and 
Europe. The doctrine shows a 
clear intent to maintain America’s 
preeminent military position in 
the world as well as its full range 
of global interests and commit-
ments.

But the doctrine shifts both 
the level of US military effort 
and its areas of concentra-
tion. It will reduce US planned 
defense expenditures by $488 
billion over a period of ten years, 
although the defense budget will 
still grow slightly over that time. 
The doctrine will also concen-
trate American strategic assets 
more in Asia. 

The Presidential document 
detailing the new strategy, entitled 
“Sustaining US Global Leader-
ship: Priorities for 21st Century 
Defense,” grew out of a series 
of confidential White House and 
Defense Department meetings 
that often included Obama. His 
unprecedented choice of a Pen-
tagon podium to announce the 
doctrine in person was designed 
to underline his close coordina-
tion with the US military and thus 
to counter Republican assertions 
that they would better protect US 
global strategic interests. 

To reinforce that point, Obama 
had at his side Secretary of 
Defense Leon Panetta and many 
senior military officers, including 
Chief of Staff General Martin 
Dempsey.

Obama and his national secu-
rity team believe that the United 
States needed a new strategic 
doctrine to match changes in the 
world, including the ending of US 
deployment in Iraq and impend-
ing force reductions in Afghani-
stan. A new doctrine was also 
needed to reflect the slowing US 
economy, tighter constraints on 
US resources, and an urgent com-
mitment to cut the widening gap 
between America’s rich and poor.

The doctrine lists a wide range 
of threats that American forces 
must be prepared to meet, includ-
ing nuclear, biological, chemical 
and cyber attacks as well as ter-
rorism by “non-state actors.” For 
those purposes, it plans to use not 
only traditional forces but also 
special operations units, drones 
and other hypersophisticated 
weaponry. 

The document also appears to 
recognize that shifts in the balance 
of forces have historically often 
led to instability and sometimes 
to major wars. It is at pains to 
make clear that the shifts in US 
resources should not and will not 
introduce such instability.

Thus, although the doctrine 
indicates that the US will no 
longer have nor seek the force 
levels needed to fight and win 
two major wars simultaneously, 
it asserts that the military can 
still win one major conflict while 
being able to “deny the objectives 
or impose unacceptable costs” on 

ing its global presence through 
investments in Latin America – no 
longer America’s backyard –  as 
well as in Africa, Asia and the 
Middle East. Those investments, 
if perhaps not directly strategic, 
expand Chinese influence and 
give Beijing a significant voice on 
many issues on which Washing-
ton had become accustomed to 
having the last word. Although 
China may be a rival instead of 
an enemy, Washington wants 
to avoid misunderstandings and 
unintended clashes.

Secretary of State Hillary Clin-
ton had already signaled height-
ened US interest in Asia with an 
article on “America’s Pacific Cen-
tury” in the November 2011 issue 
of Foreign Policy. There she wrote 
specifically of “defending free-
dom of navigation in the South 
China Sea, countering the prolif-
eration efforts of North Korea, 
and ensuring transparency in the 
military activities of the region‘s 
key players.”

She wrote that America would 
try to “strengthen the strategic 

an “opportunistic aggressor in a 
second region.”

However, it warns: “US forces 
will no longer be sized to con-
duct large-scale prolonged sta-
bility operations,” though it did 
not specifically renounce such 
operations.

The new defense doctrine down-
grades the US presence in Europe, 
although precise plans will prob-
ably not be officially announced 
until the May 2012 NATO 
summit to be held in Obama’s 
hometown of Chicago (where 
Rahm Emanuel, Obama’s former 
chief of staff, is now mayor). At 
present they appear to include a 
reduction of one combat brigade 
stationed in Europe as well as of 
a second one now in Afghanistan 
that will not return to Europe. 
Current discussions suggest that 
British and French forces will 
take the lead in any European and 
NATO operations. 

But US plans for Europe will 
ultimately depend on whatever 
may happen in the Middle East as 
well as in Europe itself. Washing-

ton relies on its European assets 
to help support its Middle Eastern 
operations and would certainly 
evaluate those assets on the basis 
of its relations with Iran and its 
policies in other parts of the region. 

A return to greater author-
ity for Prime Minister Vladimir 
Putin could perhaps also war-

rant re-evaluation of US policy 
for Europe, especially if it were 
to lead to greater pressure from 
Russia or Belarus against the 
Baltic states or Poland.

The document shows that Asia 
now poses the most important 
and most sensitive problems for 
US strategic plans and commit-

ments. It evinces some genuine 
concern about China, warning 
that Beijing (“like Iran”) will 
continue to pursue “asymmetric 
means” to counter US power pro-
jection capabilities. 

The document warns that China 
can affect US security “in a variety 
of ways” and that the growth of 

China’s military power “must be 
accompanied by greater clarity 
of its strategic intentions.” The 
Chinese naval build-up, especially 
plans for more submarines and 
an aircraft carrier, is definitely 
attracting US attention.

The Americans also presum-
ably note how China is expand-

security dialogue” with Beijing, 
perhaps within a regional frame-
work. She also called for more 
regional cooperation between 
America’s separate treaty allies 
in the region. Neither President 
Obama’s document nor Secre-
tary Clinton’s article suggest any 
thinking at all about potential 
US strategic withdrawal from 
Asia.

Beijing has not so far reacted 
officially to Obama‘s new doc-
trine, though Chinese guided 
media have warned America 
about “flexing its muscles” like 
“a bull in a China shop.” But 
they have also suggested that a 
“positive US attitude” could lead 

to regional stability and be “good 
for Chinese economic develop-
ment.”

Washington‘s current intention 
to keep the number of US carrier 
groups at eleven, with perhaps 
half of America’s operational 
naval vessels stationed in the 
western Pacific, underlines US 
determination to keep a strong 
presence in Asian waters. With 
America’s Asian allies and bases 
separated by many hundreds of 
miles of ocean, and with potential 
Chinese threats coming in waters 
that Washington considers open 
and international, Washington 
must believe that it should keep 
a large naval presence in the area 
although carrier groups are noto-
riously expensive to maintain and 
operate.

In a global sense, moreover, 
Obama’s and the Pentagon’s stress 
on naval power offers Washing-
ton considerable strategic flexibil-
ity in an age in which the principal 
military threat may no longer 
arise from Soviet divisions but 
from Chinese and Iranian or other 
naval forces in straits or narrow 
seas where confrontations may 
be on water rather than on land. 

The US Navy can and does 
project power and presence 
around the world, including in a 
potentially ice-free Arctic Ocean. 
Americans have also long held 
special reverence for their navy, 
from the days when President 
Theodore Roosevelt sent the 
“Great White Fleet” around the 
world in 1907. If the new strate-
gic doctrine ultimately intends a 
return to the US Navy as a more 
important strategic instrument for 
global power projection, it might 
shift many balances in Asia and 
perhaps elsewhere. 

The new US strategic doctrine 
could, therefore, portend not 
only a change in current defense 
philosophy but a deeper shift in 
America’s long-term concentra-
tion of strategic effort. n

W. R. Smyser 
is a Professor 

at georgetown 
University.
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US strategy

Obama is cutting  
the defense budget,  

downgrading Europe  
and refocusing  

on the Asia-Pacific.

At the Pentagon, Jan. 3,  
President Barack Obama 
presented Washington’s  
new strategic doctrine.  

It signifies a “broad shift”  
of American foreign policy.
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The Obama Doctrine
China and the United States compete for supremacy in the Pacific
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Debating the rise of China has become one 
of the most controversial issues of our 
time. The prevailing skepticism of many 
Western assessments appears to neglect the 

argument that China’s rise is, after all, a normal and 
legitimate process, whether we like its effects or not.

The rise and fall of nations is an integral characteris-
tic of perpetual change in international relations. The 
20th century witnessed the rise of the US as well as 
the USSR’s ups and final down in 1991. It experienced 
Germany’s historical disasters and its astonishing 
economic and political resurrection after 1949, as 
well as the continuous decline of two former 
global powers: Britain, where the loss of former 
glory was endured with a stiff upper lip, and 
France, without the French elite seemingly 
even noticing.

China’s return to a position of global power 
may have come somewhat unexpectedly after 

the country’s pro-
tracted decline over 

centuries, in 

particular after the catastrophes of the Maoist period between 
1949 and 1976. But China’s sustained economic progress 
over the last three decades has led to another very normal 
consequence: Countries with such an impressive eco-
nomic record are, sooner or later, able to translate their 
economic power into political and certainly also into 
military power.

As an almost logical consequence, China’s leadership 
has displayed an increasingly self-confident approach to 
global issues. Irritatingly enough for Western elites, 
China’s vice Foreign Minister Fu Ying even admonished 
the West “to learn to learn again.”

What sounds like an overstatement, has a deeper meaning: 
Chinese elites regard their country not as rising to a new, 
but as returning to a former level of, global power.

While Western elites usually refer to more or less 
recent events in their political positioning, the refer-
ence point of Chinese elites is the early 15th century. 

At that time, China was the leading technological, 
cultural, economic and presumably also mili-
tary power in the world. It had been in decline 
ever since until the trend was stopped by Deng 
Xiaoping’s reform policies in the late 1970s.

Fu Ying’s message is clear: Lessons learned by 
China in the past could help to solve the prob-
lems of the West today. Thus, the challenge 

lies not in China’s rise and the way the 
country promotes its own interests. The 
real problem lies in Western reactions 
and the obvious inability or unwilling-
ness to manage them in ways that allow 
for sustained cooperation, building 
of trust and the creation of a part-
nership deserving of the name.

Such a perspective on China’s rise 
implies, first of all, that fear is unnecessary. Those 
who complain about China’s growing assertive-
ness should not forget that our hopes for 
a huge new market, our investments, 
our technology and our willingness to 
open up that market fundamentally 
contributed to making China 
strong. Now, that marketplace 
is rapidly turning into a for-
midable competitor and ailing 
Western Capitalism is partially dependent 
on the support of a nominally Communist 
system to make a full return to health. 

Secondly, as a consequence of China’s 
rise and the new BRIC (Brazil, Russia, 
India, China) constellation, the world 
has become multipolar. While that may 

not sound too bad to Western, and 
especially to German ears, it should not 
be forgotten that multipolar structures 
per se are less stable than bipolar or 
hegemonic orders.

We should be aware that the real risk 
lies in the lack of individual stability of 

each of the major actors in an increasingly multipo-
lar world. We should be concerned that neither the 
US, nor Europe – or Brazil, Russia, India and China 
for that matter – turn out to be stable enough not to 
expect major irritations based on domestic turmoil in 
core nations of our multipolar world.

Thirdly, Western observers and politicians should be 
careful what they wish for.  Inviting China to become 
a “responsible stakeholder” may well turn out to be 

a double-edged sword. China will be, and to some 
extent already is, a responsible stakeholder – but its 
definition of responsibility will always be a Chinese 
one, serving Beijing’s interests first and thus almost 
automatically confronting Western approaches 
toward global issues.

Chinese elites are past masters at feeding their 
Western counterparts with nice sounding concepts 
of harmony and hope for “win-win” situations. We 

China has steadily increased spending on its armed forces:  
an honor guard of the People’s Liberation Army.
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should, however, not forget that despite the friendly 
rhetoric, the return to China’s former position of 
strength is the underlying and legitimate purpose of 
all domestic and foreign endeavors of the Chinese 
communist leadership. Confrontational policies won’t 
help to stop this process. Any attempt to contain 
China is most certainly doomed to failure.

This becomes obvious in European debates, which 
usually neglect the security perspective on China. In 

the US and in particular in the Pentagon, however, 
the security aspect dominates discussions; China is 
regarded as the next major military opponent.

While Europe is hoping for financial support for the 
embattled euro, the US is clearly tightening its secu-
rity perspective on China. Different attitudes toward 
China are just one more indicator of the growing rift 
in transatlantic relations. China, on the other hand, 
is making continuous and predominantly asymmetric 

progress in meeting US military capacities while successfully 
playing EU members against each other in the economic and 
political spheres.

Finally, it will be a long-term, but ultimately the only 
successful strategy to learn to think of China’s rise in 
terms of co-evolution. China is as pragmatic in man-
aging its foreign policy, as it is careful not to take 

premature steps in its domestic development. 
In the past, China has accepted the American 

military presence in its neighborhood because it 
had no choice. Beijing’s modernization of naval, 
space and cyber military capacities clearly 

indicates a willingness to gradually increase 
the risk of vulnerability for American 
forces in the Western Pacific. After several 
proactive and even aggressive moves, 

especially in the South China Sea, 
Beijing has again returned to 
a more cooperative approach 

towards its East and Southeast 
Asian neighbors.

But gradually China will become 
an ever more assertive power. Its 
influence will be decisively felt in 
all of Asia’s hot spots and certainly 

on the Korean peninsula, toward 
Taiwan, in the South China Sea, but 
also in Central Asia and increasingly 

also in other strategically sensitive 
parts of the world.

In order to avoid potential 
conflicts, Western approaches 

should concentrate on a few 
major principles of co-evolu-
tion, which might help to suc-

cessfully manage policies 
towards a rising China. 
Based on historical 

experiences 

in dealing 
with China, 
they could 
be described 
as: coopera-
tion instead 
of confronta-
tion; com-
promising 
instead of 
containing; 
negotiating 
instead of enforcing rules; building trust instead 
of preaching values; and accepting China as a 

partner among equals instead of promoting 
feelings of Western superiority.

What remains is the simple hope that 
these principles of co-evolution might work 
in the years and decades ahead. Skepticism 
remains as to whether it will be possible for 

Europe and the US in the early 21st century 
to avoid the mistakes made by declining powers 
in the past.

The key to success does not lie in policies 
of confrontation and containment, nor in the 
much-debated necessity of integrating China 
into our Western-dominated world, but by 
allowing principles of co-evolution to prevail in 
the complex management of readjustment to a 
multipolar world. The real challenge for West-
ern powers is not primarily managing 
the rise of China and others, 
but managing the risks of 
fragile multipolarity. n

Shanghai’s skyline is the symbol of a booming economy. China is gradually transforming its economic power 
into political and also military might. 

China
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A strategic tug of war has 
begun in the Western 
Pacific. The question of 
regional hegemony, and 

therefore also the question of who 
will dominate the 21st century, 
will be decided between China and 
the US. The world’s two largest 
economies square off against each 
other with undisguised rivalry. But 
other nations in the region are also 
involved in this geopolitical tussle. 

India’s biggest security headache 
is that it cannot interpret China’s 
intentions and does not know how 
far Beijing’s expansion strategy will 
reach. The ambitious, strategically 
driven naval construction program 
makes the Indian government ner-
vous. India feels encircled. The 
overlapping political, economic and 
strategic interests of India and China 
in the Indian Ocean are defined by 
competition, but increasingly also 
by strategic maritime rivalry.

China’s defense build-up is also 
the main reason why Japan, Aus-
tralia, Vietnam and Singapore are 
participating in an arms race the like 
of which has not been seen since the 
Cold War. The Chinese hegemon is 
driving its Asian neighbors closer 
together, but they are only warily 
setting off on a common path. They 
seek protection from America while 
trying not to ruffle China’s feathers.

Countries like Thailand, Singa-
pore, Indonesia, the Philippines, and 
now even Myanmar are enhancing 
their ties with Washington again. 

Vice Admiral  
Ulrich Weisser (ret.) 
is former  
German Defense 
Planning Chief.
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They seek the proximity of the 
United States because they feel China 
breathing down their necks. The 
western Pacific Rim states are agreed: 
America is, for now, indispensable as 
an Asian stabilizing power. But who 
knows for how long? An end to the 
American century is in sight.

A key question will be whether 
China considers the US to be a stabi-
lizing influence in the western Pacific 
or whether it will see America as a 
strategic rival. It may well be that 
they see each other as both rival and 
complementary power.

Military confrontation seems 
unlikely in the current environment. 
But the two great powers in the 
Pacific are measuring one another, 
each gauging the other’s economic, 
political, intellectual and, yes, mili-
tary strength. 

During a discussion between 
experts from the Munich Security 
Conference and senior Chinese 
leaders in Beijing last November, 
the German ambassador pointed 
out that threat perceptions arise 
from the combination of capabili-
ties and intentions. If it is China’s 
intention to protect its own specific 
maritime interests off its own coast, 
and beyond that to contribute to 
securing the sea routes, then it is 
necessary to communicate these 
defensive aims appropriately, the 
ambassador said. Otherwise China 
will feed the threat perception of the 
other regional powers.

Europe today is occupied with 
the vitally important question of 
whether and how the EU will sur-
vive. But Europe’s survival also 
requires it to maintain its place in 
a world in which there is no longer 
a status quo that is set in stone. 
America’s reorientation toward 
the Pacific and waning interest in 
the Old World should prompt the 
Europeans to finally redefine their 
interests, their obligations and their 
opportunities.  n

Battle of the Pacific
While China and the US vie for hegemony, an arms race is underway in the region  |  By Ulrich Weisser
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President Obama’s new 
defense strategy hit Europe 
with full force.  The new 
emphasis on Asia, with-

drawal of two combat brigades 
from Europe and reduction of war 
fighting capability was seen by 
many as the final departure from 
direct engagement in Europe.  

The American decision reflected 
a disturbing paradox which has 
defined transatlantic security rela-
tionships since the late 1990s: The 
more Europe has sought to define 
a separate security identity, the less 
the United States has considered a 
transatlantic security community to 
be useful in pursuit of its interests.

The Common Foreign and Secu-
rity Policy, established in the 1992 
Maastricht Treaty, was based on 
the deeply held belief that unity 
and common action among EU 
members could generate influence, 
which offset the power that Europe 
lost in the wars of the 20th century. 
Time and again, this dream has 
been proven to be illusory at best.  
But the fallacy continues to be 
applied, including in the fields of 
security and defense.

Europeans have defined their 
goals in terms of their success 
in achieving internal consensus 
rather than by their ability to 
produce practi-
cal results. As a 
result, Europe has 
essentially lost its 
ability to partici-
pate on the global 
political-military 
stage. And few of 
its citizens seem to 
care. When asked 
in 2010 about this fact, German 
and French elites told an American 
pollster it didn’t matter because 
the Americans would take care of 
everything anyway.  

This disturbing situation is often 
blamed on the lack of resources 
or on Europe’s inability to speak 
with a single voice. However, in a 
multipolar world, these traditional 
excuses are no longer credible.  
Rather than a single voice, the 
West needs a coherent sense of 
common purpose, which each ally 
can implement according to its 
talents and abilities. Europe may 

not match American resources, but 
it can provide a sense of solidarity 
and burden sharing which would 
be a firm foundation for a new sort 
of Atlantic partnership.

The policy of détente in the 
1970s is the best example of a suc-
cessful European initiative. Exert-
ing influence became tougher after 

1990, when Europe lost its central 
strategic position on the border 
between East and West. Without 
this advantage, Europe’s only hope 
of maintaining its global reach 
was as a participant in American 
strategy formulation. It is at this 
task that Europeans have failed 
miserably.  

The Maastricht Treaty called for 
a common defense identity, but it 
did not prescribe how to achieve it. 
Europe’s wrong turn came after the 
disaster of the Balkan wars. Rather 

than defining their failures as the 
lack of political will, they decided 
that “more Europe” within institu-
tions with no American participa-
tion would redress their weak-
nesses. The same thinking underlies 
Europe’s apparent indecision in 
dealing with the euro crisis.

Building a separate European 
identity meant putting energy usu-
ally reserved for consultations with 
America and NATO into Euro-
pean strategies and institutions. 
Soon NATO was no longer a place 
for frank transatlantic discussions. 
EU institutions first refused even to 

work with NATO, or the OSCE, 
which was also seen as competi-
tion.  Very soon, the bonds of com-
monality were torn. Americans lost 
the habit of defining their security 
interests jointly with Europeans.   

Without a direct link to Ameri-
can strategic power, Europe has 
no chance either of developing an 
independent security identity or of 
being seen as a credible player on 
the global military-security stage.  
Its only real options are either to sit 
at home and wait for Americans to 
call, or actively rejoin the Atlantic 
security community.  

First on the agenda should be 
a new strategy for Atlantic rela-
tions.   But this time the initiative 
should come from the European 
side. Europe has essentially made 
itself uninteresting for America. 
The US must be offered more than 
a continuation of bureaucratic 
processes, which many Americans 
consider to be empty of content.   

Let’s get down to basics: The 
Atlantic alliance provides a world-
class economic power such as 
Germany with global protection 
from the strongest military power 
in history, at an affordable price. 
With Europe’s security interests 
becoming increasingly fragmented, 
only a strengthened transatlantic 

community can 
offer EU members 
a platform from 
which to pursue 
their global inter-
ests in harmony 
with their own 
democratic values. 

Ultimately, this 
means offering 

more Europe by demanding less 
Europe. A vision of a two-pillar 
Atlantic world will merge into new 
forms of global integration based 
on high-speed networks. Instead of 
repeating the same endless mantra 
about a single European voice, 
Europe could build on the strength 
of its diversity by working with the 
United States to conceive a new sort 
of Atlanticism. The goal of this new 
type of alliance would be to apply 
Western values pragmatically as 
an operating system for integrating 
new nations and new problems into 
a coherent global framework.    n

transatlantic ties

Europe’s  
wrong turn
The continent should actively rejoin  

the Atlantic security community  |  By John Kornblum

Amidst America’s much-
vaunted “pivot to 
Asia” and the Euro-
zone’s ongoing finan-

cial crisis, it is rather unfashion-
able to stand up for Europe. 
Still, for those who believe in 
actual facts rather than dreams 
and projections, it bears pointing 
out once again that the EU is the 
world’s largest economy. 

The IMF and the CIA World 
Factbook both list the EU as 
the largest economy, $2 trillion 
ahead of the US and $10 tril-
lion ahead of China; the World 
Bank’s figures put the US ahead, 
but still grant the EU a very 
respectable $12 trillion GDP for 
2010. 

The impact of the Eurozone’s 
travails on global markets should 
be all the evidence needed to 
demonstrate just how important 
the EU is as a global economic 
player. It is national governments 
that will make the key decisions 
regarding the fate of both Greece 
and ultimately the euro itself, 
but their political determination 
to find a way through demon-
strates just how important it is 
to Germany and France to be 
able to wield the power of the EU 
rather than return to their respec-
tive national posi-
tions in the world 
economy. 

Equally impor-
tant, the EU is 
the second largest 
military power in 
the world. France 
and the UK alone 
outspend China 
in absolute terms on military 
expenditures. Add in Germany, 
Italy, Spain, Greece and Poland 
and the EU spends roughly $240 
trillion on its armed forces, twice 
as much as China and one third 
the amount of the United States. 

Diplomatically, Europe holds 
two out of five seats on the UN 
Security Council. The EU has 
the third largest population in 
the world after India and China, 
with over half a billion people. 
And all of those people live under 
democratic rule; virtually all are 
allied with the United States 

and Canada to create a zone of 
peace, democracy, and wealth 
that remains a magnet for tens 
of millions of immigrants every 
year. 

These facts should go without 
saying, except that somehow 
they still need to be repeated. 
Two additional factors make 

this recitation of Europe’s virtues 
particularly timely. 

First, as the US pivots to Asia it 
will need Europe more than ever. 
Who exactly is going to pick up 
the slack in the Mediterranean, 
the Middle East, the Persian 
Gulf, the Western Indian Ocean, 
and Africa? Who will be help-
ing to build a Libyan economy 
and society, rebuild Iraq, and 
create a Mediterranean economic 
community that can give North 
African and some Middle East 

countries real reason to reform; 
to fight pirates off the coast of 
Somalia; to send troops quickly 
in crises like those that have 
erupted in recent years in Sierra 
Leone and the Ivory Coast, to 
help patrol the drug routes along 
the coast of Western Africa, or 
even to exercise the rights of all 
countries to navigate freely in the 
Strait of Hormuz? Europe (and 
Canada) has America’s back; the 
more the US looks to the Pacific, 
the more it will need back-up 
in the Atlantic and the Indian 
oceans. 

Second, and ironically, as the 
US looks to Asia, Asia (or at 
least China) looks to Europe. 
China and the EU are each 
other’s biggest trade partners; 
China imports more from the 
EU than from anywhere else in 
the world. A 2010 report by 
the China Council for Interna-
tional Trade shows the largest 
share of China’s foreign direct 
investment going to Asia (49 
percent), followed by 33 percent 
to Europe and 28 percent to the 
US. China announced its plans 
to build a high speed passenger 
rail line to Europe with great 
fanfare in 2010; that project now 
seems to be on hold but China is 
still actively building Eurasian 
infrastructure that will create a 
far more integrated market from 
Shanghai to London. 

Just last month China’s sover-
eign wealth fund bought a stake 
in the United Kingdom’s largest 
water utility, following a trip 
to China by the British Finance 
Minister George Osborne in 
which he urged China to invest 
in British infrastructure. Den-
mark has recently decided to 
prioritize its strategic relation-
ship with China, particularly 
with regard to the tremendous 

mineral wealth 
under the ice in 
Greenland. 

China has 
refused to help 
float the EU’s 
bailout fund 
thus far, but it is 
hard to believe 
that the Chinese 

would like to see the demise of 
an alternative currency to the 
dollar, at least until the renminbi 
is convertible. More likely that 
Beijing knows how to drive a 
hard bargain. 

The rise of Asia is a world-his-
torical phenomenon and a great 
boon for billions of people and 
for the world as a whole. But old 
friends are far too often taken for 
granted until we need them. Old 
silver, properly polished, can last 
forever. Tin and nickel, shiny and 
bright, often break under pres-
sure. n

America’s  
wrong conclusions

As the United States pivot to Asia it will need  
Europe more than ever  |  By Anne-Marie Slaughter
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NATO-Russia “reset” and even 
hitting the pause button. This 
may be politically expedient, but 
it is strategically wrong. Instead, 
a new effort is needed to press 
ahead toward eventually imple-
menting the promise of Lisbon: 
fully demilitarized relations and 
a strategic partnership between 
the Cold War enemies.

Indeed, missile defense could 
yet become a game changer. 
What US-Russian relations 
need is not a new arms control 
agreement – which might be 
useful to build confidence, but 
a strategic transformation capa-
ble of building trust. Missile 
defense is strategic by definition, 
and cooperation at that level 
would surely be transforma-
tive. It would require each side 
to finally, unequivocally, and 
permanently drop the notion of 
the other as a potential adver-
sary – in its own strategic think-
ing and contingency planning. 
When this is achieved, it would 
mean, for example, that under 
no circumstances would the 
United States need to consider 
the possibility of Russia straying 
to the “wrong side.”

To reach this goal one would 
have to work very hard. A 
breakthrough would be achieved 
when Russia withdraws its insis-
tence on the “legally binding” 
nature of the agreement, and 
the United States and its allies 
design a missile defense archi-
tecture for NATO which would 
certifiably not impact on the 
integrity of the Russian nuclear 
deterrent. These roadblocks 
removed, NATO and Russia can 
proceed to work out the modali-
ties of close cooperation and 
even partial integration between 
their respective missile defenses.

On the reconciliation track, 
Russia needs to expand its recent 
overture to include the Baltic 
States. Nothing could be more 
beneficial for Russia’s public 
image in Europe and North 
America now than such an open-
ing. Securely integrated within 
NATO and the EU, Estonia, 

After the vigorous 
surge that led to the 
Lisbon NATO-Rus-
sia Council summit 

in November 2010, relations 
between Moscow and the alli-
ance have hit a plateau. In the 
last 15 months, no major agree-
ment has been reached, or is 
about to be reached. True, there 
has been no crisis either. How-
ever, unless the relationship 
moves forward, it will stagnate 
and risk backsliding.

The core issue in the rela-
tionship is the deficit of trust. 
Russians do not trust US long-
term intentions; Russia’s neigh-
bors from Central and Eastern 
Europe do not trust Russia’s. In 
2010, this was well understood. 
NATO offered Russia coopera-
tion on missile defense (MD), 
and Russia moved to address 
Stalin’s crimes at Katyn.

Fifteen months hence, noth-
ing fundamental has changed, 
but efforts have slackened. In 
the area of missile defense, 
there is a growing sense of 
Western fatigue and Russian 
frustration. As a result, NATO 
countries are about to final-
ize, at the Chicago Summit in 
May 2012, an MD architec-
ture, which – at least for now 
– will not include Russia. In the 
area of reconciliation and the 
related field of conflict resolu-
tion, the Russo-Polish process 
has not been emulated in other 
bilateral relationships, and no 
headway in dealing with frozen 
conflicts has been achieved.

Meanwhile,  relat ions 
between Russia and the leading 
NATO countries have become 
strained over Libya, Syria and 
Iran. Additionally, domestic 
political awakening in Russia 
triggered by the flawed Duma 
vote, and the presidential elec-
tion campaign in the United 
States promise to inject a heavy 
dose of politics and ideology 
into Russia’s relations with the 
West.

For some on both sides, this is 
an argument for reassessing the 

Latvia, and Lithuania are ready 
to be engaged.

The impulse, however, as in 
the Polish-Russian case, has to 
come from Moscow, the bigger 
party. The pattern is already 
there: based on shared values, 
recognize historical wrongs, 
open the archives and engage 
in a dialogue between societies. 
A few symbolic gestures, as in 
Katyn, would also be in order. 

The talk between Russia and 
NATO today is about a future 
“security architecture” for 
Europe. This is too mechanis-
tic. What the Euro-Atlantic area 
actually needs to feel more secure 
is not new institutions, or the 
enlargement of the existing ones, 
or new treaties, but a different 
quality of relations among the 
nations in the area. In political 
science, it is called a “security 
community”, where no member 
expects any other state to use 
force or threaten to use force 
against it.

Such a community first emerged 
over a hundred years ago, and 
has constantly expanded since. 
It started with America and Brit-
ain, then proceeded to reach 
out to France; linked with the 
Low Countries and North and 
South Europeans; crucially, it 
embraced Germany. In the last 
two decades, it has added Cen-
tral and South-Eastern Europe. 
The next step – toward a full 
and inclusive Euro-Atlantic secu-
rity community, with Russia, 
Ukraine, Georgia and others, 
and no gray areas will be in every 
way as crucial as Germany’s inte-
gration – and equally beneficial 
to all. n
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Deficit of trust
How to improve relations between NATO and Russia

By Dmitri Trenin

Dmitry Medvedev, Nicolas Sarkozy 
and Barack Obama at the NATO-Russia 

Council summit in November 2010.  
Relations between Moscow  
and the alliance have since  

hit a plateau, with no major agreement  
in the last 15 months.

In the area of missile defense, there is  
a growing sense of Western fatigue  

and Russian frustration.

a
Fp

/g
e

t
t

y
 iM

a
g

e
s

/d
o

M
in

iQ
u

e
 F

a
g

e
t

Innovative solutions

Steckvorrichtungen für die Welt. Fiches pour le monde. Tomas de corriente
parael mundo. Kontaktmateriaal voor de hele wereld. Fichas para o mundo. 

Prese e spine per il mondo. 用于全世界的接插装置

China
NANJING MENNEKES Electric 
Appliances Co., Ltd.
58 Qinhuai Road
Jiangning Development Zone
PRC-211100 Nanjing, PR China

USA
MENNEKES Electrical Products 
277, Fairfield Road 
USA-Fairfield, N.J. 07004

MENNEKES 
Elektrotechnik GmbH & Co. KG 
Spezialfabrik für
Steckvorrichtungen 
Aloys-Mennekes-Straße 1 
D-57399 Kirchhundem

Singapore
MENNEKES 
Electric Singapore Pte. Ltd. 
No. 3 International Business Park 
# 03-28 Nordic European Centre 
SGP-Singapore 609927

www.MENNEKES.de

Charging
Systems for
Electric Vehicles.
Requirements.
Concepts.
Solution.

AM_Spot_290x260_Times_Media_Jan11_GB.indd   1 27.01.2012   08:25:27





16	 	 February	2012

No shortcuts to peace
Our political strategy for Afghanistan stands, but the road ahead will still be tough  |  By Michael Steiner

In recent weeks, three ele-
ments have solidified the 
strategic consensus on 
Afghanistan. 

First element: On Dec. 5 last 
year in Bonn, one hundred par-
ticipating governments and inter-
national organizations made a 
firm commitment to support 
Afghanistan beyond ISAF (Inter-
national Security Assistance 
Force) through a “Transforma-
tion Decade” from 2015 to 2024. 
All participants recognized that a 
political solution is indispensable 
and committed to seven crucial 
principles. 

Expanding on the old “red 
lines,” the Bonn principles estab-
lish the two process conditions of 
Afghan leadership and inclusive-
ness, as well as the four outcome 
conditions of Afghan unity and 
sovereignty, the renunciation 
of violence, the breaking of ties 
to international terrorism and 
respect for the Afghan constitu-
tion, including its human rights 
provisions. According to the sev-
enth principle, the region must 
respect and support the process 
and its outcome.

Second element: One month 
after the Bonn Conference, the 
Taliban officially stated their will-
ingness to negotiate. And with 
the establishment of a political 
office in Qatar – the “address” 
demanded by the Afghan tradi-
tional Loya Jirga last November – 
a further important step towards 
peace talks would be taken. 

In any case, the Taliban state-
ment was a breakthrough that 
came only after long and pains-
taking preparations. Still, at this 
initial stage, the process remains 
fragile and continues to depend 
on reliability and trust – a trust 
that can easily be shaken by the 
tremors of internal politics in 

every camp. Yet there is no other 
way to achieve peace.

Third element: Only last week, 
on   Jan. 26, the  Bundestag voted 
with an impressive majority across 
party lines to extend the mandate 
of Germany’s military deploy-
ment to Afghanistan for another 
year. It is a well-established tradi-
tion in German foreign policy to 

foster and maintain non-partisan 
support in parliament for military 
deployments. While Afghanistan 
was always more controversial 
than other missions, we can now 
be confident that the consensus 
among the major political forces 
in Germany will stand until 2014 
and beyond.

For Germany, this new quality 
of convergence on three levels 
– internationally, in the peace 
process and nationally in parlia-
ment – confirms that the political 
strategy we have put into place 
in the last two years has turned a 
corner. It is the right strategy on 
Afghanistan. 

Despite all the undeniable 
problems on the ground, our 
goal of sufficient stability while 
preserving fundamental human 
rights is both realistic and achiev-
able. We have a realistic mix of 
political, military and civilian 
means. Our timelines are also 
realistic, balancing the interests 
of all major stakeholders: to com-
plete transition and withdraw 
international combat troops by 
the end of 2014, as well as to 
remain strongly engaged during 
Afghanistan’s “Transformation 

Decade” until 2024 – a time-
frame chosen in Bonn to avoid 
repeating the mistakes of the 
past and to ensure sustainability 
in the future. With this strategy, 
we do have a chance. That is the 
good news. 

The bad news is: We can still 
fail. The challenges are likely 
to get even tougher as 2014 

approaches. For us, 2014 means 
mainly the end of our deployment 
of combat troops. But for the 
Afghans, it almost means regime 
change: presidential elections and 
the complete handover of security 
responsibility to the government. 
Everyone in Afghanistan and in 
the region is preparing for the 
endgame – and not just the good 
guys. Under such challenging con-
ditions, no strategy can guarantee 
success. 

One thing, however, is certain: 
If we take these challenges lightly, 
we will guarantee failure. There-
fore, we must not relax in our 
efforts now. More hard work is 
required along several lines.

Led by the Afghan government 
in cooperation with ISAF, the 
transition process is working 
better than expected so far. Until 
2014, it must be completed in 
such a way that Afghanistan’s 
political and security institu-
tions sustainably discharge their 
responsibilities, in Kabul and 
across the country.

The international community 
must then live up to its commit-
ment, made at the Bonn Con-
ference, to remain engaged for 

the “Transformation Decade” 
until 2024, to avoid a dangerous 
vacuum and mitigate the eco-
nomic consequences of ISAF’s 
drawdown. 

Despite the many worries about 
the future, the Bonn Conference  
created a palpable sense of relief 
in Afghanistan. Real estate prices 
promptly went up. This com-
mitment will first be tested with 
regard to long-term training and 
funding for the Afghan National 
Security Forces – a task that 
goes well beyond NATO alone, 
though it will be a key item on 
the agenda of its Chicago summit 
in May. 

Not much later, in July in 
Tokyo, the international commu-
nity will have to substantiate its 
Bonn promise of long-term civil-
ian and development assistance. 
Meanwhile, bilateral partnership 
agreements with Afghanistan can 
help structure enduring assistance 
for Afghanistan. The European 
Union and Germany are just start-
ing to talk to Afghanistan, while 
negotiations with France, the 

United Kingdom and, of course, 
the United States, are well under 
way.

Equally important, the Afghan 
government must meet its own 
Bonn commitments. This includes 
fulfilling its human rights obliga-
tions as well as fighting corrup-
tion and promoting the rule of 
law as defined in the Kabul Pro-
cess, but also its commitments to 
improving investment conditions 
so as to attract sustainable foreign 

capital – essential to put Afghani-
stan’s huge mineral wealth to use 
for the benefit of its people. 

At the regional level, Afghani-
stan and its neighbors will have 
to build on the groundwork 
established in Istanbul to achieve 
the necessary progress toward 
the Kabul ministerial meeting in 
June. Implementing the confi-
dence building measures agreed 
in Istanbul will benefit each coun-
try, including Pakistan. Unfortu-
nately, the government in Islam-
abad is currently fully occupied 
with its own internal problems, 
so we cannot expect it to play 
an active and helpful part in the 
short term.

Finally, led and owned by the 
Afghans themselves, the politi-
cal process needs to visibly gain 
momentum. Currently, the parties 
are inching toward negotiations. 
Even once they start, we should 
harbor no illusions: Negotiations 
will be neither quick nor easy. The 
process will continue to take time 
and strategic patience. But it is 
indispensable. 

At this juncture, the issue is not 
whether to talk or to fight. We 
must do both. Instead, the issue 
is how to gradually make the 
political process the leading game 
in town. The more substantive, 
visible and inclusive the process, 
the more it will affect military 
reality on the ground. The more 
you talk, the less you fight. Even-
tually, confidence-building mea-
sures such as local or time-limited 
cease fires will become possible, 

reducing the level of violence on 
the ground.

Before we get there, however, 
there is another important point 
to consider. Among the different 
bilateral partnerships being pre-
pared with Afghanistan, the US-
Afghan one is obviously the most 
consequential. Once concluded, 
this partnership can become 

an important supporting ele-
ment. To achieve this, however, 
strict adherance to the limits as 
described by the US government 
is imperative: counter-terrorism, 
counter-narcotics, training of 
security forces and economic 
cooperation. Equally important  
is full transparency towards all 
parties in the region and in the 
peace process. In a region fraught 
with conspiracy theories, the mere 
suspicion that the “real inten-
tions” of the agreement might 
extend beyond these limits would 
jeopardize the prospects for a 
political solution.

Ultimately, the strategy we 
endorsed in Bonn is right, includ-
ing its focus on a negotiated peace. 
If any change is necessary, then it 
is one of emphasis. The political 
process should now be our first 
priority. Nonetheless, we can still 
fail. Success is not assured. There-
fore, while there are many new, 
important issues on the agenda 
of the Munich Security Confer-
ence, we must keep going beyond 
2014 and, as agreed in Bonn, 
until 2024. While the character of 
our engagement will change after 
2014, we have to finish what we 
started. There are no shortcuts to 
peace. n
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Talking with the Taliban
Direct negotiations with the radical Islamists are key to lasting Afghan and regional stability  |  By Ahmed Rashid

sions could explode after 2014. 
Some experts even predict civil 
war.

In addition, there has been little 
preparation done by the West or 
Kabul to prepare for what is going 
to be a huge economic down-
turn in the country as aid levels 
drop precipitously, economic 
panic prevails and investment is 
reduced. Already businessmen, 
regime politicians and others who 
can afford it are moving their 
families abroad. Tens of thou-
sands of Afghans who presently 
work for US or NATO forces will 
be rendered jobless.

At the December conference 
in Bonn, the Afghans received a 
commitment from the interna-
tional community that during the 
“Transformation Decade” from 
2015 to 2024, they will pay for a 
substantial part of Afghanistan’s 
security and governmental costs. 
The West, however, has to pro-
vide some guarantee now that 
such sums will be available for 
several years to come. At a time 
of global economic recession, the 
US, NATO and the wider Muslim 
world  must obviously share such 
a burden.

It is also uncertain what Paki-
stan – the main regional stake-
holder with the Taliban leader-

ship on its soil – will do given its 
poor relations with both Kabul 
and Washington. Ideally, Paki-
stan should be included in any 
talks; Islamabad should be per-
suaded to allow Taliban to travel 
and discuss the issues freely; it 
should free the Taliban prison-
ers it is holding, and ultimately 
it ought to give the Taliban a 
deadline for leaving Pakistan and 
returning to Afghanistan. All of 

After eleven years of war 
the Taliban’s public 
declaration that they 
will hold talks with the 

United States in Qatar is a major 
breakthrough for the political 
process, for Afghanistan’s internal 
stability and for the relative peace 
that will be needed by the US and 
NATO in 2014 before they can 
exit Afghanistan in good order 
and without too much bloodshed.

The year-long clandestine talks 
brokered by the Germans, fos-
tered by Qatar and eventually 
ending in direct meetings between 
US officials and Taliban repre-
sentatives will hopefully lead to 
a major reconciliation with the 
Kabul regime. The Taliban’s pres-
ent insistence that they will only 
talk with the Americans is not 
realistic in the long term, while 
Karzai’s recent policy flip-flops 
and contradictory statements 
belie the fact that he was kept in 
the loop every step of the way by 
the Germans. The talks will go 
ahead because there is no other 
alternative to ending the war.

The metrics of calculating how 
successful NATO forces have 
been on the ground combating the 
Taliban, despite heady announce-
ments by NATO generals, are 
mired in considerable controversy 
and doubt. The ability of the Tal-
iban, unlike al-Qaeda, to rebound 
from severe hits has proved them 
to be remarkably resistant to 
casualties, with a deep bench of 
commanders, logisticians, recruit-
ers and administrators for their 
cause.

In a summer offensive the 
Taliban can still mobilize some 
25,000 fighters – the same figure 
they had in the 2005-6 campaigns. 
Taliban survival is directly linked 
to the sanctuary, support and 
logistics they receive in neighbor-
ing Pakistan from various ele-
ments in that country.

The US and NATO are prepar-
ing a comprehensive transition 
strategy for 2014 that entails 
handing over control of the coun-
try to government representatives 
at the district level and the newly-
trained Afghan security forces, 

who now number some 352,000.
However, an exit strategy is 

not a political strategy and that is 
precisely what is lacking to ensure 
the future stability of Afghanistan 
and the volatile region which sur-
rounds this landlocked country.

Presidents Barack Obama and 
Hamid Karzai are both entangled 
in a series of strategic conun-
drums, which so far have not been 
adequately addressed. Karzai is 

determined to secure a strategic 
agreement with the US allowing 
for the presence of US trainers 
and special forces in the country 
well beyond 2014. Washington 
would like to do the same. But the 
Taliban are vehemently opposed 
to any such US-Kabul agreement 
as it will appear to be aimed at 
them. Karzai will find it impos-
sible to conclude both a strategic 
agreement with the US and a 
reconciliation agreement with the 
Taliban. The two aims are mutu-
ally exclusive.

The recent contradictory policy 
statements by Karzai on the issue 
of reconciliation and the opening 
of a Taliban office in Qatar point 
to the fact that this reality is now 
dawning on the Afghan govern-
ment. Karzai cannot be a partner 
to both the US and the Taliban 
and expect the Taliban to buy it. 
The Taliban have made it clear 
they expect all US troops to leave 
by 2014.

Taliban leader Mullah Moham-
med Omar will find it hard enough 
to sell the idea of reconciliation to 
his fighters. He will find it impos-
sible to sell the idea of co-habita-
tion with the Americans beyond 
2014. Many Afghans, including 
Karzai, want a prolonged pres-
ence of foreign troops to guaran-

tee their own safety and security. 
However a Taliban-Kabul deal 
can only be agreed when all for-
eign troops have left. There is not 
enough consideration in Wash-
ington or Brussels of this strategic 
conundrum.

Moreover the US, NATO and 
Kabul cannot hope to achieve 
even a modicum of regional 
non-interference in Afghanistan 
if US forces stay beyond 2014 

because most neighboring states 
are opposed to a prolonged US 
presence. In particular, China, 
Iran and Pakistan are extremely 
suspicious of US intentions  (for 
example about US training bases 
in Afghanistan being used to spy 
on these countries.)

Here, too, a prolonged US pres-
ence would imply that no regional 
non-interference guarantees are 
possible. Finally, it is still unclear 
what Pakistan may demand in 
return for restoring relations with 
the US and Kabul and helping the 
peace process.

The US, NATO and Karzai 
need a political strategy on sev-
eral counts. Firstly, a political 
strategy must start by holding 
talks with the Taliban that lead to  
confidence building measures on 
both sides to reduce the violence 
so that negotiations on power-
sharing between the Taliban and 
Karzai can take place.

However, the administrations 
of both Obama and Karzai are 
deeply divided on talking to 
the Taliban. The US military 
would like a longer lead time 
to mount offensives and degrade 
the Taliban further, while the 
State Department sees no way 
out but talks. Similarly Karzai is 
surrounded by differing opinions 

and numerous conspiracy theories 
among his advisers as to what 
the talks mean for their political 
future.

Secondly, a political strategy 
must entail a dialogue and even-
tual political agreement among 
Afghanistan’s neighbors to limit 
their interference in Afghanistan. 
Apart from India all others – 
China, Russia, the five Central 
Asian republics, Pakistan and Iran 
– are against any long-term pres-
ence of US troops in Afghanistan 
beyond 2014.

Recently intra-regional rela-
tions have gotten even worse. In 
the past six months we have seen 
the collapse of US-Pakistan rela-
tions and the refusal of Pakistan 
to even meet with US officials 
until their internal review process 
is over. In addition, the crisis 
between Iran and the rest of 
the world over Tehran’s nuclear 
weapons program has further 
jeopardized any hope of Iran 
playing ball on Afghanistan. 
The regime sees Afghanistan as 
a potential battle ground if the 
US/Israel were to bomb or invade 
Iran. Attempts at a regional rec-
onciliation have become even 
more difficult.

Thirdly, there must be greater 
internal political cohesion inside 

Afghanistan. Karzai has failed to 
create a national consensus on 
supporting talks with the Taliban, 
nor has he offered a vision for the 
post-2014 Afghanistan.

With many Pashtuns supporting 
reconciliation with the Taliban 
and most non-Pashtuns rejecting 
it, the ethnic divide in the country 
has widened enormously and will 
grow more belligerent as the Tal-
iban talks progress. Ethnic divi-

these steps would speed up a 
peace settlement between Kabul 
and the Taliban. Yet at present 
Pakistan is far removed from even 
talking to the main interlocutors.

Finally, there is the plethora of 
political events in 2014 that at 
present appear far too many and 
dangerous for a fledgling Afghan 
state to cope with. These include 
a US and NATO troop with-
drawal with all its resultant side 

effects; the test of whether the 
Afghan army can hold its ground; 
a presidential election, as Karzai 
will have to step down and new 
presidential candidates be found. 
All this against the backdrop of 
a loss of public confidence inside 
Afghanistan and a lack of agree-
ment among neighboring states. 
Moreover, Karzai may decide at 
the last moment to hang on to 
power, citing possible chaos after 
NATO’s withdrawal, in which 
case political calculations will be 
even more muddied.

To cope with all these uncer-
tainties, the US, NATO and 
Karzai will have to be far more 
constructive, proactive and flex-
ible in their planning than they 
have been so far. The outlines of 
a much wider and deeper strat-
egy should be ready in time for 
the NATO summit in Chicago 
in May. They should be made 
public so that the Afghans and 
the regional states can draw confi-
dence from such plans rather than 
continuing to believe in a host of 
conspiracy theories about US and 
NATO intentions. Both Afghani-
stan and the Western alliance still 
have a long way to go before all 
the pieces for an Afghan peace 
and a political exit strategy fall 
into place. n
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Cyber war is a terrible metaphor. Even Barack 
Obama’s cyber security czar Howard Schmidt 
has admitted as much. But experts and state 
officials use it persistently and military termi-

nology has infiltrated the cyber security debate.
Analogies are a useful way of explaining non-familiar 

concepts or complex ideas in terms of simpler and more 
commonplace ones. But if taken too far, the disadvan-
tages start to outweigh the advantages. 

Terms such as cyber offense, cyber defense and cyber 
deterrence suggest that cyberspace can and should be 
handled as a military-strategic domain like land, sea, 
air, and outer space. This assumption is problematic 
and wrong. It invokes enemies where there are none, 
favors outdated Cold War concepts over economic 
solutions and wrongly suggests that states can establish 
control over cyberspace. Internationally, the result is 
a detrimental atmosphere of insecurity and tension. It 
also severely misinterprets the reality of the threat and 
the possibilities for countermeasures.

Talking about cyber weapons does not change the fact 
that hacker tools are nothing like weapons. They are 
opportunistic and they are about outsmarting defenses, 
not about brute force. As a result, their effect is highly 
questionable and not controllable in a military sense. 

Sophisticated cyber attacks cannot be attributed to 
the perpetrator due to the architecture of cyberspace. 
This attribution problem refers to the difficulty of 
clearly determining who is initially responsible for 
a cyber attack. Attacks and exploits that seemingly 
benefit states might well be the work of third-party 
actors operating under a variety of motives. At the 
same time, the challenges of clearly identifying per-
petrators also allow state actors to officially distance 
themselves from attacks. 

Deterrence works if one party is able to successfully 
convey to another that it is both capable and willing 
to use a set of available (often military) instruments 
if the other party steps over the line. This requires an 
opponent who is clearly identifiable as an attacker and 
has to fear retaliation – which is not the case in cyber 
security because of the attribution problem. On the 
other hand, apportioning blame according to the logic 
of  “cui bono” (“to whose benefit?”) does not offer 
sufficient proof for political action. Deterrence and 
retribution do not work in cyberspace.

Thinking in terms of attack and defense creates a 
wrong impression of immediacy of cause and effect. 
However, high-level cyber attacks against infrastructure 
targets, such as the Stuxnet computer worm that was 
used to sabotage the Iranian nuclear program, would 
likely be the culmination of long-term, subtle, systematic 
intrusions. The preparatory phase could extend over 
several years.

When – or rather if – an intrusion is detected, it is often 
impossible to determine whether it was an act of van-
dalism, computer crime, terrorism, foreign intelligence 
activity, or some form of strategic military attack. The 
only way to determine the source, nature, and scope 

of the incident is to investigate it. Which again might 
take years, with highly uncertain results. The military 
doctrine of retaliation is therefore useless in most cases. 

Cyberspace is only partly controlled or controllable 
by state-actors. Power in this domain is in the hands 
of private actors, especially the business sector. Due 
to privatization and deregulation of many parts of the 
public sector, between 85 and 95 percent of the critical 
information infrastructure is now owned and operated 
by the private sector.

Therefore, much of the expertise and many of the 
resources required for taking better protective measures 
are located outside governments. The military – or any 
other state entity for that matter – does not own them 
and has no direct access to them.

Protecting them as a military mandate is an impossibil-
ity, and considering cyberspace an occupation zone is 
nonsense. The militaries cannot defend the cyberspace 
of their countries – 
it is not a sphere 
where troops 
and tanks can be 
deployed. The logic 
of national bound-
aries does not 
apply.

No one can 
ensure the secu-
rity of cyberspace, 
because there is no 
such thing as true 
security in this 
realm. The informa-
tion infrastructure 
is inherently inse-
cure and there is no 
way to ever have 
secure networks – 
only networks with 
reduced levels of risk. In fact, cyber incidents, including 
those with severe effects on critical infrastructures, are 
bound to happen in the future, because they simply 
cannot be avoided.  

Regardless of how high we judge the risk of a large-
scale cyber attack to be, military countermeasures can 
never play a substantial role in cyber security. Investing 
too much time talking about them or spending increas-
ing amounts of money on them is not going to make 
cyberspace more secure.

The cyber war hype is inhibiting worldwide attempts 
to develop an appropriate response to cyber threats. The 
only thing that is going to work is the combination of 
establishing working public-private partnerships, high-
trust collaboration between important business actors 
with the state, and building highly resilient networks.

Resilience is the ability of a system (any system) to 
quickly recover from a shock. Under a resilience para-
digm, you rightly accept that disruptions are inevitable, 
even if your risk management is perfect. n
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“Tuborine”, the driving force behind the extension of the 
underground city railway in Düsseldorf, has reached its 
target safely and on schedule. The Herrenknecht tunnel 
boring machine (Ø 9,490mm) broke through the last two 
meters of concrete wall on December 14, 2011. 2,235 me-
ters of a  total of 3.4 kilometers of tunnel on the new 
 “Wehrhahn Line” have been completed. Thus, the capital 
of the State of North Rhine-Westphalia has taken a deci-
sive step forwards in the extension of its efficient urban 
transport system.

The Mixshield, with a length of 65 meters and weight 
of 1,302 tonnes, chomped its way through gravelly and 
sandy ground in the western and eastern branches in two 

phases. The  tunnel engineers from Bilfinger Berger achieved 
weekly performances of up to 75 meters, in some parts 
only four meters below the busy city center.

The high-performance separation plant of Herren-
knecht had to deal with 170,000  cubic  meters of excavated 
material and impressed with high levels of availability 
 despite the particularly abrasive soil. A total of 12,000 con-
crete lining segments – manufactured in molds by Herren-
knecht Formwork – were installed for the lining of the tun-
nel. Segment cranes and components from Maschinen- und 
Stahlbau  Dresden (MSD) as well as navigation and survey-
ing systems from VMT rounded off the tailored equipment 
and service package made by Herrenknecht.
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PROJECT DATA

S-491, Mixshield
Diameter: 9,490mm
Installed power: 1,210kW
Tunnel length: 2,253m
Geology: gravel, sand
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Investing our
entire energy
into the future

As power pioneers within the energy industry, we are working on 
numerous projects relating to lower-emission generation and use 
of energy. These projects range from the construction of offshore 
wind parks in the North and Baltic seas to the expansion of the 
Rheinfelden hydroelectric power plant, one of the largest projects 
for renewable energy in Europe. The introduction of smart electri-
city meters represents another step taken towards the energy of 
the future. By providing transparency for consumers, these meters 
help to achieve targeted reductions in energy consumption and, as 
a result, in CO2 emissions.
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