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Introduction

C

anada and Europe are both facing a world rife with geopolitical uncertainty, from weakened international institutions, to great power rivalry
and rising authoritarian influence. These trends will likely continue over the
coming months, despite a change of leadership in the United States. Therefore, Canada and Europe need to be ready to assume greater roles in maintaining and promoting transatlantic cooperation going forward.
However, the Canadian-European dimension of this broader alliance has
been largely neglected. This in raises a number of questions. What should
an expanded Canadian role in transatlantic relations look like? What new opportunities are there for cooperation between Canada and Europe? How do
Canadians perceive Canadian-European relations and Canada’s position in
the transatlantic alliance?
This report, titled The Ties that Bind: Forging a Closer Transatlantic
Bond Between Canada and Europe in a Troubled World, sheds some
light on answers to these questions. The authors of this report, distinguished
experts from Canada and Europe, call for closer cooperation between Canada
and Europe and offer insight on what a more prominent Canadian role in the
transatlantic relationship would look like.
In the first essay, titled “More challenges than opportunities for Canada’s
transatlantic relationships,” author Alexander Lanoszka explores the future
of Canada’s approach to Europe under the incoming Biden presidency. While
Biden will try to repair and strengthen the transatlantic ties that have frayed
over the course of his predecessor’s mandate, this does not mean that challenges will not be in the offing.
“[M]atters of deep contention like trade will persist in transatlantic relations
during the Biden presidency,” notes Lanoszka. In addition, “the United States
has been steadily prioritizing the Indo-Pacific over Europe. The Trump administration has only sought to deepen that commitment and the trend will likely
continue during Biden’s presidency.”
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Both issues will likely create challenges for Canada’s approach to finding a renewed transatlantic role in the post-Trump era. Protectionist impulses are unlikely to recede in the United States. For Ottawa, the possibility of continued
transatlantic discord on trade issues is bad news. Canadian decision-makers
are also more comfortable in the North Atlantic policy space, meaning that
the continued US focus on the Indo-Pacific may “pose certain difficulties for
them.”
As Lanoszka concludes, “Canada will continue to play a role, as ever, in transatlantic relations but it will avoid any grand plans or initiatives too closely
aligned with any one major European partner.”
The second essay, titled “Forging a closer transatlantic bond: Canada and Germany in times of US withdrawal,” argues that the transatlantic partnership
will not be going back to rosy old times, even with an avowed multilateralist
back in the White House. As author Philipp Dienstbier notes, we need to recognize the “larger strategic re-orientation” that is currently underway in the
United States.
“Washington is embarking on a pivot to Asia that shifts the focus of its foreign
and security policy to the Indo-Pacific, mostly because of China,” writes Dienstbier. “What is more, the US will want Europe to throw more weight behind
efforts to counterbalance Russia and its aggressive foreign policy.”
Yet he also acknowledges that “the United States today still does most of the
heavy-lifting in the alliance.” Even as we look at the range of possible threats
facing the transatlantic relationship, we also need to be realistic when it comes
to what we are able to achieve in the absence of the United States.
As Dienstbier adds, “overblown ideas of European strategic autonomy in security and defence that have been floated recently are unrealistic.” Yet, as he
also acknowledges, the Alliance would benefit from “strengthening the Canadian and European pillars of the transatlantic alliance.”
He recommends a number of measures to help strengthen Canada and German transatlantic cooperation, including:
• Build a stronger consensus and increase resilience at home;
• Spend more on defence and spend it smarter;
• Reinvigorate dialogue and strengthen political cohesion; and
• Join forces to bring arms control back on the agenda.
As he concludes, “Canada and Germany should strengthen their own capacity
December 2020 | THE TIES THAT BIND
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to act – not in order to go it alone but instead to support the transatlantic
partnership better.”
The essay by Alexander Lanoszka was first published as individual commentary. We have combined it alongside the Dienstbier essay as part of a collection in this report. The Macdonald-Laurier Institute would also like to thank
its partner in this project, the Konrad Adenauer Foundation, for their generous support.
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More challenges than
opportunities for
Canada’s transatlantic
relationships
Alexander Lanoszka

T

he transatlantic policy community breathed a sigh of relief when, after
days of vote-counting, major US networks at last projected that Joseph
Biden would win the White House in the 2020 Presidential election. After
all, Donald Trump’s time in office had been a turbulent one. Even on the
campaign trail back in 2016, Trump derided the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) as “obsolete” and pointedly called out long-standing treaty
allies like Germany as conniving free riders who took enormous advantage of
the United States.

As President, Trump at times refused to endorse Article Five of the Washington Treaty – which provides that an attack on one NATO member is an attack
against all of NATO – and has withdrawn his country from such cooperative
arrangements like the Iran nuclear deal or the Paris Agreement, both of which
his predecessor Barack Obama had negotiated in partnership with European
allies. In the middle of Trump’s campaign for re-election, his administration
announced its intention to withdraw 12,000 US military personnel from Germany. If Trump were indeed to have been re-elected, then he might have
been emboldened to take more disruptive steps that would further harm the
transatlantic relationship. With its deep European ties and membership with-
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in NATO, the stakes for Canada were high.
Biden’s election has headed off the worst-case scenario, but how does Canada and its transatlantic partners move forward in the years ahead? There
are at least two issues at play here. The first involves repairing and strengthening the political ties that have frayed over the course of the Trump administration’s mandate. That Biden has similar views on such shared problems
as climate change and Iran should pave the way for further cooperation in
the years to come. Moreover, notwithstanding the announced withdrawal of
US forces from Germany, the Trump administration has bequeathed upon its
successor a strong foundation for bolstering local defence and deterrence
initiatives in Europe.
This ironic legacy rebounds to Canada’s own interests in light of its participation in the enhanced Forward Presence in the Baltic littoral region. Nevertheless, matters of deep contention like trade will persist in transatlantic
relations during the Biden presidency. The second issue is that, since the end
of the Cold War, the United States has been steadily prioritizing the Indo-Pacific over Europe. The Trump administration has only sought to deepen that
commitment and the trend will likely continue during Biden’s presidency.
Because Canadian decision-makers are most comfortable in the North Atlantic policy space, even as Canada’s population is becoming less European, this
transition may pose certain difficulties for them.
These issues are explored in depth below. First, this paper relates the positive
side of the ledger when accounting for the transatlantic relationship as the
Trump administration draws to a close. Much of the positivity centres on the
military-to-military contacts that were otherwise allowed to flourish during
Trump’s presidency. Canada has benefited since it was able to go about its
successful but quiet deployment in Latvia unimpeded. Then, it highlights the
problems that will continue to dog transatlantic relations into the Biden years
and how those controversies could affect Canada. The next section discusses
what prospects Canada has in partnering with key countries in Europe to further mutual interests. As this paper concludes, the future ahead for Canada
is rocky given the uncertainties and risks involved. No great initiative may be
worthwhile, and so Canada will muddle through.

The good news about post-Trump
transatlantic relations
The Biden administration already promises to be much more cooperative and
consultative than the Trump administration. In his 2020 Foreign Affairs article,
Biden (2020, 65) declared that, if elected President, he would “take immediate steps to renew US democracy and alliances, protect the United States’ economic future, and once more have America lead the world.” He has affirmed
his commitment to NATO, tackling climate change, and engaging Iran again
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if it returns to compliance with the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action. Over
the course of the presidential campaign, he has also emphasized his desire to
strengthen allies, to confront illiberalism, and to rejoin the United States in
the Paris climate accord.
Such statements have resonated well with Ottawa and many European capitals. Many of them favour some degree of climate change action and, more
generally, a renewed emphasis on diplomacy (see, for example, Juneau 2019,
44). More crucially, Biden is a known and arguably predictable quality, not
least because of his time as vice president to Obama. This is in stark contrast
to Trump, who had never held public office before the White House and who
seemed to thrill on keeping off-balance his political partners and opponents
alike.
The legacy of the Trump administration is not entirely negative, however. In
fact, one ironic achievement on its part has been to bolster deterrence and
defence in Europe throughout the controversial president’s mandate. Of
course, the Obama administration had already agreed to deploy US military
forces to Poland as part of NATO’s enhanced Forward Presence (eFP). Involving four battalion-sized multinational battlegroups deployed on a rotational
basis in Poland and the three Baltic states of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania,
the eFP is a military posture intended to reassure those members of NATO
while putting enough military forces in place to signal resolve and capacity to
resist vis-à-vis Russia.

Biden is a known and arguably
predictable quality, not least because
of his time as vice president to Obama.
It may be more accurate to say that Trump built on Obama’s legacy. Nevertheless, since Trump took office in January 2017, the US-funded European Deterrence Initiative benefited from major increases in its budget. This was done
in order to assist in the prepositioning of military equipment and material,
to cover the costs of an Armored Brigade Combat Team that rotates through
Central and Eastern Europe, to improve military infrastructure and facilities
in Europe, and to build partnership capacity as well as to finance allied exercises and training (Congressional Research Service 2020).
Trump’s demands that US allies contribute more to the collective defence
burden have been one factor in the rise of military spending across Europe –
a process that arguably has had much more to do with concerns about Russia
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(Deni 2020, 4). Despite rebuffing Polish enticements to station US military
forces permanently in Poland, the United States concluded an Enhanced Defense Cooperation Agreement that envisions, among other things, the creation of a forward division command in Poland as well as improvements in
military infrastructure to allow for quick and major increases in US troop
numbers in that country should an emergency arise (US Department of Defence 2020). The United States also stepped up its activities in the Black Sea
to work with allies and partners that are located in its littoral and worry about
Russian intentions (Faram 2019).
These actions apparently contradict Trump’s stated preference to work with
Russia. Still, this deepening of military ties has been possible in part because
the White House has granted extensive operational autonomy to US military
commanders and because the US Congress still supports a tough line against
Russia (Brooks 2020, 30; Stravers 2018). To be sure, the Trump administration
declared its intent to withdraw from Germany in a move that many observers
criticized for weakening European security. Yet the Biden administration will
at the very least put these proposed adjustments to US force posture in Europe on hold (see Vandiver 2020).
This ironic legacy on the part of the Trump administration in turn has validated Ottawa’s own investments in European security. Since 2014, in addition to
deploying six fighter jets to assist in air protection, Canada has contributed
a frigate to NATO regional maritime security operations and assurance measures in the Mediterranean and Black Seas as part of Operation Reassurance
(Department of National Defence 2020).

The Latvia mission constitutes at present
Canada’s largest military deployment.
Partly because of Obama’s overtures to Prime Minister Justin Trudeau, Canada also agreed to assume the role of the Framework Nation that would lead
the multinational eFP battlegroup in Latvia. This military and political commitment has been significant even though its visibility within Canadian society has generally been low. The Latvia mission constitutes at present Canada’s
largest military deployment and the diplomatic presence that it has engendered within that Baltic country has become Canada’s most significant within
Europe outside of the United Kingdom. It has also built up much good will
within the Baltic region and, by extension, NATO.
This leadership task has not been easy. Indeed, the Latvia battlegroup is possibly the hardest one to lead because of its unusually diverse character with
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nine contributing countries. Moreover, rightly or wrongly, many NATO countries had considered Latvia to be the least secure of the four eFP Host Nations,
given its ethnic politics and relative unease in seeing Russia as a big enough
security challenge to require major defence investments.
Although the eFP mission involves over two-thirds of NATO’s membership
so as to promote burden-sharing and to spread risk, US participation in it
has always been sine qua non. If the Trump administration decided not to
support the eFP mission, as many had initially feared, other allies like Canada
would have had to face uncomfortable decisions about whether to continue
their participation. That, of course, never happened, and the eFP mission can
now proceed without having to fear as much the unilateral defection of the
Alliance’s most important member.

The bad news about post-Trump transatlantic
relations
Many observers, however, would be mistaken to assume that the Biden presidency would be free of tensions and controversies within the transatlantic
relationship. Trade will be one area of friction. Although Canada ratified a
free trade agreement with the European Union (EU) in 2017, the treaty is yet
to come into force amid concerns among some EU Member States about its
investor-state dispute settlement mechanism as well as its impact on consumer rights and environmental protections (Leonelli 2020).
For its part, the Trump administration had an antagonistic relationship with
the EU, having imposed tariffs on its various goods in a trade war that has
resulted in dubious economic gains for the United States (see Drezner 2019).
The Biden administration will very likely dial down the economic rhetoric,
but it may be as or even more protectionist as its predecessor (Campanella
2020). Since Canada relies so much on US trade and sees extra-regional free
trade agreements as a way to soften that dependency, the possibility of continued discord is bad news, especially as COVID-19 has led to soaring debts
and ever tighter fiscal constraints.
Biden’s electoral triumph can be interpreted as a victory over populism. But
some observers worry that the populism characteristic of the Trump years will
continue to be a force in US politics. Biden’s presidency may only provide
temporary relief in transatlantic relations, especially if Trump were to run for
re-election in 2024, and so US allies need to prepare for the worst.
However, this pessimism may be unwarranted. For one, Trump’s populism is
a spent force, having eked out one electoral college win and lost the popular
vote twice. For another, his brand of populism has become too closely tied
to his own person. Trump may be kingmaker for the Republican Party in the
2022 midterm elections, but his ability to recapture the Republican nomina-
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tion for the presidency is hardly a given considering his age, to say nothing of
the legal challenges he will likely face. The Republican Party has incentives to
make itself more appealing to suburban and Latino/a voters, and it is not clear
how it can do so by continuing to embrace Trump.
Trump’s revival cannot be entirely discounted, but the odds are against him.
Nevertheless, Europe remains divided in part because nationalism and illiberalism remain present. Take, for example, the 2016 decision by British voters to withdraw from the EU. Partly because of his own Irish heritage, and
partly because the Democratic Party is generally pro-EU, Biden will probably not countenance any development that will jeopardize the Good Friday
Agreement. He may be reluctant to offer much support to a post-Brexit UK.
Any politicization of Anglo-American economic relations could spill over into
Canadian domestic politics in light of the Conservative Party of Canada’s endorsement of Brexit (Hurrelman et al. 2019, 457-458; see also Bell and Vucetic 2019, 372).

Trump’s revival cannot be entirely
discounted, but the odds are against him.
Even militarily, the challenges facing Canada in Europe should not be understated. Russia’s deployment of nuclear-capable military forces raises the
specter of decoupling – that is, the concern that Russia could threaten specific European countries in such a way as to isolate them from other NATO
countries. Partly in response to such worries, the Trump administration has
withdrawn from the Intermediate-range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty. It has
also pulled out of the Open Skies Treaty, while running down the clock on
the New Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (New START).
As much as some European allies supported the US position on the INF Treaty
in view of Russian violations of it, the Trump administration could arguably
have done more to shore up deterrence gaps that Russian military investments have created. Deterrence ultimately hinges on an adversary believing
that the costs of revising the status quo are unacceptably high relative to
the benefits. Given the far-flung nature of the Baltic states, decoupling could
create new stresses on North American efforts to help secure them from subversion or attack (Simón and Lanoszka 2020). Compounding matters is that
NATO itself is internally divided as to whether to focus on Russia or on transnational threats relating to terrorism and instability in Europe’s neighbourhood. COVID-19 may also mean lower defence budgets. Because Canada has
the largest government deficit since the Second World War, there may be pressure to cut military commitments down the road, especially those that seem
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too hard to defend (BBC 2020).
Adding further pressure on the transatlantic relationship is that Europe has
been steadily receding in significance for the United States since the Cold
War ended. That is not to say that Europe will end up being unimportant. At
minimum, a key aim for Washington has been the preservation of the balance
of power in Europe in order to prevent a single power that can challenge the
United States to emerge. This grand strategic goal will certainly remain true,
but the post-Cold War peace dividend in Europe and the rise of China have
combined to push the United States to turn its attention increasingly to the
Indo-Pacific.
However, because East Asia is primarily a maritime environment and Europe
a land theater, no direct trade-off between these regions exists as regards to
how the United States goes about its force posture. Still, legislators and policy
analysts have called for a rebalancing of US force posture that would entail a
reduced presence in the Middle East and Europe while beefing up allies and
partners in the Indo-Pacific. Notwithstanding how the annexation of Crimea
prompted the United States to make new investments in European security,
such has been the broader trendline. Given how bipartisan consensus now
exists over how China’s international behaviour poses a major security challenge to the United States, US prioritization of East Asia will be enduring (see
Zakaria 2020).

Europe has been steadily receding in
significance for the United States.
Of course, the rise of China has significance for Canadian interests beyond
its impact on how the United States prioritizes certain regions. First, China
has consistently engaged in industrial espionage and unfair trade practices
that come at the expense of Canada and many of its Western trading partners
(Friedberg 2017). Second, China has engaged in a major military modernization effort that has enhanced its own capabilities vis-à-vis its neighbours. The
country most at risk is Taiwan since China harbors revisionist aims against it
(Hunzeker and Lanoszka 2018). If China were to attack Taiwan, an economically successful liberal democracy, then the consequences would be dire not
only for the island country’s citizens but also for the regional military balance
and the liberal international order. Third, China may be exporting its digital authoritarianism. Security concerns abound with how Chinese security
service could use vulnerabilities in Huawei products, especially those that
use fifth-generation (5G) telecommunications technology, to monitor citizens.
And indeed, surveys reveal that Canadians increasingly view China as a threat
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(Macdonald-Laurier Institute 2020, 44-46).
Although geopolitical considerations are pushing the United States to focus
more on the Indo-Pacific, and although Canada faces negative repercussions
that attend the rise of China, Canada remains solidly anchored in the transatlantic world. Indeed, with the exception of its signature of the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership, Canada’s
engagement with issues important to East Asia remains limited. This is true
even of matters involving China. Most of its dealings with China or with the
broader Indo-Pacific have been with respect to trade and investment (Nossal
and Larson 2014; Dewitt et al. 2018, 26).
Unlike the United States, which has had a long-standing military and political
presence in East Asia dating back to the Second World War and the Korean
War (see Robb and Gill 2019), Canadian defence and security capabilities are
mostly tied up in North America or the North Atlantic policy space (Dewitt et
al 2018, 8). Canadian policy towards China has largely remained unchanged
even after China detained Michael Kovrig and Michael Spavor in retaliation
for Canada’s arrest of Huawei Chief Financial Officer Meng Wanzhou on a US
extradition warrant (see Inkster 2019). Kim Richard Nossal’s (2018, 365) observation that “Ottawa has in fact demonstrated a deeply ambivalent attitude
towards the Asia Pacific” still holds up.

Leadership opportunities moving forward
The news, as ever, is mixed with respect to the state of transatlantic relations.
On the one hand, the military basis is sturdy even though challenges remain
as a result of Russia’s arms control violations and revisionist intentions. On
the other hand, a combination of political differences and economic friction
will remain a source of frustration for both sides. That the United States may,
over the medium- to long-term, align its posture more with its prioritization
of East Asia remains a distinct possibility.
As Ottawa’s geopolitical instincts are largely oriented eastwards, an abrupt
shift to the Indo-Pacific is unlikely even though Canadian society is becoming
increasingly detached from Europe. After all, political scientist David Welch
(2005) argues that foreign policy-making tends towards inertia, and so, if he
is correct, what might spur a foreign policy change is a shock that makes Ottawa feel like it is losing out profoundly by not engaging more in the Pacific.
Absent such a shock, Ottawa will remain tied primarily to the transatlantic
relationship.
But how might Canada position itself in that relationship in the years to
come? It is not a European power. If its objectives are to maintain free trade,
to protect the territorial integrity of NATO, and to defend liberalism, to which
partners might Canada gravitate? The answer in brief is that Canada will face
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a number of conflicting challenges such that it will likely muddle through in
transatlantic relations while taking shelter from some of the deeper political
controversies that might roil Europe in the coming years. To see why, consider how Canada will relate to key European actors.
The United Kingdom is Canada’s most important European partner. Its significance to Ottawa is more than just its colonial ties, Commonwealth heritage,
and cultural affiliation. The United Kingdom represents Canada’s biggest
source of trade within Europe. Thus, ahead of the December 31, 2020 Brexit
deadline, the two countries concluded a free trade agreement that resembles
the one Canada negotiated with the European Union. Yet whether Canada
will align itself fully with the United Kingdom in the years to come remains
open to question.

Canada will face a number of conflicting
challenges such that it will likely muddle
through in transatlantic relations.
The 2016 decision by British voters to withdraw from the EU complicates
matters for Canada in two ways. First, partly because of his own Irish heritage,
and partly because the Democratic Party is generally pro-EU, President Biden
will likely not countenance any development that will jeopardize the Good
Friday Agreement. He may be reluctant to offer much support to a post-Brexit United Kingdom. Any politicization of Anglo-American economic relations
could spill over into Canadian domestic politics in light of the Conservative
Party of Canada’s endorsement of Brexit (Hurrelman et al. 2019, 457-458; see
also Bell and Vucetic 2019, 372). Second, although London will remain a key
participant within NATO and has recently pledged to increase defence spending as such, the decision to withdraw from the EU comes at a time when the
United Kingdom aspires to be a greater presence in the Indo-Pacific. Canada
may find itself being the only major predominantly English-speaking country
in the North Atlantic not to be pivoting away from Europe.
Canada also has major ties with France. To begin with, Quebec has a number
of agreements with France in areas that fall under its provincial jurisdiction
like education, scientific research, and culture (Ministère de l’Europe et des
Affaires Étrangères, 2020). Both Quebec and Canada are, separately, members of La Francophonie – France’s counterpart to the British-led Commonwealth. These linkages should not obscure key risks that France could pose to
Canada’s transatlantic commitments, however.
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First, although French President Emmanuel Macron has positioned himself
as someone who can resist populism, one wonders how long he can persevere in that struggle given the domestic problems currently wracking France.
From the gilets jaunes protests to persistent concerns about immigration to
COVID-19 wrecking the French economy, it is possible that the far-right leader of Rassemblement National, Marine Le Pen, can finally close the gap and
even defeat Macron in the 2022 Presidential election. She has been critical of
free trade, France’s participation in the Eurozone and the European Union,
as well as NATO’s policy towards Russia (Le Pen 2016). Her possible election
would arguably deal a bigger blow to transatlanticism and the values that
Canada embraces than Brexit.
Second, Macron himself has pushed for Europe to move towards strategic autonomy, partly because of concerns about the reliability of the United States
as a guarantor for European security. The risk of EU defence structures supplanting those of NATO is admittedly low, not least because countries located
in northeastern Europe remain keen on US security guarantees (Järvenpää
et al. 2019, 1-2). Nevertheless, European strategic autonomy in theory leaves
little space for Canada to make a contribution. Working outside NATO structures, as notions of European strategic autonomy sometimes suggest, may
undermine the investments that Canada has made in the Alliance.

Germany ... thus seems to be the best
that Canada can have for an enduring
partner in the transatlantic space.
The last of the so-called European Big Three – Germany – thus seems to be
the best that Canada can have for an enduring partner in the transatlantic
space. Throughout the Trump years, many observers often linked Prime Minister Justin Trudeau with German Chancellor Angela Merkel as being the “last
defenders of the liberal international order” (Ayed 2017). Both are involved
in eFP operations as Framework Nations in the Baltic region. Both have an
expressed interest in free trade. Both prefer working through multilateral organizations to pursue cooperative diplomacy in view of addressing problems
of global consequence.
Given these aligned interests, a partnership between Germany and Canada
seems almost natural. However, any assessment of their co-leadership potential needs to be realistic. For one, both countries spend as much (or as
little) on their militaries in terms of gross domestic product. Claims that these
countries are able to “defend” the international order may just be overstated
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if these countries are hamstrung in their operational readiness and ability to
undertake military missions. Indeed, Germany’s commitment to NATO and
acceptance of US security guarantees may be increasingly elite-driven. Surveys reveal that a small majority of Germans in fact approved of Trump’s
planned military drawdown while leading politicians in the Bundestag denounced it (Pladson 2020).
For another, and more to the point, both countries have been reluctant to
challenge China directly in a way that can spell continued trouble with the
United States even under a Biden administration. Germany has been split,
for example, on whether to permit Huawei’s 5G products despite US pressure not to accept them (Düben 2020). Given these similarities, Canada and
Germany can still of course be partners, but whether that translates into a
durable transatlantic leadership role is open to question. The United States
will still be looking for partners to spend more on European defence and to
counter China, if not in the Indo-Pacific then in Europe or in North America.
Either action may require the sorts of hard choices that both countries might
prefer to avoid.

Conclusion
Where does that all leave Canada going forward? Canada will continue to play
a role, as ever, in transatlantic relations but it will avoid any grand plans or initiatives too closely aligned with any one major European partner. Fortunately,
the military basis to NATO is stronger in 2020 than what many might have
predicted in 2016. That investment has generated good-will and fostered important partnerships within NATO so as to demonstrate its transatlantic credentials.
Still, the Biden years will not be free from controversy as regards to the transatlantic relationship. Of course, the tone will be much more agreeable than
that which characterized how the Trump White House dealt with allies, but
trade friction and other political disagreements will continue. Canada will not
be simply a bystander to those disputes. Its own interests in NATO and free
trade will be implicated. At least among the three biggest European states, no
bilateral relationship is free of risks for Canada.
Canadian policy-makers must ask themselves several questions:
1. In light of the COVID-19 pandemic’s effect on the government deficit, will
Canada be willing and able to retain its military commitments to Europe?
2. When it comes to furthering the transatlantic relationship, should Canada
align with any key European state in light of those risks, or should it be a
junior partner of sorts to a Biden-led United States?
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3. To what extent will Canada endorse a strong anti-Chinese coalition that
might involve the United States and the United Kingdom but not, for example, Germany? Will Canada’s professed commitment to transatlanticism resonate less with partners if they sense that Ottawa could be doing
much more against authoritarian China?
4. Can Canada find a way to reconcile France’s aspirations for Europe to
achieve strategic autonomy with its support for NATO?
None of these questions are easy; the answers partly depend on what Canadian policy-makers want to achieve. But thinking through them at least would
be a good step to get as much as a handle on the transatlantic relationship in
the years to come.
Alexander Lanoszka is Assistant Professor in the Department of Political Science at the University of Waterloo and
the Balsillie School of International Affairs. His research addresses alliance politics and military strategy, with a regional focus on Europe. He has published in such peer-reviewed
journals as International Security, International Affairs, and
Security Studies. His latest book is Atomic Assurance: The Alliance Politics of Nuclear Proliferation (Cornell, 2018).

18

THE TIES THAT BIND | December 2020

References
Ayed, Nahlah. 2017. “Among ‘last defenders’ of liberal world order, Merkel
does the heavy lifting.” CBC News, February 17. Available at https://www.cbc.
ca/news/world/merkel-trudeau-ayed-1.3987580.
Bell, Duncan, and Srdjan Vucetic. 2019. “Brexit, CANZUK, and the Legacy of
Empire.” British Journal of Politics and International Relations 21 (2): 367382.
Biden, Jr., Joseph R. 2020. “Why America Must Lead Again: Rescuing U.S. Foreign Policy After Trump.” Foreign Affairs, 99, 2: 74-86.
BBC. 2020. “Canada projects $343bn deficit amid Covid ‘uncertainty.’” BBC
News, November 8. Available at https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-53340277.
Brooks, Risa. 2020. “Paradoxes of Professionalism: Rethinking Civil-Military
Relations in the United States.” International Security, 44, 4: 7-44.
Campanella, Edoardo. 2020. “Free Trade is Over.” Foreign Policy, November 5. Available at https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/11/05/protectionism-trump-biden-buy-american-tariffs/.
Congressional Research Service. 2020. “The European Deterrence Initiative:
A Budgetary Overview.” Congressional Research Service, June 16.
Deni, John R. 2020. Security Threats, American Pressure, and the Role of
Key Personnel: How NATO’s Defence Planning Process is Alleviating the Burden-Sharing Dilemma. Carlisle, PA: Strategic Studies Institute.
Department of National Defence. 2020. “Operation REASSURANCE.” Government of Canada, September 3. Available at https://www.canada.ca/en/
department-national-defence/services/operations/military-operations/current-operations/operation-reassurance.html.
Dewitt, David, Mary Young, Alex Brouse, and Jinelle Piereder. 2018. “AWOL:
Canada’s Defence Policy and Presence in the Asia Pacific.” International Journal, 73, 1: 5-32.
Drezner, Daniel W. 2019. “Economic Statecraft in the Age of Trump.” The
Washington Quarterly, 42, 3: 7-24.
Düben, Björn Alexander. 2020. “Try As it Might, Germany Isn’t Warming to
Huawei.” The Diplomat, January 9. Available at https://foreignpolicy.
com/2019/10/21/germany-merkel-chooses-china-over-united-states-eu-huawei/.

December 2020 | THE TIES THAT BIND

19

Faram, Mark D. 2019. “The US Navy is back in the Black
Sea, sending a message to Moscow.” Navy Times, January 7.
Available at https://www.navytimes.com/news/your-navy/2019/01/07/the-usnavy-is-back-in-the-black-sea-sending-a-message-to-moscow/.
Friedberg, Aaron L. 2017. “A New US Economic Strategy toward China?” The
Washington Quarterly, 40, 4: 97-114.
Inkster, Nigel. 2019. “The Huawei Affair and China’s Technology Ambitions.”
Survival, 61, 1: 105-111.
Hunzeker, Michael A. and Alexander Lanoszka. 2018. A Question of Time:
Enhancing Taiwan’s Conventional Deterrence Posture. Arlington, VA: Center
for Security Policy Studies.
Järvenpää, Pauli, Claudia Major, and Sven Sakkov. 2019. European Strategic
Autonomy: Operationalising a Buzzword. Tallinn, Estonia: International
Centre for Defence and Security.
Juneau, Thomas. 2019. “A Story of Failed Re-Engagement: Canada and Iran,
2015-2018.” Canadian Foreign Policy Journal, 5, 1: 39-53.
Leonelli, Giulia Claudia. 2020. “CETA and the External Autonomy of the EU
Legal Order: Risk Regulation as a Test.” Legal Issues of Economic Integration,
47, 1: 43-70.
Le Pen, Marine. 2016. “France’s Next Revolution: An Interview with Marine Le
Pen.” Foreign Affairs, 95, 6: 2-8.
Macdonald-Laurier Institute. 2020. Canada’s Role in the World – Part One: A
Macdonald-Laurier Institute Poll.
Ministère de L’Europe et des Affaires Étrangères. 2018. “France and Quebec.”
Government of France, November 30. Available at https://www.diplomatie.
gouv.fr/en/country-files/canada/france-and-quebec/.
Nossal, Kim Richard and Leah Sarson. 2014. “About Face: Explaining Changes
in Canada’s China Policy, 2006-2012.” Canadian Foreign Policy Journal, 20,
2: 146-162.
Nossal, Kim Richard. 2018. “The North Atlantic Anchor: Canada and the Pacific Century.” International Journal, 73, 3: 364-378.
Pladson, Kristie. 2020. “Nearly half of Germans in favor of US military withdrawal: survey.” Deutsche Welle, August 4. Available at https://www.dw.com/en/
nearly-half-of-germans-in-favor-of-us-military-withdrawal-survey/a-54427490.

20

THE TIES THAT BIND | December 2020

Robb, Thomas, and David James Gill. 2019. Divided Allies: Security Cooperation in the Asia-Pacific, 1945-55. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.
Simón, Luis and Alexander Lanoszka. 2020. “The Post-INF European Missile
Balance: Thinking About NATO’s Deterrence Strategy.” Texas National Security Review, 3, 3: 12-30.
Stravers, Andrew J. 2018. “Partisan Conflict Over Grand Strategy in Eastern
Europe, 2014-2017.” Orbis, 62, 4: 541-556.
U.S. Department of Defense. 2020. “Secretary of Defense Statement on Completion of the U.S.-Poland Enhanced Defense Cooperation Agreement Negotiations.” US Department of Defense, August 3. Available at https://www.
defense.gov/Newsroom/Releases/Release/Article/2297502/secretary-of-defense-statement-on-completion-of-the-us-poland-enhanced-defense/.
Vandiver, John. 2020. “Troop pullout from Germany likely to be quashed by
Biden, analysts say.” Stars and Stripes, November 9. Available at https://www.
stripes.com/news/europe/troop-pullout-from-germany-likely-to-be-quashedby-biden-analysts-say-1.651518.
Welch, David A. 2005. Painful Choices: A Theory of Foreign Policy Change.
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
Zakaria, Fareed. 2020. “The New China Scare: Why America Shouldn’t Panic
About Its Latest Challenger.” Foreign Affairs, 99, 1: 52-69.

December 2020 | THE TIES THAT BIND

21

Forging a closer
transatlantic bond:
Canada and Germany
in times of US
withdrawal
Philipp Dienstbier

Introduction

“A

merica is back,” Joe Biden famously proclaimed after winning the presidential election in the United States. He promised his country to be
again “ready to lead the world, not retreat from it.” The very fact that a designated president of the United States deemed it necessary to affirm America’s newly re-found leadership role and the relief with which his words were
greeted by US allies all around the world speak to the dire state of affairs
during previous years.

Under Donald Trump, the United States had been less than willing to play
its traditional leadership role and its absence, even disengagement, has been
severely felt in transatlantic relations – partly because Washington’s Canadian
and European partners are so very dependent on the US in security matters.
If anything, the COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated this absence of US leadership. Unlike in previous pandemics, the US did not take up a leading role

22

THE TIES THAT BIND | December 2020

and build global initiatives to fight the disease. Instead, it announced its withdrawal from the WHO.
Still, any expectation that under Joe Biden the transatlantic partnership will
go back to rosy old times would be little more than wishful thinking. Yes,
the next president of the United States is an avid multilateralist, a staunch
supporter of NATO and has built personal rapport with leaders on both sides
of the Atlantic during his previous vice-presidency and long political career.
There is little doubt that his rhetoric will differ from the erratic, combative
tone of his predecessor. Yet, all this should not distract from the fact that the
US is undergoing a larger strategic re-orientation – one that already begun
under the Obama administration that Joe Biden was also part of.
Washington is embarking on a pivot to Asia that shifts the focus of its foreign
and security policy to the Indo-Pacific, mostly because of China. This entails
ending America’s “forever wars” (Biden 2020) in the Middle East and comes
with an expectation towards NATO allies to pick up at least some of the slack.
What is more, the US will want Europe to throw more weight behind efforts
to counterbalance Russia and its aggressive foreign policy. Joe Biden will be
no different than Trump or Obama in asking Canada or Germany to shoulder
more of the burden for our collective security. He will ask more politely but
nonetheless insistently.

The interests we share and the threats we face
What does ‘shouldering more of the burden’ mean, though? Conceptualizing Canada’s and Germany’s enhanced role in the transatlantic alliance must
be anchored in a coherent understanding of shared interests and common
threats Europe and North America face. While an exhaustive list is beyond the
scope of this essay, three core interests and six main threats stand out.
The paramount goal for all NATO members naturally is to ensure and defend
peace and stability in Europe and North America as enshrined in the North
Atlantic Treaty. Corollary to such interest must be to ensure the stability of
adjacent territories, most importantly Eastern Europe and the southern belt
spanning Europe from the Sahel region to West Asia. Naturally, it also includes the High North and the Pacific. In addition, a chief interest for transatlantic allies remains the protection of the international rules-based order
that underpins a system of free economic exchange, peaceful settlement of
conflicts and protection of human rights. After all, it is this system that forms
a basis of a life in freedom, dignity and prosperity.
A range of transnational threats pose a major challenge to these core interests
that all transatlantic partners share. Most pressing of them is the re-emergence of geopolitical competition.
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Russia’s strategic challenge to the West
In the Euro-Atlantic area, it is Russia that mounts the most profound geopolitical challenge, posing an acute military threat to the alliance’s northeastern
front and its members in the Black Sea region. This is compounded by hybrid
threats, especially cyber-attacks and disinformation campaigns, as well as Russia’s build-up of strategic-level weapons, nuclear and conventional, that pose
a risk to all transatlantic partners alike.
Countering this threat firstly requires renewed efforts to bolster territorial
defence. After decades of eastward expansion, NATO is light-footed in its forward-presence, mainly because the 1997 NATO-Russia Founding Act prevents
substantial deployments in Central and Eastern European member states. This
problem has somewhat been alleviated by new rotating forward deployments
(the Enhanced Forward Presence or eFP) in the Baltic states and Poland; two
of these battlegroups are headed by Canada and Germany respectively. But
it needs to be backed-up with the capability to rapidly reinforce and deploy
forces in case of a crisis leading to conflict.
Dealing with Russia, secondly requires a better framework of arms control
and strategic risk reduction. After Washington walked out on major agreements, such as the Intermediate-range Nuclear Forces (INF) and Open Skies
treaties, which Russia had previously breached, renewed efforts to prevent
a destabilizing arms race are needed. Thirdly, Russian hybrid attacks against
transatlantic partners require building societal resilience as well as developing counter-narratives to contain propaganda efforts.

China as an emerging geopolitical competitor
Second major geopolitical challenge – and likely to eclipse the Russian threat
in the future – is the growing power and assertiveness of China. Rather than
a direct military threat, China challenges transatlantic partners by inserting
itself into critical infrastructure, such as telecommunication networks or
(deep) sea ports, and sensitive sectors of the economy. Beijing also challenges
the international rules-based order the West has built. Its modernization and
build-up of naval capabilities poses challenges to the freedom of navigation,
a building-block of the international trade system. And China’s increasing
exertion of influence in multilateral formats holds international institutions
such as the WHO or Human Rights Council captive while the launch of rival
initiatives like the 17+1 Format or Belt and Road Initiative undermine political cohesion in the Euro-Atlantic area.
In order to push back against these challenges, the transatlantic partners
need to better safeguard their critical infrastructure, such as 5G networks.
A counter-strategy also requires better political coordination in multilateral
formats. In the EU, institutional frameworks should be set in a way that mitigates the impact of individual member states being picked-off by China, for
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instance by expanding majority-based decision-making. However, denying a
Chinese approach of ‘divide et impera’ will also require tedious political consultations and difficult negotiations to foster better cohesion among transatlantic partners.

Terrorism, mass migration and new emerging threats
To the supreme threat of geopolitical competition comes the concerning fragility and insecurity of Europe’s neighbourhood, mostly in Libya, Iraq and
Syria but also in farther theatres such as the Horn of Africa and Afghanistan
– where Russia and to a lesser degree China exploit instability and aggravate
the situation. Challenges emanating from this regional belt, such as international terrorism and illegal mass migration, threaten to destabilize mainly
European societies and only to a lesser degree North American ones. It will
be mainly up to European members to address these challenges with a mix of
development aid, economic incentives and military instruments.
All the above are augmented by emerging threats, such as the increasing role
of emerging disruptive technologies. As these could change the nature of warfare and extend it to new areas such as space, a growing concern for the transatlantic partners is both being outpaced in innovations by actors like China
and devising an adequate control regime for them. Furthermore, climate
change is becoming a threat multiplier by exacerbating fragility in vulnerable
societies and opening new theatres of competition, like the Arctic. Similarly
destabilizing are global health risks, such as the current COVID-19 pandemic.

Despite US retreat, the rest cannot do it alone
The sheer number of aforementioned challenges and threats and the complex
array of measures it demands to counter and constrain them will make shouldering more of the burden in transatlantic relations a tall order. Any policy advice for an expanded role of Canada and Germany in light of US retreat has to
soberly take stock of the current situation and arrive at the conclusion that it
will hardly be possible to achieve much without the US. Despite the growing
political disengagement and indifference of the Trump administration, the
United States today still does most of the heavy-lifting in the alliance.
When it comes to strengthening defence, the United States remain indispensable. The US account for some 70 percent of defence expenditure within
NATO and command the majority of ground troops and combat air forces
(NATO 2020a). America contributes high-end conventional military capabilities that other NATO allies do not possess. Even if they do, they would not
be capable of rapidly mobilizing and deploying on a sufficiently large-scale to
counter Russia without US enablement. In addition, the depth and breadth of
the American strategic-level nuclear deterrent ensures that Washington, unlike Paris or London, can credibly extend its nuclear umbrella over the entire

December 2020 | THE TIES THAT BIND

25

Euro-Atlantic territory.
The same pertains to crisis management and counter-terrorism operations in
the regional band spanning from the Sahel to Southwest Asia. Despite recently announced further troop reductions in Afghanistan, Iraq and Somalia, the
US is still the largest single country contributor to multinational operations
in these regions. Even where other allies have tried to do it themselves, as
in case of the multiple French-led counter-terrorism missions in the Sahel
region, it is still American troops that are supplying key capabilities to enable
operations.
Furthermore, it will hardly be possible to persevere in the competition with
China over emerging disruptive technologies without the US. American R&D
has so far been at the forefront of the innovation frontier. As an example,
America still accounts for some 16 percent of worldwide patent applications,
far more than Canada or any European countries, with the second biggest,
Germany, accounting for merely 5 percent (World Intellectual Property Organization 2020). This imbalance is even more pronounced in military technology, where the US defence industry often remains allied militaries’ sole
provider of cutting-edge military technology needed for effective defence,
such as fifth-generation fighter aircraft.
This does not mean that strengthening the Canadian and European pillars
of the transatlantic alliance is futile. But it shows that overblown ideas of
European strategic autonomy in security and defence that have been floated
recently are unrealistic insofar as they suggest that we could do it alone. That,
as shown above, is not the case. On top of that, any attempt to distance Europe from the US would also risk dividing Europe itself. A recent study of EU
governments’ policy preferences shows that in view of the incoming Biden
administration, the vast majority of EU member states favour broadening
their bond with the US. Only two countries – Germany and France – continue
to prepare for American disengagement and not a single government wants
to position Europe as a third power between the US and China (Busse et al.
2020). When asked if its rather Washington or Brussels they rely on, European
capitals are at strife. It is wise therefore not to make such distinctions.

Steps to strengthen the Canadian-German pillar
Canada and Germany – as well as other European partners – need to strike a
fine balance between assuming a greater role themselves wherever possible
and realistic while continuing to engage with Washington. Coming up with
parallel Canadian-German initiatives or working in juxtaposition to the US
will not help. Instead, efforts should follow the spirit of Ursula von der Leyen’s credo of “remaining transatlantic – while also becoming more European”
(Leyen 2018) (and Canadian for that matter).
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Canada and Germany should strengthen their own capacity to act – not in
order to go it alone but instead to support the transatlantic partnership better.
Within Europe, Germany as its most populous and wealthy country should
lead by example and take up more responsibility. Four concrete steps could
be taken to strengthen Canada’s and Germany’s role in the transatlantic partnership.

Build a stronger consensus and increase resilience at home
Canada and Germany are open, liberal societies and economies. Our countries
are thus vulnerable to aforementioned threats, be it attacks in the cyber-space
or information realm, be it intellectual property theft or more direct threats
to life, such as terrorism. At the same time, we are hesitant to bolster national
security or defence and restrictive in our international use of force. This is not
a bad thing per se. But failing to act timely and decisively in light of the major
threats the transatlantic alliances faces will come back around and hurt us.
If Canada and Germany are to assume within the transatlantic partnership a
greater role of countering these threats, it necessarily has to start by building
consensus and resilience at home.

Canada and Germany should strengthen
their own capacity to act – not in order
to go it alone but instead to support
the transatlantic partnership better.
In Germany, it is of paramount importance for the government and the foreign and security policy community to go out to the public and more carefully
explain the strategic risks we all face, in order to build public support for the
necessary steps to deal with them. The public might not be so unwilling to
back such efforts after all. Although a persistent cliché claims the German
public prefers their country to exercise international restraint and shuv military engagements, the picture is actually more complex.
Surveys show a reversal from a former majority that favoured restraint to a
growing share of population that prefers Germany to take more international
responsibility (Rotmann, Bressan, and Brockmeier 2020). This is especially
strong among 18 to 30-year-old Germans. This window of opportunity could
be leveraged by decision-makers to engage the public more proactively on
security and defence matters, including explaining more carefully why it is
necessary to look at seemingly unrelated issues, such as 5G infrastructure,
from a security perspective. This needs to be complemented with efforts to
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enhance societal resilience, such as educational initiatives to insulate against
disinformation and propaganda efforts by Russia or China.

Spend more on defence and spend it smarter
Strengthening Canada’s or Germany’s capacity to act hinges on an adequate
and stable financial basis. Thus, we should start by delivering on the pledges
we have made to each other in terms of defence expenditure. Even though
Canadian and German spending has grown significantly since 2014, it still
fails to meet the mark of 2 percent of GDP. In light of the budget crunch
caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, it is crucial to not sacrifice recent progress for ill-advised attempts to reallocate spending to seemingly more pressing issues. The pandemic has not given us a pause from global threats – quite
the contrary, it has compounded many challenges.
Efforts to boost Germany’s or Canada’s contribution to NATO, however, cannot stop at the input side – meaning defence budgets. We also have to draw
attention to the output side – meaning how effectively money is being spent.
In the end, only those who have state-of-the-art, ready-for-use material and
systems in sufficient numbers can provide real capabilities to the alliance. As
high-readiness matters to deliver on the quick reinforcements NATO needs to
counter Russia, defence dollars or euros need to buy exactly that.

The pandemic has not given us a pause
from global threats – quite the contrary,
it has compounded many challenges.
Unfortunately, there is ample work on this front in Germany. Average material
readiness is still unsatisfactory – on average at 74 percent but significantly
lower for crucial systems, such as helicopters (Bundesministerium der Verteidigung 2020). While always having provided the required forces to NATO’s
Very High Readiness Task Force, the German military infamously had to scavenge material from different units of the Bundeswehr to have sufficient stock
for NATO’s quick reaction brigade. Reasons for the scarcity of adequate material are complex. Major arms procurements in previous years were delayed
or delivered unsatisfactory quality. Bureaucratic bottlenecks remain and separate national procurements of major systems and platforms within Europe
lead to inefficiencies. Instead of one main battle tank, like the US, EU countries have 17 (European Commission 2017).
Europe has introduced initiatives to better steer defence industrial policy on
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the EU level. Unfortunately, these projects have seen their funding cut in the
latest EU Multinational Financial Framework. Still, initiatives like Permanent
Structured Cooperation (PESCO) or the European Defence Fund are important to streamline defence procurement and bring more bang for the buck.
What is more, the possibility for third-party states to participate in these initiatives was recently added, which could be a potential avenue of cooperation
to be explored with Canada.

Reinvigorate dialogue and strengthen political cohesion
Improved capabilities alone will not be a silver bullet. What is urgently needed is better political cohesion within the alliance. Transatlantic partners are
the strongest when they speak with one voice. For this, we need coordination
and consultation. Still, too often allied governments learn from each other’s
decisions in the news. The recently published report by NATO’s reflection
group (NATO 2020b) bemoaned that internal debate is too limited and too
ritualized. The organization needs to become again a true forum for transatlantic discussion on the major strategic and political issues partner countries
face. This includes topics such as arms control, emerging technologies and
how to deal with China.
For this it needs the political will of the member states. While there is no
blueprint on how to garner political will, Canada and Germany could join
forces to push for a code of conduct that promotes consultation and dialogue.
Joe Biden and many of his cabinet-picks can be expected to be open to such
an agenda. Such a code of conduct should entail taking other allies’ national
interests better into account and strive to more often find common positions.
When China targets individual allies – such as Canada in 2019 with arbitrary
detentions of two of its citizens in response to the arrest of Huawei’s CFO –
allies must put solidarity with partners above their own good relations and
economic interests with China. At the same time, those demanding maximum
pressure or decoupling from Beijing should understand that other allies have
substantial economic ties with China and that Beijing will be needed as a constructive counterpart for solving global issues like climate change. The same
goes for relations with Russia. If such a code of conduct were to be successful,
it would undergird better political cohesion in the transatlantic alliance.

Join forces to bring arms control back on the agenda
Lastly, Canada and Germany can make use of the fact that both have built a
strong reputation as supporters of international arms control and are viewed
as honest brokers by many countries. At the same time, as middle powers,
both countries have a strong interest to preserve a robust system of arms control. In previous years, this system has faltered. Now however, an opportunity
presents itself to join forces with Washington on these issues. Joe Biden has
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pledged to extent the New START treaty with Russia and reinstate the Joint
Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) with Iran. Both, however, will only be
starting points.
A new nuclear arms control mechanism will need to find innovative ways
to include China as well as medium-range and conventional strategic systems that are currently not covered (anymore). If Washington is serious in its
pursuit of this, it will need fellow campaigners. While Canada and Germany
would not be party to such treaties due to having no relevant capabilities of
their own, they should add political backing to the idea of bringing arms control back to the centre of attention. Both should also put up to discussion an
extension of these efforts to military applications of emerging technologies,
such as artificial intelligence or quantum computing, which will likely cause
major shifts in arms technology and could cause destabilizing disruptions in
the global balance of power.
Philipp Dienstbier is Policy Advisor for Transatlantic Relations at the Division Analysis and Consulting of the Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung (KAS) based in Berlin, Germany. His
current work focuses on issues regarding NATO, Russian
security policy and international (nuclear) arms control.
Previously, Philipp was a desk officer at the Foundation’s Department Europe/North America and a research fellow with
the KAS Regional Programme Gulf States based in Amman,
Jordan.
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