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BY HEIKO MAAS

This year’s Munich Secu-
rity Report diagnoses 
the world with a condi-

tion it calls “Westlessness,” with 
symptoms that include signs of 
Western paralysis amid a loss of 
global significance. Many political 
observers share similar concerns. 
While our countries and societies 
increasingly question their own 
norms and values, the argument 
goes, we are losing the power and 
will to shape the global order for 
the better. 

Indeed, Western power and heft 
in the world, both economically 
and politically, may no longer 
appear as dominant as they once 
were. But we should not forget 
that this current state of affairs is 
a result of Western success, not 
a sign of failure. The very system 
built, led and defended over 
decades by liberal democracies 
around the world – including their 
support for open markets – gave 
rise to an international order that 
was stable and balanced enough to 
allow other countries to rise, thrive 
and prosper. This should not be a 
cause for anxiety or self-doubt, but 
rather a source of additional moti-
vation to preserve and strengthen 
the rules-based system that we 
helped create in order to get there.

The speed, force and ubiquity 
of change may no longer surprise 
us, yet it continues to challenge 
our capacity to adapt. Globaliza-
tion and digital transformation are 
accelerating the global reshuffle 
of power and wealth – within and 
between countries. Germany, in 
concert with other liberal democ-
racies, supports the legitimate 
claim of billions of people to 
have their say on the global stage. 
There is no reversing the shifts, 
nor should there be. We should 
be ready to brace ourselves for 
change. 

In order to peacefully manage 
this change and to penalize foul 

play, we need a critical mass of 
countries willing to stand up for 
the norms and rules that have 
served us so well. As the world is 
turning into an ever more inter-
connected set of chessboards, 
we cannot flip a coin to deter-
mine our next move. We must 
uphold the rules of the game and 
strengthen the organizations, 
institutions and alliances that 
enforce them. This must include 
the willingness to reform institu-
tions when they lack effective-
ness and amend the international 
order where new challenges 
require new norms and rules. 
Prosperity, security and, ulti-
mately, peace will otherwise be 
at stake. 

Last year at the 55th Munich 
Security Conference, my French 
counterpart Jean-Yves Le Drian 
and I introduced the idea of an 
Alliance for Multilateralism. As an 
individual state no longer has full 
control over its destiny, we will 
need flexible, strong and maneu-
verable multilateral formats and 
forums in order to tackle issues 
from climate change and secu-
rity to arms control, global trade 
and migration. At a time when 
key principles of the rules-based 
international order and well-
established instruments of inter-
national cooperation are being 
challenged, the Alliance for Mul-
tilateralism aims to bring together 
those that believe in strong and 
effective multilateral coopera-
tion. An international network of 
states willing and able to mobilize 
partners and leverage our politi-
cal influence can solve critical 
issues incrementally, one by one.

In September 2019, over 60 for-
eign ministers from all continents 
met in New York to show their 
political commitment to the Alli-
ance for Multilateralism. Since 
then, the idea and the informal 
network have spread. We will 
jointly work to protect and pre-
serve international norms where 
they come under pressure. We 

will help advance the reform of 
key multilateral institutions when 
it is necessary to keep them effec-
tive and to adapt them to chang-
ing realities. And we will take the 
initiative to devise multilateral 
solutions for policy areas where 
new challenges require collec-
tive action. The recent adoption 
of guiding principles on lethal 
autonomous weapons systems 
by the 125 signatories of the UN 
Convention on Certain Conven-
tional Weapons is one such area 
where the Alliance has started to 
deliver.

The European Union remains 
the cornerstone not only of Ger-
many’s perspective on multilater-
alism, but also of our approach to 
engaging with the world. Brexit 
has just demonstrated that the 
merits of EU membership are not 
self-evident. The EU was created 
as a project for peace and pros-
perity; in today’s world of new 
great-power competition, Euro-
peans are becoming increasingly 
aware that it is also their only 
hope of controlling their own 
fate. 

During Germany’s EU Presi-
dency in the second half of 2020, 
we will focus on Europe’s posi-
tion on the global stage. How 
can we become more resilient in 
an interconnected world? How 
can we achieve and maintain 
digital sovereignty, and at what 
cost? We will have to continue 
to improve the competitiveness 
of our national economies while 
preserving and strengthening our 
common social standards. Conse-
quently, we will need to expand 
and deepen existing networks. 
With the EU-China leaders’ 
meeting and the summit between 
the EU and the African Union, we 
will emphasize Europe’s global 
aspirations and perspectives.

In the field of security and 
defense, close trans-Atlantic 
cooperation with the United 
States and other European part-
ners will remain crucial. NATO 

has guaranteed security and pros-
perity in Europe for 70 years; it 
has been our lifeline. Our goal 
remains a strong European pillar 
on which our trans-Atlantic alli-
ance rests. Just recently, I sug-
gested that NATO embark on a 
process of reflection on the politi-
cal dimension of the Alliance, 
which was endorsed at the NATO 
summit. This is a case in point for 
NATO’s problem-solving capaci-
ties – and for democracies and 
networks of democratic states 
more broadly. 

International crises right on 
Europe’s borders remind us 
not only of a need for collec-
tive action by the West, but 
also of our neighbors’ need 
for a united Europe. 
In Ukraine, we are 
continuing to work 
together with France to 
help resolve a conflict at 

the heart of Europe (the OSCE’s 
crucial role along every step of 
the way is another testimony to 
effective multilateralism). While 
progress is far from satisfactory, 
the past year has seen renewed 
and earnest efforts to improve the 
humanitarian situation and chart 
a path toward a peaceful solution. 

On Libya, we have taken the 
initiative to corral international 
actors in support of the United 
Nations’ Special Representa-

tive’s peace plan, 
to help get the 
conflict parties 
to the negotiating 
table and to restore 
compliance with the 
Security Council’s 
arms embargo. 
This Berlin Pro-
cess has only just 
begun – indeed, 
all sides have 
thus far contin-
ued to supply 
weapons and 
personnel to the 
conflict parties 
in spite of 

their commitments not to. How-
ever, this new cycle of escalation 
has only solidified the military 
stalemate, at increasing cost to 
both sides. The Berlin Process 
offers the parties an off-ramp 
from this destructive cycle. We 
believe it is in their interest (not 
to mention the interest of the 
Libyan people) to take this off-
ramp sooner rather than later. At 
our meeting in Munich, we will 
work to keep this option open.

None of this is easy, and success 
is far from guaranteed. But we are 
convinced that a steady hand can 
make a difference in an unsteady 
world. Our untiring efforts will 
ensure that the future will not be 
a “Westless” one.

Don’t disengage, 
shape the change

Germany is convinced that a steady hand  
can make a difference in an unsteady world

ally leave the Alliance and take 
all its weapons with it, including 
their nuclear missiles? One year 
ago, Congress put to rest any such 
considerations with its NATO Sup-
port Act, which passed the House 
of Representatives 357 to 22 and 
cleared the Senate by a margin 
of 97 to 2. Also, at the top of this 
year’s agenda is Defender Europe 
20, the largest exercise contin-
gent of American soldiers to leave 
the US for Europe since the mid-
1990s. 

But what if the US were to leave 
Europe?

Could Europe defend itself? 
Even if Russia’s defense spend-
ing is equal only to that of France, 
Moscow’s mid-range missiles are 
capable of reaching the heart of 
Europe. Would all European 
NATO members honor the mutual 
defense clause to, say, protect the 
Baltic states from Russian aggres-
sion?

Such considerations in the Bal-
tics and even in Poland would 
cause teeth-chattering. While 
majorities in these regions are criti-
cal of the EU, the idea of spurning 
NATO or doubting the value of its 
existence is viewed as nonsense.

NATO’s greatest troubles appear 
to be homemade. Turkish Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Erdoğan has 
ordered missile defense systems 
from Moscow, asserted Turkey’s 
right to possess atomic weapons 
and invaded Syria in violation of 
international law. And Europe is 
sorely lacking a reliable partner in 
the White House.

When the US makes a decision, 
the Europeans – often gritting 
their teeth – have no choice but to 
comply. Former Assistant US Sec-
retary of State Victoria Nuland gave 
expression to this state of affairs 
in a leaked telephone conversation 
with a colleague in 2014: “Fuck the 
EU.” Obama’s successor pulled out 
of the INF Treaty, which prohibited 
the stationing of mid-range nuclear 
missiles in Europe, while the last 
remaining disarmament treaty from 
the 20th century, New START, is 
now in peril. Trump terminated the 
nuclear deal with Iran and, with-
out any consultation with allies, 
announced a retreat from Syria, 
which gave Erdoğan the green light 
to launch his offensive from the 
north.

Who will cover the costs of the 
new arms race? Who will pick up 

the pieces in Iran and Ukraine? And 
who will help the Kurds, who may 
soon again end up in the torture 
chambers of Assad?

The crises of NATO and the EU 
are simmering as the more than 500 
experts from the worlds of politics, 
science and the military convene in 
mid-February at the Hotel Bayer-
ischer Hof in Munich for the 56th 
Munich Security Conference. Chi-
na’s ambitious expansion will also 
be a topic, and Russia even more so. 
Should the Western world show 
Putin the carrot or the stick?

The MSC will also address the 
issue of terrorism; indeed, French 
President Macron is seeking rein-
forcements for the fight against 
Islamist insurgents in Mali. 

Germany’s defense budget will 
certainly be a topic. A “country 
of our size and our economic and 
technological might” can defend its 
own “global interests,” instead of 
“simply spectating from the side-
lines,” says a convinced Annegret 
Kramp-Karrenbauer, chairwoman 
of the Christian Democratic Union 
(CDU) and Germany’s Minister of 
Defense.

But what does it mean when 
experts say Europe must become 

“weltpolitikfähig,” that is, able to 
influence global politics, as Jean-
Claude Juncker argued at the 
MSC 2018? How can it gain more 
influence over global policy and 
learn the “language of power,” as 
President of the European Com-
mission Ursula von der Leyen put 
it? These and other issues will be 
discussed at the MSC 2020.

According to Oliver Rolofs, 
MSC spokesman from 2009 to 
2016, the big show – that is, the 
events on stage and all the foot-
age broadcast on television and 
the internet – “is the least impor-
tant.” Much more significant for 
the resolution of global conflicts 
is the shuttle diplomacy between 
hotel suites at the Bayerischer 
Hof. Behind the scenes, politicians 
from enemy states can engage in 
informal negotiations on neutral 
turf. “At the Bayerischer Hof, 
quarters are so crowded that you 
simply can’t avoid encountering 
others, friend or foe,” says Rolofs. 
This regularly produces what we 
call “Munich Moments.”

In 2009, after years of trans-
Atlantic bickering, Joe Biden used 
the back rooms of the Bayerischer 
Hof to negotiate the arms con-

trol agreement known as New 
START with the Russians. In 2011, 
its ratification documents were 
exchanged in the hotel. Munich 
is where politicians from Trans-
nistria and Moldova held secret 
meetings, and where Israel’s 
Deputy Foreign Minister Danny 
Ayalon and the former Saudi 
Director of Intelligence Prince 
Turki al-Faisal famously shook 
hands. In the conference hall, 
Vitali Klitschko confronted Ukrai-
nian Foreign Minister Leonid 
Kozhara with photographs of 
severely wounded Maidan dem-
onstrators in 2014. And year after 
year, the MSC was a venue where 
Iranians and Americans could 
actually converse without inter-
mediaries.

Perhaps this year will bring 
more Munich Moments – the 
world could surely use them.
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Big gestures, big talk (from left 
to right): In 2019, MSC CEO 

Wolfgang Ischinger showed up in 
his cult-classic EU hoodie. Vitali 
Klitschko confronted Ukrainian 

Foreign Minister Leonid Kozhara 
with photographs of severely 

wounded Maidan demonstrators 
in 2014. On the MSC podium in 

2012, Senator John McCain held 
up the cover of The Security 

Times. In 2011, Hillary Clinton and 
Sergey Lavrov exchanged the 

ratification documents of the New 
START arms control agreement. In 
2009, Joe Biden (here with Henry 
Kissinger) used the back rooms of 

the Bayerischer Hof to negotiate 
the New START treaty with the 

Russians. Angela Merkel and 
Vladimir Putin were all smiles in 

2007 – until after his speech. 
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