


This article will explore the future of the transatlantic relations, more specifically the

future of NATO. The analysis is based on three scenarios. They are not meant to be

predictions. The future is unpredictable. The purpose is to imagine what could happen,
to be prepared when it does happen. The focus will be on geopolitics. However, it w
be a mistake to consider this analysis as conceptual, academic, or strategic
change tactics as well. It defines why we fight, the way we fight, the means av

where we fight, and who is on our side.

Two sides of the Atlantic drifting apart

Since 1492, the Atlantic Ocean has connected the Americas
and Europe. It links people and trade and facilitates com-
munications. More than 99 percent of transatlantic data
pass through transatlantic cables. From financial trans-
actions to scientific research, from streaming services to
cloud computing.? It is commerce that really binds both
sides of the pond together. The transatlantic economy —
worth 7.5 trillion dollars last year — continues to thrive in a
competitive and disruptive age.?

Although the threat to NATO posed by Russia — and be-
fore the Soviet Union — is primarily of a continental na-
ture, the maritime domain is key to success in a land war.
NATO stands little chance without American and Cana-
dian reinforcements if it fails to contain Russia’s strategic
maritime capabilities.

After the end of the Cold War the two sides of the Atlantic
slowly deviated in their definition of their interests and
security threats. For the US, the centrality of the European
project has faded in strategic relevance. There are other
priorities to consider, such as presidents Obama’s 'Pivot
to Asia’ These developments have opened a drift that has
led to a gradual disengagement of the US. Meanwhile, the
European military expenditure quickly declined.**¢

Disdain of Europe, shown by the second Trump adminis-
tration, the split between both sides of the Atlantic Ocean
has only further increased’” The president repeatedly
bashed Europe as weak and in decay, even arguing that
the EU is a direct threat to the economic interests of the
US.2 His National Security Strategy formalised this point
of view when it pointed to the EU as the main threat to
democracy.
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Then, President Donald Trump decided to attack Iran. Te-
heran demonstrated to be a worthy opponent. The Ira-
nian regime seems to hold some strong cards at this mo-
ment with its control over the Strait of Hormuz. It made
some analysts even wonder if this is America’s Suez crisis,
referring to the fiasco of the UK and French in the Middle
East in the 1950s.°

Trump asked and later demanded assistance from its Eu-
ropean allies. The old continent has so far declined. It was
uninformed about the war, which it did not want. Further-
more, it is suffering the consequences of the crisis and has
strong doubts about its legality. Nonetheless, it already
must deal with a devastating conflict on its doorstep.
Trump’s frustration with its European allies has led him
to announce that he was ‘absolutely’ considering quitting
the NATO alliance — a paper tiger in his words, in fact he
suggested he already made his decision.® Additionally,
Secretary of War Peter Hegseth declined to reaffirm US
commitment to the collective defence of NATO. Conse-
quently, he undermined the concept at the heart of the
alliance

The divergence within NATO is approaching a breaking
point. Some even warn that the Trans-Atlantic relation is
becoming toxic for Europe, with the risk of being dragged
into a dangerous and unnecessary war? To be sure, there
have been many crises in the transatlantic alliance over the
past 80 years, and some seemed existential at the time.
However, this crisis is fundamentally different, because it
comes from within. Are the United States — founder, lead-
er, and nuclear guardian of the alliance - still committed
to Europe's security? Furthermore, US domestic political
volatility seems to be a structural condition. Making the
anti-European posture not a one-off aberration.

These are fundamental questions, especially in a world
affected by difficult challenges, such as climate change,
great power competition, and the rise of revolutionary
technology. Developments that will all have a major im-
pact on the Atlantic world. Consequently, Europe must
consider the absence of NATO. With the American threat
to Greenland in mind, it must even consider the safety of
its rear.

Are the US still committed to Europe’s security? Photo: HNLMS
Evertsen and USS Halsey during exercises in the Gulf of Aden, 2021
(U.S. Navy photo by Mass Communication Specialist 3rd Class
Adames)

Nostalgia is not a strategy.
— Mark Carney.

Scenario 1: Back to the old days

The first scenario is the hope scenario. The hope is that
the Democratic Party wins the mid-term elections in No-
vember and that this election strengthens the position of
more moderate voices in both parties. In military circles,
hope is also based on the enduring good relations be-
tween the European and American armed forces. Decades
of working and fighting together has formed strong bonds
of trust and understanding. The underlying assumption
is that if only the political wind changes, everything will
return to normal.

Of course, trust must be restored. This will take time,
but it has been done before, in 2021. When President Joe
Biden became after Trump's first tenure, he reassured
allies that US foreign policy was back to normal. In this
tradition the potential Democratic presidential candidate
Gavin Newsom told European leaders at the recent Mu-
nich Security Conference that Trump is temporary and will
be gone in three years.®

Canadian Prime Minister Mark Carney does not believe
in this scenario. At the last World Economic Forum he
warned against hope: ‘We know the old order is not com-
ing back. [...] Nostalgia is not a strategy.™

Scenario 2: A restart of NATO

The premise of the second scenario is a restart of NATO.
This will require some serious relation therapy and can
only be successful if both parts of the Atlantic Ocean con-
clude that they are better off together. After 80 years,
every relationship suffers from ingrained patterns. More-
over, the world has changed fundamentally since the al-
lies came together. The US is no longer the military and
economic superpower it was after World War Il and unlike
its rivalry with the Soviet Union, they could be surpassed
by China.

And Europe? It has risen from the ashes of the war to be-
come one of the wealthiest and happiest places on earth.
To be honest, this occurred under the protection, support,
and guidance of the US. Remember, it was Washington,
with its Marshall plan, who stimulated European inte-




gration and provided decisive support for Germany's re-
unification. New arrangements and modus operandi are
necessary to continue the relationship in a more harmo-
nious and balanced manner. Europe must bear a greater
financial and military burden. This will be a burden for so-
ciety for an extended time. Also, because in a multi-polar
world, Europe must be able to protect its own interest
outside the context of NATO.

The US must (re)confirm its commitment to European se-
curity. Effective deterrence only works if its credible. It
will have to station a considerable number of convention-
al troops in Europe, and above all, Washington must make
clear that the US nuclear umbrella — the ultimate deter-
rent to Russian aggression — remains in place. The United
States will lose some of its advantages derived from the
asymmetric nature of the current alliance. It will no longer
be as dominant as it has been since 1949. Furthermore,
Europe must find a way to keep the US constructively
engaged. Alliances function best when the threat percep-
tions of member states are aligned. This is not the case at
this moment. For Europe Russia is an existential threat,
but for the US it is a regional problem. Washington wor-
ries about China.

It is essential that NATO find a way to serve US security
interest as well. Otherwise, it will inevitably lead to a new
split. A possible solution is to update Article 6 of the North
Atlantic Treaty and extend the ‘area of responsibility’ to
the US territories in the Indo-Pacific. NATO helps Wash-
ington to deter or, in the worst case, to survive a war with
China.® The new arrangements will only work if both sides
of the Atlantic accept this new balance. Like the previous
scenario, the restoration of NATO will take time.

Scenario 3: A divided West

In the last scenario the restoration failed. The Atlantic
World and NATO fall apart. Ten years ago, this scenario
was almost unimaginable. At the time, the trans-Atlantic
relation was relatively solid. Of course, there were mo-
ments of tensions, the American invasion of Irag and suc-
cessive American presidents complained about the lack of
European defence spending. However, both parts of the
Atlantic understood that they had more to win than to

lose. As long as, European countries remained loyal and
supported the US in for example Afghanistan the exist-
ence of NATO could be taken for granted.

This has changed radically with President Trump back on
the throne. In his first term, he had already come close to
leaving NATO, only to be talked out of it by his advisors.
This time, his inner circle is on the same page as the Presi-
dent. There is enough evidence from the escalating set of
political, military, and economic crises under his second
administration to take its hostility towards its NATO allies
seriously. The signs are all over the wall. Examples are the
leaked signal messages by Secretary of War Hegseth, call-
ing the European Union pathetic. Vice-president Vance's
speech at the Security Conference in Munich, where he
argued that Europe's principal danger came from within,
instead of Russia and China. The gradual disengagement
of the US from NATO. For example, in the last NATO de-
fence ministerial, Hegseth delegated the American repre-
sentation to the number three civilian leader in the Pen-
tagon. On the military side, Commands previously led by
American admirals and generals are now commanded by
European officers.®

The most dramatic incident are the American threats
to another ally about Greenland. The crisis jeopardised
NATO's cohesion and one of its core tasks — signalling a
credible deterrence” Furthermore, one of NATO's great-
est strengths lies in military integration and intelligence
sharing across 32 members. These core capabilities are se-
riously damaged now that allies are starting to view the
United States as a security threat — as Denmark does.

Of course, Trump must go to Congress to formalise a deci-
sion to leave NATO, and this will require the backing of
two-thirds of the Senate. But does it matter as the credi-
bility of NATO's essential capabilities to win the fight, and
its nuclear deterrence are in doubt? Even when Trump is
not allowed to abandon NATO, he can make life difficult
from within. For example, by refusing to pay its dues to

Core capabilities are
seriously damaged now that
allies are starting to view the
United States as a security
threat.
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US vice-president J.D. Vance argues Europe’s principal threat comes from within (photo: Shutterstock | 2586476825)

NATO’s common budget, 15 percent of the total. And less
extreme, he can stop participating in NATO's planning
process. This would effectively freeze NATO's war prepa-
rations.®

The costs of a break-up would be devastating. For clar-
ity, for both parts of the Atlantic Ocean. It will severely
harm the most successful geoeconomic base and destroy
the strongest world's military alliance. Militarily, if this
scenario unfolds, Europe will face serious problems. It ur-
gently needs to develop and deploy essential systems, all
of which now provided by the US. It must build a cred-
ible nuclear deterrence and replace the NATO's command
and planning structure. Expand Europe's defence industry.
This will take time and require enormous investments.

Additionally, with a break-up in the Atlantic World, the US
and Europe presumably will not cooperate in other parts
of the world either. Therefore, Europe must also secure its
interests in the rest of the world. This will only work if Eu-
ropean countries, with all their different interests, percep-
tions of threat and unstable governments, remain united
and prepared to carry this enormous burden. However, so
far European allies have shown that they can. They seem
to realise that this time, Trump is serious. They raised their
defence budgets, funded the Ukrainian war effort, bought
American weapons for Kiev, and flattered the president
using their kings and queens, palaces and parades.
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Conclusion

‘Events, my dear boy, events’, said the former UK Prime
Minster Harold Macmillan when he was asked what trou-
bled him most. Current events in the Middle East can
accelerate drift and transform the Atlantic Ocean into a
barrier. It led European allies, understandably, to close
their airspace and refuse to support the US in the war
with Iran. In return, a frustrated Trump told The Telegraph
that pulling out of NATO was already ‘(...) beyond recon-
sideration’® This scenario would have a devastating im-
pact on the security and prosperity of the Atlantic World.
Therefore, European states must walk a thin line between
flattering and sometimes supporting the Trump admin-
istration, while in the meantime strengthen its strategic
autonomy.

One does not necessarily preclude the others. Most pri-
orities and urgency set by NATO in for example precision
strike, Anti-Submarine Warfare, Mine Warfare, and emerg-
ing and disruptive technologies, serve both ambitions.
The same applies to the increased cooperation between
European NATO-allies, like the French and Dutch navies.
Meanwhile the military-to-military relations within NATO
remain good. The real challenge will probably be politi-
cal. More autonomy will also mean buying less American
equipment, even if it is more advanced. This could cause
friction, especially with the transactional minded Trump
administration.?°



While a break-up is no longer unimaginable, NATO is not
doomed. The alliance has survived existential crises be-
fore. For both sides of the ocean, the Alliance is still a
highly valuable institution worth fighting for. However,
considering the two more positive scenarios, it is safe to
conclude that things will have to change. The world or-
der has fundamentally changed since 1949 and 1989. And
Trump is not the first to complain that European allies
need to do more on defence.

Unfortunately, a restart of NATO offers no guarantees.
It will take years to restore trust and credibility. In addi-
tion, it will require political stability on both sides of the
Atlantic. The US is a deeply divided country with major
structural problems; such has its enormous debt and in-
equality. Restoring relations also carries political costs. A
persistent minority of the American population approves
of the current administration’s foreign policy approach.?
Europe has its own challenges with its relative decline in
a multi-polar world and the rise of populist and even ex-
treme right parties.
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