Deciphering the Fallout on Obama's Missile Plan
By Kurt Volker
If there is one thing that can be observed in European reactions to President Obama’s announcement last week, it is that for Europeans of whatever stripe, missile defense was never really the issue. Rather, it had become a proxy for a host of other issues and anxieties that, even after Thursday’s announcement, remain sensitive and unresolved.

Listen to the Obama administration’s highly substantive exposition on the new architecture: It was all about the real business of defending real people against real missile threats. By adjusting to changes in the assessment of Iran’s progress in developing short, medium, and long-range missiles, and by adjusting to progress in testing, we could revamp the architecture, improve effectiveness and give more time to further development. It was explicitly not about Russia or Central Europe or anything else — just a better way to protect America and its allies against emerging threats. 

Yet listen to the cacophony in response: A Polish newspaper blasts “We No Longer Love America”; Central European Atlanticists complain of being abandoned, even though the Obama administration made clear that with the new decisions, Central Europe would be better protected, more quickly, against existing missile threats, and that work to protect against longer-term threats would continue.

The Russian president and the German chancellor each welcomed the news as a step toward Russia — even though the Obama administration made clear (just as the Bush administration had before it) that the decisions were based on the development of an Iranian missile threat and had nothing to do with Russia. 

NATO Secretary General Anders Fogh Rasmussen smartly stepped out to propose NATO-Russia missile defense cooperation — a good idea that had also been proposed during the Bush administration. 

What is going on here? Under the surface are a range of other issues. 

Most important is the fact that Russia has become a more authoritarian country and is asserting a sphere of influence in nearby countries. When the Bush administration said “yes” to cooperation with Russia on missile defense using a radar in Azerbaijan, the Russian response became “nyet” — unless the administration gave up plans for cooperation with Poland and the Czech Republic. For Russia, this was all about having a say over what happens inside the former Warsaw Pact — not about missile defense itself. The war in Georgia last year only underlined this tough message.

Central Europeans got the point. They know something about Russian “spheres of influence” and know that there must be zero tolerance for it. Poland and the Czech Republic never really wanted the missile defense installations — what they wanted was an iron-clad American presence and security guarantee, going beyond the one that NATO already offers.

Europeans, of all people, appreciate the relevance of history: Sixty years after 1939, Poles still don’t have confidence in Western Europe alone to protect them — they want a deal with America. Missile defense was a way to get this.

West Europeans also got the point — though from a different perspective. Supporting U.S. missile defenses in Central Europe meant supporting Central Europeans in their perceived emotional and erratic clamor for protection against Russia. This is in direct conflict with West Europe’s preferred strategy of entangling Russia in partnerships rather than confronting it. The worse the Russian behavior, the greater the “proof” that more engagement is needed.

Giving up missile defense — whether it was designed for an Iranian threat or not — was seen by Western Europe as a bouquet for Russia.

Russia was also quick on the uptake. Even though the Obama administration made abundantly clear that Russia was not the issue, the Russians nonetheless claimed victory in getting the United States to back off, because it suited their purposes — asserting power and influence in Central Europe and keeping Western and Central Europe divided.

This is the minefield under the surface of the missile defense issue: Russian assertiveness, Central Europe’s historic anxiety, West European aloofness toward Central Europe and longing for a peaceful deal with Russia. 

Quite rightly, the Obama administration stuck to substance and did not buy into any of these other angles. But that also means that the tensions that make missile defense such a hard nut to crack remain in place. And they will continue to sow anxiety and disunity within NATO and the trans-Atlantic community until we address them head on. 

This means having a frank conversation among Americans, West Europeans and Central Europeans about Russia, about security threats old and new, and about the role of our alliance in the 21st century. NATO is already planning to draft a new Strategic Concept. Let’s hope it rises to the occasion. 

