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Dear Readers,

Welcome to the third edition of The Berlin Pulse! 

The first edition, published in November 2017, was an experiment. Two years 

later, I am convinced that The Berlin Pulse has made a positive contribution to 

Germany’s foreign policy debate. Internationally, the past two editions have 

served as a valuable tool for explaining the forces underlying German foreign 

policy. I would like to start, therefore, by thanking all who have contributed to 

this project through comments and suggestions, their own contributions, or 

simply by reading.

The idea behind The Berlin Pulse remains the same: To identify potential gaps 

between German public opinion and international expectations of Berlin’s 

foreign policy. However, the results of this year’s survey once more underline a 

different gap, namely that between public opinion and government policy: To 

policy-makers in Berlin, the transatlantic alliance remains a pillar of German 

foreign policy. In contrast, a majority of the population (52 percent) believe that 

Germany should reconsider its alliance with Washington, even at the cost of 

more than doubling the country’s defence budget. However, despite efforts to 

strengthen Europe’s defence capabilities, Germany will continue to rely on the 

United States for its security for the foreseeable future. Clearly, its politicians need 

to become better at explaining to Germans why this is in the country’s interest.

As Germans and the world are celebrating the 30th anniversary of the fall of 

the Berlin Wall and the breakdown of the Iron Curtain, dividing lines old and 

new are making (re-)appearances. Therefore, the present issue will focus on three 

particular challenges facing German policy-makers: Berlin’s role in the EU and 

the Union’s foreign policy; transatlantic relations under the Trump adminis-

tration, and the question of what role Germany will be willing and able to play 

in Asia. 

With Germany preparing for the presidency of the European Council and the 

US elections looming, 2020 is bound to be an eventful year. Amid continuing 

threats to multilateralism and the liberal international order, friends and com-

petitors alike are closely watching the decisions taken (or not taken) by Berlin.

This year’s authors hail from a rich variety of backgrounds, and include Ger-

many’s Federal Minister of Defence, Annegret Kramp-Karrenbauer, the Bul garian 

intellectual Ivan Krastev, eminent Chinese diplomat, Madam Fu Ying, as well as 

public intellectual and journalist Walter Russell Mead, to name but a few.

Last but not least, allow me to thank our editor, Joshua Webb. It is in no small 

part thanks to his excellent work that I am confident the present issue of The 

Berlin Pulse will provide you with plenty of food for thought and discussion. 

I wish you an insightful read.

Thomas Paulsen

November 2019

Thomas Paulsen
Member of the Executive 
Board, Körber-Stiftung, 
Hamburg
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whose re-election 87 percent believe would nega-

tively impact US-German relations. But consider 

this: While only 40 percent of Germans believe 

that Berlin should increase its defence spending, 

a majority of 52 percent would favour Germany 

more than doubling (!) its defence spending if such 

a policy enabled Germany to adopt a more inde-

 pen d ent foreign and security policy.

But what might be the alternative? Well, not 

China, it would seem, which many Germans appear 

to view with increasing ambiguity: While a ma jor ity 

of the public (60 percent) favours greater coope ra-

tion with Beijing, only 9 percent perceive China’s 

grow ing international influence as positive. More 

than three quarters feel that Berlin should take 

a stronger stance in defending its political interests 

vis-à-vis the Middle Kingdom – even at the expense 

of damaging the economic relationship – yet 54 

percent come out against a tougher trade policy.

What to make of this apparent confusion? In 

hindsight, the 2014 diagnosis was accurate: Germany 

does need to take on more responsibility. However, 

it seems clear that Germany will no longer be able 

to rely on its partnerships and alliances to the 

extent policy-makers “had assumed” back in 2014. 

Nor does the public seem enthusiastic about the 

Western alliance, with a mere 55 percent in favour 

of a foreign policy anchored in the “West”, com-

pared to 31 percent calling for neutrality. The 

question, therefore, is no longer limited to burden-

sharing. Instead, Berlin faces the question of 

whether  and how it wishes to protect and defend 

its interests around the world. In short, Germany 

appears to be back to square one, in urgent need of 

a public debate on foreign policy.

Without a doubt, 2020 will be an important year 

for German foreign policy. Heading into the second 

half of its two-year stint as a non-permanent 

member  of the UN Security Council, from July to 

December 2020 Berlin will also assume the presi-

dency of the European Council. However, four years 

into the Trump administration and six years into 

the “Munich Consensus”, Berlin is still shying away 

from clearly articulating its interests, let alone 

well-thought-out plans for action. 

1 http://www.bundespraesident.de/SharedDocs/Reden/EN/

JoachimGauck/Reden/2014/140131-Munich-Security-Confer-

ence.html

public opinion betrays a deep uncertainty, confusion 

even, over Germany’s place in the world, and the 

means by which it should fend for its interests.

European cohesion is a case in point: Despite the 

fact that 60 percent of the German public consider 

France their country’s most or second-most im-

 por tant international partner, the French Minister 

for European Affairs, Amélie de Montchalin, rightly 

points out that President Macron’s reform pro-

posal have all but fallen on deaf ears in Berlin. A 

similar pattern emerges with respect to climate 

policy: Whereas Germans perceive environmental 

issues as the single most important foreign policy 

challenge (31 percent) and see Berlin at the van-

guard of European climate policy, Dutch Member 

of the European Parliament Bas Eickhout laments 

the fact that Berlin has become an obstacle in 

the fight against global warming.

The transatlantic alliance is in even greater 

trou ble: A majority of Germans across a whole range 

of divides – including East and West, male and 

female, young and old, less and well educated, rural 

and urban, and all parties – has a negative view of 

their country’s relationship with the United States. 

American military bases in Germany? Of neg-

ligible importance, according to 45 percent of the 

pop   u lation. Forego the US nuclear shield? Why not, 

according to 31 percent. To be sure, such attitudes 

reflect Germans’ opinion of the current President, 

EdItorIaLEdItorIaL

G 
ermany seems extremely comfortable 

with the status quo.” Walter Russell 

Mead’s assessment of German foreign 

policy is more than a little sobering. 

After all, it has been six years since the country’s 

president, foreign minister, and defence minister 

unanimously declared the time had come for 

Germany to “take on more responsibility”. The 

so-called “Munich Consensus” was welcomed by 

Germany’s partners, and met by appeals for a serious 

public debate on foreign policy at home. Looking 

ahead, what remains of Munich, and how has the 

debate in Germany evolved? Two trends emerge: 

First, given a dramatically changing international 

environment, the question of taking on more 

responsibility has taken on a new meaning. Back 

in 2014, the idea had been for Germany to step up 

its support of the country’s partners and allies, 

expressed by President Gauck's plea for the country 

to “preserve and help shape the order based on 

the European Union, NATO and the United Nations”. 

However, fast-forward to 2019, all three of these 

pillars of German foreign policy are being under-

mined on various fronts.

Second, 30 years after the fall of the Berlin Wall, 

Germany’s international identity remains ambigu-

ous. Its institutions – the Bundestag, the Chancel-

lery, as well as the Foreign and Defence Ministries 

– are divided (Syria or Huawei, anybody?), while 

Back to Square One?
German foreign policy and public opinion in a 

changing international environment

Joshua WeBB
Editor, the Berlin pulse, 
Körber-Stiftung, Berlin

© Körber-Stiftung / Claudia Höhne

What is your assessment of the international 
security situation facing Germany? 

2019: don’t know 1 %, no answer 1 %

18 %

Somewhat 
threatening

4 %

Very threatening

14 %

Very safe

62 %
 Somewhat safe
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refugee crisis, it was suddenly Germany that needed 

“solidarity” from other member states. This could 

have led to a grand bargain based on a shared 

understanding of rights and responsibilities between 

EU member states that are members of both the 

euro and Schengen areas – a de facto “core”. 

But Germany sought to de-link, rather than link, 

the two sets of issues. As a result, Europe remains 

entrapped, as Claus Offe has put it.

The election of Trump may turn out to have been 

the biggest strategic shock of all for Europe – and 

creates a particularly difficult dilemma for Berlin. 

Germany’s position of “semi-hegemony” within 

Europe was dependent on a particular configuration 

of the liberal international order in which it was 

able to “free ride”. In particular, the United States 

acted as a security provider – which made military 

power essentially irrelevant in relations between 

European countries – and a consumer of last resort. 

It is now less willing to do so and may abandon its 

hegemonic role altogether.

In the context of uncertainty about the US 

security guarantee to Europe, Germany’s strategic 

community has been divided between Atlanticists 

and “post-Atlanticists”. Whereas Atlanticists tend to 

underestimate the structural shift that is taking 

place in American foreign policy, “post-Atlanticists” 

tend to underestimate how difficult it will be for 

Europe to achieve “strategic autonomy” as an 

alternative to the US security guarantee. Worse, 

even tentative steps by Europe to increase inde-

pendence may themselves further undermine 

American commitment. 

However, while the Berlin Blob talks about the 

need to respond to new threats in an increasingly 

dangerous world, the German public appears more 

worried about losing its identity as a Friedensmacht, 

or “force for peace”. Even with the uncertainty 

about the US security guarantee, Germans simply do 

not feel threatened. Many will now see any increase 

in “responsibility” – especially a dramatic increase in 

defence spending – as a concession to Trump and 

what he stands for.

The future of Germany’s relationship with 

China is also connected to its role in Europe and 

its relationship with the United States. During the 

last decade, Germany has become increasingly 

dependent on China as an export market – particu-

larly after demand from within Europe slowed 

after the euro crisis began. This in turn led to a 

close political relationship between Berlin and 

Beijing. The post-crisis divide between surplus and 

deficit countries cut across the West and aligned 

China and Germany.

As China bought up Mittelstand companies 

and took an authoritarian turn under Xi Jinping, 

Germany  seemed to be becoming more sceptical 

of China and more open to a tougher approach 

Facing an Uncertain Future
Is Germany ready for a rethink?

 T
en years ago, Germany’s place in the 

world seemed clear. At the time, the main 

debates about German foreign policy 

centred on its participation in NATO 

“out-of-area” operations. In the 1990s, Germany had 

seemed to be gradually moving towards “normality” 

in its attitude to the use of military force, culminat-

ing in its participation in the intervention against 

Serbia in 1999 and the deployment in Afghanistan 

from 2001 onwards. But in the 2000s, it became 

increasingly sceptical about the use of military force 

again, though as part of a backlash against military 

intervention across the West after the failure of 

the invasion of Iraq in 2003. 

However, since the euro crisis began in 2010, 

Ger ma ny’s future has become progressively more 

uncertain. The crisis prompted a renewed debate 

about German “hegemony” in Europe, which 

in tensified following the refugee crisis in 2015. 

Since the ele ction of Donald Trump as president of 

the United States in 2016, the future of the Atlantic 

alliance and the “liberal international order” is 

itself uncertain. So at a time when everything seems 

to be in flux – several analysts like Wolfgang Streeck 

have described the current period as a Gramscian 

“interregnum” – what will Germany do? 

Though many foreign-policy analysts tend to 

ignore them, the problems in the EU that emerged 

in the wake of the euro crisis have not been solved. 

Although the turmoil in the UK has led to a re newed 

rhetorical commitment to the European project, 

integration remains stalled. In the meantime, 

Germany remains in a problematic position of 

“semi-hegemony”. What this means in practice is 

that it is powerful enough to make the rules but 

not to enforce them. Meanwhile other member 

states are powerful enough to break the rules but 

not to change them. 

The series of shocks the EU has faced since 2010 

could have been an opportunity. In the euro crisis, 

southern member states accused Germany of failing 

to show enough “solidarity” with them. But in the 

GErMaN ForEIGN poLICy IN pErSpECtIvEGErMaN ForEIGN poLICy IN pErSpECtIvE

hans KunDnanI
Senior research Fellow, 
Chatham House, London
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2019: don’t know 6 %, no answer 2 %

Would you prefer for German foreign policy to remain anchored 
in the “West” or should it adopt a neutral foreign policy?

55 %
Remain with the “West”

7 %

Lean towards other states

31 %
Adopt neutral foreign policy
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based on greater transatlantic coordination. 

However , the election of Trump has renewed the 

idea of Europe as a separate pole in a multipolar 

world that would triangulate between China and the 

United States – in particular, many see China as 

a more promising partner on climate change – and 

more recently the German government even seems 

to have become less enthusiastic about the tougher 

European approach that seemed to be emerging. 

Behind these interlocking foreign policy chal-

lenges lies Germany’s unyielding commitment 

to its export-based economic model, which is widely 

seen as a success – even as its vulnerabilities have 

become apparent during the last decade. That 

economic model has made it harder to correct the 

macroeconomic imbalances within the Eurozone 

and to make the single currency sustainable. 

Furthermore, it has angered Americans and made 

Germany particularly vulnerable to Trump’s attacks, 

and so dependent on an authoritarian China.

Perhaps the greatest challenge Germany there-

fore faces is to rethink that economic model. 

That would be good not just for Germany’s NATO 

allies and EU partners, who would benefit from 

an increase in internal demand, but also for 

Germany  itself. Germany’s obsession with “com-

 pe titiveness” has led to an increase in inequality 

that is fuelling political volatility. Its infrastructure 

is crumbling and badly needs investment. But the 

consensus in the centre ground of politics around 

Germany’s identity as an Exportnation, or “export 

nation”, prevents such a rethink.

The question is whether Germany will be 

pre pared to undertake such a rethink before it is 

too late. The United States is gradually withdrawing 

from the role as hegemon that it has played since 

the end of World War II. It seems increasingly 

reluctant to provide global public goods like security 

and economic demand as it once did – particularly 

for Europe, which it rightly thinks ought to be 

able to take care of itself. Yet as everything changes 

around them, Germans seem to think they can 

remain the same.

Many see this as an expression of Germany’s 

commitment to liberalism – and even of German 

“leadership” as the country is increasingly sur-

rounded by “illiberal” forces. But this kind of binary 

thinking is a mistake. If Germany really wants to 

save the liberal international order, it must change 

its own role within it. In economic terms, that 

means increasing domestic demand and reducing its 

dependence on exports. In security terms, it means 

going much further in providing security for Europe 

– or, if it is unwilling to do so, asking itself what 

price it is willing to pay others to do so on its behalf.  

  

GErMaN ForEIGN poLICy IN pErSpECtIvE

Toughening Up? 
The European Union 
in Turbulent Times
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Should Germany strive for greater independence 
from the United States in defence matters, even if this 

meant more than doubling defence spending?

2019: don’t know 5 %, no answer 2 %

41 %
against

In favour 

52 %
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 30 
years after the fall of the Iron Curtain, most Germans continue 

looking west: 60 % of Germans consider France the most im por-

tant partner for Germany, followed by the Unites States with 

42 %. Yet, the Franco-German engine is running all but smoothly: 

As Amélie de Montchalin, France’s Minister for European Affairs, points out, 

Germany’ s reaction to President Macron’s proposals for reforming the EU has been 

decidedly less than enthusiastic. Nonetheless, the majority of Germans (56 %) is 

convinced that Angela Merkel has done more for the future of the EU than the 

French President (17 %). 

As Germany is preparing to take over the EU Council Presidency in the second 

half of 2020, building bridges between its Western and Eastern neighbours will be of 

particular importance. Polish Foreign Minister Jacek Czaputowicz cautions Germany 

to “take account of other countries’ positions in its policies, particularly of those 

from Central and Eastern Europe.” 

Meanwhile, the never-ending story of Brexit remains high on Germans’ agenda. 

80 % of Germans are convinced that the EU should not have been more cooperative 

towards the UK. Yet, as the British historian Brendan Simms points out, the island 

will remain an important partner in foreign and security policy. With Britain 

leav      ing the EU, will member states be able to adopt a more effective foreign policy? 

A majority of 63 % of Germans is in favour of changing the current EU voting 

mode from unanimity to qualified majority voting in this area.

While some want to leave, others want to deepen the partnership with the EU: 

Moldova has seen tremendous benefits from the opportunities provided by the EU’s 

Eastern Partnership, argues Moldovan Prime Minister Maia Sandu.

At the same time, Russia remains on many Germans’ minds: Asked what is more 

important for Germany – close relations with the US or Russia – 39 % prefer the US, 

25 % Russia and 30 % equally close relations.

Finally, the Greta-Thunberg-effect has reached Germany: For the first time, a 

plu rality of Germans (31 %) consider climate change the greatest foreign policy 

challenge. Overall, Germans have a positive view of their country’s engagement: 48 % 

perceive Germany as a forerunner in the EU, a view not necessarily shared abroad. 

As the Green MEP Bas Eickhout warns, “Germany has stopped leading the way”.

An Existential Challenge
The EU must defend multilateralism

a 
whole generation of scholars and 

practitioners presented the role of the 

European Union as a normative 

power and a rule-maker in the world. 

For decades, the academic and policy communities 

pointed to the difference in nature between the 

EU and other international actors: The Union 

being a soft or a civilian power diffusing its norms 

through its enlargement and neighbourhood 

policies, through its weight as a market power, and 

by championing international law, including human 

rights and humanitarian law, in the multilateral 

system. Criticism essentially revolved around 

the EU’s shortcomings in practice: Not always did 

the Union live up to its normative ambitions, 

notably when more narrowly defined interests 

appeared to trump values.

The 2010s were marked by a serious pushback 

against this narrative. Europe had reentered a 

geo political age, with an assertive Russia challenging 

the European security order, the implosion of North 

Africa and the Middle East, an increasingly assertive 

China and, for the first time in history, a US ad-

minis tration seemingly viewing the EU more as an 

adversary than as a partner and ally. On top, the 

Union’s normative values were being challenged 

from the inside, with the UK’s decision to leave the 

EU, serious setbacks regarding democracy and 

the rule of law in Poland and Hungary, and the rise 

of nationalist-populism across the Union, including 

in founding member states such as Italy, and to a 

lesser extent France and Germany. Given this rude 

awakening, the EU, so the narrative went, could 

either toughen up or it would be relegated to the 

dustbin of history.

Indeed, the above trends caused a slow but 

steady movement towards the Union toughening up. 

From the first building blocks of a security and 

defence union to the emphasis on resilience both 

internally and in the Union’s surrounding regions, 

from the integrated approach to conflicts to a 

tHE EuropEaN uNIoN IN turBuLENt tIMES12
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Who bears the main 
responsibility for the present 
decline in EU cohesion?

2019: don’t know 8 %, no answer 2 %
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other

33 %
the Eu itself

37 %
 populist governments 

in  member states
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greater readiness to engage in various multilateral 

formats, the EU has certainly become more realistic 

in its foreign policy in recent years. But it has not, 

and cannot, become more realist. 

A realpolitik European Union is a contradiction 

in terms. This is because whereas pragmatism 

has increasingly become the lens through which 

the EU views the world, principles continue to guide 

what the Union does within it. It is a difference 

between the “is” and the “ought” that cannot be 

eradicated from the DNA of the European project. 

This is because of the EU’s own nature as a 

mul tilateral rules-based entity. The EU is not and 

will not become a nation-state, and as such remains 

the most radical experiment in a multilateral 

rules-based entity in the history of humankind. As 

such, it cannot exist in a broader global system in 

which multilateralism and rules are no longer 

defining features. Because of the unprecedented 

challenges to these principles, the Union increas-

ingly feels a global responsibility to uphold, defend, 

and promote the multilateral rules-based system 

in a principled and pragmatic way. In a world in 

which Europe’s partner of choice – the US – has 

tempo rarily turned its back on multilateralism, in 

which China and Russia may speak multilaterally 

but act unilaterally, and in which the most pressing 

global challenges of our age in the fields of climate, 

digitalization and demography are by definition 

transnational in nature, the EU’s global role in the 

multilateral rules-based system has become exis-

tential. 

This requires action along different work strands:

› building a security and defence union which 

enables Europeans to act autonomously, when 

possible with partners, beginning with a post-

Brexit UK, and alone when necessary;

› moving towards carbon neutrality while retain-

ing a global leadership on a progressive climate 

policy;

› swimming against the tide of protectionism by 

continuing to promote free trade, while increas-

ingly ensuring that such trade is fair as well;

› defending the non-proliferation regime, first 

and foremost the Joint Comprehensive Plan of 

Action with Iran, when one of its signatories 

– the US – has seriously violated it, and is 

generating growing incentives for Iran itself 

to abandon the deal; 

› crystallizing its global leadership in digital policy, 

notably on issues such as data protection and 

privacy;

› upholding while continuing to spur reform of 

the United Nations as the core of multilateralism, 

while increasingly developing more agile 

multilateral formats – contact groups – to tackle 

specific crises and challenges as they arise.

Whether the EU will succeed in this endeavour 

is unknown. But without the EU’s active, creative 

and even stubborn commitment, multilateralism is 

all but certain to perish. Equally certain is the fact 

that the EU would itself struggle to survive in 

a transactional world in which unilateralism and 

bilateralism are the norm. Succeeding in the 

defence of a strong rules-based multilateral order 

is an existential quest for the Union, and one 

which we cannot afford to fail.  

 s
ince I took office as French Minister 

for European Affairs in March this year, 

Europe has not stopped making the 

headlines. This seems natural in European 

election years, but never before has the European 

project been challenged so much. Despite regular 

skirmishes about sovereignty and finance, it 

was always clear that we Europeans want to build 

a common future. The 2005 referenda in several 

member states on the constitutional treaty sent a 

warning, but Europe moved on. However, the 

present rise of voices which are hostile to Europe 

is without precedent.

One cause lies in globalization, which benefited 

development and the fight against poverty, but 

also brought about massive distortions, pressure 

on individuals, social systems and the environment. 

Global competition has become fierce, assertive 

powers such as Russia and China are on the rise, 

certainties such as the transatlantic relationship, the 

UN system, multilateralism and international law 

are being questioned, and trade wars threaten 

growth and employment. 

Europe itself lost parts of its credibility, both in 

the wake of the financial crisis and through the fact 

that core values such as the rule of law and human 

rights are being disrespected across the European 

continent. The migration crisis has brought to light 

solidarity, but also exposed the weakness in Euro-

pean policy-making. Right-wing populism has gained 

ground. Brexit has eaten up much of our diplo-

 matic and administrative resources that could have 

been spent much better. As a consequence, we need 

to rebuild confidence in Europe. The time is now!

We already hold in our hands the means to do so. 

President Macron has made ambitious proposals for 

reshaping Europe in many policy areas from digital 

The Time Is Now!
Why France and Germany need to push 

for a more tangible Europe
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amélIe De monTChalIn
Minister for European affairs, 
Ministry for Europe and Foreign affairs, paris
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What are the greatest challenges currently 
facing German foreign policy?

2019
2018

Climate and Environment

5 %
31 %

refugees and Migration
26 %

30 %

relations with the uS / trump

28 %
23 %

Conflict in the Middle East

21 %
16 %

relations with the uK/Brexit

6 %
9 %

multiple answers possible
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assumed that any solution would have to be within 

the ordering system of the EU. In other words, 

Britain can leave, but will have to leave Northern 

Ireland in a then-separate ordering system. They 

insisted on “sequencing”, agreeing the “backstop” 

before getting to trade, whereas a good trade deal 

would make solving Northern Ireland much easier. 

At every stage, Germany and the EU were deter-

mined to show that they were in charge. Instead, 

they should have recognised Britain’s enormous 

contribution to Europe in military and political 

matters, and worked out a good deal without fears 

to social, and from asylum to police and defence 

cooperation. The German reaction was not explicitly 

enthusiastic – partly due perhaps to different 

decision-making processes and a “culture of con-

sensus” in Germany, where building consensus 

requires time. While media reports of Franco-

German  dissonance abound, the fact that differ-

ences make us feel uneasy also demonstrates the 

fact that we care for each other. 

As Secretary-General for Franco-German rela-

tions, I can only reaffirm the deep friendship 

and close cooperation between our two countries. 

Both the 2018 Meseberg Agreement and this year’s 

Treaty of Aachen demonstrate that we are pushing 

ahead to find a common understanding and to set a 

European example. We are at a pivotal moment, 

going beyond reconciliation to build convergence. 

Paris and Berlin have agreed upon a number of 

concrete initiatives, from electro-mobility to trans-

border cooperation, from our diplomatic Alliance for 

Multilateralism to defence cooperation. Certainly, 

there remains room for more: France will need to 

enact structural reforms including public spending 

to regain competitiveness. Germany will need to 

increase its investments to return to a path of 

reliable growth and, by doing so, participate in 

the internal rebalancing of the Eurozone. However, 

the Franco-German relationship works well, as 

shown also by our projects and initiatives on defence 

and foreign affairs, and that is entirely good news 

for Europe!

At its core, Europe has always been a humanistic 

project. We need to highlight this core. We need 

to give people a perspective. What kind of Europe do 

we want to build, and why? In order to rebuild the 

link between politics and our respective populations, 

we need to consult the latter. The grand débat national 

in France and the Bürgerdialog in Germany were 

exam ples. There is a clear need for ambition – 

Europe  needs to cope with the challenges of today’s 

world, and it needs to act as one: We see this with 

digitalization, with Mercosur, with Iran, to name 

but a few. The need for decisive action on climate 

change is obvious, we simply cannot afford to 

further delay it. 

Negotiating the next EU budget – a cornerstone 

of our collective action – will be another priority. 

It must better reflect citizens’ priorities and bring 

about concrete and tangible results for the people. 

Transparency is key. We need to be able to show 

where, how, and why the EU is spending its money. 

We need to invest more in research and innovation, 

in education and mobility for the youth, in support 

for those in need, in ecological transition. And we 

must find a joint European answer to migration and 

integration.

For decades, Europe was taken for granted, 

grud gingly accepted, the object of many a 

joke ridiculing EU officials prescribing the shape 

of cucumbers. Now, people have collectively woken 

up to both the Union’s importance and its fragility. 

The new Commission, led by Ursula von der 

Leyen, will play a key role in achieving these goals. 

We will work together very closely, to make sure 

that Europe’s decisions reach the everyday lives 

of its citizens. In French, I call this “L’Europe du 

concret”. Now that we have the team, we need the 

results. This will bring back confidence.  

Squaring the Brexit Circle
On false assumptions on both sides of the English Channel

KöRBeR-sTIFTunG: During the referendum 

campaign and after, the British debate on Brexit 

alternately cast Germany as saviour or hereditary 

enemy.

sImms: In the past, Germany played a central role 

in the British psyche, for obvious reasons to do 

with the two world wars. This had changed by the 

second decade of the twenty-first century: The 

British public generally did not share the widespread 

anti-German sentiment which spread in Greece 

and other countries affected by the sovereign debt 

crisis following the EU’s “austerity policies”.

The referendum debate did lead to a revival of 

certain resentments on both sides: It was the former 

deputy prime minister and arch-remainer, Michael 

Heseltine, for example, who suggested that for 

Britain to leave the EU would be tantamount to 

handing Germany the victory it failed to achieve 

in World War II. Leavers overestimated Germany’s 

desire to maintain good bilateral political and 

economic relations with the UK, and underesti-

mated its commitment to “defend” the Single 

Market and the European project in general.

KöRBeR-sTIFTunG: Germany has been among the 

strongest advocates within the EU-27 for an 

orderly Brexit. Given the red lines articulated by 

the UK, what should Berlin have done differently?

sImms: Germany, like the rest of Europe, has acted 

in a way as to make disorder likely because it 

tHE EuropEaN uNIoN IN turBuLENt tIMEStHE EuropEaN uNIoN IN turBuLENt tIMES
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Which country is Germany’s most 
or second most important partner?

multiple answers possible

2019: a different country 18 %, don’t know 13 %, no answer 2 %
2018: a different country 7 %, don’t know 13 %, no answer 2 %

61 %
35 %

12 % 17 %
6 %

 France  uS   China  russia  Britain 

2019 2018

60 %
42 %

15 % 12 % 7 %
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of “cherry-picking”, which, actually, the Europeans 

do on defence.

KöRBeR-sTIFTunG: Many advocates of Brexit 

championed the vision of a “Global Britain”. 

Three years after the referendum, how will Brexit 

impact the UK’s influence around the world? 

sImms: In the short to medium term, Britain’s 

influence will decline, buffeted by the economic and 

political headwinds of Brexit. The horizon may 

shrink, as Europe becomes the new “near abroad” 

for the UK – and vice versa, of course. What will 

happen in the long run is not clear. My guess is that 

within 20 years, the UK will be about as prosperous 

or more so than had it remained. But it will be a 

different place. For reasons to do with her economic 

strength, military power and other factors, the UK 

will remain an important global actor for the 

foreseeable future.

KöRBeR-sTIFTunG: Looking back at three years 

of negotiations, are there lessons to be learned 

for the EU? 

sImms: Because we do not know the outcome yet, 

that is a hard question to answer. I suspect future 

generations will wonder why, after 2016, the EU 

decided to add to its existing problems of a leaky 

border, a wobbling currency, and a resurgent 

Russia, a fundamental conflict with the UK. But who 

knows, maybe Brexit or a punitive Brexit deal will 

be celebrated as a great EU victory in future times. 

KöRBeR-sTIFTunG: What makes you feel that 

the EU decided to add to its problems? From a 

European perspective, the current confrontation 

seems rooted largely in the Brexit camp failing 

to think through, for example, the incompat-

ibility of the UK leaving the customs union and 

the Good Friday Agreement (GFA)? 

sImms: The criticism of the Brexit camp is justified. 

That said, it was not the GFA which eliminated 

the need for customs infrastructure, but EU mem-

bership. The GFA would have happened if neither 

country had been in the EU. The EU needs to accept 

that a compromise solution on Northern Ireland 

must not violate the Act of Union by taking Belfast 

out of the UK customs union. Such a compromise 

is vital and indeed could be the basis for a more 

comprehensive deal with the UK. At the moment, 

Berlin and the EU are asserting an ordering claim 

over part of the UK. The analogy would be if Italy 

were leaving the EU, the Austrians demanded that 

South Tyrol must stay in the customs union, and the 

EU said Italians must accept this before trade talks 

even started.

KöRBeR-sTIFTunG: Whatever the eventual out-

come, relations between the UK and continental 

Europe have been damaged significantly. What 

can both sides do to support a return to a more 

functional relationship? 

sImms: If we assume that the UK emerges with 

sovereign control over its own territory, then we 

will need to find some sort of arrangement to stitch 

the UK and the EU back together for the manage-

ment of the European system. There will need 

to be a larger European settlement involving a full 

political fed   eration of the EU and confederation 

with the UK.  

T
he past 30 years have been one of the best 

periods in over a thousand years of 

Polish-German relations. The Solidarity 

movement spearheaded change across 

our continent, brought about the demise of com-

munism, and broke the division of Europe and 

Germany itself. As a result, a sovereign Poland and 

a reunited Germany were able to develop their 

relations in a free manner. 

Today, Germany is Poland’s primary economic 

partner and its trade with Poland is bigger than with 

the UK or Russia. We work together in the field 

of culture and science. There are many partnerships 

between cities, towns, and regions, and intensive 

cooperation exists between non-governmental 

institutions and churches. We have vibrant youth 

exchanges. Joint anniversaries such as the seventy-

fifth of the Warsaw Uprising and the eightieth of 

the outbreak of the Second World War show that we 

can overcome what has sometimes been a difficult 

common history.

Both countries work together at the UN Security 

Council. In April 2019, I took part in a meeting held 

by the German presidency on international hu ma n i-

tarian law, while Minister Heiko Maas attended 

the Polish presidency’s briefing on the same subject 

in August. Within the framework of the Berlin 

Process we support the pro-European aspirations 

of the Western Balkan countries. 

We agree that the European Union is founded 

on such shared values as human dignity, democracy, 

freedom, equality, the rule of law, and respect for 

human rights. And we must not forget our European 

roots – Christian values. 

We expect that Germany, aware of its status 

in Europe, will take account of other countries’ 

positions in their policies, particularly of those from 

Central and Eastern Europe. For our part, we declare 

Great Expectations
Poland and Germany in the European Union
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2019: don’t know 4 %, no answer 1 %

should the eu have been 
more accomodating during 
the Brexit negotiations? 

probably not

definitely not

29 %
probably

definitely

7 %

8 %

51 %
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our willingness to take an active part in the debate 

on the future of Europe and the challenges it faces, 

such as the aggressive policy of Russia, the future 

of the Eastern Partnership, and securing peace in 

the Middle East. 

We stand for a strong European Union, one 

which has a positive impact on its neighbourhood. 

We believe that ensuring security on the continent 

requires a strong alliance with the United States. 

We are in favour of an EU of solidarity and 

sup port, one which builds on the strength of its 

nations and addresses the needs of its coun  tries, 

regions and citizens, enabling them to fully develop  

their potential. 

Development gaps between countries and 

regions are a challenge for European unity. Most of 

the countries admitted to the EU in 2004 have made 

significant progress in catching up with the more 

developed members. Poland’s GDP increased from 

50 % to 70 % of the EU average over this period. 

A robust structural and agricultural policy will allow 

this trend to continue in the future. 

Three Questions to…
Maia Sandu, Moldovan Prime Minister

KöRBeR-sTIFTunG: Moldova has experienced a 

peaceful change from an oligarchic system to 

a new coalition government, composed of a 

pro-European and a pro-Russian party – a tran-

sition supported by Russia, the US and the 

EU. What are the next steps for Moldova’s 

development, and how could tensions between 

these unlikely coalition partners play out in 

the future?

sanDu: The top priority of this government is the 

reform of the justice sector, which is essential 

to ensure the rule of law and restore people’s trust 

in their country. It is important to maintain this 

coalition to get this done. This will help set the stage 

for the country’s development, for preventing and 

fighting corruption, and for setting a level playing 

field for businesses and, thus, for economic growth. 

I hope that our coalition partners share this con-

viction, and that we can work together towards this 

goal.

KöRBeR-sTIFTunG: Does Moldova’s peaceful 

settlement of a political crisis provide a positive 

example for cooperation between Russia and the 

West in the Eastern Neighbourhood? What can 

others learn from the way in which Moldova has 

managed a conflictual relationship with Russia?

sanDu: The key driver for change was the desire 

of the Moldovan people to get rid of an oppressive 

regime which had rolled back democracy in 

Moldova  and which benefited just a few people 

at the top. The EU practically froze its relations with 

the previous government. It was clear for both the 

West and Russia that the previous government was 

driving Moldova into a dead end, so they supported 

a peaceful – and legal – transition of power to a 

new government. Both would benefit from a more 

responsible partner in Chişinău, a government 

which would be representative and which would 

enjoy popular legitimacy. Moldova is focused 

on domestic reforms, and that should create a more 

stable state, which would be to the benefit of all 

key players involved. We are also working on 

restoring relations with Russia, especially economic 

relations, as Russia remains a key market for our 

producers, whose interests we must protect. 

KöRBeR-sTIFTunG: 2019 marks the 10th anniver-

sary of the EU’s Eastern Partnership initiative. 

What is your vision for the future of the Eastern 

Partnership, and what are Moldova’s hopes and 

expectations of Germany’s upcoming EU Council 

Presidency?

sanDu: Moldova has seen tremendous benefits from 

the opportunities provided by the Eastern Partner-

ship over the course of these past 10 years. We 

would like to see this partnership thrive, and our 

association with the EU deepen. I hope that this 

deepening of relations could become a staple of the 

German Presidency of the EU Council. We are 

committed to doing everything possible to make 

this happen.  
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We believe that the EU’s global position will be 

determined by the innovative capacity of its eco no-

my, the ability to come up with genuine solutions to 

problems, and the attractiveness of the European 

model of democracy. It is essential to boost com pe ti-

tiveness and further remove barriers on the com-

mon market, especially in the services sector. The 

European Union must also have a strong position in 

the area of artificial intelligence and the data-driven 

economy. Fighting tax fraud is also crucial, and 

Poland has made significant achievements in this 

field, which we are willing to share. 

The European Union must enjoy the support of 

its societies. We believe that national parliaments 

should be given a greater role in the EU’s deci-

 sion-making process as they reflect the will of the 

citi zens and the governments they choose. 

We are convinced that Poland and Germany are 

natural partners. If we assume that the European 

Union is our common home then cooperation 

between Poland and Germany should be part of its 

solid foundation.   

Should the EU maintain its current mode of foreign policy decisions 
requiring unanimity, or adopt qualified majority voting?

2019: don’t know 5 %, no answer 1 %

31 %
Prefer unanimity

63 %
Prefer qualified majority 

voting
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 u
p until the beginning of this decade, 

Germany and its Energiewende, i. e. the 

country’s transition from fossil and 

nuclear energy to renewables, posed a 

beacon of hope for European climate policy. As we 

near the end of the decade, and at a crucial moment 

for our climate, Germany has stopped leading 

the way. In a number of key policies required to 

drive the European economy towards carbon 

neutrality, Germany is in fact weakening many 

of Brussels’ proposals. As EU member states closely 

follow developments in the continent’s leading 

economy, this is a devastating trend. 

The Energiewende has been a game changer for 

the EU. Germany demonstrated to Europe that a 

large-scale shift to renewable energy is both possible 

and beneficial. The Energiewende kick-started the 

incredible decline in costs of renewable technol-

ogies, which made other countries more willing to 

go down the same road. Germany’s transition also 

ensured Berlin’s active participation whenever the 

EU was hammering out policies on renewable 

energy. Brussels’ 2020 Renewable Energy Directive 

enacted in 2009 represented the most ambitious 

package of EU climate policies in a long time. 

Germany, then ahead of the class, tended to be 

much more ambitious when it came to nego tiating 

policies for reducing greenhouse gas at the Euro-

pean level.

Unfortunately, the direction of German climate 

policy has changed. Last year’s revised 2030 EU 

Renewable Energy Directive is much weaker than 

its predecessor. It no longer features binding 

national targets, partially down to low engagement 

from Berlin. By the same token, Germany has 

been conspicuously absent from current discussions 

on increasing the EU-wide 2030 greenhouse reduc-

tion target to the minimum level required according 

to science: An absolute minimum of 55 % compared 

to 1990. What has caused this turnaround? The 

German energy transition is stuck on the coal 

phase-out. Vested German coal interests are holding 

From Inspirer to Laggard
Germany’s role in EU climate policy

back Germany’s transition, and, by extension, that 

of Europe.

Nonetheless, it is not the energy transition that 

worries me most; renewables are getting so com-

 pe titive that the future direction is clear. Tackling 

climate change, however, goes much further. It will 

require a transition in finance, agriculture, trans-

port, our infrastructure and industry. If we want to 

prevent global warming by more than 1.5°C, we will 

need to significantly cut emissions and spur new 

technologies within a very short time frame. In 

none of these areas do we have policies sufficiently 

strict to do so.

Meanwhile, Germany again appears busy with 

defending vested interests, as demonstrated by 

Berlin’s approach to efforts to reduce emissions from 

the transport sector, and automobiles in particular, 

which continue to rise.

In 2018 the EU passed legislation aiming to 

reduce automobiles’ carbon emissions by 2030. 

However, while a rapid shift to electrification would 

have required stricter emission targets, the Euro-

pean Council, led by Germany, put up an enormous 

fight with the European Parliament in order to 

weaken targets. Berlin literally figured as spokes-

person for the German car industry, pushing for 

short-term gains at the cost of our climate and 

long-term economic benefits. While Germany was 

trying to stop meaningful legislation, European 

manufacturers were investing seven times more in 

electric cars in China than in the EU. No wonder 

perhaps, given Beijing’s strict legislation for auto-

mobiles. 

With regards to efforts to create EU-wide stand-

ards for sustainable investments, even a relatively 

week proposal by the European Commission 

triggered Germany to pull the brake: Berlin wants 

self-regulation for the financial sector, and non-

binding  guidelines. It is as if we are listeining to 

representatives from a German bank.

We are currently at a crossroads. Science agrees 

that we must drastically reduce our greenhouse 

gas emissions over the next ten years in order to 

stand a chance of limiting global warming to 

a relatively safe level. In other words, if we fail to 

establish effective policies right now to force 

significant emission cuts across all economic sectors, 

the consequences of our inaction will be felt by 

generations to come. 

Germany’s size and strength confer upon it 

a responsibility to lead. Without Berlin at the 

forefront , the EU will neither reach the required 

reductions nor will it be able to lead by example. 

It is high time therefore for Germany to stop 

bow      ing to vested interests and, instead, to start 

inspir   ing the way it used to do.  
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2019: don’t know 3 %, 
no answer 1 %

Concerning climate policy, 
do you see Germany as a forerunner 

or a laggard in the eu?

48 %
Forerunner

36 %
Laggard 

7 %

Neither5 %

Both



 T
he Atlantic is widening, at least in the eyes of the German population. Our 

survey shows that Germans doubt that their country and the US are 

“Wunderbar Together”. A slight uptick in numbers compared to 2018 

cannot conceal that German public opinion on the transatlantic partner-

ship remains lukewarm: About two thirds of respondents consider German-

American  relations to be in bad shape – quite unlike Americans, who overwhelm-

ingly rate the relationship as good or very good. Notably, 35 % of Germans would 

prefer less cooperation between Washington and Berlin.

Germans even appear to question the transatlantic security partnership – a 

long-term pillar of German and US foreign policy. On the one hand, 40 % of Germans  

favour an increase of defence expenditures, seemingly accommodating American 

demands for Germany to fulfil its NATO pledges. On the other hand, increases to 

Germany’s defence budget may also render Berlin more independent from US 

foreign and security policy, which appears to be the overriding preference of the 

German public: 52 % support Berlin becoming more independent from the US, even 

if this required Germany to more than double its defence budget of currently 

€ 43 billion – a remarkable result for pacifist German society. Even more striking, 

only 22 % of Germans support the country’s reliance on America’s nuclear umbrella. 

Two out of five Germans would rather see their country seeking nuclear protection 

from France and the UK. Furthermore, 45 % of Germans are not convinced that 

US military bases in Germany are important to its national security. Ame ri cans, once 

again, attach greater value to transatlantic security cooperation, with 85 % of US 

respondents considering these bases as integral to US national security.

If the above is bad news to you, it might get worse: Only a narrow majority 

of Germans (55 %, and only 47 % of under-35-year-olds!) endorse their country’s 

inte gration  into the “West”. These results raise important questions for the trans-

atlantic partnership as much as the overall strategic direction of German foreign 

policy. Finding answers will require not only some deep thinking in foreign 

policy circles, but also greater engagement and dialogue with citizens about the 

future of transatlantic relations.
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Worlds Apart? 
Transatlantic Relations 

under Strain
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Somewhat important

very important

Not too important

Not important at all 

8 %

5 %

    uS respondents:     German respondents: 

Somewhat important

very important
15 %

Not too important

Not important at all 

56 %
29 %37 %

30 %

15 %

2019: don’t know / no answer 2 %2019: don’t know 3 %

The united states currently operates several military bases in Germany with ~35,000 troops.
how important are these for the national security of your country?
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KöRBeR-sTIFTunG: German policy-makers would 

argue that, since the 2014 Munich Consensus, 

Berlin has assumed greater responsibility, 

especially within NATO, but that it will not be 

able to shift gears overnight – for both technical 

and political reasons.

meaD: As long as this remains the case, it is prob-

ably good for the US to keep pressuring Germany. 

What Germany is teaching the United States is that, 

when pressured, the Germans move in the right 

direction. Without pressure, Berlin will simply sit 

there and enjoy the benefits of what others are 

doing.

KöRBeR-sTIFTunG: Differences over defence 

spending aside, considering the fact that Ger-

many and the US remain extremely close allies, 

there seems to be an enormous amount of 

frustration with Germany in Washington.

meaD: Both Republicans and Democrats feel that 

the Euro has been a terrible disaster for Europe, 

inflicting sustained and massive damage on some of 

the southern European countries, including Italy. 

There is a feeling that Germany has looked after its 

own interests at the expense of undermining the 

Western alliance and weakening Europe. Americans 

may not all think that this is the result of calculated 

policy, but Germany seems extremely comfortable 

with the status quo, which is dividing and weaken-

ing Europe.

Germany in a Pinch
Why the Trump administration is right to pressure Berlin

KöRBeR-sTIFTunG: Mr Mead, the Trump admi n is-

tration has been far more critical towards Europe 

and Germany in particular than any adminis-

tration in post-War memory. Is this criticism 

justified or rather a pretence for domestic 

consumption?

meaD: I think the Trump administration has been 

sincere in its criticism; it reflects its perspective. 

There is a real sense that Europe generally and 

Germany specifically is not doing enough about its 

own defence, that Berlin expects the United States 

to pay for much of Europe’s defence bill, and that it 

reserves for itself the right to criticize the way in 

which the US tries to provide for Europe’s defence.

KöRBeR-sTIFTunG: Do you worry that these 

differences prevent us from seeing the bigger 

picture, such as coordinating a transatlantic 

approach to China?

meaD: One can certainly criticize the Trump 

administration for opening every question at once, 

rather than developing a strategy and then care-

  fully sequencing its moves. But however angry and 

disappointed Europeans may be with the Trump 

administration, we all see that what China is doing 

is a threat to us all. This is the real strength of the 

West: We share a cultural, ethical, and in many cases 

religious outlook. More often than not, we will look 

at events in similar ways.

KöRBeR-sTIFTunG: Nonetheless, many people 

today are worried that the institutions under-

pinning transatlantic relations are crumbling.

meaD: The instinct that international partnerships 

can only be strong if they are grounded in bureau-

cratic institutions may have been true in the 1940s 

and 1950s, when the international situation was 

more stable. Today, is Erdogan’s Turkey a NATO ally? 

Is Hungary really part of the European project? In 

the more fluid international environment of today, I 

think we may see a lot more stress on bureaucratic 

structures. We may find cooperation easier without 

bureaucratic structures. The EU may remain the 

most successful international venture of its kind in 

history, but it also seems to have more problems 

than it did five or ten years ago.

KöRBeR-sTIFTunG: Where do you see the EU’s 

main problems?

meaD: If Europeans perceive a problem, they think 

the answer lies in creating a bureaucratic process 

to tackle it. In order to coordinate among different 

countries, there are certainly cases where there is 

no other way. However, you then end up with a 

multiplicity of bureaucratic entities struggling to 

coordinate. Add to that a population that does 

not follow bureaucratic intricacies, and inevitably 

you end up with a massive democratic deficit. The 

more perfect the bureaucratic machine becomes, 

the greater the potential gap between the machine 

and public opinion.

KöRBeR-sTIFTunG: Many Europeans argue that it 

is precisely the bureaucracy, its laws and regula-

tions, that enable the EU to function.

meaD: I would argue that the EU might become 

stronger if it found creative ways to loosen things. 

The Europeans may be able to all live in one house, 

but they cannot all sleep in one bed.

The Italians are going their own way already. The 

Turks, who were once headed toward Europe, are 

now heading away. These are not healthy changes. 

Europe’s problems are growing, and the capacity to 

address them seems to be decreasing. It is not a case 

of “Oh, there is a simple, obvious answer, and you 

just have to do it.” But somehow it feels like there is 

a gap between the gravity of the historical situation 

and the content of the political discussion. 

WalTeR Russell meaD
distinguished Fellow, Hudson Institute, Washington, dC
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how would you rate the current relationship 
between Germany and the us?

very goodvery good

2019: don’t know 2 % 
2018: don’t know 2 %, no answer 1 %

4 %

Somewhat good

Somewhat bad 

very bad
3 %

2 %
1 %

Somewhat bad 56 %
63 %

Somewhat good
32 %

23 %

very bad

10 %
8 %

58 %

13 %
12 %

14 %

21 %

2019
2018

    German respondents:     uS respondents:

62 %

2019: don’t know / no answer 9 %
2018: don’t know / no answer 6 %
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T
he debate on Germany’s security and 

defence policy has entered a new phase. 

Over the past five years, people have 

become convinced that the international 

security situation is less stable than in the past; 

that old certainties are coming undone, and that 

Germany must react. 

Our national economic success, our social 

cohesion, and our freedom are becoming more and 

more dependent on conditions determined by 

international affairs. More precisely, our security, 

as well as our way of life, are dependent on the 

liberal rules-based order prevailing over a mind-set 

focused on spheres of influence and authori-

tarian hierarchies. We want and need an order that 

facilitates and rewards cooperation rather than 

confrontation.

The developments which are weakening this 

order are well-known: Russia’s illegal annexation of 

Crimea as well as its continued aggression in eastern 

Ukraine; the spread of the so-called Islamic State 

and its terrorist attacks, also in Europe; the “arc of 

crisis” stretching from Africa to the Middle East 

to Afghanistan, which has greatly contributed to the 

refugee crisis; and, on a global scale, the intensifying 

competition between great powers; the successes of 

authoritarian politics that are challenging our 

liberal social and political order; and the impact of 

climate change.

It is incumbent upon those of us who carry 

responsibility in Germany to take a stand and 

develop new ideas. To this end, Germany’s security 

policy can draw on a proven system of coordinates, 

the pillars of which include European cohesion, 

the transatlantic alliance, and a responsible use of 

military force – always embedded in a broad 

political approach.

Germany has acted in accordance with these 

pillars. Our country has assumed a leading role in 

NATO in securing the borders of the alliance. 

Germany continues to be a driving force in the 

creation of the European Defence Union, which 

aims for more efficient and effective cooperation 

among the armed forces of EU member states. 

And the Bundeswehr has shouldered missions in 

countries such as Mali and Iraq, where we are 

training local security forces and strengthening 

bulwarks against terrorism.

A majority of Germans has supported these 

policies. Wherever required, prudent persuasion 

– the key task of democratic political leadership – 

made it possible for Berlin to make and implement 

the necessary decisions.

Regardless, there is an increasing number of 

voices suggesting that Germany’s momentum is 

waning or may have vanished entirely – while our 

challenges are increasing. Many doubt whether 

Germany is doing enough. And whether we are at 

all capable of mustering additional strength. Others 

fear that our approach – the pillars of German 

security policy – is no longer up-to-date. They fear 

that the United States is no longer as reliable as 

it once was and that cohesion in Europe is eroding, 

necessitating a new way of thinking.

I would like to see a broad public debate on these 

issues and I am grateful to Körber-Stiftung for 

creat     ing the Berlin Forum to serve as a key platform 

in this regard.

I am certain that we are already doing what 

is necessary to strengthen security in Germany and 

Europe. We are moving in the right direction, but 

we will need to increase our speed, quality, and 

intensity in terms of both our strategic debate and 

concrete measures. I will make every effort to 

achieve this and in doing so will be guided by three 

ideas.

First: We Germans need to better internalize the 

fact that we have to deal with issues of international 

stability. Hence, we should have a more open and 

rigorous discussion on the aims and means of 

German security policy. Only by clearly articulating 

our interests can we provide orientation and room 

for common solutions. And our overarching interest 

in foreign and security policy is to strengthen and 

further develop the liberal rules-based order.

That may sound abstract, but it constitutes the 

guiding principle for all the concrete issues we 

face in international politics. No matter what 

individual case we are dealing with, our response 

will always aim to strengthen the principles of the 

existing political order. In order to demonstrate 

what it is that we stand for, we will need to point 

to this underlying idea, again and again.

Second: We need to increase our capacity to act 

in international security affairs. Germany has a 

wealth of instruments at its disposal to work toward 

a world that is peaceful, prosperous, and free. This 

is true above all in cooperation with our partners in 

the EU and our allies in NATO. But Germany’s 

Taking a Stand
Germany’s security and defence policy in public debate

traNSatLaNtIC rELatIoNS uNdEr StraINtraNSatLaNtIC rELatIoNS uNdEr StraIN

anneGReT KRamP-KaRRenBaueR
Minister of defence, Germany
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International responsibility: should Germany become more 
strongly involved in international crises?

2019: don’t know 5 %, no answer 3 % | 2018: don’t know 3 %, no answer 1 %

Become more strongly involved   43 %49 %       restraint

41 %55 % 2018

2019
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instruments must be in good condition and up to 

date in order to be effective.

For the Bundeswehr this has not been fully 

achieved yet, despite the turn-around of recent 

years. Some things simply need time – such as the 

development and procurement of major armaments 

– but we must get the basics right, and this will 

require reliable funding.

For this reason, the two percent commitment 

remains the right approach. We must seriously 

move toward a defence budget of this scale – in the 

interest of our security, but also because Germany 

has every reason to be proud that it shoulders its fair 

share of the burden in international institutions. 

That must remain the case, especially as two cents 

taken from every euro earned is not too great an 

investment in the state’s primary task – to guarantee 

the security of its citizens from external threats.

Third: We must spell out our policies in more 

concrete terms and, in doing so, tolerate ambiva-

lence. Germans’ fondness for fundamental 

principles is valuable; it is a clear indication of 

the values we share, and the overarching ideas we 

pursue. However, sometimes it obscures the exis-

tence of a feasible, pragmatic solution in coopera-

tion with our partners. For example, European 

security cooperation is an invaluable asset and is 

making real progress thanks to the PESCO projects 

and other innovations, such as the Coordinated 

Annual Review on Defence (CARD) and the Euro-

pean Defence Fund (EDF). But we must invest even 

more energy to ensure that these measures yield 

tangible benefits.

This also means responding more resolutely to 

sudden crises: thinking in terms of possible courses 

of action, suggesting solutions, and not always 

waiting until asked. And accepting that a common 

European security policy also demands difficult 

trade-offs and compromises of us Germans – for 

example, with respect to weapons exports, par ti ci-

pation in military missions, and the way we deal 

with uncomfortable allies and powerful political 

challengers such as China. These considerations are 

only possible if they are truly understood as strategic 

issues and not simply as an opportunity for the 

next tweet.

Promoting this strategic culture is a pressing 

task for us all. Let us address them together – within 

the scope of the Berlin Foreign Policy Forum and 

beyond.   

 I
n the summer of 2019 the European Council 

on Foreign Relations published a report that 

tried to answer “How Europe can regain the 

capacity to act” in a world of rising great power 

competition and eroding inter national ins  ti tutions. 

According to the authors, in order “to prosper 

and maintain their independence in a world of 

geopoli tical competition, Europeans must address 

the interlinked security and economic challenges 

other powerful states present – without withdraw-

ing their support for a rules-based order”.

The report argued that the EU should learn to 

think like a geopolitical power. And it is my convic-

tion that this can happen only if Germany learns 

to think as a geopolitical power and that Germany’s 

Presidency of the EU is the time for Berlin to show 

its capacity to do so. This of course will involve 

persuading the German public, 49 % of which favour 

a continuation of German restraint in foreign policy 

according to the present survey for The Berlin Pulse. 

However, as Yogi Berri advises, “When you come to a 

fork in the road, take it.” This is exactly how 

Germany should approach its 2020 Presidency of the 

EU. It is not an easy choice, bearing in mind domes-

tic problems, the prospect of a slowing economy, 

and growing tensions within the EU. But if Germany 

wants its presidency to make a real difference, 

Berlin should place the EU’s relations with the US 

and China as well as the adoption of a European 

strategy for dealing with a world defined by US-

China  competition on top of its agenda. 

Germany is the EU member state best positioned 

to force the Union to come up with a comprehensive 

strategy at a time when most member states are 

looking inward in denial of Europe’s growing 

irrelevance in the world. At present both European 

policy elites and publics are choosing to ignore the 

critical impact of Sino-US tensions on almost all 

aspects of policy. Brussels’ current position is that of 

a retired power. Europeans may be outspoken on the 

eroding liberal order, but their actions are risk-

averse and rarely strategic. A recent ECFR survey 

indicated that majorities in all of the 13 largest 

Thinking Like a 
Geopolitical Power

Germany and Europe in a world defined 

by US-China competition

traNSatLaNtIC rELatIoNS uNdEr StraINtraNSatLaNtIC rELatIoNS uNdEr StraIN

Ivan KRasTev
Chairman, Centre for Liberal Strategies, Sofia
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2019: don’t know / no answer 6 %
2018: don’t know / no answer 5 %

2019: don’t know 3 %, no answer 1 %
2018: don’t know 2 %, no answer 1 %

    uS respondents: 

should europe increase its defence spending?

    German respondents: 

should Germany increase its defence spending?

2019
2018

40 %
43 %

Increase spending 

15 %
Lower spending 

14 %

41 %Maintain spending at the current level

40 %

35 %
39 %

Increase spending 

9 %
Lower spending 

11 % 

50 %Maintain spending at the current level

46 %



 Involvement or Restraint?
A representative survey on German attitudes to foreign policy commissioned 

by Körber-Stiftung

                              All US results by 

German Foreign Policy: Challenges, Partners and Priorities

Become more strongly involved   43 %49 %       Restraint

International responsibility: Should Germany become more 
strongly involved in international crises?

41 %55 % 2018

2019

2019: don’t know 5 %, no answer 3 % | 2018: don’t know 3 %, no answer 1 %

What are the greatest challenges currently facing 
German foreign policy?

2019
2018

What is your assessment of the international 
security situation facing Germany? 

2019: don’t know 1 %, no answer 1 %

18 %

Somewhat 
threatening

4 %

Very threatening

14 %

Very safe

62 %
 Somewhat safeClimate and Environment

5 %
31 %

Refugees and Migration
26 %

30 %

Relations with the US / Trump

28 %
23 %

Conflict in the Middle East

21 %
16 %

Relations with the UK/Brexit

6 %
9 %

2019: don’t know 6 %, no answer 2 %

Would you prefer for German foreign policy to remain anchored 
in the “West” or should it adopt a neutral foreign policy?

55 %
Remain with the “West”

7 %

Lean towards other states

31 %
Adopt neutral foreign policy

Multiple answers possible

3332

member states preferred the EU to remain neutral 

in case of a conflict between the US and China or 

the US and Russia. What is less clear is the meaning 

of European neutrality. Could Europe remain neutral 

if forced to choose between the US and China, e. g. 

with regard to technology, trade, or defence? We 

should not mistake the hope that Europe would not 

be forced to make such a choice for a strategy.

This may be hard for Europeans to swallow, 

but the post-Trump world, should it arrive in 2020, 

will not resemble the pre-Trump world. Under 

Trump’s presidency, rivalry with China has become 

the organizing principle of American foreign policy, 

and virtually the only area of effective bipartisan-

ship between Democrats and Republicans. Only 

a few lost souls in Washington continue to believe 

that China’s economic development will lead to 

a political opening. Instead, there is consensus that 

allowing China to join the World Trade Organization 

in 2001 was a mistake, and that, should America 

fail to contain China’s geopolitical reach today, 

it may be impossible to do so tomorrow. America’s 

China anxiety recognizes the fact that China’s 

market-friendly, big-data authoritarianism poses a 

much more dangerous threat to liberal democracies 

than Soviet Communism ever did.

But even if Trump and Xi came to an agreement 

on trade, conceivably such a deal could increase 

US pressure on transatlantic trade. Regardless 

of who will win the White House in 2020, Europe 

stands to lose valuable time should it continue 

hoping to avoid a choice it will inevitably be pres-

sured to make. But a strategy does not postulate 

siding with Washington against Beijing or, unlikely, 

vice versa. Instead, any strategy must spell out 

what the EU should do in order to avoid falling 

victim to US-China confrontation.

Psychologists have found that street criminals 

tend to target those who behave like victims. 

Germany’s Presidency should prioritize convincing 

the EU not to behave like a victim. 

1 Mark Leonard and Jeremy Shapiro “Strategic sovereignty: 

 How Europe can regain the capacity to act”, ECFR, June 2019

 https://www.ecfr.eu/publications/summary/strategic_sover-

eignty_how_europe_can_regain_the_capacity_to_act

2 Ivan Krastev, Mark Leonard & Susi Dennison, “What Euro-

peans really want: Five myths debunked”, ECFR, April 2019

 https://www.ecfr.eu/specials/what_europeans_really_want_

five_myths_debunked

TransaTlanTic relaTions under sTrain

 What is more important for Germany … ?

2019: don’t know 6 %, no answer 2 %

Having close relations with china Having close relations with the us

24 % 50 %18 %

spontaneous response: equidistance
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    German respondents:

Which country is currently Germany’s most 
or second most important partner?

Multiple answers possible

2019: a different country 18 %, don’t know 13 %, no answer 2 %
2018: a different country 7 %, don’t know 13 %, no answer 2 %

61 %
35 %

12 % 17 %
6 %

 France  US   China  Russia  Britain 

2019 2018

60 %
42 %

15 % 12 % 7 %

Multiple answers possible

2019: a different country 43 %, don’t know / no answer 27 %
2018: a different country 18 %, don’t know / no answer 25 %

    US respondents: 

Which country is currently the most or second most
important partner for the United States?

2019 2018

 Britain China Canada  Israel  Germany

25 %
12 %15 %

9 %13 %

37 %
26 %

36 %
23 % 20 %

Who has done more for the future of the EU?

2019: don’t know 6 %, no answer 2 %

56 %
Angela Merkel

17 %

 Emmanuel Macron

Europe

Who bears the main responsibility for the present decline in EU cohesion?

2019: don’t know 8 %, no answer 2 %

13 %

Other

33 %
The EU itself

9 %

Both the EU and populist 
governments

37 %
 Populist governments 

in  member states

Should the EU maintain its current mode of foreign policy decisions 
requiring unanimity, or adopt qualified majority voting?

2019: don’t know 5 %, no answer 1 %

31 %
Prefer unanimity

63 %
Prefer qualified majority 

voting

    German respondents:

Should Germany cooperate less or more
 with each of these countries in the future?

2019
2018

Cooperate moreCooperate less

France 77 %7 %

6 % 82 %
Japan 69 %12 %

Russia 66 %21 %
23 % 69 %

China 
60 %27 %

19 % 67 %
Britain   

51 %31 %

34 % 55 %
US

50 %35 %

47 % 41 %

    US respondents: 

Should the United States cooperate less or more 
with each of these countries in the future?

2019
2018

Cooperate moreCooperate less

13 % 76 %Britain   

15 % 78 %
18 % 71 %France 

19 % 73 %
Japan 71 %19 %

19 % 69 %Germany

21 % 70 %
33 % 55 %

China 

33 % 59 %

52 % 35 %
Russia 

58 % 35 %
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2019: don’t know 4 %, no answer 1 %

Should the EU have been more accomodating 
during the Brexit negotiations? 

Probably

Definitely

7 %

Probably not

Definitely not

8 %29 %

51 %

2019: don’t know 3 %, no answer 1 %

Concerning climate policy, do you see Germany as 
a forerunner or a laggard in the EU?

48 %
Forerunner

36 %
Laggard 

5 %

Both

7 %

Neither

Transatlantic Relations

How would you rate the current relationship 
between Germany and the US?

Very goodVery good

2019: don’t know 2 % 
2018: don’t know 2 %, no answer 1 %

4 %

Somewhat good

Somewhat bad 

Very bad
3 %

2 %
1 %

Somewhat bad 56 %
63 %

Somewhat good
32 %

23 %

Very bad

10 %
8 %

58 %

13 %
12 %

14 %

21 %

2019
2018

    German respondents:     US respondents:

62 %

2019: don’t know / no answer 9 %
2018: don’t know / no answer 6 %

2019: don’t know 2 %

What would be the impact on German-US relations 
if President Trump were re-elected in 2020?

Rather positive

Very positive

1 %

6 %

Very negative

Rather negative46 %
41 %

Would make no difference

4 %
2019: don’t know / no answer 6 %
2018: don’t know / no answer 5 %

2019: don’t know 3 %, no answer 1 %
2018: don’t know 2 %, no answer 1 %

    US respondents: 

Should Europe increase its defence spending?

    German respondents: 

Should Germany increase its defence spending?

2019
2018

40 %
43 %

Increase spending 

15 %
Lower spending 

14 %

41 %Maintain spending at the current level

40 %

35 %
39 %

Increase spending 

9 %
Lower spending 

11 % 

50 %Maintain spending at the current level

46 %

Currently the US nuclear umbrella plays a crucial role 
for German security. Should Germany …

31 %
Forego nuclear 

protection

7 %

Develop its 
own nuclear 

weapons

40 %
Seek nuclear 

protection  from 
France and the UK

22 %

Continue to 
rely on the US 

Multiple answers possible | 2019: don’t know 7 %, no answer 1 %
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In favour 

52 %

41 %

Should Germany strive for greater independence from the United States in defence matters, 
even if this meant more than doubling defence spending?

2019: don’t know 5 %, no answer 2 %

Against

    German respondents: 
What is more important for Germany … ?

2019: don’t know 5 %, no answer 1 % 

2019

2018

    US respondents:  
What is more important for the United States … ?61 %

Having close relations with Germany

26 %

Having close relations with Russia

Having close relations with the US

39 %
38 %

Having close relations with Russia

25 %

32 %

Spontaneous response: equidistance

30 %
20 %

8 %

Spontaneous response: equidistance

2019: neither 3 %, don’t know / no answer 4 %

Germany and the Asia-Pacific

What is your view of China’s growing influence?

2019: don’t know 2 %, no answer 1 % | 2018: don’t know 1 %

2019
2018

9 %

11 %

Positive

46 %
42 %

Negative

46 %
42 %Neutral

2019: don’t know 3 %, no answer 1 %

Very negative

Rather negative44 %
43 %

Very positive 0 %

9 %
Rather positive

    German respondents: 
 What is more important for Germany … ?

2019: don’t know 6 %, no answer 2 %

50 %
Having close relations with the US

    US respondents:  
What is more important for the United States … ?    

41 %
Having close relations with Germany

24 %

Having close relations with China

44 %
Having close relations with China

18 %

Spontaneous response: equidistance

9 %

Spontaneous response: equidistance

2019: neither 2 %, don’t know / no answer 4 %

Somewhat important

Very important

Not too important

Not important at all 

8 %

5 %

    US respondents:     German respondents: 

Somewhat important

Very important
15 %

Not too important

Not important at all 

56 %
29 %37 %

30 %

15 %

2019: don’t know / no answer 2 %2019: don’t know 3 %

The United States currently operates several military bases in Germany with ~35,000 troops.
How important are these for the national security of your country?

How do you assess the Chinese model of state capitalism 
with strong economic growth and authoritarian rule?



Yes   49 %43 %   No

2019: don’t know 6 %, no answer 2 %

Should Germany take part in naval missions to protect freedom 
of navigation and maritime trade routes? 

2019: don’t know 2 %

How likely is the possibility that the current Sino-US 
confrontation turns into a Cold War?

Very unlikely

48 % Somewhat unlikely

8 %
Somewhat likely

7 %
 Very Likely

35 %

In dealing with China, should Germany defend its political interests 
more strongly, even if doing so might harm its economic interests?

2019: don’t know 3 %, no answer 2 %

76 %
Yes

19 %

No

2019: don’t know 6 %, no answer 2 %

The US has adopted a tougher trade policy towards China. 
Should Germany and Europe follow suit?

Yes   38 %54 %   No

This survey was commissioned 

by Körber-Stiftung and carried 

out by KANTAR PUBLIC Germany 

in September 2019. Telephone 

interviews conducted with a 

represen tative random sample 

of 1,000 participants. (Margin 

of error: <1.4 percent for unit 

values of 5 percent; <3.1 percent 

for unit values of 50 percent). 

All data and results available at 

www.theberlinpulse.org.
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A
s ISIS rampaged through Iraq and Syria 

during the summer of 2014, Germany 

was among the first countries to pledge 

and provide military support and 

training to stem the tide. By the end of 2014, a 

Coalition of over 50 countries was working together 

to defeat ISIS and return displaced civilians to their 

homes. Germany became the leader in one of the 

most important aspects of our campaign: Stabiliza-

tion in the wake of military operations. Without 

Germany, none of the Coalition’s important achieve-

ments in returning civilians to their homes – 

including  over four million Iraqis – would have 

happened. Berlin contributed $ 1.7B in stabilization 

support for Iraq and later extended that support 

to Syria. Today, Germany remains actively engaged 

in efforts to win the peace, recognizing the 

campaign ’s long-term strategy.

Unfortunately, the cooperation that led to 

success in the Counter-ISIS campaign has come 

under increasing strain. Germany and the United 

States now seem to be sniping at each other 

rather than listening to one another and working 

to combine our wisdom and power to protect our 

mutual interests. This benefits nobody; and in 

the Middle East, it risks jeopardizing a joint success 

built on years of cooperation and consultation.

Diverging assumptions underlying our respective 

Iran policies have become a prime source of irri-

tation. Washington assumes that economic stran-

gulation will ultimately lead to better Iranian 

behavior in the region and draw Tehran to the table 

for a more comprehensive deal on its nuclear 

program, ballistic missiles, and malign activities. 

Berlin assumes maximum American pressure will 

meet maximum Iranian resistance, thereby wors-

ening Iranian behavior and significantly increasing 

Hold the Line
How Germany can help stabilize the Middle East 

during America’s leave of absence

TransaTlanTic relaTions under sTrain

Brett McGurk
Payne distinguished lecturer, 
stanford university; fmr. us special 
Presidential envoy for the Global 
coalition to counter isil 
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the risks of conflict. Differing policy assumptions 

are difficult to resolve. If Germany, based on its own 

experience and analysis, believes that Washington’s 

policy is more likely to result in conflict than 

stability, Washington should not expect Berlin to 

support this policy. 

In August 2017, then Secretary of Defense Jim 

Mattis famously told American troops in Jordan to 

“hold the line until our country gets back to respect-

ing one another.” The same can be asked of our 

allies: Hold the line and look for areas of conver-

gence even where larger differences are unresolv-

able. In the Middle East, there are at least three 

areas where Germany can fill gaps and help ensure 

that hard-fought gains are not lost.

First, Germany can continue to lead stabilization 

efforts in Iraq, where a new government faces 

multiple pressures. Germany’s Foreign Minister 

Heiko Maas recently expressed support for Iraq’s 

policy of balancing between the region’s multiple 

stakeholders. On Berlin’s part, recognizing the 

reality of Iraq’s geo-strategic position is sound policy. 

Against the background of mounting pressure from 

Iran, Berlin can continue supporting both Iraq’s 

stabilization and its ties to Europe and the Gulf.

Second, Germany can fill the diplomatic void left 

by America’s relative absence and increasing 

engagement by Russia and China. The West should 

seek to de-escalate the flashpoints of Iraq, Yemen, 

Lebanon, and Syria, all of which are complicated by 

malign Iranian behavior and intra-region rivalry 

between Qatar and Turkey on one side, and the 

United Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia, and Egypt on 

the other. Absent diplomatic engagement and 

maintenance, there is a real risk of the region suffer-

ing a new wave of instability that will eventually 

reach our shores.

Third, in northeast Syria, Berlin can continue to 

support stabilization activities even as the US 

recedes. This has become far more difficult in light 

of Trump’s sudden and impetuous decision to 

further remove American forces, but Berlin remains 

a leading voice on following through on military 

gains – and should loudly protest abandonment of 

partners that fought ISIS and helped maintain a 

stable peace. The west still has not determined what 

to do with thousands of foreign fighters, families, 

and children now held in northeast Syria. Berlin has 

unique convening authority and might consider an 

urgent meeting of Coalition stakeholders to recom-

mend concrete action in this area.

Donald Trump’s foreign policy vacillates wildly 

between two camps within the Republican Party, 

one interventionist (with an ongoing belief in 

the use of unilateral American force), the other 

more isolationist, demanding an end to foreign wars 

and a renewed focus on domestic problems. While 

Trump himself tends towards the latter, his policies 

tend towards the former, leading to confusion, 

incoherence, and sudden jolts, as we have just seen 

in Syria. Public opinion polls show that most 

Americans rest between these positions, believing 

in multilateral problem-solving and restrained 

engagement in the world. We will likely return in 

time to such an equilibrium, and we can hope that 

our allies hold the line as we figure it out. 

KöRBeR-sTIFTunG: Mr Wright, is the Trump 

administration still interested in the idea of a 

transatlantic alliance?

WRIGhT: Unfortunately it is not a priority for 

President Trump or his administration. There is 

almost no one left in the administration who 

understands Europe. They focus on areas of dis-

agreement – Iran, energy, and trade – but do 

not seem interested in building a common posi  tion 

on China, on technology and big data, on political 

interference or other major challenges.

KöRBeR-sTIFTunG: Earlier this year the German 

Foreign Ministry initiated the hashtag “#Multilat-

eralismMatters”, which stands almost diametri-

cally opposed to the President’s slogan of “Ameri-

ca first”. Is there such a thing as a Trumpian 

concept of multilateralism?

WRIGhT: The Trump administration appears more 

interested in bilateral relationships. John Bolton, 

the former national security advisor, was a staunch 

critic of multilateralism. He would argue that 

coalitions of the like-minded, such as the 2003 

Proliferation Security Initiative he helped to develop 

in the early 2000s, represent an effective form of 

multilateralism. The administration prefers such 

coalitions to be temporary and mission-oriented. It is 

deeply sceptical of institutions, which are important 

because they provide a long-term structure for 

cooperation.

KöRBeR-sTIFTunG: Is this the right time then for 

Germany to launch its “Alliance for Multilate r-

alism”?

WRIGhT: I think there are questions about what Ger-

many means by multilateralism. It is striking that 

the “Alliance for Multilateralism” focuses on insti-

tutions like the Paris Agreement or the JCPOA, but 

not necessarily on mid-sized countries standing 

together against coercion. For example, China has 

put enormous pressure on Canada, including 

through the detention of former Canadian diplomat 

You Say Multilateralism, 
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China economically, but Germany needs to be smart 

about how it engages. Berlin needs to recognize 

that unconditional engagement, lacking any con-

sideration of security and strategic issues, is unreal-

istic. The decision to entrust one provider or the 

other with Germany’s 5G network will reverberate 

for decades to come, and will be very difficult to 

revise. It is the US position therefore – and not just 

of the Trump administration – that this decision 

needs to be thought through very carefully. What 

if China’s intentions evolve in such a way that 

Huawei’s involvement would compromise their 

security systems, their security operations, and thus 

the integrity of the transatlantic alliance? There 

may be certain areas where security and strategic 

concerns require limits to engagement.

KöRBeR-sTIFTunG: Are you worried about the 

future of the transatlantic alliance?

WRIGhT: I worry that we are overly focusing on the 

values of NATO and the EU. No doubt these are 

important, but what really matters is whether or not 

the alliance deals with the problems we are facing. 

What we really need is a positive agenda that deals 

with Chinese mercantilism, with technology and 

automation, artificial intelligence, quantum comput-

ing and questions about big data, and with issues 

such as corporate taxes. You have a whole variety of 

issues that directly pertain to people’s lives. 

Michael Kovrig. One would expect Germany to 

publicly stand with Canada to uphold the principle 

of multilateralism, but that has not happened. 

Liberal circles in America are somewhat sceptical 

therefore of what precisely Germany means: a 

values-based approach of the like-minded to uphold 

a certain idea of international order, or rather a 

convening project to bring everyone – including 

countries such as China and Russia – together. The 

latter approach does not actually address the 

underlying challenge to multilateralism.

KöRBeR-sTIFTunG: Speaking of Beijing: How does 

the Trump administration see the role of Ger-

many and Europe vis-à-vis China?

WRIGhT: There has been a major shift in Europe, 

particularly Western Europe, toward China. Ger-

many, France and others have gone to the adminis-

tration and asked to work together on China, 

particularly through the EU. However, in the words 

of the President, “the EU is worse than China”. Most 

senior officials realize they need to work with 

Europe, and are working to that end at lower levels. 

Even President Trump, though he does not want to 

work with the EU, is trying to engage NATO on 

China. The US and Europe really need to have a 

deep conversation about China.

KöRBeR-sTIFTunG: The debate on “decoupling” 

has added to signs that countries at some point 

may have to decide between having a deep 

economic partnership with China, or a deep 

security partnership with the US. How should 

Germany and others navigate this tension?

WRIGhT: China is a vital part of the global economy. 

Both Germany and the US will continue to engage 

Thinking the Unthinkable
Is the transatlantic alliance prepared for a crisis in Asia?

KöRBeR-sTIFTunG: Brussels and the US share 

a number of grievances vis-à-vis China, but 

disagree  on the means. How do both parties see 

each other's role and their respective relations 

with China? 

TaussIG: The United States would like to have 

Europe on its side as it intensifies competition with 

China. There is no doubt that getting Europe 

on board with certain economic and technological 

measures would help the US to build greater 

leverage over China. However, European countries 

see the US approach toward China as too bellicose. 

For example, European countries have been un-

willing to engage in the US-China trade war or to 

ban Chinese technology company Huawei from 

developing European 5G networks.

BenneR: It is slowly but surely dawning on Euro-

peans that the rivalry between the US and China 

will be the defining geopolitical challenge of this 

century. Rather than becoming a chessboard for 

great power games, Europe must become a player 

in its own right, with its own strategy. As things 

stand, it is far from clear whether Europe has the 

will, the capacity, or the cohesion to do so.

KöRBeR-sTIFTunG: What makes it so difficult for 

the US and the EU to cooperate strategically in 

facing China?

BenneR: President Trump is attacking all three 

institutional pillars of our foreign policy – the EU, 

NATO, and the WTO. For advocates of equidistance, 

this is a welcome excuse and further evidence that 

China may be the more rational actor. For Euro pean 

Transatlanticists, hedging remains the rational 

choice. Despite common interests, for Europeans to 

completely align themselves with President Trump’s 

America would be too risky. At any given moment, 

the President could turn on them.

TaussIG: Europe also lacks a unified position on 

China. Some capitals, including Brussels, Paris, and 

Berlin, are getting tougher on China. But many 

member states – Greece, Hungary, Portugal – are 

more hesitant to take any steps that may upset 

economic ties with China. Washington and Brussels 

also disagree on the best approach. The Trump 
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administration has recently emphasized the idea of 

“decoupling” the American and Chinese economies. 

This is an unrealistic goal, and one that European 

political and economic actors – especially German 

industry – will resist.

KöRBeR-sTIFTunG: Imagine a scenario of military 

conflict between China and the US. What would 

Washington expect from Germany?

TaussIG: I do not think Washington expects a strong 

military response from NATO or individual Euro-

pean states. NATO military commanders have 

questioned whether there would be a legal basis for 

NATO to engage in the South China Sea, should 

a conflict break out there. Either way, NATO would 

be extremely hesitant to engage in an out-of-area 

conflict in the Asia-Pacific. Germany, in contrast to 

France and the UK, does not have any military 

capabilities in the region. 

BenneR: I agree. But for sure, Washington would 

expect political and economic support from Europe. 

The European response would depend on what 

triggered the confrontation and the broader state of 

transatlantic cooperation. If Chinese aggression (e. g. 

against Taiwan) caused the military confrontation, 

Europe would more likely support the US. But 

should the Atlantic alliance have further unravelled 

by then, this would undercut a joint response.

TaussIG: If transatlantic relations were in a less dire 

state, perhaps there would be support for European 

sanctions: freezing assets and inhibiting travel 

for involved Chinese actors. The ability to take away 

access to the single market ranks one of Europe’s 

strongest tools. Militarily, US demands for Euro-

peans to increase their defence budgets have been 

motivated in no small part by the need to free up US 

resources for the Asia-Pacific. In the event of a crisis, 

we would see US military assets rapidly move from 

Europe to Asia. In such a case Washington would 

certainly expect Europe to fill the resulting gap.

KöRBeR-sTIFTunG: Do you think EU member 

states would be able to craft a joint response to 

a crisis in the Asia-Pacific?

BenneR: Quite unlikely. China holds significant 

influence over a number of smaller European states, 

which are already hesitant to criticize Beijing. And 

German companies are too dependent on business 

in China. Today Germany finds it hard to protect 

its security and economic interests and help craft a 

unified European stance on 5G and Huawei. That 

makes me pessimistic about the prospects for EU 

unity in case of a real crisis.

KöRBeR-sTIFTunG: In such a scenario, China 

of course would likely be quick to adopt counter-

measures. How would Chinese sanctions on trade 

with Europe affect the economies of Germany 

and Europe more broadly?

Everything the US does should be filtered through a prism that requires 
answering the question, “What will the effect of this action be on the 
US-China relationship?”. If you do this, you will quickly realize that 

keeping your allies and partners with you is imperative to achieving the 
coherent, coordinated, and comprehensive approach that is needed. It is 

very important that we have a concerted transatlantic response to China.

One would hope that a Kissinger-Zhou Enlai type of strategic 
dialogue would emerge between Washington and Beijing. And that 
would help each side develop a nuanced understanding of the other 
side’s red lines and key interests, thereby establishing the over-
arching context within which more specific discussions on critical 
subjects like trade, intellectual property protection, and security 
activities could take place. But I don’t see this happening at present.

BenneR: I agree. Under the Trump administration, 

there is no solid basis for a joint agenda, but as 

Europeans, we must decide how we want to position 

ourselves on the Chinese party state. 42 percent of 

Germans perceive China’s growing international 

influence as neutral, which suggests to me that we 

are yet to have this debate. The European Com-

mission simultaneously praises the EU’s strategic 

partnership with China and warns of Beijing being a 

systemic rival. This kind of schizophrenia cannot 

last. We need to decide which are the areas in which 

we need to cooperate with China, for example 

on climate and pandemics; which are the areas in 

which we oppose China; and how we want to 

structure our economic and technological (inter-)

dependence.

TaussIG: There are several areas in which Europe 

needs to reduce its dependence on Chinese in-

vestment and technology. Screenings of investments 

from Chinese and other authoritarian societies are 

not strong enough across the EU. This is one 

area in which Europe should bolster its defences 

and ensure that it is not overleveraged to Chinese 

investments. Europeans and Americans should 

also provide alternative financing for countries in 

need of infrastructure and investment. China should 

not be the strongest player in the development 

space in Europe and its neighbourhood.  

TaussIG: Both sides could enact lower-scale meas-

ures on a tit-for-tat basis, but a full-blown trade war 

would be disastrous for both China and the EU. 

Ironically, neither Germany nor Europe are particu-

larly engaged in enhancing security and stability 

in the Asia-Pacific. And yet, such a scenario would 

entail dire consequences for Europe.

BenneR: Kinetic conflict between China and the US 

would be a game-changer. Germany would be forced 

to choose sides. I am struck that major German 

companies – Volkswagen, BASF – are doubling down 

on their dependence on China. I wonder whether 

they have factored such a scenario into their risk 

calculations. More broadly, German and European 

diplomacy is not sufficiently focused on preventing 

both Chinese hegemonic aspirations and conflict 

in the Asia-Pacific.

KöRBeR-sTIFTunG: Returning to the real world: 

What is the potential for greater transatlantic 

cooperation under the Trump administration?

TaussIG: We are unlikely to see closer cooperation 

under President Trump. If a new administration 

views China as a significant challenge, we may well 

see Washington extend an olive branch to Europe 

in the hope of getting European partners on board. 

That said, there are vested interests in Europe which 

are strongly opposed to a more assertive China 

policy.
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 h
ong Kong, Huawei, the persecution of Xinjiang’s Uighurs – Beijing has 

dominated much of 2019’s headlines in international affairs. The 

heated debate on China clearly demonstrates that the question of how 

Euro peans should square an indispensable economic partnership 

with increasing security concerns is becoming ever more urgent. But how much 

of this debate has reached the public so far? 

With an increasing number (46 %) of Germans perceiving China’s growing 

influence as negative and 77 % rejecting the Chinese model of state capitalism and 

authoritarian rule, there is a palpable sense of unease: Three quarters of the popu-

lation feel that Germany ought to defend its interests more assertively, even in the 

face of adverse economic consequences. On the other hand, 60 % are in favour of 

increasing cooperation with Beijing. As Thorsten Benner argues, the fact that 42 % of 

Germans perceive China’s growing clout as neutral is a clear signal that Germany is 

yet to have a serious debate on how to position itself.

Two is company, three is a party: The situation becomes even more complex 

when taking into account Washington’s increasingly confrontational China policy. 

Yes, Germans may feel uncomfortable with China, but they are likewise uneasy 

with aligning themselves with the US: Only 50 % feel that close relations with 

Washington are more important for Berlin than keeping close to Beijing, and a 

majority of 54 % is against Germany following the US example of adopting a tougher 

trade policy towards China.

But Europe is not an island, and much as Germans may wish, keeping aloof from 

the complex, challenging realities of foreign policy is not a sustainable option for 

Europe’s largest economy. As Germany’s partners both in Europe and across the 

Indo-Pacific region are calling on Berlin to engage more with the region, there are 

silver linings, too: 49 % of Germans believe that Berlin should take part in naval 

missions to protect free dom of navigation and maritime trade routes. Moreover, as 

Frances Adamson of Aus tralia’s Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade points out, 

there are multiple ways beyond such operations for Germany to strengthen its 

position in the region, be it through advocacy or development assistance.

Either way, as François Godement points out, Germany must not pretend it is 

small and helpless – elsewise, within no more than a few decades, it just might 

come true.
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 70
years ago, the newly founded 

People’s Republic of China 

emerged from a period of 

foreign invasion and interfer-

ence. From its very beginnings, China positioned 

itself against hegemony and power politics. How-

ever, international cooperation came to form a 

corner stone of the People’s Republic foreign policy. 

In my career as a diplomat, I have followed China’s 

progress in making multilateralism the basis of its 

foreign policy – particularly after the Cold War, 

as globalization ushered in a new wave of multilat-

eral momentum.

Today, while China is a fervent supporter of the 

existing multilateral system, it equally believes the 

latter is in need of modification and perfection.

While multilateralism may at times require 

countries  to reach beyond their national interest for 

the greater good, it should not provide cover for 

major powers to thwart other countries’ aspirations. 

With respect to issues such as territorial sovereignty, 

greater emphasis should be given to sovereign 

rights. Parties directly involved in a given dispute 

must be allowed to work out solutions by means 

of negotiating. China believes in solving disputes 

through peaceful means such as dialogue and 

negotiation. Where Beijing feels compelled to use 

force, it does so for the purpose of self-defence. 

It follows that multilateralism should be applied 

mainly in areas of common interest to international 

society in order to meet common risks and chal-

lenges. By means of multilateral cooperation, we can 

avoid following the logic of zero-sum games in 

international affairs, thus forestalling confrontation. 

The word “unilateralism” in international politics 

carries negative connotations, and is often associ-

ated with terms such as “hegemony” and “power 

politics”. According to the realist theoretical frame-

work, unilateralism is the game of the powerful. 

As Thucydides famously put it “The strong do what 

they can and the weak suffer what they must.” 

Given its experience of being invaded and bullied, 

“China and the EU should 
work together to

defend multilateralism”

other, we are collectively changing the direction in 

which the world will go: Will we choose to maintain 

peace and development, or to slide into confron-

tation or even wars? Are we to continue economic 

globalization and advocate inclusion and collabo-

ration? Or do we want to regress to mutually hostile 

camps and zero-sum games? 

China continues to hold on to its belief in peace 

and development, as well as in peaceful cooperation 

as the way to meet international challenges. An 

international order based on multilateralism can 

provide protection to this peaceful path and there-

fore demands our unwavering support.

Europe is a pioneer in the practice of multilater-

alism, with the European Union as living proof. 

European integration has greatly benefitted not only 

its countries and peoples, but has also contributed to 

the long-term peace and prosperity of the world at 

large. In recent years, many European leaders includ-

ing the German Chancellor Angela Merkel have 

called for the world’s attention to focus on the 

challenges to multilateralism and its institutions. 

While admitting the need for improving the current 

multilateral institutions, European leaders believe 

that there is no better choice than multilateralism 

– a view China shares. This is the moment there-

 fore for China and the EU as well as the European 

countries as such to work together to defend 

multilateralism while exploring how to reform and 

improve the latter in order to respond to the 21st 

century’s challenges – together.  

China is intuitively against unilateralism, constantly 

reminding itself not to practice unilateralism.

Moreover, China needs to enrich its experience 

in international affairs and develop its own theo-

retical framework. While we may often need to 

borrow Western terms to express our thoughts for 

the time being, Chinese thinkers and practitioners 

should enrich them with our own insights and 

perspectives. Take the term of “globalization” for 

example: While China supports globalization and 

considers it to be an important and irreversible 

trend, Beijing will not accept the West’s “political 

globalization” which intends to impose the latter’s 

political system and values onto the world. Yes, 

there are certain advantages to the Western system. 

Beijing does not deny this and has been learning 

from the West in order to perfect its own system. 

But as a sovereign nation, China will need to find 

and pursue its own path, as is its undeniable right. 

Another example pertains “global governance”. 

While we value the existing structures, the interna-

tional community should be open to modifying 

these to accommodate changes and to better meet 

new challenges. Artificial Intelligence is a case in 

point. On the one hand, AI will bring great benefits 

to humankind by improving our living and working 

conditions in previously unimaginable ways; on 

the other, AI comes with complex risks and chal-

lenges, and successful solutions will require human-

kind to think and act together. 

President Xi Jinping’s idea of building “a commu-

nity with a shared future” strongly reflects China’s 

belief in multilateralism. It can be seen as both an 

anticipation of better global governance as well as a 

way to solve our shared problems together.

The world is rapidly changing, as the past few 

years have demonstrated, partially due to China’s 

growth. However, the principle cause of uncertainty 

lies in the United States’ strategic readjustments 

and Washington’s emphasis on “America First”. It is 

not an exaggeration to say that the world once more 

finds itself at a crossroads. Its future depends on 

the path we choose. The choices we need to make 

are not simply about one country choosing between 

multilateralism or unilateralism, liberalism or 

conservatism. Instead, by choosing one and not the 
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Common Challenges, 
Joint Solutions?
Tokyo and Berlin are natural partners 

 h
aving lived in Germany for nine years, 

first as a diplomat’s child in the 1970s 

and then as a diplomat myself in 

the early 1990s, I consider Germany 

my second homeland. In the 1970s, Germany was 

still split between West and East.

I remember a family trip in 1973, during which 

my father took us from West to East Berlin. I was 

astonished by the yawning gap between the two 

Germanies in both material goods and in spirit. 

East German cars were utterly different from those 

of the West. Gun-toting soldiers and police officers 

were everywhere on the streets, watching the 

people. I was relatively sensitive and precocious, 

and I was shocked by the worry, distress, and 

discontent I saw behind the frowns of the people 

of East Berlin.

In 1989, I joined the Foreign Ministry, dreaming 

of becoming, perhaps in thirty years or so, the first 

Japanese ambassador to a united Germany. But 

history moved far more quickly than I imagined. 

The Berlin Wall fell in November ’89 while I was still 

in Tokyo. I was sent to Augsburg the following 

spring to university, and on October 2nd I travelled 

to Berlin, and tasted the euphoria of unification day 

for myself.

Today, Japan and Germany are vital partners, 

sharing the universal values of liberty, democracy, 

fundamental human rights, and the rule of law. 

More than any other country, Germany’s interests 

converge with those of Japan in fields such as the 

promotion of free trade, global problems including 

the environment and poverty, and active contri-

butions to peace as non-nuclear states. The politi-

cians and people of both nations have finally begun 

to notice this.

Until recently, when Germans thought of Asia, 

they thought of China – thanks in no small part 

to the car industry. For Japan on the other hand, 

post-War Europe first and foremost spelled the UK 

and France, followed by Germany. Following uni-

fication, Germany’s increased economic and political 

influence, and the democratization and accession 

to the EU of Eastern Europe, fundamentally changed 

Tokyo’s perceptions. Now, as the UK tries to leave 

the EU and France is beset by domestic issues, surely 

it is unnecessary to spell out how important Ger-

many is in Europe for Japan.

The more the US, allied to both Japan and 

Germany, turns towards protectionism and away 

from climate action, the more Tokyo and Berlin 

must work together to persuade it to change course. 

To this end, they should continue to promote 

multilat eral efforts such as the Paris Agreement and 

the Japan-EU Economic Partnership Agreement.

Further, China is pursuing an expansionist 

foreign policy, drawing neighbouring countries into 

its economic hegemony under its “Belt and Road 

Initiative”. It is important for Japan and Germany 

not to pretend that they do not see the mass human 

rights violations committed against the Uighurs 

and Tibetans, the persecution of Falun Gong, or the 

suppression of democratic protests in Hong Kong. 

We must actively intervene, with countries, such as 

the US, that share our values. This is equally true 

in our relations with Russia.

We hope that Germany will become more active 

in the Asia-Pacific, in free trade, security, and 

the construction of high-quality infrastructure. 

Similarly, Japan is a world leader in the development 

of fuel cells and the hydrogen society, but through 

collaborative research and development with 

Germany, we can make a real contribution to global 

decarbonisation and fighting climate change. Let 

us continue to move forward together in these and 

other fields.

During this time and in the future, I will 

continue  to serve as a bridge between Japan and 

my second homeland, Germany. 
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    German respondents:

should Germany cooperate less or more
 with each of these countries in the future?

Cooperate moreCooperate less

2019
2018

France 77 %7 %

6 % 82 %
Japan 69 %12 %

russia 66 %21 %
23 % 69 %

China 
60 %27 %

19 % 67 %
Britain   

51 %31 %

34 % 55 %
uS

50 %35 %

47 % 41 %

    uS respondents: 

should the united states cooperate less or more 
with each of these countries in the future?

Cooperate moreCooperate less

2019
2018

13 % 76 %Britain   

15 % 78 %
18 % 71 %France 

19 % 73 %
Japan 71 %19 %

19 % 69 %Germany

21 % 70 %
33 % 55 %

China 

33 % 59 %

52 % 35 %
russia 

58 % 35 %
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 O
n the day when the opposition party 

announced its presidential candidate 

for the 2020 election, I was sitting at a 

lunch table in Taipei listening to my 

intellectual friends uttering their concerns about 

the future of Taiwan. The pessimists phrased their 

pessimism in the form of questions such as “How 

many years do you think Taiwan has left?” The 

optimists expressed their optimism with dark 

humour, “Thank God they will be too busy with 

Hong Kong and the US for a while.” 

Like Germany, Taiwan operates a trade surplus 

with mainland China and Hong Kong, amounting 

to $ 83.1 billion in 2018. With 41 % of Taiwan’s 

exports going to China, Taipei’s economy depends 

on trade with the mainland. However, given the 

increasing tension across the Taiwan Strait, the 

opposition Kuomintang (KMT) in particular has been 

worrying whether Taiwan will be able to sustain 

these figures. The ruling Democratic Progressive 

Party, on the other hand, is capitalizing on voters’ 

intense distrust of Beijing, stepping up measures 

to “contain” China’s influence. Taipei recently 

drafted a national security law that would make it 

a punishable offense to spread “political propa

ganda” for China. 

As in Europe, Taiwanese feel highly ambiva

  lent about mainland China: When China signifies 

economic opportunities, most Taiwanese are 

23 Million People 
on a Canoe

Why Europe should care about Taiwan’s future

ment. It was without a revolution that the KMT, 

which had ruled Taiwan for more than 40 years, 

put an end to martial law and, whether convinced 

or compelled to act, opened the country’s political 

system to sharing power. Without bloodshed, 

dissidents who had once sat in jails became legis

lators and political leaders. Since the lifting of 

martial law 1987, power has changed hands fairly 

and orderly, following the results of each election.

Taiwan has been a quiet democracy for more 

than thirty years, nearly as long as the four decades 

during which it has been isolated by the inter

national community. The US does not formally 

recognize Taiwan but, as with Germany, acts as the 

country’s security guarantor. While Washington 

has indicated that arms sales to Taiwan will become 

more of a routine, China has devised a routine of 

its own by holding longrange combat drills and 

ordering its fighter jets to cross the maritime line. 

However, the threat to Taiwanese democracy 

is twofold. The obvious one comes from China, and 

to a large extent lies beyond Taipei’s control. The 

less obvious threat is homemade, as the looming 

China threat tempts domestic politicians to mobilize 

the population’s collective fear to foment a tribal 

nationalism. Their success would pose a real danger 

to Taiwan’s democratic institutions.

Those who applaud Taiwanese democracy for the 

sole purpose of criticizing China make me nervous. 

Generations of Taiwanese fought and ultimately 

achieved a democracy – it is simply too precious for 

other people’s agendas, internal or external.

Germany has a unique history: its people have 

experienced firsthand how easily democratic 

institutions may fall apart when not meticulously 

guarded. Having received democracy as a gift 

following World War II and struggled to regain their 

freedom from Communist rule, Germans are in a 

unique position to understand both the predicament 

as well as the aspirations of the Taiwanese. Moral 

courage often comes from past sufferings. As a 

leading EU member state, Germany has a responsi

bility to maximize its own efforts as well as to 

influence others’ efforts for world peace.

But why should the world care about the future 

of Taiwan? First of all, save the Taiwan model, the 

world might have to accept the claim that democ

racy and Confucianism are incompatible, and that a 

communist China presents the only logical and 

inevitable path to modernity. Secondly, Taiwan 

deserves respect on its own merits. True, if China 

were an aircraft carrier, Taiwan would be a lone 

canoe. But standing on this canoe are 23 million 

people aspiring for a life with liberty and dignity. If 

it were an EU member, Taiwan would be the 7th 

largest of the Union’s 28 memberstates (27 after 

Brexit), smaller than Poland but larger than the 

Netherlands or Belgium, with a developed economy 

ranking 22nd in the world by purchasing power 

parity. Do we really want to return to a world in 

which it is imaginable that countries such as Poland 

or the Netherlands should be deprived of their 

autonomy to determine their own way of life and 

political system?  

“proChina”; when China represents oppression and 

potential invasion, most Taiwanese are “antiChina”. 

The problem is that China resembles both. The 

result is a deep division among Taiwanese extending 

far beyond the political and economic spheres. 

Given the circumstances under which Taiwan 

emerged and evolved, its evolution into an authentic 

democracy represents an extraordinary achieve

 Germany and the asia-Pacific Germany and the asia-Pacific

Lung Ying-tai
chair, Lung yingtai cultural foundation
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in dealing with China, should germany defend 
its political interests more strongly, even 
if doing so might harm its economic interests?

2019: don’t know 3 %, no answer 2 %

76 %
yes

19 %

no
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The surprise is Merkel. She initially had a very 

Kohl-like position: engagement focused on business 

goals, while leaving room for criticism – after all, 

Helmut Kohl had sacked a state secretary for the 

mistake of embracing then-Prime Minister Li Peng. 

Angela Merkel’s room for criticism has become 

wider – also depending on the political affiliation of 

any given foreign minister (were this France, one 

would have written “of her foreign minister”) and 

on the personality of the incumbent Federal Presi-

dent: none have ever spoken so strongly in China 

about human rights as Joachim Gauck in 2016. 

“Stop Talking about 
Germany Being Caught 
between Two Giants”

Berlin’s China policy as seen from France

Who would have predicted that Mrs Merkel 

might endorse turning away China, as happened 

with the EU’s refusal to grant Beijing market 

economy status, the EU’s new investment screening 

law, as well as new trade defence measures? This 

remains a real surprise to the French, who had 

become only too accustomed to being alone and 

singled out in this type of venture, and for the 

Chinese, who had decided to take German human 

rights criticism in their stride so long as business 

ran as usual. 

The problem is that Mrs Merkel’s fine-grained 

policy ill-fits today’s world. China’s domestic politics 

are more repressive than at any time since the 

Cultural Revolution. It can make gifts to influential 

foreign companies, but if China is faced (as it may be 

before too long) with a choice between a free trading 

system and its party-driven and state-financed 

eco nomy, it will choose the latter for the sake of 

Party survival. Being economically weaker, France 

may have a better feel for potential consequences. 

In politics, France remains more hypocritical 

than Germany. France’s official expressions about 

human rights are absent or formal. In truth, neither 

Chancellor Merkel nor President Macron have said 

much about the indignities suffered by Xinjiang’s 

population – close to a crime against humanity. 

Both are very tepid about Hong Kong. But at least 

Mr Macron has forcefully expressed  the need for 

a collective European China policy, including 

detailed propositions. Mrs Merkel will need to put 

her actual influence – which is still considerable 

– behind such a policy, ideally endorsing the latter 

at a European level.

Please, stop talking about Germany caught 

between the two giants, China and the US. Germany 

is not little, and with the present French team it is 

in an ideal position to create effective action in 

Europe.  

 I
n their relations with China, France once 

owned politics, Germany economics. While 

de Gaulle and Chirac led strong declarative 

policies  towards China, for parts of the 1980s 

Siemens alone sold more to China than did all 

of France. While German Chancellor Kurt Kiesinger 

had rather inchoately shouted “Kina, Kina, Kina!” 

as his vision for the future, the French thought they 

could be taken seriously in Beijing. Schröder went 

farthest towards China, as he did with Russia, while 

open disillusion broke out under Sarkozy’s watch. 

France has since diversified its partnerships in Asia, 

and its former illusions about China have not 

returned.
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FRançoIs GoDemenT
Senior advisor for asia, Institut Montaigne, 
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Who has done more for the future of the EU?

2019: don’t know 6 %, no answer 2 %

56 %
Angela Merkel

17 %

 Emmanuel Macron

Source: representative survey conducted for 

Körber-Stiftung by KaNtar puBLIC Germany in april 2019. 

(1000 interviewees, eligible to vote and aged over 18).

French results: KaNtar puBLIC France 

(1020 interviewees, eligible to vote and aged over 18) 

on behalf of Institut Montaigne, april 2019. 

all results: www.koerber-stiftung.de/survey-multilateralism

should Germany / France co-operate with other nations 
to solve global challenges? 

should Germany / France co-operate with other nations 
to solve global  challenges even if this implies 
initially putting national interests in second place?

4 %

33 %
28 %

45 %
47 %

15 %
15 %

7 %

definitely

probably

probably not

definitely not

4 %

3 %

2 %

1 %

72 %
57 %

35 %
24 %

definitely

probably

probably not

definitely not

2019: don’t know 1 %, don’t know 1 %

only people answering yes to the first question were asked this question 
2019: don’t know 2 %, no answer 1 %, don’t know 3 %

    German respondents

    French respondents 

    German respondents

    French respondents 
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“European Countries Can 
Contribute to Stabilizing 

the Indo-Pacific”

KöRBeR-sTIFTunG: Secretary Adamson, from your 

point of view, which are the most important 

trends in the region and how will they affect 

Germany and Europe?

aDamson: The Indo-Pacific region’s economic and 

strategic weight has increased substantially. How-

ever, there is a heightened sense of competition: 

some rules are being challenged, and this should be 

of interest to Europeans, too. There is much debate, 

particularly in Germany, regarding the multilateral 

system and the international rules-based order. 

From Australia’s perspective, maintaining peace and 

stability in the region requires sovereign, inde pe nd-

ent states, willing and able to resist coercion but 

equally to collaborate in the pursuit of shared 

interests. If we fail to meet these challenges, there 

will be consequences not just in the Indo-Pacific, 

but across the globe.

KöRBeR-sTIFTunG: Where do you see potential for 

deepening cooperation between Germany and 

Australia?

aDamson: Germany and Australia share a strong 

commitment: to the rules-based international order, 

to free trade, and to policies that welcome invest-

ment. In recent years, both Chancellor Merkel and 

successive Australian prime ministers have commit-

ted to deepening our cooperation through a strategic 

partnership. 

However, we also find ourselves as partners in 

multilateral institutions, where there are regular 

exchanges. We very much welcome the prospect of 

the incoming European Commission striving for 

deeper engagement in the Indo-Pacific, and I know 

that Germany will be an enthusiastic participant in 

that.

KöRBeR-sTIFTunG: How can middle powers such 

as Germany and Australia navigate the increasing 

tensions between China and the US?

aDamson: Australia shares a longstanding alliance 

with the United States, with whom we share many 

values, and which are our largest economic partner. 

Simultaneously we have a comprehensive strategic 

partnership with China, our largest trading partner. 

We value both relationships, but are keen to 

ensure that those relationships are conducted in 

a respectful way and that we are able to protect 

Australia’s interests where they come under pres-

sure, e. g. with respect to freedom of navigation. 

Amid changes within our region, these relationships 

are not without challenge, but also represent an 

enormous opportunity.

KöRBeR-sTIFTunG: Are you afraid that smaller 

countries will be forced to choose between 

Washington and Beijing?

aDamson: We are already seeing smaller companies 

choosing to become part of a supply chain to one 

country rather than the other, but it remains to be 

seen whether this trend will continue to its logical 

conclusion.

Australia’s decision regarding 5G was based on 

principle: If a company bidding for a contract is 

liable to being subjected to extra-judicial direction 

from another government under foreign laws in 

ways that are contrary to Australia’s interests, then 

those companies are not welcome in Australia’s 5G 

infrastructure.

Free trade and investment regimes retain many 

supporters, including the World Trade Organisation 

in particular. There are legitimate concerns and 

grievances, and it falls to member states to actively 

address these.

KöRBeR-sTIFTunG: Is Germany contributing 

enough to maritime security in the Indo-Pacific 

region?

aDamson: Australia and Germany are very strong 

upholders of international law, including the United 

Nations Convention on the Laws of the Sea. Simul-

taneously, I am asking colleagues across Europe to 

speak up, to advocate the rules-based system and 

for international law wherever it is challenged. 

Freedom of Navigation operations are part of this 

discussion, but there are many ways in which 

European countries – out of their own interests – 

can contribute to stabilizing the Indo-Pacific. The 

EU is contributing to building resilience in the 

region, including through greater connectivity. 

Germany has been quite active in terms of advocacy. 

Whether countries emphasize a diplomatic pres-

ence, defence measures or development assistance, 

each government must decide for itself.

KöRBeR-sTIFTunG: What lessons can we learn 

from Canberra’s debate on foreign interference?

aDamson: There is a difference between foreign 

influence, which, exercised transparently, we are 

comfortable with, and foreign interference, against 

which we need to protect ourselves. This is not 

about individual countries, but about sovereign, 

democratic governments protecting their institu-

tions and their way of life. In Australia, we outlawed 

foreign political donations, and introduced the 

Foreign Influence Transparency Scheme.

Community cohesion is a further factor. In 

multi-cultural societies such as ours, it is vitally 

important that all people are treated as, and 

perceive  themselves to be, valued members of 

society. Australia has appointed a foreign interfer-

ence coordinator, whose job it is to work on both 

foreign interference and on building trust and 

confidence in our communities. It is not possible 

to successfully tackle one without the other. 
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2019: don’t know 6 %, 
no answer 2 %

should Germany take part in naval 
missions to protect freedom of navigation 
and maritime trade routes? 

yes   49 %43 %   No
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 G
ermany and Afghanistan have enjoyed a 

unique relationship. During the 19th 

and 20th centuries, when many coun-

tries were facing the threat of imperi-

alism, our two countries enjoyed cordial ties. 

Following on from the 1926 Treaty of Friendship, 

during the 1960s and 1970s a variety of educa -

  tional, cultural, and technical exchanges took place. 

Many Afghans studied in Germany, while German 

lecturers taught at Afghan universities. As a result, 

there is an established legacy of Afghan-German 

relations. Every Afghan, even those barely familiar 

with Europe, its peoples and geography, knows 

Germany, perhaps the country most trusted by 

Afghans.

Long before hosting the major Bonn Conference 

of 2001, which re-established a unified Afghan 

government, Germany was at the forefront of 

helping Afghans come together to find a peaceful 

solution. However, while Berlin’s contributions 

over the past 18 years have further consolidated 

the bonds of affinity and friendship between our 

countries, the peace process with the Taliban 

combined with a shifting geopolitical environment, 

pose questions for Germany’s future engagement 

with Kabul.

From a political point of view, Germany’s 

political engagement has been important in stabi-

lizing Afghanistan and to the country’s peace 

process. Germany’s membership in the UN Security 

Council presents a unique opportunity for Afgha-

nistan therefore, and we would urge Berlin to 

maximize its influence and to make its voice heard, 

from New York to Geneva and Kabul. However 

challenging our friends in Berlin may find the 

administration in Washington, I assure you that the 

challenges facing the Afghan people are even 

greater. We count on Berlin’s support therefore in 

persuading the United States to revive the peace 

talks with the Taliban, and to make the talks more 

inclusive. For the peace process to succeed, the 

negotiating team must be nationally representative, 

Don’t Stop Now
Why Germany must help lead the way in Afghanistan

including both the government and civil society. 

Germany must also work with the major powers, 

regional countries, and our neighbours to create 

the necessary conditions for peace in Afghanistan. 

This effort should also include facilitating intra-

Afghan dialogue and talks to advance a comprehen-

sive settlement.

In security terms, Germany remains the second 

largest contributor of military support to Afgha-

nistan, not only as part of NATO’s Resolute Support 

Mission, but also through the German Police Project 

Team (GPPT), a bilateral capacity-building initiative. 

Following the attack in September 2019 on Kabul’s 

Green Village, a heavily secured compound housing 

several NGOs and other international entities, 

Germany unfortunately suspended this much-valued 

training programme. However, it is now more 

than ever that the Afghan people and their institu-

tions need support, and we very much hope that 

Berlin will reconsider and continue its assistance to 

the Afghan police force.

Economically, Germany has proven to be among 

the most innovative economies in the world driv-

 ing growth at home and abroad. Given the unstable 

security environment, it is unsurprising that 

potential foreign investors are hesitant to inject 

much-needed resources into Afghanistan’s troubled 

economy. However, economic and political engage-

ment must go hand in hand: Afghanistan is rich in 

resources, both human and natural. In recent years, 

the country has been bleeding, with young and old 

seeking to start anew in neighbouring countries 

or, for those able to afford it, in Europe. As soon as 

the security environment allows, Germany should 

seek to kick-start the Afghan economy with targeted 

investments, not least to stop the country’s brain 

drain.

To conclude, it is clear to me that we are moving 

towards a multi-polar world order. As a leading 

power in Europe and a country respected around the 

world, Germany can and must play an active role 

in forging an order firmly anchored in cooperation, 

shared objectives for the good of all, non-interfer-

ence, and equal participation and contribution of all 

in world prosperity.

Power does not lie in the use of military force or 

in imposing one particular view on the rest of the 

world. True power lies in recognition, collaboration 

and partnership in a world in which all nations live 

free, and in just societies where people have the 

right to determine their own destiny. Germany has 

the means to be among the few leading the way. 
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The only path to peace in Afghanistan is to invite all parts 
of society to jointly lay out the steps for a common future. 
Sharing 100 years of friendship, Afghanistan and Germany 
will walk this path together. With a strong and loyal 
partner by its side, Afghanistan can strive for a stable, 
secure and prosperous future.

sIemTJe mölleR
Mp, Member, defence 

Committee, German 
Bundestag, Berlin; 

Munich young Leader
©dBt / Inge Haar



62 63

 T
he world is experiencing a fundamen-

tal transition in the global balance 

of power. In the West, the common 

values that have long formed the basis 

of the transatlantic alliance are 

eroding – a development that is going hand in hand 

with loosening security ties. But while economic 

interests are shifting towards the high-growth 

Eastern economies, the West appears fixated on 

China. To be sure, the latter’s perspective on China 

is changing: The US has identified Beijing as a 

strategic competitor and revisionist power, and even 

the famously cautious EU has characterized China 

as a “systemic rival”. Simultaneously, Germany and 

other European countries continue nurturing 

strategic partnerships with China. During her 14 

years in office, Chancellor Merkel has visited China 

twelve times, compared to four visits to India. 

However, Europe may not be able to sustain this 

ambiguity much longer. The time has come at 

which, to play a constructive role in the emerging 

new order, and in the Indo-Pacific region in par ti cu-

lar, EU member states – who combined still form 

the largest economy in the world at $ 19 trillion – 

will have to make hard choices: between principles 

and pragmatism, between democracy and com-

merce, between India and China.

From an Indian point of view, relations with 

Germany and Europe have been positive but not 

frictionless: Since the end of WWII, large parts of 

Europe have practically outsourced their security 

to NATO. Germany alone hosts approximately 

35,000 American troops. However, having taken 

shelter under the US nuclear umbrella, the 

European  Union imposed sanctions on India for 

undertaking its own nuclear tests, driven in no 

small part by China’s growing nuclear arsenal, a 

perpet ually hostile Pakistan, and their military 

nexus.

Of course, India and Germany share a deep 

interest in multilateralism and globalization. That 

Principles or Pragmatism?
Can Germany and India take the next step?

is why India has worked with Germany for 14 years 

for an expansion of the UN Security Council. But 

can Delhi trust Berlin? Does Germany really want to 

reform the Security Council when, as part of the 

OECD and the G7, it is already being treated as a de 

facto member? Is Berlin genuinely prepared to 

challenge the permanent seats held by France and 

the UK, two countries that are no longer global 

powers and are being surpassed economically by 

India? 

Along with the P-5, the EU and Germany played 

key roles in negotiating the Joint Comprehensive 

Plan of Action with Iran. After President Trump 

repudiated the agreement, Europe tried to encour-

age Iran to uphold its part of the deal. However, 

its lackadaisical efforts were overtaken by events 

in the form of the attacks on Saudi oilfields. The 

ensuing US sanctions continue to negatively impact 

India’s oil trade with Iran and weapon purchases 

with Russia. Singed by the extra-territoriality of 

American sanctions and the resulting adverse effects 

on European corporations, the EU should increase 

its efforts to challenge the mistaken idea that the 

efficacy of sanctions will positively influence Iran’s, 

or any other country’s behaviour. 

On trade, Germany, as the strongest economy 

in the EU, should support the granting of better 

access to the Single Market for developing countries, 

including India. Instead, a potential EU-India FTA 

has been held up for twelve years by the Europeans’ 

pressure on India to reduce its import tariffs on 

wine and cars. Germany’s disinterest in the asymme-

try of current trade arrangements was encapsulated 

recently by Berlin’s ambassador to India, who was 

quoted by Indian media as follows: “We want to sell 

more cars here, and if you want to sell more saris 

in Germany, then go ahead.”1 As the Trump adminis-

tration is undermining the World Trade Organiza-

tion, Europe and India should be working together 

to regulate trade – but to do so, Indians would want 

to see Europe trying to salvage not only the WTO 

itself, but also, and more importantly from an 

Indian point of view, its principles. 

In the changed global configuration, developing 

countries are becoming ever more conscious of their 

markets’ attractiveness. Germany, Europe, and the 

West should be aware that those who are inclined to 

use their newfound power coercively are not the 

only game in town. While differences in perceptions 

will remain, liberal Europe and a democratic India 

have much to contribute to an equitable, dynamic 

world order. Every decision taken or choice not 

made by Europe can nudge the world in a certain 

direction, be it towards democracy or autocracy.  

1 https://www.indiatoday.in/india/story/india-germany-chancel-

lor-angela-merkel-visit-summit-meeting-1531462-2019-05-21
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We are always hearing and reading that the international 
order is crumbling. how should Germany react? 
should Germany …

57 %
Emphasise inter  na tional 

agreements and 
organisations more

25 %
Seek individual agreements 

with individual states

1 %

Spontaneous reply: 
continue to pursue the 

current path
13 %

Withdraw from the inter-
national stage and concen-

trate more on itself

2019: don’t know 3 %, no answer 1 %

Source: representative survey conducted for Körber-Stiftung 

by KaNtar puBLIC Germany in april 2019. 

(1000 interviewees, eligible to vote and aged over 18).

all results: www.koerber-stiftung.de/survey-multilateralism
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Berlin Foreign Policy Forum
The most important annual gathering on German foreign policy
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“Never alone!” has been a core belief of German foreign policy since World War II, express-

ing a strong commitment to multilateralism and the rules-based international order. As 

multilateral institutions are increasingly coming under attack, the 2019 Berlin Foreign 

Policy Forum discusses the future of multilateralism and its implications for German and 

European foreign policy. Since 2011, each year the Berlin Forum has brought together more 

than 250 high-ranking national and international politicians, government representatives, 

experts and journalists. Co-hosted by Körber-Stiftung and the Federal Foreign Office, the 

Berlin Forum is traditionally opened by the German Foreign Minister, and provides a unique 

plat form to discuss the foreign policy challenges facing Germany and Europe. It connects 

established voices with next-generation leaders, and promotes international understanding 

– based on facts and in a setting that is non-partisan, diverse, and inclusive. In addition to 

serving as a platform for exchange among experts and policy-makers, the Berlin Forum 

seeks to engage a broader German and international public. To this end, all sessions are 

broadcast via livestream, and are attended by national and international media. 

programme director: lIana FIx

fix@koerber-stiftung.de | www.berlinforeignpolicyforum.org 

previous speakers include 

uRsula von DeR leYen

FaTou BensouDa

mIRoslav laJčáK

FeDeRICa moGheRInI

anDeRs FoGh Rasmussen

Paolo GenTIlonI

Fu YInG

PRInCe TuRKI al-FaIsal

Rose GoTTemoelleR

Jean-maRIe Guéhenno



Körber-Stiftung
Through its operational projects, in its networks 

and in conjunction with cooperation partners, 

the present focus of Körber-Stiftung is on three 

current social challenges: “Technology Needs 

Society”, “The Value of Europe” and “New Life in 

Exile”. Inaugurated in 1959 by the entrepreneur 

and initiator Kurt A. Körber, Körber-Stiftung is 

now nationally and internationally active from 

its sites in Hamburg and Berlin.

International Dialogue
Conflicts arise in situations that are fraught with 

misunderstandings and lack debate. Moreover, such 

conflicts are often grounded in the past. This is 

why we champion international dialogue and foster 

more profound understandings of history. We 

address political decision-makers as much as civil 

society representatives and emerging leaders from 

the younger generations. Our geographic focus 

lies on Europe, its eastern neighbours, the Middle 

East, and Asia, especially China. We strengthen 

discussions about history at the local level in a 

manner that stretches beyond national borders and 

encourage people to share their experiences of 

cultures of remembrance. Our foreign- and security-

policy formats provide safe spaces for confidential 

talks built on trust. However, we also employ 

formats that involve the public, such as publica-

tions, competitions and networks, to provide 

impulses to the debate about common European 

values and inspire the further development of 

international cooperation.
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