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(This commentary appeared in French in the November 2006 issue—No 75—of

  La Lettre Diplomatique; English translation by the author.)

UNITED STATES – FRANCE: THE LOGIC OF COOPERATION

By Leo Michel


Consultation and coordination; disagreement, disappointment, and recrimination; compromise and reconciliation...Over this past summer, French-American relations passed through all these phases as a result of the war between Israel and Hizbollah.  And while it remains to be seen if the goals of UN Security Council Resolution 1701, godfathered by France and the United States, will be achieved, the necessity of close political-military cooperation between this “old couple” has been reaffirmed.

After all, Washington and Paris share similar—albeit not identical—analyses on several of the principal threats weighing on international security:

· Both worry about the roles of Iran and Syria in Lebanon.  No one believes that Iranian support to Hizbollah is independent of Tehran’s desire to escape from the efforts of the “EU 3” (France, Germany, and United Kingdom) and the United States to block its development of a nuclear weapon.  They (Washington and Paris) share the same wariness toward Syria, which holds France and the United States responsible for its forced exit from Lebanon and dreams of using its help to Hizbollah to reestablish its tutelage over its wounded neighbor.  
· The two capitals are conscious of the fact that the impasse between Israel and the Palestinians nourishes Islamic extremism and than an eventual “land for peace” settlement will need guarantees from the major powers and international organizations such as the UN, NATO, and EU.  As for Iraq, if France is keeping its distance vis-à-vis what it sees as a quagmire for the Americans (and British), France does not want to see a precipitous retreat of coalition forces, which would risk unleashing a total civil war and the fragmentation of the country into Sunni, Shiite, and Kurdish fiefdoms.

· The situation in Afghanistan has become more worrisome, and not only because of a resurgence of the Taliban and warlords (whose actions are often mixed up with those of narco-terrorists) which is sapping public confidence in President Karzai and his government and threatening NATO’s most important operation.  A number of American and French analysts nervously watch Pakistan and its nuclear capabilities, where fundamentalist forces would be strongly encouraged by a defeat of the “West” in Afghanistan.

· And that’s not all.  Washington and Paris are not forgetting Kosovo where, according to more and more experts, the ongoing status discussions will lead to independence for the province and, in all likelihood, a transfer of security roles over time from NATO to the EU, a little like what happened in Bosnia-Herzegovina at the end of 2004.  Finally, both are looking for new and effective means to increase African capabilities to prevent and respond to interstate and inter-ethnic violence.


Certainly one cannot deny that differences exist—sometimes strategic, but more often tactical—between Washington and Paris.   What is relatively new, however, is the realization that our respective military forces, which are working hard to “transform” themselves to respond better to 21st century threats, are reaching their limits in terms of operational commitments.  In the United States, respected retired officers and experts are daring to speak openly of soldiers and marines being “exhausted” by their multiple deployments in Afghanistan and Iraq.  French military officers are traditionally more more circumspect in sharing confidences with the press.  Still, many observers have concluded that, given the French overseas operations in Afghanistan, the Balkans, and Africa, the Elysee’s decision to dispatch 2,000 soldiers to reinforce the UN Force in Lebanon was not enthusiastically welcomed at Rue Saint-Dominique (Defense Ministry headquarters.)  Moreover, over the next five to ten years, the calls for Washington and Paris to send military forces or, at least, logistical or training assistance (as in the case of Darfur) are not likely to diminish.

All of which are good arguments for a better political-military cooperation between these two old allies—bilaterally, but also at the UN and NATO, as well as in the context of NATO-EU relations that should be transparent, cooperative, and pragmatic, something that is still lacking today.  For the most part, French and American military leaders have already understood this.  For some in their political and diplomatic leadership, this seems less certain.
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