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By George Friedman

German Foreign Minister Guido Westerwelle will brief French and  Polish  officials on a joint
proposal for Russian-European "cooperation  on  security," according to a statement from
Westerwelle's spokesman on   Monday. The proposal emerged out of talks between German
Chancellor   Angela Merkel and Russian President Dmitri Medvedev earlier in June and   is
based on a draft Russia drew up in 2008. Russian Foreign Minister   Sergei Lavrov will be
present at the meeting. Andreas Peschke said, "We   want to further elaborate and discuss it
within the triangle [i.e.,   France, Germany and Poland] in the presence of the Russian foreign  
minister."

On the surface, the proposal developed by Merkel and Medvedev appears   primarily structural.
It raises security discussions about specific   trouble spots to the ministerial level rather than the
ambassadorial   level, with a committee being formed consisting of EU foreign policy   chief
Catherine Ashton and Russia's foreign minister.

      

All of this seems rather mild until we consider three things. First,  proposals for deepening  the
relationship between Russia and the European Union have been on  the table for several years
without much progress.  Second, the Germans  have taken this initiative at a time when German
 foreign policy is in a  state of flux. And third, the decision to take  this deal to France and 
Poland indicates that the Germans are extremely  sensitive to the  geopolitical issues involved,
which are significant  and complex.

Reconsidering Basic Strategy

The economic crisis in Europe has caused  the Germans, among others, to reconsider their
basic strategy.  Ever  since World War II, the Germans have pursued two national  imperatives. 
The first was to maintain close relations with the French —  along with  the rest of Europe — to
eliminate the threat of war.  Germany had fought  three wars with France since 1870, and its
primary  goal was not fighting  another one. Its second goal was prosperity.  Germany's memory
of the  Great Depression plus its desire to avoid  militarism made it obsessed  with economic
development and creating a  society focused on prosperity.  It saw the creation of an integrated 
economic structure in Europe as  achieving both ends, tying Germany into  an unbreakable
relationship with  France and at the same time creating a  trading bloc that would ensure 
prosperity.
Events since the financial crisis of 2008 have shaken German  confidence  in the European
Union as an instrument of prosperity,  however. Until  2008, Europe had undergone an
extraordinary period of  prosperity, in  which West Germany could simultaneously integrate with 
East Germany and  maintain its long-term economic growth. The European  Union appeared to 
be a miraculous machine that automatically generated  prosperity and  political stability
alongside it.
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After 2008, this perception changed, and the sense of insecurity  accelerated with the current 
crisis in Greece and among the Mediterranean members of the  European Union. The Germans
 found themselves underwriting what they  regarded as Greek profligacy  to protect the euro and
the European  economy. This not only generated  significant opposition among the German 
public, it raised questions in  the German government. The purpose of  the European Union was
to ensure  German prosperity. If the future of  Europe was Germany shoring up  Europe — in
other words, transferring  wealth from Germany to Europe —  then the rationale for European 
integration became problematic.
The Germans were certainly not prepared to abandon European   integration, which had given
Germany 65 years of peace. At the same   time, the Germans were prepared to consider
adjustments to the framework   in which Europe was operating, particular from an economic
standpoint.  A  Europe in which German prosperity is at risk from the budgeting  practices of
Greece needed adjustment.
The Pull of Russia

In looking at their real economic interests,  the Germans were  inevitably drawn to their
relationship with Russia.  Russia supplies  Germany with nearly 40 percent of the natural gas 
Germany uses. Without  Russian energy, Germany's economy is in trouble.  At the same time, 
Russia needs technology and expertise to develop its  economy away from  being simply an
exporter of primary commodities.  Moreover, the Germans  already have thousands of
enterprises that have  invested in Russia.  Finally, in the long run, Germany's population is 
declining below the  level needed to maintain its economy. It does not  want to increase 
immigration into Germany because of fears of social  instability. Russia's  population is also
falling,  but it still has surplus population  relative to its economic needs and  will continue to
have one for quite a  while. German investment in  Russia allows Germany to get the labor it 
needs without resorting to  immigration by moving production facilities  east to Russia.

The Germans have been developing economic relations with Russia since   before the Soviet
collapse, but the Greek crisis forced them to   reconsider their relationship with Russia. If the
European Union was   becoming a trap in which Germany  was going to consistently subsidize
the rest of Europe,  and a  self-contained economy is impossible, then another strategy  would
be  needed. This consisted of two parts. The first was insisting  on a restructuring  of the
European Union to protect Germany from the domestic policies  of other countries. Second, if
Europe was heading toward a long period  of stagnation, then Germany,  heavily dependent on
exports and needing labor, needed to find an  additional partner — if not a new one.

At the same time, a German-Russian alignment is a security issue as   well as an economic
issue. Between 1871 and 1941 there was a   three-player game in continental Europe —
France, Germany and Russia.   The three shifted alliances with each other, with each shift
increasing   the chance of war. In 1871, Prussia was allied with Russia when it   attacked
France. In 1914, The French and Russians were allied against   Germany. In 1940, Germany
was allied with Russia when it attacked   France. The three-player game played itself out in
various ways with a   constant outcome: war.

The last thing Berlin wants is to return to that dynamic. Instead,  its  hope is to integrate Russia
into the European security system, or at   least give it a sufficient stake in the European
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economic system that   Russia does not seek to challenge the European security system. This  
immediately affects French relations with Russia. For Paris, partnership   with Germany is the
foundation of France's security policy and  economy.  If Germany moves into a close security
and economic  relationship with  Russia, France must calculate the effect this will  have on
France. There  has never been a time when a tripartite alliance  of France, Germany and 
Russia has worked because it has always left  France as the junior  partner. Therefore, it is vital
for the Germans to  present this not as a  three-way relationship but as the inclusion of  Russia
into Europe, and  to focus on security measures rather than  economic measures. 
Nevertheless, the Germans have to be enormously  careful in managing  their relationship with
France.

Even more delicate is the question of Poland. Poland  is caught between Russia and Germany. 
Its history has been that of  division between these two countries or  conquest by one. This is a 
burning issue in the Polish psyche. A closer  relationship between  Germany and Russia
inevitably will generate  primordial fears of disaster  in Poland.

Therefore, Wednesday's meeting with the so-called triangular group is   essential. Both the
French and the Poles, and the Poles with great   intensity, must understand what is happening.
The issue is partly the   extent to which this affects German commitments to the European
Union,   and the other part — crucial to Poland —is what this does to Germany's   NATO
commitments.
The NATO Angle

It is noteworthy the Russians emphasized that  what is happening poses  no threat to NATO.
Russia is trying to calm not  only Poland, but also  the United States. The problem, however, is 
this: If Germany and Europe  have a security relationship that requires  prior consultation and 
cooperation, then Russia inevitably has a hand  in NATO. If the Russians  oppose a NATO
action, Germany and other  European states will be faced  with a choice between Russia and
NATO.

To put it more bluntly, if Germany enters into a cooperative security   arrangement with Russia
(forgetting the rest of Europe for the moment),   then how does it handle its relationship with the
United States when   the Russians and Americans are at loggerheads  in countries like
Georgia?  The Germans and Russians both view the  United States as constantly and 
inconveniently pressuring them both to  take risks in areas where they  feel they have no
interest. NATO may not  be functional in any real  sense, but U.S. pressure is ever-present. The
 Germans and Russians  acting together would be in a better position to  deflect this pressure 
than standing alone.

Intriguingly, part of the German-Russian talks relate to a specific   security matter — the issue of
Moldova and Transdniestria. Moldova is a   region between Romania and Ukraine (which
adjoins Russia and has   re-entered the Russian sphere of influence) that at various times has  
been part of both. It became independent after the collapse of   communism, but Moldova's
eastern region, Transdniestria,   broke away from Moldova under Russian sponsorship.
Following a change   in government in 2009, Moldova sees itself as pro-Western while  
Transdniestria is pro-Russian. The Russians have supported   Transdniestria's status as a
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breakaway area (and have troops stationed   there), while Moldova has insisted on its return.

The memorandum between Merkel and Medvedev specifically pointed to  the  impact a joint
security relationship might have on this dispute. The   kind of solution that may be considered is
unclear, but if the issue   goes forward, the outcome will give the first indication of what a  
German-Russian security relationship will look like. The Poles will be   particularly interested, as
any effort in Moldova will automatically   impact both Romania and Ukraine — two states key to
determining Russian   strength in the region. Whatever way the solution tilts will define the  
power relationship among the three.

It should be remembered that the Germans are proposing a Russian   security relationship with
Europe, not a Russian security relationship   with Germany alone. At the same time, it should be
remembered that it is   the Germans taking the initiative to open the talks by unilaterally  
negotiating with the Russians and taking their agreements to other   European countries. It is
also important to note that they have not   taken this to all the European countries but to France
and Poland first —   with French President Nicolas Sarkozy voicing his initial approval on   June
19 — and equally important, that they have not publicly brought it   to the United States. Nor is it
clear what the Germans might do if the   French and Poles reject the relationship, which is not
inconceivable.

The Germans do not want to lose the European concept. At the same  time,  they are trying to
redefine it more to their advantage. From the   German point of view, bringing Russia into the
relationship would help   achieve this. But the Germans still have to explain what their  
relationship is with the rest of Europe, particularly their financial   obligation to troubled
economies in the eurozone. They also have to   define their relationship to NATO, and more
important, to the United   States.

Like any country, Germany can have many things, but it can't have  everything. The idea that it
will meld the European  Union, NATO and Russia into one system of relationships without 
alienating at least some of  their partners — some intensely — is naive.  The Germans are not
naive.  They know that the Poles will be terrified  and the French uneasy. The  southern
Europeans will feel increasingly  abandoned as Germany focuses  on the North European Plain.
And the United  States, watching Germany  and Russia draw closer, will be seeing an  alliance
of enormous weight  developing that might threaten its global  interests.

With this proposal, the Germans are looking to change the game   significantly. They are
moving slowly and with plenty of room for   retreat, but they are moving. It will be interesting to
hear what the   Poles and French say on Wednesday. Their public support should not be   taken
for anything more than not wanting to alienate the Germans or   Russians until they have talked
to the Americans. It will also be   interesting to see what the Obama administration has to say
about this.

(c) Stratfor   http://www.stratfor.com/ Reproduced with permission. All rights   reserved.

 4 / 4


