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Corporate Endorsement

PETER DEMUYNCK

Director-General Agoria Flanders
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The pandemic has caused unprecedented medical – as well as economic, social, cultural, and indeed political – disruption. At Agoria we believe our mission to be that of improving the quality of life. It is for this reason that, during the pandemic, we have been supporting Flanders’ technologically inspired companies in overcoming both economic and social impacts through mitigation and adaptation. We have done this by providing consultancy in both an individual and collective manner. We have contextualized economic “on-the-ground” situations for decision makers, and explained the need for a robust technological and economic policy and network around the world. We can only overcome the effects of the pandemic if we work together. And we need to be bold in order to do so effectively. A sustainable, more equitable future will be technology driven if there is a wish for it to be successful.
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We need to reiterate that open markets have positively contributed to lifting many millions out of poverty globally, and it is for this reason that we need to engage in economic diplomacy to keep markets open and to arrive at a coherent socio-economic strategy that integrates sustainability and equity. As the economic divide between rich and poor increases globally, international economic diplomacy is needed, in order to provide globally supported solutions to the challenges of this pandemic. Sustainable, free and fair trade that works for all is also necessary. It is for this reason that Agoria Flanders is actively involved in supporting the work of the Brussels Diplomatic Academy. The Academy’s contribution to academically enriching students, civil servants, diplomats and other professionals on all aspects of economic diplomacy is worthy of our support. This publication, which is a true calling card for the Academy, covers the variety of expertise and knowledge present within it. It provides a uniquely comprehensive perspective on the challenges related to economic diplomacy and global affairs in relation to – and in the aftermath of – the COVID-19 pandemic. Such a book could not be more timely.





Message

GUNTER GAUBLOMME

Director Brussels Diplomatic Academy

The Brussels Diplomatic Academy of the Vrije Universiteit Brussel occupies a special place in the landscape of diplomatic training programmes. We owe this in the first instance to our educational philosophy. Thanks to an extensive educational curriculum, our students obtain an overall picture. In combination with the practice-oriented character of the courses, this results in ‘multi-employability.’ Secondly, take our location in Brussels – one of the world’s largest diplomatic centers – which provides us with unique networking opportunities.

It is therefore with due pride that I present the first edition of our BDA Currents. My special thanks go to the coordinators of our pillars of expertise without whose intellectual contributions this book would have been impossible: Mr. Bashir Siman O.B.E., Mr. Gui Athia, Prof. Dr. Tom Vermeiren, Dr. Ino Mirkovic, Dr. Mine Yildiz, Dr. Hasan Süzen, Dr. Vladimir Zherebov, Dr. Sarah Karinge, Mr. Kevin Verbelen, Dr. Sam Van Damme and Ambassador, Dr. Len Ishmael, who has taken on the crucial role of Editor in addition to authorship. Finally, I would like to express my gratitude to Mr. Peter De Muynck, Director General Agoria Flanders, whose vision on economic diplomacy and support for our initiative is greatly appreciated.


[image: ]







Preface

DR. LEN ISHMAEL

Editor

Welcome to the premiere edition of the Brussels Diplomatic Academy’s annual Journal: “BDA Currents. Where Diplomacy Meets Business.” The genesis for the publication was inspired by sensibilities associated with the dark days of lock-down in Brussels as the corona virus COVID-19 tore through Europe and the rest of the world, torpedoing long-standing beliefs and traditions regarding socialization, greetings of friendship, coming of age milestones such as graduations and other events associated with family lives, the nature of work and the work-place, learning, and the various rites of passage associated with life, and death.
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As the pandemic swept unabated across the world it triggered both roadblocks to global supply chains and individual national responses to safeguard citizen welfare. Borders closed, even in Europe. China, not the USA and Europe mounted the world’s first attempts at coordinating delivery of much needed medicines and supplies. Tensions between states reached fever pitch amidst a crescendo of questions regarding the future of global trade, multilateralism, democracy, equity and the health of the natural environment. There was an unnerving sense that the world as we knew it would never be quite the same. It was also clear that while the pandemic focused minds around a sense of common human misery and suffering, the realities of how people coped, and how governments reacted, differed across the world.

On a personal level the need to interrogate some of the effects of the pandemic against the geopolitical landscape within which changes were taking place seemed compelling. Fortunately, the selling of the idea for a new publication, the first for the BDA, around the theme of the pandemic examined from multiple perspectives was met enthusiastically by colleagues. The title of this first edition: After the COVID-19 Pandemic. How Does the World Change? speaks to its particular genesis. The launch of this journal is a natural corollary of the BDA’s mission as a Diplomatic Academy rooted in an academic institution which is to add value to the body of knowledge on a range of topical issues in keeping with its expertise. What makes this group of contributors unique – is the international character and flavor of the experts and the different world views which inform their work. The publication aims to provide a broad, inclusive, multidisciplinary forum for the discussion and analyses of issues related to various branches of international relations, diplomacy, geopolitics and great power competition, and international business, technology and the environment.

This first edition of the BDA Journal reflects on the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic across different parameters. Chapters examine threats to the dominance of the Western liberal world order, democracy and multilateralism; the chorus of calls for green energy, sustainable value chains and the need for businesses to assume more by way of corporate responsibility; digitalization as the new frontier for Great Power competition, and the manner in which the pandemic has posed different challenges and elicited different responses from governments and citizens in the Middle East, Europe, Africa and the Commonwealth of Independent States.

The first three chapters explore aspects of the US-Europe relationship – once the bedrock of the Western liberal world order – and associated elements related to multilateralism and values. Len Ishmael’s opening chapter questions the continued dominance of the trans-Atlantic relationship given changes in both Europe and America against the backdrop of an increasingly assertive China with its own global network of client-states. In his chapter, Kevin Verbelen posits that changes in the USA with the incoming Biden administration spell hope for a renewal of multilateralism as a response to issues of global governance and WTO reforms, but notes that challenges remain, and Sam Van Damme evaluates the EU’s response to the pandemic against its own values and institutional mandates.

The second section of four chapters presents certain themes and trends as drivers of change. Tom Vermeiren argues that the Diplomatic Corps should be more functionally engaged in protecting the planet’s health and economic security. Hasan Suzen places digitization and technology at the frontier of Great Power competition; Bashir Siman examines the impact of the pandemic on oil prices and the role of break-even oil prices as drivers of foreign policy, and Guilherme Athia presents stakeholder capitalism as a response to multistakeholders’ demands for more equity and corporate responsibility, in a world dominated by capitalism.

The three chapters in the final section explore transformation and change in regional contexts and examine how specific regions of the world have coped with COVID-19 and some of the political, economic and social ramifications which have ensued. Sarah Karinge’s chapter focuses on Africa with a spotlight on issues of vaccine equity and unsustainable levels of debt in the developing world. Vladimir Zherebov makes the case that the unique geography and history of the Commonwealth of Independent States have affected perceptions of the pandemic as well as coping mechanisms, and Mine Yidiz examines the effects of the pandemic in the Middle East making a series of recommendations around the need to build resilience to better prepare for future crises.

Every publication faces its own limitations. While we strove for a certain level of rigor in this compilation of essays, the goal was not to present these as technical or academic manuscripts but rather to reach a wide community comprised of students, persons involved in diplomacy, international relations, geopolitics and business as well as other stakeholders, including NGOs, Think Tanks and the expat community who share an interest in global affairs.

The views presented are those of the authors and should not be seen to be reflective of the official views of the Brussels Diplomatic Academy or Vrije Universiteit Brussel. It is our hope that you find this Journal to be one which enriches your own understanding of the various debates and perspectives which shape the world in which we live.

Brussels, May 2021





The Trans-Atlantic Relationship

Grand Alliance for the 
Western Led Liberal World Order

Important But no Longer Enough to Shape the World

DR. LEN ISHMAEL

ABSTRACT


The trans-Atlantic relationship between Europe and the United States of America (USA) is built around a set of values that lie at the heart of the Western-led Liberal World Order that has been in place since the end of the Second World War. In recent times, both the values and the relationship itself have come under attack. Democracy and the principles of multilateralism, capitalism and free trade are being threatened by both external and internal forces. The COVID-19 Pandemic has not helped matters. On the contrary, it has laid bare many of the current system’s dysfunctions, including the deep-set inequalities that exist between countries which have been further exacerbated by current trends of vaccine nationalism. Systemic inequalities exist, as well, within Western societies. These we see reflected in the disproportionate loss of minority lives to the pandemic in countries like the USA, and the unbridled rise in the stock market, completely at odds with the pandemic’s effects on the real economy and the scale of human suffering. Around the world, people in mature and youthful democracies alike have taken to the streets to denounce what they see as democracy’s failures. The world watched aghast as a violent mob stormed the US Capitol on January 6th 2021 in a bid to overturn that country’s elections. In the aftermath, a President was impeached by the US Congress on charges of incitement of insurrection. The current President warns of democracy’s ‘fragility’. The world’s most mature democracy is deeply polarized with entrenched problems in need of deep attention and sober reflection. One senses that democracy is in crisis and needs to be fixed. Four years of ‘America First’ policies have rendered the trans-Atlantic relationship fractured and divisive. To a certain extent, the assertion of ‘European autonomy’ suggests European pragmatism in response to changes in the relationship with the USA. Europe’s independent push is perhaps, too, a subtle nod to the perception of changes in the USA’s standing in the world. A new American administration provides reason to hope that the trans-Atlantic relationship can be rebuilt and democracy’s slide in Western societies halted. But the future is not assured. The four years of the Trump administration have exacted their toll, and both Europe and the USA have changed; so too have the perceptions of their citizens on a variety of issues important to the relationship. In the meantime, the rest of the world has moved on. The scope of the Biden domestic agenda is challenging, with implications for America’s foreign policy. As this chapter argues, while the trans-Atlantic relationship will rebound, all signs point to a relationship which will be at once familiar, yet different. It will be recast, not rebuilt. But it will no longer be enough to shape the world.



THE CONTEXTUAL LANDSCAPE

The trans-Atlantic relationship between the USA and Europe is a historic and important one. Given the size of the populations, the economies involved and the values shared, it is arguably the most important relationship in the Western world, and one that is vital to global security and stability. For more than 70 years under American leadership, Europe and America, together with other allies, have joined forces to advance the objectives of the Liberal World Order. They deployed a grand vision to spread democracy, freedom and prosperity to large swaths of the world based on principles of capitalism and multilateralism supported by an international institutional architecture to coordinate, and implement efforts.

Democracy under Attack

In recent times, however, democracy and its associated principles have come under attack from external and internal sources alike. Rising waves of Far-Right inspired populism and nativism are evident across Europe. Disturbing images of the clashes between police and the mob storming the US Capitol on January 6th 2021 in a bid to overturn that country’s elections amidst an American President’s refusal to accept the electoral results suggest that democracy, on both sides of the Atlantic, is deeply flawed and fragile.

The COVID-19 pandemic has underscored the deep inequalities and frayed multilateralism that currently exists in the relationships between many countries. This was demonstrated early in the pandemic as states sought to secure vital medical supplies and equipment for their own citizens, disregarding urgent appeals from their neighbors for support.1 This mood continues to be sustained by the ‘vaccine nationalism’ exhibited by developed countries as they procure multiple times the number of doses required for their own citizens, while poorer countries fail in their attempts to secure their first doses.2 As of the time of writing, 75 percent of the global distribution of COVID-19 vaccine stock had been administered in 10 countries, with 130 countries yet to receive a single dose.3 In the meantime, in deft displays of soft power, China, Russia and India are racing to fill the void in supply to the developing world, as the Western world squabbles over the timing of exports of surplus doses to poorer countries and issues related to vaccine patents. Western societies are themselves deeply scarred by systemic inequalities reflected in both the disproportionate loss of minority lives to the pandemic in countries such as the USA, and in the unbridled rise in stock market values starkly at odds with the real economy, as well as the depth of human suffering. The World Bank estimates that the COVID-19 crisis has added $1.8 trillion to the combined wealth of the world’s 500 richest people in 2020.4

The day of reckoning for Western societies on the inequality question has been some time in the making. The two years preceding the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 saw an unprecedented wave of pent-up fury in Western democracies vented against the elite and a global system which seemed to inordinately favor the rich. The so called ‘left-behinders’ exploded onto the streets in cities in over forty countries, on every continent.5 Unemployment, systemic racism, police brutality, inadequate access to jobs, housing, education and healthcare dominated calls to protest within several of the world’s wealthiest societies. Recent polls in North America and Europe have found that voters’ views on democracy have never been more negative.6 Rising inequality within Western societies, even in the midst of crises, provides further fuel to these impulses. People do not trust their governments or their institutions, and all of this in the Western world where conspiracy theories seem to thrive and sentiments of nativism and populism are witnessing an upward trend.

Divergent Interests

It is in the nature of relationships that interests may not always converge. However, the four years of the Trump presidency unleashed an agenda of tension-creating initiatives resulting largely from US policies which not only focused on America’s interests, but also effectively transformed the relationship with allies into one which was transactional. For example, the March 2018 US tariffs on steel ostensibly meant to target China also caught America’s allies: Canada, Mexico, Japan, Taiwan, the European Union (EU) and South Korea.7 In other examples, in 2019, while negotiating higher premiums for the security guarantees provided by its troops and military hardware8 in defense of South Korea and Japan, the US used the negotiations coercively to pressure the two allies to purchase American-made F-35 fighter jets and helicopters in lieu of finalizing their plans for procurement of these assets from the United Kingdom (UK). American withdrawal from treaties in which previous administrations had played key roles, including the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) on Iran,9 the Paris Accords, and others, and the country’s unilateral withdrawal of troops from Syria in 2019 and announcement of plans to withdraw troops from Germany in 2020, caught allies off-guard, damaged the network of traditional alliances and tarnished America’s reputation as a fair, steady and reliable partner.

While the EU remains clear-eyed about the importance of defending its own interests, it has a healthy appreciation of the limits of its own global power and ambition, and the importance of the relationship with the USA in tackling common goals and threats. In December 2020, the bloc made an open call to the USA to rebuild the relationship around a common agenda including shared values, big tech, climate change, COVID-19 and China, inviting the US to seize “a once in a generation opportunity to craft a new alliance” and meet the “strategic challenge” posed by China.10

EUROPE’S STRATEGIC AUTONOMY

While ‘America First’ policies have undeniably exerted pressure on the trans-Atlantic relationship, there are a number of other factors that have pushed Europe to reflect on the future and safeguard its interests, including - but not limited to - the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic and disruptions to global value chains. On both sides of the Atlantic, the crisis has highlighted the need to secure the production of critical medical supplies and equipment closer to home. The early days of the pandemic saw the imposition of border controls on the movement of such supplies and equipment, even within the Schengen Area. Secondly, with trans-Atlanticism and multilateralism seemingly broken, Western allies, including Europe, have understood the need to pursue and safeguard their interests outside the normal framework of traditional alliances. China and Europe, for example, both on the receiving end of American tariffs on steel and other goods, pledged to cooperate on matters ranging from global trade, open markets to climate change.11 Today, a more assertive Europe speaks of a “geopolitical Commission”12 and the concept of European Strategic Autonomy is being used to denote, especially in France, a redoubling of efforts to increase Europe’s ability to act independently when its own strategic interests require. In the words of Josep Borrell, High Representative of the European Union (the bloc’s top diplomat), “the world has changed. It is difficult to claim to be a political union able to act as a global player and as a geopolitical commission without being autonomous.”13

For the EU, this approach to the future is a pragmatic response to several changes not only with respect to the relationship with the USA, but also as a result of changes in Europe’s international standing. The European continent’s economic weight is declining, so too is its global influence and power. While still an economic powerhouse in its own right, Europe’s share of the world’s wealth has declined from 25 percent thirty years ago and is projected to decrease further to 11 percent in twenty years’ time. 14 At this rate, Europe’s share of global wealth will be equal to that of India, below the USA’s share of 14 percent, and less than half that of China’s.15 Demographic trends are also not in Europe’s favor. The continent is aging, rapidly, with consequential effects on productivity and competitiveness. At stake is Europe’s way of life and future prosperity. For the EU, the need to act autonomously is an attempt to “stave off future irrelevance.”16

The increasingly transactional nature of state-to-state relationships has also raised red flags for Europe. This trend was the focus of intense activity in the final months of the Trump presidency starting with the signing of the Abraham Accords between the USA, Israel and the United Arab Emirates as America leveraged its power to advance plans for the Middle East that largely favored Israel.17 This was accomplished via a series of quid pro quos in exchange for Arab recognition of the State of Israel. In return, for example, Morocco’s claim to Western Sahara was recognized by America and Sudan’s terrorism designation lifted, paving the way for flows of capital and other investments. “Strategic autonomy is, in this perspective, a process of political survival. Our traditional alliances remain essential; however, they will not be enough. Since power gaps are shrinking, the world will become more transactional and all powers, including Europe, will tend to be more transactional too. This is an unescapable truth.”18

Europe also understands that global economic interdependence provides a conduit for the transformation of soft power into an instrument of state-wielded hard power, and a source of political conflict in a contest in which Europe feels vulnerable.19 The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the bloc’s soft underbelly as investments, technology and science seem to have been weaponized by other states. Europe has fallen victim to crises in the past as it did, most recently, in the aftermath of the international financial market collapse of 2008, which saw China scoop up strategic assets across Southern and Eastern Europe as austerity measures kicked in.20 Today these and other new investments are being used as conduits for the projection of Chinese soft power in a manner that has undermined EU policy coherence on a number of issues, in the process inflaming historical fissures across the bloc.21 In an effort to prevent this new crisis from paving the way for even greater foreign ownership of vital European assets and their use as potential instruments of influence and wedge diplomacy, the EU has ringfenced certain industry champions from take-overs, not only from Beijing, but also from Washington.22

The growing shift in economic and political power from West to East and the US pivot towards the Pacific as the main focus of security and defense initiatives, provide another bundle of considerations that have concentrated Europe’s resolve to enhance efforts at securing its commercial and political interests, and those related to security and defense. There are several concerns and threats that relate to Europe’s security, some of which are internal in nature. European countries do not all share a common history, and at times experience varying perceptions of risks and threats. These perceptions dissect the bloc across an east-west axis, and also along a north-south divide, making consensus on issues difficult.23 In some threats, as for example those dealing with irregular migration and the policies contained in Europe’s New Pact on Migration, the EU is hard-pressed in crafting a consensus in a manner which reflects the interests of all members of the EU27.

There are also several crises and conflicts in Europe’s neighborhood. In several of these, as for example the Syrian conflict in the wake of the American withdrawal of troops and the recent Armenian-Azerbaijan conflict, Russia and Turkey have been the presiding power brokers in the absence of the USA. Likewise, issues related to migration and security across the Mediterranean, conflicts in the eastern Mediterranean, Libya, and the Sahel, are all on Europe’s doorstep and require urgent and sustained responses. In those conflicts in which the USA has no direct interest, Europe must act alone and ensure its capability to do so.

The North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), while important to the continent’s territorial security, is also a source of tension with the USA over the matter of European financial contributions. It is additionally the subject of contrasting views between the EU’s most important economies, France and Germany, with the former advocating a more autonomous approach to Europe’s security arrangements and the latter assigning a central role to NATO. There is however a growing consensus that a stronger Europe, better able to defend its own security interests, will be a better partner for the USA within NATO: “only a more capable and thus more autonomous Europe, can meaningfully work with Joe Biden’s administration, to make multilateralism great again.”24 Ultimately, however, Europe views the matter of autonomy as critical in its ability, “to defend our interests and our values, in an increasingly harsh world, a world that obliges us to rely on ourselves to guarantee our future.”25

Shifting Tides: European Sentiments on America

European sentiments regarding the USA, the projection of its global power, and its reliability as an ally, have shifted. The experience of recent years has reinforced an understanding that the America which is emerging post-Trump will be hard pressed to rebuild its global standing to previous levels. In addition, Europeans do not wish to be drawn deeper into the US-China rivalry, and seem to have little appetite for a new Cold War. In an interesting webinar hosted by the German Marshall Fund of the United States of America (GMF), Valdis Dombrovskis, EU Trade Commissioner and former Prime Minister of Latvia, spoke of the importance of the trans-Atlantic relationship to Europe. He acknowledged that the bond had weakened in recent times, but expressed confidence in rebuilding a “new chapter” and stressed the importance of doing so.26 He cited the solidarity required to work on issues of common interest including climate change, international trade, post COVID-19 global economic recovery and multilateralism, and of the EU’s desire to “build back better together.”27

Commissioner Dombrovskis identified areas in which the EU had taken firm steps to defend its interests as admittedly among those likely to create tensions with the USA. These include efforts to increase the euro’s share as a global reserve currency, cutting into the dominance of the greenback; establishing a global big-tech tax platform, EU and American tariffs on a variety of goods, the Nord Stream 2 project and gas imports from Russia, and the recently concluded EU-China Comprehensive Agreement on Investment.28 While accepting that these were issues on which European and American interests were not aligned, he emphasized their strategic importance to Europe and the intention to press ahead.

More striking are the results of a pan-European survey across 11 countries involving 15,000 people commissioned by the European Council on Foreign Relations towards the end of 2020.29 The findings demonstrate the extent to which European attitudes towards the USA have evolved significantly in the last few years. While most of those surveyed applauded Biden’s win and considered this to be positive for Europe, “they did not think that the USA could recreate its former role as the pre-eminent global leader.”30 They believed that China will be more powerful than the USA within a decade, and that Europeans cannot rely on the USA to defend them.31 Importantly, they consider Berlin, not Washington, as their most important partner, and want the EU to negotiate harder with the US on economic issues. They do not envisage a return to a bipolar world, and, rather than aligning with Washington, they want their countries to stay neutral in a conflict between the US and China.32

Having witnessed American efforts at containing the pandemic, the disturbing events surrounding the country’s most recent elections, and the reality of the deep divisions present in the USA, Europeans have little confidence in Biden’s ability to ‘shape the world.’33 More to the point is the fact that Europeans are distrustful of American voters, and consider the odds of a Trump-like figure back in the White House in another four more years as not unlikely. Europeans therefore view self-reliance as a critical element in securing Europe’s future and “are more confident of their own capabilities and less sure of America’s.”34 It comes as no surprise that the past four years have affected Europeans’ view of themselves, America, the nature of probable threats, and their ability to respond to these. The surprise however, lies in the magnitude of the shift in attitudes over a relatively short period. This matters. After all, shifts in public sentiments over time both shape and change domestic policy.

THE BIDEN AGENDA

Four years of the Trump administration have undermined the trans-Atlantic relationship and destroyed confidence among allies. Can President Biden turn things around? The political will to do so seems to be there. In a wide-ranging address to the nation on February 4th from the US State Department, his first on America’s foreign policy, the President claimed: “America is back” and “ready to do big things.”35 He expressed confidence in the ability to reset the course: “it’s going to take time to rebuild what has been so badly damaged. But that is precisely what we’re going to do.”36 He acknowledged the need to reclaim America’s moral leadership and reassured allies that the era of American unpredictability as a partner was over. He reaffirmed the central role of diplomacy in the toolkit of American statecraft but stated that America “would not roll over” and emphasized the centrality of American interests in all actions, noting:

“there is no longer a bright line between foreign and domestic policy. Every action we take in our conduct abroad, we must take with American working families in mind”37

In a flurry of executive orders (EOs),38 the incoming President took steps to set the right tone and send out the right message, both at home and abroad. EOs have included not only measures targeting the most important issues for the American people, namely those related to stemming the coronavirus and unleashing financial support for American workers, but have also included wide ranging actions on the multilateral front, including those of rejoining the World Health Organization (WHO) and the Paris Accords. President Biden committed to engaging with allies to reform the World Trade Organization (WTO) and withdrew the US veto of Nigeria’s Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala’s candidacy as the WTO Director General, paving the way for her appointment on February 15, 2021. He set out conditions for reengagement on the JCPOA and extended the New START Treaty with Moscow to February 5, 2026.39 He withdrew American support for the Saudi-backed coalition’s military offensive against Yemen, pausing the sale of military hardware to the kingdom and reinstating humanitarian aid for the Yemenis and for Palestine. On the allied front, the President reversed the order to withdraw troops from Germany, and reaffirmed American support for NATO and Europe’s defense, as well as for the Pacific Alliance in defense of American and allied interests. The President spoke of his commitment to “stand shoulder to shoulder with allies” in confronting common threats including those embodied by Russia and China, designating the latter as America’s “most serious competitor,” while undertaking to cooperate with both countries “when its suits America’s interests.”40

There is tacit understanding, however, that the relationship between the USA and Europe, and indeed that between the USA and other allies, will be recalibrated out of necessity, shaped as much by America’s recent period of isolationism and the response of allies in safeguarding their interests as by China’s assumption of a more robust and assertive presence on the international stage. In addition, the American domestic agenda is replete with challenges. With the rest of the world looking on, the depth of the country’s polarization was unveiled, starkly, none more so than in the months before and after the Presidential elections of November 3, 2020. Americans are not looking to disengage internationally, but they are weary of policing the world and securing the interests of others. This has been the mood of the country for some time. This is what Barack Obama was responding to with his presidential campaign promise to bring American troops back home, twelve years ago. Today, the American people are deeply conscious of the divisions within their society and the dangers that these pose. On all sides of the political spectrum they demand that critical issues on the domestic agenda receive urgent attention. The Biden administration will, out of necessity, be engaged more inwardly.

The Biden ‘Buy American’ Campaign

Europe’s bid for ‘Strategic Autonomy’ is matched by President Biden’s ‘Buy American’ campaign which was adopted by an EO signed on January 27, 2021.41 There are fears that this, however, is little more than a continuation of the former administration’s mantra to ‘Make America Great Again’ (MAGA) which alienated allies while empowering those who might not have seemingly been America’s natural partners. There are many Americans who feel that American interests in the pre-Trump period were casualties to America’s role as the world’s hegemon. More people voted for President Trump in the last elections than had ever previously voted for a presidential candidate. The MAGA mantra resonated with these voters, and continues to do so. President Biden is alert to both these sentiments and those of the 81 million voters42 who brought him into office, and will have to carefully balance an array of discordant American voices and divergent interests if he has any hope of unifying the country.

The President’s ‘Buy American’ campaign is an acknowledgement of the domestic agenda. In any event, as one observer noted: ‘Why shouldn’t US taxpayer dollars support US jobs where possible?’43 More to the point is the reality that a range of systemic issues must now be tackled, including pervasive inequality and racism, and the rising costs of education, healthcare and housing, which have steadily chipped away at the paychecks of the middle classes. The new Secretary of the Treasury, Janet Yellen, has pledged to focus on the ‘humanity beneath the data.’44 The raging COVID-19 pandemic has claimed more lives in America than in any other country. The need to focus on the domestic agenda is even more critical given the razor-thin margins which the Democrats hold in the House and Senate and the upcoming mid-term elections in 2022. Any loss for the Democrats would significantly imperil not only the President’s ambitious domestic agenda, but also plans to re-engage with allies on multiple fronts. Taking care of things on the home front is an urgent and critical priority for the US government at this time. In this context: ‘Buy American is not bad, it is necessary.’45

THE CHINA QUESTION – A COMMON THREAT?

While Europe and the USA share certain common goals with respect to the threat posed by China, their long-term goals, interests and end-game on the China question are different in one critical respect, namely the USA’s view of China as a competitor and systemic threat to its position as the superpower in a unipolar world order. The USA counts on a united front with Europe and other allies to both contain and manage China’s rise. Europe, on the other hand, does not view China as a rival in the international structure, but rather as a competitor, collaborator and, on occasion, a threat to be confronted. Its engagement with China is one which has multiple objectives: to ensure market access and a level playing field for European firms; to reduce the potential for China to undermine EU policy coherence through its influence-by-investments strategy;46 and to constantly push China towards adoption of a rules-based world order with respect for human rights, labor and environmental standards, and democracy.

EU member states welcome Chinese investments, and China is an important commercial market for the bloc as a whole. Several member states, particularly along Europe’s vulnerable southern and eastern flanks, consider Chinese investments as vital in meeting national developmental goals.47 In 2020, China overtook the USA as Europe’s biggest trading partner. Chinese-EU trade was valued at $709bn that year compared to $671bn with the USA, and China was the only major economy to register economic growth in 2020, spurring demand for Europe’s luxury goods and high-end cars in an otherwise flat year.48 Trans-Atlantic trade on the other hand has been buffeted by a series of trade tariffs, first by the USA on steel and products such as French Cognac, wines and cheese, followed by retaliatory European tariffs slapped on American goods such as the iconic Harley-Davidson motorcycles.49 These have taken a toll. In 2020, US trade with Europe dropped to the abovementioned figure of $671bn from $746bn in 2019.50

These realities shape Europe’s engagement with China. It is not in Europe’s interest to insert itself in the struggle for dominance between the two Great Powers. While there is every expectation that the USA and Europe will coordinate policies “across multiple domains,”51 the fact remains that maintaining a united front with respect to China is not clear-cut.

Isolate or Cooperate?

What should the trans-Atlantic posture towards China be? Cooperation, competition and confrontation are mooted as tactics that serve both European and American interests. However, a policy of containment has also been part of the US toolkit in response to China’s rise, although arguments to support the view that “containing China is not an option,”52 and that cooperation is the better choice, exist. Several reasons are advanced for this view. The scale of China’s economy and its global integration, the size of its population, the capability of its government and the far reach of its power and influence all suggest that attempts to isolate China are futile.53 The relationship with China is also different to that which previously existed with the Soviet Union, “leaving Washington and its allies with little choice than to cooperate and compete with Beijing’s rising power.”54 The futility of seeking China’s isolation is weighed against the realities of the diminishing scope of America’s reputation and influence with its allies, the need to fix democracy and restore values in the Western world, and the necessity to “refurbish institutions of the global economy and propose new multilateral rules which bind China’s behavior and by which they too (western countries) will be bound.”55

Europe and the USA both see a need to decrease their vulnerabilities through the advancement of different policies, including those related to Europe’s ‘Strategic Autonomy’ and the USA’s ‘Buy American’ campaign. The USA has taken measures to decouple critical sectors from Chinese supply chains on the grounds of national security. China too has taken steps to shore up self-sufficiency in key areas. In 2015, the government launched a ten-year state-led industrial plan ‘Made in China 2025’, to ensure the country’s dominance in the high-tech industry, particularly in the fields of robotics, artificial intelligence, electric vehicles, telecommunications and bio-medicine, among others.56 The recent high-tech Huawei centered trade war with the USA, coupled with COVID-19 interruptions to global supply chains, has prompted China, like others, to secure its independence from foreign technology in areas deemed of strategic importance.

China’s integrated circuit (IC) industry is illustrative in this regard. While the country consumes 60 percent of the world’s supply of microchips, it produces approximately 11 percent of the global supply.57 The domestic IC industry has been undermined by American attempts to curtail the growth and potential dominance of its technology sector by the imposition of tariffs. In December 2020, China rolled out a massive 10-year tax exemption regime for the IC industry, signaling the country’s goal of self-sufficiency in the face of continued ‘tech-decoupling’ threats from the USA.58 Expectations are that China will become self-sufficient in chip manufacturing within the next 5 years.59 The effect of all such policies and measures is to undermine processes of globalization and principles of competition, free trade and open markets.

WHERE IS THE TRANS-ATLANTIC RELATIONSHIP HEADING?

The Biden presidency provides hope for the future of the trans-Atlantic relationship. Despite the changes over the last few years, the relationship remains important, and hopes of safeguarding the ideals of the Western liberal agenda rest on the premise of a strong alliance across the Atlantic and further afield with other allies. For both the USA and Europe, the domestic agenda poses a major challenge. Important within this is the need to fix democracy at home. President Biden’s call for a summit of democracies early in his term and the EU’s proposal for a European Democracy Action Plan before the next EU-wide elections both acknowledge the crisis facing democratic societies and are commitments to take steps to reburnish democracy’s ideational and practical appeal. But this alone is not enough to restore the alliance to its former dominance.

The nature of alliances is changing, and accommodation is being made with respect to a shift away from the status quo. Over the last four years America’s allies have accelerated measures to secure their own interests in defense of economic, political and security objectives. Europe rushed to secure a new investment agreement with China, even while the incoming Biden team requested that the process be slowed and critics voiced concern that the bloc had been reticent in addressing human rights and labor standards during the negotiations. Additionally, the EU has pressed ahead with plans to complete the Nord Stream 2 project in partnership with Russia in the face of American sanctions and threats of further action, despite its own sanctions on Russia as a result of the annexation of Crimea in 2017. Australia’s hurried redrafting of its 2016 Defense Strategy came in the immediate wake of the unveiling of China’s military muscle during the 70th anniversary celebrations of the People’s Republic of China on October 1, 2019. In introducing its new 2020 Defense Strategic Update Australia noted: “While the drivers of change identified in the 2016 Defense White Paper persist, they have accelerated faster than anticipated. Australia now faces an environment of increasing strategic competition and the introduction of more capable military systems enabled by technological change.”60 Whether America can claw back its preeminence in a changing geopolitical landscape remains to be seen. What is apparent is that allies have turned the corner on that question, and are seeking to shore up their own capabilities and make policy decisions in accordance with new realities, which include China’s growing global reach.

China’s power and influence is felt around the world. It is the most important trading partner for many of the world’s countries, including America’s allies such as Europe. Even for those countries in the Pacific theater with whom the USA has security agreements, China remains their most important commercial and investment partner and the Great Power in their backyard.61 All over the world, countries are resisting the notion that they should choose between the USA and China, wishing instead to cooperate and do business with both. Singapore’s Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong made this point bluntly: “being forced to choose would be bad for the world.”62 For countries of the Global South, the Rise of China provides a possibility to benefit from a wider menu of options in the arena of development cooperation. China already plays a vital role as a source of development finance for much-needed capital infrastructural projects, allowing these countries to largely by-pass the Bretton Woods institutions established for such financing.63

A unipolar world is evolving into one which is increasingly multipolar, with two Superpowers jostling for power flanked by a number of emergent medium powers attempting to project power and influence beyond their regional spheres. As China is joined by India and Russia in filling the void in ensuring vaccine supplies to poorer countries, hearts and minds are being won. Increasing multipolarity provides all countries with wider choices for cooperation. In a break from the rest of the EU, Hungary announced plans to purchase both Sinopharm and Sputnik V vaccines from China and Russia respectively, and Canada’s Justin Trudeau has ordered doses from India.64 As more countries work together across ideological divides, trust is being built, and with it, prospects for global stability, peace and prosperity. In this evolving milieu, the trans-Atlantic relationship will be recast, not rebuilt; it will be important but no longer dominant. And it will no longer have the power to reshape the world as it did some 70 years ago.
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