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 - Stemming the drift -

Prime Minister Vladimir Špidla can help repair trans-Atlantic relationship 



By Marcus Dill 
The Prague Post 
(August 14, 2003)



The Czech media gave deservedly good press to prime minister and former historian Vladimir Špidla during his trip to the United States last month. His government may be shaky at home, but he was treated by the Americans with an attention and respect not normally accorded to politicians from former communist countries. 


It may have been the prime minister's first official visit to the United States, but he was every inch the statesman and diplomat when he addressed U.S. and European policymakers in Washington, D.C. In the opening speech of a dinner hosted by the American Foreign Policy Council and The Prague Society for International Cooperation, a nonprofit group, he answered questions from the floor off-the-cuff, after refusing in his address to be pigeonholed into the age-old U.S. strategy of marginalizing European leaders into a single common thread of thought. 


"One could think of Europe in its geographical dimension ... as the space between the Atlantic on one side and the Urals on the other," he said, in response to a question from Lord Pearson of Rannoch about which Europe Špidla meant. "But I must confess mine is a more conventional approach. When I spoke of Europe, I had in mind the countries that are already in the European Union or are soon to be included in the union." 


In his speech, Špidla told the audience of U.S. politicians and business owners, "Some people are skeptical and they say that the big conflict between Europe and the United States is still ahead. Now I do not share this opinion. ... We are united by common values, values that were born in the cradle of Europe and that were transferred to the United States." 


Indeed so, but where does this leave the Czech Republic in the face of disintegrating geopolitics? The familiar mantras of "common values" and "ties that bind" constitute part of the soothing rhetoric, that (rightly) espouses close cooperation. But realpolitik raises the questions: In which areas? How? Between whom?


Before attending the dinner, Špidla and his party had participated in the Transatlantic Drift Debate, the first event to be organized in the U.S. Congress by a Czech nonprofit. The Prague Society asked: "How can America and EU accession countries work together to improve trans-Atlantic relations?" Panelists discussed whether Europe could resolve its historical differences and create a common defense policy. Deputy Defense Minister Jan Vana said: "As a country with limited resources and limited ambitions to become a superpower in Central Europe and the world, we try to be as pragmatic as we can. ... NATO provides for us a security environment ... but it cannot provide everything."


This sentiment was echoed by Prague Society Vice President Pavel Bratinka, who said, "Until the gap in security perceptions is narrowed, a common defense policy for the EU [extant and in the future] is impossible." 


So how do the Americans perceive a common European defense policy? Stuart Eizenstat, a former U.S. undersecretary of commerce, was more optimistic. Although the Iraq war divided Europe and "dug a dagger deep into the heart of the Common and Foreign Security Policy," he said, British and American commitment to the 60,000-strong Eurocorps and the development of a new strategic paper submitted by the EU on unconventional weapons are signs of progress.


Eizenstat pointed to his experience as U.S. Ambassador to the EU. He said he never believed that when he began cabling Washington, D.C., in 1983 that the EU would succeed in creating a common currency. He went on to describe the war in Iraq as a "wake-up call" that will expedite matters and bring the new accession countries into the heart of the debate. U.S. Representative Curt Weldon, vice-chair of the congressional House Armed Services Committee, added: "Emerging threats must be dealt with collectively and cooperatively and cannot be dealt with by the United States alone." 


The Americans are hardly falling over themselves to help facilitate or encourage a common European defense policy. This reluctance is not because they fear that the European Gaulists are working to create an independent pole of global power or that a united European force (particularly one that deals with "soft" security issues) would fail to assist their own homeland defense initiative. The United States is not pushing for a common European defense policy because while Europe remains divided, America is able to cherry-pick its allies and promote the New American Century. The rhetoric belies the fact that America is now presented with a unique opportunity. 


"New Europe," "Old Europe" and "post-communist Europe" are divisive terms. Nevertheless, post-communist countries can now enter the fray with an advantage. They can build on their respective relationships with the United States while reaping the benefits of EU accession. The concept was surely not lost on Špidla and Defense Minister Miroslav Kostelka, who also attended the event. 


Foreign Minister Cyril Svoboda told the group, "We have another challenge which is before all citizens -- to change the style of thinking and to change the attitude." In this case, challenge and change may mean gain. 


Irrespective of Bechtel, fighter-jet tenders and irksome former foreign ministers, the Czech delegation visited Washington to sniff out their position in the new world order and, perhaps, to secure a place in the "coalition of the willing." Špidla is at the apex of his political career. He stands on a seesaw, straddling the fulcrum, with one foot planted in Washington and the other touching Brussels. Perhaps he, along with other Central European leaders, can become that fulcrum. 

-- The writer is the executive director of The Prague Society for International Cooperation
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