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FORGET transatlantic squabbles over the US-led Iraq war and the accompanying tough talk by European Union leaders on making the 25-nation bloc a “counterweight” to the United States. EU and US officials now talk glowingly of forging a “strategic relationship” between the two sides and say it’s time to let bygones be bygones.

“When we work together we can accomplish big things... the world needs us to work together,” US President George W. Bush told reporters at summit talks with the EU in Vienna last week. “What is past is past,” he added.

The US leader’s charm offensive certainly made an impact on some in Europe. Austrian Chancellor Wolfgang Schuessel spoke glowingly of Europe’s debt to America in the aftermath of the Second World War. European Commission President Jose Manuel Barroso said the EU and the US were together headed for bigger and better things.

Mending tattered transatlantic fences is not going to be that easy, however. While EU leaders appear just as anxious as President Bush to put relations on a new footing and the meeting in Vienna resulted in a dense 16-page joint declaration extolling transatlantic cooperation on a range of foreign policy, trade and climate change issues, there is a major obstacle facing policymakers on both sides of the Atlantic.

Quite simply, a vast majority of ordinary Europeans remains virulently anti-American. It cannot be ignored: President Bush is deeply unpopular in Europe. A recent public opinion poll showed that an overwhelming majority of Europeans think America is the greatest threat to global security. Much to Washington’s dismay, the US image in Europe has continued to deteriorate, despite a concerted effort by the Bush administration to turn things around by adopting a much more conciliatory stance in dealing with key EU allies, especially Germany and France.

Typifying the animosity many Europeans feel towards President Bush, the EU-US summit in Vienna was marked by angry street protests, with demonstrators shouting anti-American slogans and burning the American flag.

A look at the banners illustrated that ill will towards the US President is not only due to the Iraq war but also the US practice of rendition, where terror suspects have allegedly been kidnapped from European nations or transferred via EU airports and airspace for interrogation in other countries.

The US detention camp at Guantanamo Bay is a cause for particularly serious concern among a huge number of Europeans, with many EU politicians warning that the US is not only in serious breach of human rights but is also undermining the sight against global terrorism.

While there is no doubting European public hostility towards Washington, EU policymakers are more ambiguous in their attitudes towards the US.

In briefings leading up to the summit in Vienna, EU officials insisted that the new focus on both sides of the Atlantic is on working hand in hand to defuse global tensions and flashpoints. But many also made clear they remain wary of being placed once again in the US shadow.

Repairing tattered transatlantic ties has been a long haul effort. While President Bush’s visit to Brussels in February last year signalled the formal end of several months of hostility and often frosty exchanges between the two sides over the Iraq war, officials on both sides of the Atlantic had been working hard for at least one year before that to get the relationship back on track.

In contrast to his criticism of Europe during the Iraq conflict — which was opposed by Germany, France and other European states — Mr Bush used the Brussels meeting last year to appeal for a normalisation of ties between the two sides.

Few EU diplomats, however, have any illusions about the reasons for the US change of heart towards Europe. They argue that having ousted Saddam Hussein, US policymakers soon realised that stabilising Iraq would require European help, both in the form of financial assistance and more troop contributions.

Changed circumstances in Europe — including the election victory last autumn of German Chancellor Angela Merkel who put improved relations with the US on top of her agenda — have also helped ease transatlantic tensions.

The failure last year of the EU’s drive to win approval of a new constitution — following its rejection by French and Dutch voters — has certainly dealt a tough blow to the bloc’s self-confidence. Also, while the EU has spent the last few years developing an independent foreign and security policy, the limits of Europe as a solo act have become obvious.

True, the EU has been able to launch a military mission in Congo — but only after several months of internal debate and German hesitation at being asked to lead the operation.

Most significantly, while the EU’s efforts to seek a diplomatic solution in the nuclear crisis with Iran have won international plaudits, it has also become abundantly clear that to be credible, Europe’s international initiatives must have strong US backing.

EU diplomats recognise that it was America’s recent decision to join multilateral talks with Tehran — provided there was a verifiable suspension of uranium enrichment — that has made Iran sit up and take serious notice of a new European offer of incentives.

Although the US has so far focused more on possible sanctions against Iran and the EU more on positive incentives, both suspect that Tehran is trying to develop nuclear weapons. And both say that if Iran does not come back to the negotiating table soon, the issue will be taken to the UN Security Council for further action, including possible economic and diplomatic sanctions.

While the temptation to take an independent foreign policy stance may not have gone away in some European capitals, most of the bloc’s members now recognise that joint transatlantic initiatives are more likely to produce results than a go-it-alone policy by either Europe or America.

The EU’s foreign policy emphasis is on being effective, said a senior EU diplomat ahead of the Vienna meeting, adding that in today’s complex world, “that means working with the US.”

In Vienna itself, President Bush went out of his way to make friends and influence people.

Queried by European reporters on American foreign policy, the US leader insisted he was “tough but compassionate” in dealing with the outside world. EU diplomats said the description also fitted his own cool-headed but determined performance at the meeting.

The US was tough on terror but providing massive amounts of aid to poor nations, Mr Bush told reporters. But he admitted that Washington must work harder to explain its policies to critics in Europe and elsewhere.

The president also insisted firmly that his decisions — on controversial issues like holding detainees without trial at the Guantanamo Bay detention centre — were made “in the best interest of our country and the world.” Faced with difficult choices, “leadership requires making hard choices based on principles,” the US president lectured reporters.

Mr Bush said he was determined not to forget the security lessons learned after the 9/11, terrorist attacks on the US, saying while they were a mere “moment” for Europeans, they had led to a sea-change in Americans’ way of thinking.

“It is absurd for people to think we are more dangerous than Iran,” said the US leader, referring to a recent survey in which Europeans said US involvement in Iraq was a worse problem than Iran and its nuclear programme.

After what EU diplomats said had been a “sincere debate” with EU leaders over demands for the closing down of the Guantanamo Bay prison camps, Mr Bush also skilfully fielded questions on the issue from European reporters. The US president said he shared European concerns about the camp and wanted to send all detainees back to their home countries. But he made no concessions on EU calls for immediate action.

EU diplomats said transatlantic differences over the issue remained, with the EU opposed to any US moves to hold military trials for the prisoners. In addition, unlike the US, the EU does not see the struggle against global terrorism as a “war,” said an EU diplomat.

Significantly for the EU, Mr Bush also threw his weight behind a new aid fund for Palestinians which will bypass the Hamas-led government. However, there were no promises that Washington would put money into the new financial facility.

Commenting on the US president’s diplomatic performance in Vienna, EU officials said the US leader had obviously decided it was time to “move towards Europe’s way of doing things” on the foreign policy stage. In contrast to the past, the transatlantic relationship was progressively becoming less one-sided and more balanced, they said.

The EU has also voiced growing concerns over US economic protectionism following a US move to block the acquisition of US ports by Dubai Ports World. In addition, Brussels is demanding that the US must extend its visa-waiver programme to all new EU members from central and eastern Europe, saying that until it does so, America will not have fully recognised the realities of an enlarged Europe.

The current respite in transatlantic tensions, therefore, remains a fragile affair. The EU is determined never again to kowtow to Washington and says the new relationship must be based on an equal partnership. Most importantly, while the EU knows it has more clout when it works with rather than against America, European leaders know they have to tread a careful path to the White House if they are to avoid alienating their public opinion.

