Report

The seminar on the consequences of the American elections of November 2, 2004 was opened by M. Jean François- Poncet, as French co-chairman. He gave an overall view of the international scene which was very different from the situation before the Iraq crisis. In spite of a year and a half of American military presence in The Middle East, the situation in Iraq gives just as much cause for concern. However, there were positive elements:

· elections have taken place in Afghanistan, and there is some hope of normalisation there

·  Arafat’s death

·  the prospect of elections in Palestine

· the prospect of the evacuation of Gaza

· a trend favouring the re-establishment of a dialogue between Israel and the Palestinians.

After the crisis in Europe, which followed the intervention in Iraq, it was little short of miraculous that the European Constitution was approved. It has yet to be ratified. Although recently there seems a greater likelihood of it being accepted in France, the attitude of the British people remains uncertain. What would happen if France and several other major European states ratified the Constitution and the UK rejected it?

Iran poses a serious problem. There is concern about the rise of China.  World economic growth may slow. The dollar is threatened by the American budget deficit and the US current account deficit. The terrorist threat in Europe could be even greater than in America.

Has the election which increased the authority of George W. Bush made America stronger? This is not certain: the limits to its power are now more obvious. The time is right for Franco-British debate.

Lord Radice, the British Co-President of the Franco-British Council, was pleased to emphasise the convergence of the views expressed by President Chirac and Tony Blair on November 18 in London.( Jacques Viot, the French Co-President had also emphasised this in his opening remarks.) The prospect of talks resuming between the Israelis and Palestinians is encouraging. Surely the UK can act as a bridge between America and Europe?

Philip Stevens drew lessons from the American elections. Contrary to what is often claimed in Europe, G.W. Bush’s election victory was clear, and was not only due to the religious right: their proportion of the vote remained unchanged. Bush improved his position among Hispanics and women, particularly married white women with children. He was elected primarily because he showed he was capable of taking the initiative in defending America. By being re-elected for a second term, he proved that he could achieve something that his father had not achieved. His large majority of the popular vote strengthened his legitimacy; and Congress is dominated by Republicans. 

What can we now expect from Bush? There will be a change of tone; the President will no longer oppose the re-launching of negotiations in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. He will try to stabilise transatlantic relations. Iraq remains a major difficulty. If America fails in the electoral process, there will be great pressure in the US to pull the troops out at any price. Another difficulty is Iran’s nuclear programme; America’s patience on this issue is limited.

The American elections will have consequences for Europe, which is no longer at the heart of America’s geopolitical system. The notion of a European-American “West” is gaining ground. The former European project seems to have been abandoned. America expects Europe to promote economic prosperity and democracy within and beyond Europe.

Dominique Moïsi also believes that the elections strengthened the legitimacy of G. W. Bush’s presidency, and Europe should have no illusions about this. Even if Kerry had won, it was doubtful that there would have been a change in policy. The “imperial presidency “is back; why would Bush make changes when his policy has brought him success? 

Alongside this”strengthened” continuity, America may nevertheless have to modify its policy. It may need Europe at a time when Russia opts for a more “imperial” role and returns to the international scene. America may also need Europe in the Near and Middle East, and may need Europe to both respond to and initiate international policy. America sees Germany as having returned to Atlantic orthodoxy, and no longer has to show its displeasure with France. One can even imagine America expressing goodwill. It would be desirable for Europe to talk less about “multilateralism” while America practised less “unilateralism”. 

Thus, Europe no longer dominates America’s geopolitical vision. Jean François-Poncet wondered whether America was more preoccupied with the Middle East than with China. America’s problems are how to get out of the mess in Iraq, how to support Israel, how to maintain America’s oil supply, how to live with a weak dollar, and how to come to terms with the unpopularity of its policy. These are the limitations on American power.

Richard Portes, who felt that the consequences of the crisis of the dollar were being exaggerated, recalled the words of General De Gaulle on the privileges of the dollar. Asian countries had already lost several hundred billion dollars because of the depreciation of the American currency - and this could continue. 

André Fontaine noted that the world was becoming more complex again. The nomination of Condoleezza Rice to the State Department is designed to bring a department which had been judged too liberal into line, but also to place an expert on Russia at the head of the department at a time when Russia is returning to power politics. The Ukrainian question should be dealt with in such a way as to avoid Russian humiliation.

Unlike the previous speakers, Mark Leonard thinks that post-election American policy might become more cautious. Unilateralism appeared at the time of the Clinton administration, but now the miscalculations of the Iraq war have produced a more measured attitude. Today it would not be possible to secure passage through the Security Council of a resolution for an intervention, in Iran for example. Remaining after the crisis are the transatlantic link, the return to the rules of collective security and  the attitude towards pre-emptive war. In these circumstances American interventionism might be replaced by isolationist tendencies. Paradoxically division among Europeans will have helped this evolution to come about.

Nicole Bacharan was certain that G.W. Bush will never accept that Iran could become a nuclear power. She emphasised that the opposition within the American government remains resilient. The conservatives had lost some of their influence but that which remained was exercised in favour of isolationism. She was encouraged that the democratic elections were recognised as a way of relieving crises and strengthening political structures.

Bonnie Greer stressed that Bush’s mandate was not solidly based from a cultural perspective, but recognised that this time the Hispanic vote in his favour had played a greater role than the African-American vote.  

Angus Lapsley thought that a democratic success was attainable. According to current thinking in Washington, Europe has the prospect of making a contribution to the Ukrainian and Middle East questions.

Renaud Girard said that although Bush had secured re-election despite continuing bad news from Iraq, emerging stronger and more determined than ever, America itself is less strong today. He could bear witness to the fact that in 2003 America was in a position to gain everything it wanted from a hard-pressed Saddam Hussein. Why had it refused to use deterrence then?  Now Iran realised that America simply lacked the means to engage in another war.

On the subject of the interpretation of the election results and G.W.  Bush’s  mandate, Adam Steinhouse said there had been very little change. Out of 435 constituencies electing members of the House of Representatives only 30 showed any real change. He contradicted a previous point by saying that it was single women rather than married white women with children who had supported Bush. Congress does not actually reflect a new majority, as had been claimed.

Daniel Franklin said that although the economy remains a fundamental issue, it had not been at the forefront of the elections. Under the Bush administration the economy had done quite well, unlike that of continental Europe. If the economy had played a role in the elections, it was in the context of a comparison with Europe, and the refusal to return, even to a limited extent, to a protectionism that Kerry had not ruled out.

According to Jean-Claude Casanova, Europe’s attitude to Russia over the Ukraine and to the lifting of the arms embargo for China was more measured than that of some elements of public opinion in France. France would have to choose between a “post Gaullist” line and that which would result from signing up to the European Constitution. The improvement of transatlantic relations is in the interest of Europe and would lead to the strengthening of multilateralism.

Christian de Boissieu presented an analysis of one of the factors limiting American power: the fall of the dollar. What was new was not that the dollar was weakening, but that it was doing so when the American economy was in good shape, especially compared with the European economy, and the euro was strengthening, as was the pound. The differential between the American and European growth rates remained. One might even expect an increase in the American current account deficit (600bn dollars in 2004).

America can accept such a deficit, as shown by the attitude of President Bush when he announced that the federal budget will not be reduced although the deficit has reached 450bn. This cannot be acceptable to the euro countries, Russia or China, and the position will not be sustainable for Washington.

For adjustment to take place the fall of the dollar would have to produce very adverse effects for the US, which is not yet the case. When the monetary rates are counter-productive for the US as well as for others, especially by introducing signs of recession in the economy, a correction of exchange rates can occur. 

In the meanwhile the issues are at what rate the dollar will be considered too weak, and what can happen to the euro, the pound, the yen, the wuan and the Canadian dollar. Convergences of interest could become apparent. Richard Portes, who agreed with this analysis, said that to strengthen the dollar, the rate of savings would have to go up in the US. He thought that a multilateral agreement could be negotiated, and should be implemented quickly.

Nicole Bacharan said that superiority in weaponry was of no use when the weapons cannot be used in the current situation. Even sophisticated weapons and élite troops cannot put an end to the present conflict or bring in a new political order. Jean François-Poncet invited General Rannou to respond.

The general’s views were opposed to those of most of the previous speakers. He thinks that America is winning the war in Iraq. People saw the difficulties without taking account of America’s successes. The war must be won before the post-war period could be managed, but the latter would be achieved by similar means to the former. Also there was a real easing of tension on the part of the Americans, who had reopened dialogue with the Europeans on very confidential aspects of their weapons programmes. American officials wished to maintain dialogue with the Europeans, including the French. One should not take at face value the demands for resources. When the will is there, resources are found. It is difficult to know whether the new American administration is likely to turn towards isolationism. The most one can say from experience is that it is easier to work and co-operate with the Republican administration than with the Democrats.

 General Vyvyan remained optimistic about the outcome in Iraq, even if the Americans took longer to achieve success than had originally been intended. It would be completely wrong to think that a victory for Kerry would have changed any aspect of the American commitment to Iraq. Finally, there were great differences between Europeans and Americans. The European awareness of a shared geopolitical and military “culture”, should not make them forget that America has a culture of its own. Bearing this in mind, how can we help Washington to get out of the mess in Iraq? We must do this whilst we regret the two strategic mistakes the Americans made. One was to leave the situation in the hands of the military after the fall of Baghdad and the military victory; the other was to destroy the structures of the Saddam Hussein regime which would have provided a basis for the rebuilding of civil activity. 

François Bujon de l’Estang recalled that the seminar’s theme was the consequences of the American elections for Franco-British relations. Since the US was prioritising security issues, we could not expect the new administration to show a flexible attitude. Bush had emerged stronger from the elections, but America was weaker. The Iraq war had led to extreme politicisation in the US and a split of American public opinion. European public opinion was also split. Faced with the challenge of the conflict in Iraq, the French failed by choosing confrontation with America, and the British failed by aligning themselves completely with American policy. So now how can we recover our credibility with the US? An American failure in Iraq is not at all in our interest. It is currently said that Europe has ceased to be the geopolitical priority, that it no longer really counts. The Bush administration seems to consider that China will play the greatest role, even if that is some years ahead. The fact remains that Europe can make a contribution to the exit strategy of the Iraq crisis, the Israeli-Palestinian debate, the nuclear proliferation issue, the adoption of a coherent common line on Russia, and a return to credibility for the UN.

Roger Morgan wondered whether the expressions of goodwill exchanged by Jacques Chirac and Tony Blair in London in November really meant anything. In fact the differences between them remain as strong as ever, whether they are expressed or not. Basically, London accepts American policy and Paris does not.

Adam Steinhouse suggested that a formula might be arrived at similar to that of Canada. Canadian opposition to American policy in Iraq and to social policy does not prevent close, friendly cooperation and understanding of America. This is not the attitude of British politicians, according to Anthony Howard. Of course it is common to hear criticism of American policy, and there is no consensus on it in the UK, but British politicians are much more critical of continental Europe. With the notable exception of Chris Patten, it is rare to encounter balanced judgements in the UK. The British political class remains close to the American political class.

Sir Christopher Mallaby, co-chairman of the seminar, gave an overall assessment. He said that the seminar had commented on the “reinforced continuity”  of American policy following the November election results. One should not expect a softening of American positions. Although Jacques Chirac had presented them in a balanced way, comments on multi-polarity had not been well received in Washington. A common European foreign policy seemed further off than ever. With regard to the possibility of a rejection of the European Constitution by the British people, the situation would be different depending on whether they were alone in their rejection or whether other European states joined them. A vote for rejection, which seems likely at present - but the situation could change as a result of the electoral campaign - would probably lead to a multispeed Europe.

In the past NATO has been an excellent and effective link to co-ordinate policies. Interestingly, Jacques Chirac has recently spoken of NATO more often than Tony Blair. Since there is no longer an enemy, NATO has lost its role, but it could find a new direction. Thus we would see – as with the Ukraine problem today – a combining of the “hard power “of the US and the conciliatory “soft power” of Europe.

After giving an analysis of the consequences of the crisis in the Ukraine, Sir Christopher did not rule out a positive role for Europe in the Israeli-Palestinian crisis in Iraq, and in commercial relations. 

On the subject of how to relaunch the relationship between Europe and the US, François Heisbourg remarked that for France and the UK the crisis over Iraq had been like a sort of Suez crisis in reverse. The attitudes of the two countries had divided Europe. These two partners in a damaged Europe now see American military failure. Despite a budget as great as the military budgets of the rest of the world put together, America must recognise its limitations. As in Vietnam in the past, and increasingly today, it no longer has the means to fulfil its desires. The case of Iran illustrates this perfectly, with the choice of oil at 100 dollars a barrel - and the recession; unacceptable elective bombardment; and an army held hostage in Iraq. Who can say that this is the final stage of victory in Iraq? The Shiite area is calm since being offered power without a fight, but who would believe that the situation is peaceful? In fact G.W. Bush has little room for manoeuvre. What role can there be for a new transatlantic relationship? In the past during the cold war and also during the crises in Yugoslavia, the transatlantic relationship worked well. What positive contribution can this relationship make on issues like the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, relations with China, the environment, Iraq and even proliferation? NATO is not the right instrument. It is more a question of organising ad hoc coalitions. This also reduces the advantages of the Quad (France, the UK, Germany, and the US) and even of the Europe-US forum. 

Sir John Holmes, the British ambassador, said that Britain and France achieve a lot when they are in agreement. A recent speech of Michel Barnier’s, which should be read before G.W.Bush’s visit to Europe in February, opens up a perspective. How could we have come to an understanding that would have prevented Iraq becoming the key to the problem of transatlantic relations? 

When the three Foreign ministers visiting Tehran persuade Iran not to develop nuclear weapons we are on the right lines. There are prospects for influence in the Near East, in Afghanistan, with drug control, and in the Balkans. Transatlantic interests are obviously involved in these issues. This is not so much the case in Africa and on climate change, but is very much so in the matter of collective security.

Peter Jay detected a note of grim satisfaction from the French when they spoke of the limitations and failures of the Americans. But it is still too early to say whether the Americans will succeed in imposing their policy in Iraq. 

If the aim is really to bring Europe and the United States closer together, what can the British and French do to achieve this,  Elizabeth Guigou asked. We have common interests, and new sectors for co-operation can be found to relaunch Europe–US relations, but this is not the heart of the matter. Much remains to be done on the Middle East and Iraq. There are prospects for further Franco-British co-operation which could nurture a dialogue with Washington. For the moment the French “brand “is not welcomed in the US and it is doubtful whether a Franco-British “brand” would receive a better reception. 

Progress has been made between France and the UK, often at a bilateral level, on matters such as defence, but this is overshadowed by opposing views within the general European framework. She suggested that the two countries should work on achieving agreement on issues such as Turkey. 

On the question of the ratification of the European Constitution, Elizabeth Guigou fervently hoped for a positive attitude which would make it possible to take up the challenge of enlargement. There is a risk that the UK will refuse the Constitution. Europe must be strong, because if it had to submit to orders from outside, it would cease to exist.

Jacques Andréani pointed out that the notion of multi-polarity, which now irritates the Americans, was paradoxically conceived of by Nixon and Kissinger. However, one must not antagonise America or place Europe in opposition to America. Presentation is an important aspect of relations with the Americans, who find it difficult to understand what the French mean by the European power. There will be no renewal of the Atlantic Alliance unless Europe takes itself in hand. 

Roger Morgan expressed his agreement with this. 

In their concluding remarks Dominique Moïsi and Philip Stephens foresaw big changes in the international context.

M. Moïsi cautioned Europeans who might be tempted to be too indulgent towards Russia. The Americans would not understand if we gave up our values for the sake of realpolitik. He rejected an over-pessimistic attitude to Iraq. After all one could not regret the departure of Saddam Hussein. It is not certain that the Americans cannot move forward. As for the threat posed by Iran, “surgical” action might be accepted. It would be extremely risky if America were to ask Israel to intervene in its place. One could not resign oneself to allowing Iran to have nuclear weapons.

In the case of Palestine, the French could put pressure on the Palestinians and the Americans could put pressure on the Israelis, as they no longer have anything to gain from the quasi-automatic support which they give to their respective protégés. The time has come for compromise.

According to Philip Stevens, the Europeans and the French and British in particular must understand that the world is changing fast, whereas the Europeans, paralysed by disputes over side-issues, are not making progress. Because of these disputes Europe has little chance of challenging America. The United States remains very powerful and it would be unreasonable to exaggerate Washington’s limitations.                 
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