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This edited volume examines the post-Cold War rela- 
tionship of ten selected Central and Eastern European
(CEE) countries with the United States. It concludes with
a summary chapter that highlights the main similarities
and differences of the ten case studies. The relationship
of the United States and CEE states has oscillated a lot
since the end of the Cold War. The disagreements and
problems were most evident in the political domain. Due
to the institutionalised nature of the military domain,
the defence cooperation has been mostly resilient to the
fluctuations of the political relations. In the meanwhile,
trade relations have never really reached the strategic sig-
nificance that some states might have hoped in the 1990s.
The examination of the past 30 years suggests that the
defence collaboration will continue to provide a solid ba-
sis of cooperation, despite the fact that the asymmetries
with the U.S. are most visible in this area. Due to their
limited resources and weak military capabilities, CEE
states will continue to rely on U.S. assurances against the
security threats that they are facing, while the U.S. will
continue to urge the CEE states to take a larger share of
the burden.
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Introduction
Anna Péczeli1

The current volume examines the post-Cold War relationship of ten 
selected Central and Eastern European (CEE) countries (Austria, Croatia, 
the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, Romania, Serbia, Slovakia, 
Slovenia and Ukraine) with the United States. Despite the many differ-
ences, it is true for every single state that they have a highly asymmetric 
relationship with the U.S. The countries of the CEE region are relatively 
small, with limited resources and weak military capabilities which are 
insufficient to protect them against outside threats. After the end of the 
Cold War, they quickly realised that maintaining strong ties with Western 
powers –  especially with the U.S. – was crucial for their defence. As 
a result of this, the CEE countries are more dependent on good relations 
with Washington, than the other way around. This asymmetry allows the 
U.S. to pick the countries with whom it wants to maintain stronger ties in 
the region. At the same time, the White House can afford to criticise the 
states which are not implementing the requested reforms fast enough, or 
which are not spending the required amounts on defence. The U.S. can 
also exercise more pressure on the domestic issues of its partners. This 
asymmetry forces the CEE states to be more careful in their criticism 
towards the U.S., and there have been many instances where they sided 
with Washington, instead of Berlin or Paris.

There are two main reasons why the CEE countries have supported 
the U.S. even in cases when it was against their own national interests, or 
when it meant risking their good relations with major Western European 
states. First, many of them have bad historical experience of being a buffer 
zone between Russia (the Soviet Union) and Western European states, 
therefore they are more worried about a resurgent Russian aggression. 

1 Anna Péczeli, PhD, Senior Research Fellow, Institute of Strategic and Defense Studies, 
National University of Public Service (Hungary). Email: peczeli.anna@uni-nke.hu
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Second, they are more sceptical about the military strength of the EU and 
question whether Western European states would be willing or able to 
protect them against a serious military threat. Thus, in the eyes of the CEE 
states, an Alliance with the U.S. seems to be the strongest assurance for 
their physical security.

Although there are many similarities in the bilateral relationship 
of the U.S. with the states of the region, there are also many important 
differences. This is partly due to the differences in size, economic power 
and military strength. Besides these factors, geographical location is also 
an important determinant of the main tendencies in U.S. relations with the 
region. The ten selected countries can be divided into four sub-regions: 1. 
the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland and Slovakia belong to the so called 
Visegrád countries (Romania shows a lot of similarities with this group); 
2. Croatia, Serbia and Slovenia belong to the Balkans; 3. Ukraine provides 
a unique example of a country, which is trapped between the expanding 
NATO Alliance and the Russian zone of influence; and 4. Austria also 
represents a special case due to its neutral status. These sub-regions have 
faced different challenges in the post-Cold War period, which left its mark 
on their relationship with the U.S., as well.

After the end of the Cold War, the Visegrád countries were the pri-
mary beneficiaries of U.S. financial aid in the region, and their economic 
and political transition was largely supported by Washington’s assistance 
programs. The successful implementation of a parliamentary democracy, 
a market economy, and the creation of civilian control over the armed 
forces gained them a lot of goodwill in the White House. Although 
Hungary’s security has been directly affected by the dissolution of the 
Former Yugoslavia, the main security concern for these states remained 
the threat of a resurgent Russian Federation. In comparison to the other 
regions, this created a completely different set of problems, and it requires 
different responses and assurances from Washington.

After the fall of the Berlin Wall, the countries of the Balkans faced 
the dissolution of the Socialist Federative Republic of Yugoslavia (SFRY), 
which put the Croatian and Slovenian cases on a completely different path 
than the Serbian case. While the role of the U.S. in the air campaigns 
during the Yugoslav Wars created strong anti-American sentiments in 
Belgrade, the newly independent states of Croatia and Slovenia enjoyed 
significant U.S. support in their Western integration efforts and they built 
much stronger ties with Washington.
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In the case of Kyiv, the proximity of Russia has the biggest influence on 
the evolution of the U.S.–Ukrainian bilateral ties. During the early 1990s, the 
successful disarmament and repatriation of Russian nuclear capabilities from 
the territory of Ukraine created strong bonds with Washington. Ukraine’s 
domestic problems and the slow progress of the political and economic 
transition, however, quickly devaluated these ties, and the U.S. became more 
impatient with its partner. Russia’s illegal annexation of Crimea and the 
problems in the Donbas region have opened a new chapter in the relationship 
of the U.S. and Ukraine. Washington’s critic over Kyiv’s domestic problems 
was put aside, and the U.S. has been actively supporting the defence of 
Ukraine’s territorial integrity and the peace efforts in the region.

The special neutral status of Austria was an important asset for 
Washington during the Cold War. However, in the 1990s it has been gradu-
ally devaluated, and it is becoming more and more challenging for Austria 
to fill its relationship with the U.S. with content. Its neutrality prevents 
Austria from significant engagement in military missions, and as a non-
NATO nation, it also lacks the institutional framework that would create 
a strong bond with Washington.

Another important difference between these states is the status of 
their integration into NATO and the EU. The membership of these states 
in NATO is clearly the most important institutional tie with the U.S. From 
the ten selected countries, only Austria, Serbia and Ukraine are not mem-
bers of the Alliance. Although the U.S. is not a member of the EU, it has 
been actively supporting the Eastern enlargement of the organisation. The 
EU membership of the CEE states has clearly affected their bilateral ties 
with the U.S. (first and foremost in the economic and political domains 
but – to a lesser extent – also in the military domain).

Regarding the evolution of the bilateral ties, most of these states have 
a long history with the U.S. In some cases, immigrants from the region were 
already present in North America during the American War of Independence. 
Although the size and the influence of these immigrant groups varies in 
each case, they continue to play an important role today, and their lobbying 
efforts have supported the political agenda of their home country on many 
occasions. These immigrant groups are also important in maintaining and 
cultivating strong cultural ties between the U.S. and the CEE region.

Regarding the nature of the cooperation between the CEE states and 
the U.S., it is true in general that the military domain is the strongest one, 
and in many cases, this field has proved to be immune to the political 
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quarrels. In the political domain, the military contributions of these states 
have gained the region a lot of goodwill in the White House. This has also 
contributed to the success of the visa negotiations, and today most CEE 
countries enjoy visa-free travel to the U.S., which was a major political 
victory to the beneficiaries.

Despite these success stories, the bilateral relations are not free from 
problems. The U.S. is closely monitoring the domestic issues of its  partners, 
and there have been many instances when it has raised serious concerns 
about the takeover of right-wing, nationalistic parties. Washington has been 
very vocal on issues like the freedom of the press, free speech, checks and 
balances, and minority rights. This led to many political disputes between 
the White House and the countries of the region. Another burdened topic in 
the political domain is the relationship of the CEE states with Russia – the 
White House has been explicit about its desire to keep the unity of the EU in 
the sanctions against Russia, and it has publicly criticised those states which 
have showed closer political ties with Moscow.

In comparison to the military and political ties, the economic coop-
eration is the weakest link. Due to their accession to the EU, most CEE 
countries are primarily trading with their EU partners, and the volume 
and nature of their trade relations with the U.S. are significantly behind 
countries like Germany. This, of course, is also due to the high level of 
asymmetry in their economic potential, and it is not likely to change in 
the future. A very important aspect of the economic relations is the energy 
sector, where the U.S. has been supportive of initiatives to reduce the 
energy dependence of the region on Russia, and it has been very critical 
of major energy deals with Moscow (for example in the nuclear domain).

Although the above mentioned tendencies are mostly well documented, 
there is still a very limited literature about the details and specifics of U.S. 
relations with the CEE region. This edited volume aims to fill that gap 
and provides a detailed, and up-to-date insight into the country-specific 
aspects of U.S. relations with the region. Each chapter covers four main 
domains: political, military, economic and cultural ties in the post-Cold 
War period. The volume concludes with a comparative chapter which 
shows the main similarities and differences in these bilateral relations. 
This summary highlights the strengths and weaknesses of U.S.–CEE ties, 
providing a list of problem areas which need to be resolved in the future. It 
also outlines a list of well functioning areas which could be used as a basis 
to deepen and strengthen the bonds between the U.S. and its CEE allies.



Relations between the United States and Austria: 
How a Once Special Relationship Descended into 

Triviality
Tamás Levente Molnár1

1. Introduction

The relations between two sovereign states essentially depend on the 
respective societies’ perceptions of each other. In 2018, the U.S. and 
Austria celebrates the 180th anniversary of their diplomatic relations. One 
would assume that after almost two centuries, bilateral ties and a sort of 
common language between the two nations would have developed, thus 
providing some level of mutual understanding, and maybe even some 
positive attitudes towards each other. However, this does not seem to be 
the case.

Eugen Freund is a well-known political expert in Austria, who 
started as a long-serving correspondent in Washington, and a presenter 
of the evening news for the Austrian Broadcasting Corporation (ORF). In 
a humorous speech at ORF, he tried to analyse one of the core problems of 
the bilateral relations between the U.S. and Austria: “I started in 1979 at the 
Austrian Press and Information Service in New York. Our task there was 
to, well, somehow correct the image Austria enjoyed in the United States. 
Austria – or better Australia, because we were always confused with the 
entity Down Under – Australia is a communist country, inhabited by Nazis, 
who’s emperor rides on a white stallion called the Lipizzaner, in his capital 
Salzburg, and whistles the national anthem, which actually was a tune 
out of The Sound of Music…” (U.S. Embassy Vienna 2013). According to 
Günther Bischof, an Austrian–American historian and university professor, 

1 Tamás Levente Molnár, Research Fellow, Institute for Foreign Affairs and Trade 
(Hungary). Email: tamas.molnar@ifat.hu

mailto:tamas.molnar%40ifat.hu?subject=
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there is a long existing stereotype among the Austrian middle-class, who 
consider the U.S. a fundamentally materialistic country that lacks any sort 
of culture and sensitivity whatsoever (Bischof 2016, 75).

Lack of interest and dull stereotypes – as we will see, those obser-
vations about Austrian–American relations by Eugen Freund and Günter 
Bischof – were not just fitting during the Cold War era but remain relevant 
today, as well.

2. Political Relations

When analysing the political relations between Austria and the U.S. since 
the fall of the Berlin Wall, first a careful examination of some relevant 
developments of the Cold War era is necessary. Looking at some of the 
main tendencies in the bilateral relations – and special roles the respective 
countries had chosen for themselves during the Cold War – provides some 
insight to better understand the present day dynamics between the two 
countries.

Compared to other countries in the region, the occupation period after 
World War II ended relatively soon in Austria on 15 May 1955 when the 
Austrian State Treaty was signed by the Allied powers and the Austrian 
Government. The withdrawal of the allied troops followed a couple of 
months later, when the Austrian Parliament enacted the Declaration of 
Neutrality (Neutralitätsgesetz) on 26 October 1955 (Rechtsinformation 
des Bundes 2018). With the country’s regained sovereignty, Austrian 
 decision-makers wanted to find a new role for the country in the inter-
national arena. They decided that Austria should act as a neutral bridge 
builder between the East and the West, and a reliable moderator in inter-
national disputes, hosting various international organisations in its capital. 
The self-appointed Austrian Sonderfall (Austrian exception) played in the 
superpowers’ interests. Vienna was now chosen as the site of important 
meetings between the main antagonists of the Cold War era – in 1961 the 
Kennedy–Khrushchev summit, and in 1979 the Carter–Brezhnev summit 
took place in the Austrian capital. Meaningful preparatory talks before 
the 1975 Helsinki meeting of the Conference of Security and Co-operation 
in Europe also took place in Vienna. Being a neutral state itself, Austria 
increasingly developed trade relations with the Communist Bloc from the 
1970s onwards, and it did not adhere to the Western economic sanctions 
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against third countries (e.g. the U.S.-led economic boycott against Iran 
in 1979). As Chancellor Bruno Kreisky defined the Austrian concept of 
active neutrality as pro-Western, the Austrian Sonderfall was met with 
economic tolerance and political respect in Washington (Bischof 2013, 
13–14).

2.1. A rocky start

At the dawn of 1989, bilateral relations were far from ideal. One year after 
the Austrian presidential election in 1986, the U.S. Department of Justice 
put the newly elected Austrian President, former UN Secretary-General 
Kurt Waldheim on the watch list, barring him from entering the U.S. The 
Justice Department spokesman said at a news conference that the reason 
was Kurt Waldheim’s accusation of having “assisted or otherwise par-
ticipated in the persecution of persons because of race, religion, national 
 origin or political opinion” during World War II (Werner 1987). The legal 
basis of the charges against Kurt Waldheim, however, was later proven to 
be false. According to a CIA-report from 1986, which was released in 
2001, “there is not, at present enough evidence to indict Waldheim or to 
accuse him of committing war crimes” (CIA 1986, 1). Still, the constantly 
changing statements of President Waldheim regarding his Nazi affiliations 
and activities during World War II did not bring him much sympathy and 
understanding (Van Der Vat 2007). Based on what we know today, the 
Waldheim-affair had more to do with the inner dynamics of the Austrian 
SPÖ, and the involvement of the World Jewish Congress with U.S. gov-
ernmental policy (which led to some serious consequences in American 
domestic politics as well), than with the actual deeds of Waldheim in his 
position as an officer of the German Wehrmacht during World War II 
(Haas 2001). Nevertheless, the U.S. declaration of Waldheim as persona 
non grata turned him into a pariah on the international stage, and it had 
a significant negative effect on bilateral relations. Repairing the damaged 
Austrian–American relations took a lot of energy and diplomatic effort.

Following the fall of the Berlin Wall on 9 November 1989, Europe 
started to “breathe with two lungs” again. The major changes in inter-
national politics caused by the dissolution of the Soviet Union and the 
self-liberation of the former Eastern Bloc had serious implications 
on U.S.–Austrian bilateral ties, as well. A couple of months before the 
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historical event, Austrian Foreign Minister Alois Mock delivered the 
application for the European Communities (EC) in June 1989. Vienna’s 

“Letter to Brussels” was received with a chilly response, as some of the 
European politicians argued that the “admission of a neutral country 
could hinder efforts at coordinating the foreign policies of the EC’s mem-
bers” (Schaettler 1994, 218). The Austrian foreign policy to open up 
towards European integration finally achieved its objective on 1 January 
1995 when the country joined the EU. Austria’s foreign policy increasingly 
focused on Brussels, and gave up some of its autonomy and independence 
in the context of the EU’s Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP). 
The change of scope in the Austrian foreign policy was also reflected 
in the name change of the foreign ministry, as well (the former Federal 
Ministry for Foreign Affairs was now called the Federal Ministry for 
Europe, Integration and Foreign Affairs).

Meanwhile, U.S. foreign policy with regards to Europe has gone 
through some considerable changes, too. Its developments can be summed 
up in two main strategic goals: first, to expand American influence in 
the former Eastern Bloc by supporting system transition efforts (democ-
ratisation process, transition from planned economy to market economy, 
supporting the civil society etc.), as well as offering real membership 
perspectives in NATO for CEE countries. Second, with the sudden dis-
appearance of the “Cold War enemy”, to appeal to Western European 
countries by leaving their comfort zones and letting them take the destiny 
of the Old Continent into their own hands (“Partners in Leadership” as 
President George H. W. Bush put it in his Mainz speech – A Europe Whole 
and Free on 31 May 1989).

The U.S. hoped for a strong Europe of responsible allies that would 
be able to take care of its own issues. A country with neutrality political 
traditions, and a reluctance to spend on defence did not really fit that pic-
ture. Thus, with the end of the Cold War, bilateral relations between the 
U.S. and Austria were put on the backburner. The U.S. turn-away was not 
an unforeseeable development though. Peter Moser, then Austrian Consul 
General to Los Angeles, sent an analysis to Vienna in April 1982. In this 
document, he expressed his worries about the American voices, which at 
the time were calling the uncertain attitude of European allies “spineless” 
and “neutral.” In his conclusions, he warned about the lack of understand-
ing in the U.S. for neutral countries like Austria (Bischof 2016, 73).
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2.2. Schüssel’s normalisation efforts

The Austrian parliamentary elections in autumn 1999, and the resulting 
government changes led to an international outcry, again negatively affect-
ing the bilateral relations. When the SPÖ failed to form a government, 
the conservative People’s Party (Österreichische Volkspartei – ÖVP) 
turned to the right-wing nationalist and anti-immigrant Freedom Party 
(Freiheitliche Partei Österreichs – FPÖ). The European and international 
reactions to the formation of the “blue-black” government coalition 
were furious: the EU14 imposed unprecedented diplomatic sanctions on 
Austria; Israel immediately withdrew its ambassador from Vienna. The 
Clinton Administration recalled its American ambassador for consultation, 
but otherwise did not join the European sanctions. However, Washington 
unambiguously articulated its expectations towards the newly formed 
government: Secretary of State Madeleine Albright made it clear that 
there can be no place in a European government for a party that “doesn’t 
distance itself clearly from the atrocities of the Nazi era and the politics of 
hate” (Cohen 2000).

Austrian reactions to the external sanctions were, to quote then 
Austrian Ambassador to Washington Peter Moser, best described by 
“disbelief” and “shock”. However, Washington’s response was more dig-
nified in comparison to Europe’s: “the only difference is, that whereas the 
Europeans put a time bomb in our window and said it will go off when you 
have this new government sworn in, the Americans said it is very severe, 
we are very concerned, we share the concerns of the Europeans but they left 
the door open to the very last moment and only when this government was 
formed then they published and decided on measures” (AP Archive 2000). 
Ambassador Moser had a meaningful influence on softening the tone of the 
American reactions towards the new Austrian government. He was trying 
to maintain a positive image of Austria in the American civil society. In the 
House of Representatives, he watered up a condemning resolution against 
Austria (which was calling the FPÖ a “Neo-Nazi party” and anticipated 
the boycott of Austrian businesses), making the step virtually irrelevant 
(Bischof 2013, 34). The real icebreaker for the strained relations proved to 
be the internationally acclaimed regulation, which ordered the restitution 
of Jewish assets stolen during the Nazi period, and the compensation of 
the forced labourers employed on Austrian territory between 1939–1940 
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and 1945. The restitution policy of the Schüssel Administration mainly 
concerned works of art from the federal and provincial museums; while 
the compensation for forced labourers was provided by the Reconciliation 
Fund of the Austrian Republic, and it amounted to almost 352 million 
Euros until 2005 (Karner 2010, 399).

Following the U.S. presidential elections in 2000, the Austrian side 
was optimistic that the previously frosty relations between the two admin-
istrations could be overcome by new positive dynamics in bilateral ties. 
Austrian hopes were confirmed when the newly elected President George 
W. Bush invited Chancellor Schüssel and his delegation to Washington 
for a work meeting and for a stay at the Blair House, the President’s Guest 
House. The visit on 31 October 2001 – just a couple of weeks after the 
September 11 terrorist attacks – was a success, and for a short while it 
seemed as if the bilateral relations were back on track (Bischof 2013, 36).

Six days after President Bush addressed the U.S. Congress and 
declared America’s War on Terror on 20 September 2001, Chancellor 
Schüssel in his speech to the Austrian Parliament reaffirmed the country’s 
solidarity with the U.S. and its citizens, stating that due to the global 
effects of terrorism “we all felt the ranks closing with the Americans, not 
only in Europe but here in Austria, as well”2 (Nationalrat 2001, 65). As 
a sign of solidarity, Austria sent troops to the NATO-led ISAF mission 
(International Security Assistance Force) in Afghanistan but engaged only 
in non-military tasks (like reconstruction and training). The involvement 
of the Austrian armed forces in military tasks was out of the question.

2.3. From solidarity to ‘schadenfreude’

The level of the Austrian solidarity with the U.S. has changed considerably 
during the course of 2002–2003. The main principle of the Bush Doctrine, 
the pre-emptive strategy, laid down in the 2002 U.S. National Security 
Strategy, was incompatible with the Austrian neutrality policy traditions. 
When President Bush chose to intervene in Iraq in 2003, the vast majority 
of Western-European states including France, Germany, Belgium, and 
neutral countries such as Austria or Sweden decided not to join the U.S. 

2 “Wir alle haben ein Zusammenrücken mit den Amerikanern, aber auch in Europa und 
hier in Österreich gespürt.”
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in the fight against the regime of Saddam Hussein. At the same time, the 
new NATO members such as Poland, the Czech Republic or Hungary, and 
the aspirant countries such as the Baltic states, Slovakia, Romania etc. of 
the former Eastern Bloc joined the so called “coalition of the willing”. 
U.S. Secretary of Defence Donald Rumsfeld drew a clear line between 

“old” and “new” Europe, stating that in the “entire NATO Europe today, 
the centre of gravity is shifting to the East” (AP Archive 2003). It was 
indubitable that Washington perceived Austria as part of old Europe, and 
therefore treated the country as a sort of second-class partner. Chancellor 
Schüssel explained his government’s position in the parliament, stating 
that due to the absence of a mandate by the UN Security Council, Austrian 
forces would not participate in a war against Iraq. In the same speech, he 
condemned the “idea of lifting up a political pre-emptive strike to a doc-
trine, as it could undermine the very authority of the United Nations… 
[and] the UN Security Council”3 (Nationalrat 2003, 21). The Austrian 
public shared the view of its government: according to a public opinion 
poll by EOS-Gallup Europe, 85% of Austrians considered the U.S. inter-
vention in Iraq “not justified” (Hummel 2007, 8). Austrians turned against 
Bush’s policy in the Middle East, and as a result, their attitude towards the 
country swiftly changed – to use Günter Bischof’s words, from solidarity 
to schadenfreude (Bischof 2013, 41).

The 50th anniversary of the Austrian State Treaty in 2005 was to be 
marked by a festive event in the Alpine Republic. All four foreign min-
isters of the former signatory Allied countries were invited to attend the 
ceremony, but ultimately only three (more precisely two plus one) of them 
showed up in Vienna: Sergey Lavrov and Michel Barnier, the Russian and 
French Foreign Ministers, and Douglas Alexander, the British Minister 
of State for Europe. Washington refused to send an active minister, and 
instead sent Rudy Boschwitz, the retired Senator of Minnesota (with no 
official title at the time) to represent U.S. Secretary of State Condoleezza 
Rice. Showing a cold shoulder to Austria in this symbolic way was a clear 
sign of U.S. indifference towards improving bilateral relations.

3 “…die Idee eines politischen Präventivschlages zu einer Doktrin erheben, weil das 
gerade die Autorität der UNO, der Vereinten Nationen, des Weltsicherheitsrates 
untergraben könnte…”
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The Austrian presidency of the Council of the EU in the first semes-
ter of 2006 provided a good opportunity to arrange bilateral meetings. 
Shortly before the beginning of the Austrian presidency, Chancellor 
Schüssel  visited President Bush in December 2005 for the second time 
during his chancellorship. The meeting in Washington was spent in 
a “good atmosphere” according to the Austrian visitor, and even some of 
the most  controversial topics related to the CIA (such as the unannounced 
overflights in the European airspace, or the torture methods used in 
the Guantanamo Bay detention camp) were discussed. President Bush 
expressed the commitment of the U.S. to the Geneva Convention, but 
added that in the war on terror there were a lot of “grey areas”, as this sort 
of war was not fought against states, but against terrorism, and therefore 
the conduct was largely unprecedented (DerStandard 2005a). Chancellor 
Schüssel encountered some criticism at home from the opposition parties 
and even his coalition partner FPÖ due to his uncritical and “soft” attitude 
towards the topics of Guantanamo and the torture methods of the CIA 
(DerStandard 2005b).

President Bush also paid a visit to Vienna in June 2006, on the 
occasion of a summit of consultation with EU-leaders in the Austrian 
capital. The American delegation of President Bush and Secretary of State 
Rice was hosted by their European counterparts: Schüssel (who at the 
time held the position of President of the Council, as well), José Manuel 
Barroso (then President of the Commission), and Javier Solana (then High 
Representative of the Common Foreign and Security Policy [CFSP] of the 
EU). A wide range of topics was discussed during the summit, including 
the Iraqi War, the Israeli–Palestine conflict, and energy issues, in par-
ticular the rising oil prices. It can undoubtedly be counted as a success 
of the Austrian Presidency that the leaders of the EU and the U.S. agreed 
on a common agenda. The Vienna Summit Declaration of 21 June 2006 
strengthened the strategic partnership by incorporating a number of prior-
ity actions to support the transatlantic co-operation (Austria 2006).

The citizens of Vienna were not exactly happy about the visit: besides 
the fact that half of Vienna’s downtown was blocked off due to security 
measures, President Bush himself was a rather unpopular and a clearly 
unwelcome person in the eyes of many Austrians. When President Kennedy 
visited Vienna in 1961, 100,000 Austrians marched to the streets to greet 
the American president. In 2006, the public atmosphere was clearly differ-
ent – in this case, around 10,000 people were protesting against the Iraqi 
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War, Guantanamo, and against President Bush personally (Fischer 2006). 
After his visit to Austria, President Bush continued his tour to Hungary, 
and later to Russia. His visit was the first presidential visit in the Austrian 
capital since the end of the Cold War. Despite the Austrian civil society 
becoming more and more hostile towards the American leadership, the 
U.S.–Austrian bilateral relations somewhat relaxed during the final years 
of President Bush’s second term.

2.4. The short-lived Obamania

By the end of Bush’s presidency, the approval ratings of the American 
leadership were low in many regions of the world, including Europe. 
A strong opposition towards the U.S. foreign policy was one of the rea-
sons for a rising anti-Americanism among civil societies. The negative 
tendencies changed significantly with the election of Barack Obama in 
November 2008: the president’s approval ratings among Europeans sky-
rocketed within a short time (Wike–Poushter–Zainulbhai 2016, 3). The 
Obamania did not leave Austria untouched either. The approval rating of 
the new American president among Austrians changed from 8% (2008) to 
45% (2010) (Gallup 2013, 15). The young, smart, inspiring and cosmopol-
itan president with mostly liberal views (evoking some memories of the 
late John F. Kennedy) coming into power was understood as a turn away 
from his predecessor’s unpopular policies, and a return to the main U.S. 
mission of upholding a liberal world order. Making America a nation to 
look up to, a symbol of hope and the land of the free – with Obama, the 
Old Continent’s nostalgia towards the ‘New World’ was revived (Buruma 
2008).

However, European enthusiasm for President Obama did not last 
long – a development that can be traced back to two main reasons. First, 
due to the recalibration of American foreign policy interests away from 
the Transatlantic region, and towards the Pacific area (through the so 
called ‘Pivot to Asia’ program). Europe has become more peripheral 
for Washington. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton tried to rebalance 
America’s loss of attention for Europe. She travelled to the continent 
nearly 40 times to work with European leaders on several common issues, 
such as agreeing on sanctions against Iran, the deployment of a new 
missile defence system, and sustaining NATO consensus on the mission 
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in Afghanistan (O’Hanlon 2013). Second, following Edward Snowden’s 
leak of classified documents about the National Security Agency’s (NSA) 
surveillance practices against European governments, and industrial espi-
onage against various European companies, the European public turned 
against the U.S. again. By 2012, President Obama’s approval in Austria 
fell to 31%, marking a 14% drop within two years.

2.5. A unique look into the core of relations

After the ÖVP–FPÖ coalition was voted out of the government in the 
parliamentary election of 2006, and the social democrats took over the 
chancellor’s office again (Alfred Gusenbauer from 2007 to 2008, and 
Werner Faymann from 2008 to 2016), bilateral relations got stuck in 
a gridlock: no bilateral meetings or work meetings took place between the 
leaders of the two nations. Despite the downturn of diplomatic ties, due to 
the publication of the WikiLeaks files, an extensive literature is available 
about the bilateral relations of the two countries from 2010 onwards.

After the U.S. embassy dispatches from Vienna got public, the 
American views on Austria and the Austrian leadership became more 
apparent. Going through the published documents, it quickly becomes 
evident that the tone used by the U.S. envoys ranges from reserved to 
openly hostile. According to an analysis of the reports by the German 
magazine Der Spiegel, U.S. diplomats had three main concerns vis-à-vis 
Austria (Spiegel Online 2010).

The first was a fundamental problem: while Austria’s engagement 
in global affairs diminished, politicians still stuck to the catchphrase of 

“political neutrality” attempting to always be involved but never taking any 
real responsibility. According to a diplomatic cable from 2007, Americans 
interpreted the country’s neutrality policy as a framing for mere profit 
seeking activities: “It is a tenet of Austria’s national mythology that 
the country’s ability to maintain ties throughout the world constitutes 
a real contribution to peace and stability.” The real sore points from the 
American point of view were Austria’s “commercial ties to countries of 
concern to the US”: Austrian business with Iran and North Korea did not 
stop despite the U.S. sanctions; banks carried out dubious activities in 
many post-Soviet countries.



RELATIONS BETWEEN THE UNITED STATES AND AUSTRIA 21

The second problem of the U.S. had to do with the Austrian political 
leadership. It overwhelmingly focused on domestic matters, and it only 
perceived international politics as an issue if they threatened to have an 
immediate effect on domestic issues (e.g. the stability in the Western 
Balkans), or if they were of economic relevance. Many sources described 
Chancellor Faymann as a person who “has no personal interest in foreign 
affairs”. Defence Minister Norbert Darabos (SPÖ) was just as “uninterested 
in foreign and international security affairs” as his chancellor. Besides, he 
was the first minister in the history of the Second Republic to “not have 
served in the military”, as U.S. diplomats emphasised. The diplomatic 
cables described him as an ambitious politician with a bad connection 
to the military, as he proved himself unable to provide sufficient funding. 
Foreign Minister Michael Spindelegger (ÖVP) seemed to focus too much 
on advancing “Austrian economic penetration” into the Black See region: 
the embassy openings in Astana (Kazakhstan) and in Baku (Azerbaijan) 
in 2007 were largely due to the economic interests of OMV, the national 
oil company. A point of criticism that according to Mr. Spindelegger might 
just as well be perceived as a compliment, as promoting national economy 
is part of the job description of every foreign minister (Nowak 2010).

Reports on U.S. opinions regarding earlier chancellors were pub-
lished, as well. According to those cables, Alfred Gusenbauer was seen 
as a knowledgeable and open-minded leader, but also a loose cannon. 
Wolfgang Schüssel, on the other hand, “rarely went out of [his] way to 
poke the US in the eye”, and if there was no domestic political conse-
quence, he “tended to seek ways to support the US” (Spiegel Online 2010).

The third concern regarded the limited leverage of the U.S. on 
Austrian policy. U.S. diplomats were often disappointed by Austria’s 
lack of will to cooperate. Although Austrian governments had always 
patiently listened to the concerns of their respective American partners, 
they increasingly kept ignoring the wishes of the U.S. and went on doing 
their own business. An emblematic example of this is the refusal to accept 
any former detainees from Guantanamo when the U.S. was trying to 
find new homes for them in 2009. Another issue arose when Austria did 
not prohibit a wanted leader of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) to 
leave the country, despite the explicit request of the U.S. to do so. The 
lack of common issues led to a lack of leverage, which in turn damaged 
bilateral relations. An embassy memo from 2009 adequately summed up 



THE RELATIONS OF CENTRAL EUROPEAN COUNTRIES WITH THE U.S.22

the American response to Austria’s isolative behaviour: “The Austrian 
government wants contact with the Obama administration at cabinet level 
and higher. We are making it clear that such contact requires real U.S.–
Austrian partnership.”

The criticism of the U.S. regarding Austrian indifference towards the 
outside world is not limited only to the elite, as this attitude is very much 
present among all levels of society. U.S. diplomats described the Austrians 
as one of the most Euro-sceptical and isolated populations in Europe. The 
conservative-liberal magazine Die Presse accurately summed up the U.S. 
observation of the country’s inhabitants as “retreat[ing] to an intellectual 
Alpine fortress” (Seifert 2010).

2.6. A cloudy future ahead

With the victory of the Republican nominee Donald Trump in the 2016 
U.S. elections, and the conservative nominee Sebastian Kurz (ÖVP) in the 
2017 Austrian elections, the composition of both governments changed 
significantly. It is yet to be seen if the conservative governments on both 
sides can bring some positive dynamics to the bilateral relations.

So far, the signs are not promising. President Trump tends to 
measure his country’s European allies by two statistics: the share 
of GDP spent on military (and whether it meets NATO’s guideline 
of 2%), and the trade balance of the U.S. with the respective country. 
The first figure is irrelevant in this case as Austria is a non-member of 
NATO. The second number, however, can be seen as a problem as the 
U.S. have a serious trade deficit with Austria (see Chapter 3 for details). 
Regarding the Austrian leadership, it is hard to imagine that there will 
be a change any time soon in its culture of “neglecting U.S. wishes” (as 
U.S. diplomats put it) and in its poor willingness to work together. The 
ÖVP–FPÖ coalition treaty of 2017 only mentions the U.S. once, so the 
country’s intentions with regards to the ties with Washington remain 
cloudy. Bilateral co-operation will probably concentrate on particular 
issues – energy security, fighting terrorism etc. – but a general improve-
ment of the relations is not in sight.
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3. Economic Relations

The Austrian–American economic and financial relations have improved 
a lot since the end of the Cold War. While in 1989 the common value 
of U.S.–Austrian foreign trade in goods added up to barely over $2 bil-
lion, it almost reached the sum of $16 billion in 2017. The trade balance 
between the two countries is highly uneven though: since 2000, Austria is 
exporting a lot more goods to the U.S. than they import. By 2017, Austrian 
trade surplus had grown so large that its trade value was two and a half 
times higher than that of the U.S. By examining the foreign trade num-
bers, a couple of tendencies can be observed in the bilateral trade. Austria 
has a small, export-oriented economy, which is highly dependent on the 
absorption capacity of foreign markets. Therefore, the weak spot of the 
Austrian economy is the foreign market’s inability to accept the country’s 
products due to any reason, like for example an external shock.

This problem became evident during the financial crisis of 2007–2008 
when the Austrian export to the U.S. dropped by 32% within two years 
(by $4 billion). Regarding the trade of goods, the U.S. is the second most 
important trade partner for Austria (after Germany).

The four most important categories of Austrian export goods are 
machines and mechanical devices, electrical machinery and electrical 
products, vehicles, and optical and photographic equipment. The top four 
export goods categories of the U.S. are chemical products, medical prod-
ucts, machines, and mechanical devices and vehicles (Wirtschaftskammer 
Österreich 2018, 11–12).

Considering the service trade, the U.S. exports are worth €1.79 billion 
and therefore exceed Austria’s, which only came to €1.58 billion in 2017 
(Wirtschaftskammer Österreich 2018, 3).

According to the figures of the Austrian Economic Chamber, U.S. 
foreign direct investment (FDI) in Austria was €15.59 billion in 2016, and 
American companies employ 21,312 workers in Austria. Austrian FDI in 
the U.S. is €9.66 billion, and Austrian companies provide 38,253 work-
places in the States.
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Figure 1.
U.S.–Austrian foreign trade in goods in billion USD

Source: Compiled by the author based on U.S. Census Bureau 2018.

4. Security and Defence Co-operation

Since the end of the Cold War, the State Department tends to define its 
relations with countries of the Central European region depending on 
the status of their NATO membership (Bischof 2013, 45). As a neutral 
country, Austria refuses to enter into a military alliance, and thus does not 
belong to the inner circle of the Central European states, which receive 
a kind of special treatment from Washington.

Austria’s neutrality policy became a “problem child” during the Iraqi 
War, negatively affecting bilateral relations. Austria was following its 
principle of “solidarity within and neutrality beyond the EU”, resulting 
in the country’s decision to close its routes for transport of NATO troops 
from German bases to the Italian Trieste. Instead, the troops had to take 
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a time-consuming detour via Rotterdam. U.S. Secretary of Defence 
Donald Rumsfeld took a highly critical stance towards the blockade of 
the Austrians. As a symbolic act of compensation, Interior Minister Ernst 
Strasser (ÖVP) sent police instructors to Amman (Jordan), who helped 
with the training of new units and capacity-building tasks for the Iraqi 
police (David 2005, 23–25).

Austrian engagement and solidarity considering security and defence 
co-operation is currently conceivable almost exclusively within the EU. 
The only exceptions from this are missions which contribute directly to 
the stability of its neighbourhood: for example, Austria’s engagement in 
the NATO-led KFOR mission in Kosovo, where Austria is by far the big-
gest non-NATO contributing nation. Austrian engagement in the Western 
Balkans is acknowledged and appreciated by the U.S., as Secretary of 
State Hillary Clinton stated at a joint press conference with her Austrian 
counterpart Michael Spindelegger, when he visited Washington in 2010 
(Vieregge 2010).

Over the last 25 years, there were some serious considerations to 
change Austria’s status and integrate the country into the Western alliance 
system (including NATO). In 1995 Austria joined the waiting room of 
NATO, the Partnership for Peace (PfP) program, but not the Atlantic alli-
ance itself. The Austrian Security and Defence Doctrine (Sicherheits- und 
Verteidigungsdoktrin) adopted in 2001 suggested to “keep an eye open” 
towards the option of an accession to NATO (SVD 2001, 10). Chancellor 
Schüssel argued to change Austria’s neutral status, calling it an “old con-
vention” which should be revaluated: “[They,] whether they are Mozart 
balls, Lipizzaner or neutrality, don’t cut it anymore in the complex reality 
of the beginning of the 21st century” (Erlanger 2001). As a result of 
a blockade by the social democrats, and strong opposition by the Austrian 
public, Austria never joined NATO. The bilateral security and defence 
co-operation is therefore limited to only a few areas.

5. Cultural Relations

A dynamic cultural and scientific exchange takes place between the U.S. 
and Austria. Austrian Cultural Fora in New York and in Washington, D.C. 
are considered the main cultural embassies of the country, which promote 
Austrian art, music, movie, theatre, and literature in over 100 events 
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annually. One of the most important channels of Austrian public diplo-
macy in the U.S. is the Embassy’s Press and Information Service. The fact 
that three American universities offer Austrian studies in their academic 
program is a clear sign of the vibrant scientific exchange between the two 
countries.4

Austrian Americans build a significant minority group in the U.S. 
From the couple of million Austrian citizens who arrived in the U.S. in 
the last centuries, there are over 735,000 Americans of full or partial 
Austrian ancestry currently living in the U.S.5 (Brittingham–de la Cruz 
2004, 4). Austrian Americans are considered well-integrated, important 
members of the American society: they made meaningful contributions 
in all fields of the American life, including arts, music, medicine, science, 
literature or business. There is very little data available on the voting 
patterns of Austrian Americans, or their influence through lobby groups 
on American politics, but the fact that an Austrian-born actor led the most 
populous American state for 8 years, speaks about the importance of the 
Austro–American community in the U.S.

The influence of American culture in Austria became relevant only 
after World War II. The Alpine country received meaningful aid through 
the Marshall Plan to help rebuild its economy. It also introduced the vari-
ous goods of the American industry in the Austrian market. The so-called 
America Houses (Amerika Häuser), which were developed to promote the 
American culture in Germany and Austria, helped to make a lasting effect 
towards a positive attitude to the American lifestyle among the Austrian 
society. American cultural goods – movies, TV series, music, fashion or 
literature – still enjoy a certain level of popularity in Austria.

According to the U.S. Consulate, about 15,000 Americans lived in 
Austria in 2013. Based on the activity level of the two main American 
political party organisations abroad (Democrats Abroad and Republicans 
Overseas), the Democrats in Austria are better represented. Beyond the 
U.S. embassy, the Austro–American Society is playing an important 
role in organising cultural events in Austria. The American community 

4 These are the Center for Austrian Studies at the University of Minnesota, the Austrian 
Marshall Plan Center for European Studies, the Austrian Marshall Plan Center for 
European Studies at the University of New Orleans and the Austrian Studies Program 
at the University of Berkeley.

5 Official recent data on the person’s ancestry or ethnic origin living in the U.S. are not 
available, as the U.S. Census 2010 left off questions about this matter.
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has several educational institutions in Austria, such as the American 
International School Vienna or the Salzburg International Preparatory 
School. Webster University has a campus in Vienna. Compared to other 
international students, the number of American students is low at Austrian 
public universities: in 2013 only 662 of them were matriculated at a public 
Austrian institution (Medien-Servicestelle 2014).

6. Conclusions

U.S.–Austrian bilateral relations have changed significantly since the 
end of the Cold War, and not in a positive way. The relationship has suf-
fered a noticeable slowdown, to a certain extent even alienation. While 
before 1989 a special bond characterised the two countries’ relation, this 
intimacy slowly faded away in the course of the 1990s. The U.S. did not 
have as much use for neutral mediators or “honest brokers” (as Austrian 
political leaders like to refer to themselves) anymore, but Washington 
needed reliable allies instead. Austria, on the other hand, calibrated the 
main direction of its foreign policy towards the European integration, and 
merged to some extent with EU CSFP. Thus, the once special relationship 
increasingly trivialised.

With solid economic relations, flourishing academic and scientific 
exchange, and growing tourism, it is indeed hard to understand how the 
two nations estranged themselves from each other the way they did dur-
ing the last 25 years. Anti-American sentiments are widespread among 
the Austrian public, while Americans treat the Alpine Republic mostly 
with disregard. However, as members of the free world, the two are still 
connected by a wide range of common values. This should be the basis 
on which bridge builders of both countries can look for more positive 
dynamics and work towards improving the bilateral relations once again.
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Relations between the United States and Croatia:  
Development and Future Perspectives1

Robert Barić and Dražen Smiljanić2

1. Introduction

The relations between the Republic of Croatia and the U.S. in the post-
Cold War era cannot be separated from the general U.S. activity in the 
area of Southeast Europe,3 particularly in the Western Balkans.4

After the Cold War, we can distinguish three periods in the foreign 
policy of the U.S. towards the Western Balkans. First, a period of extraor-
dinary activism during the Clinton Administration (1994–2000), followed 
by the gradual departure from the region during the administration of 
George W. Bush (2000–2008). The third started after a period of not 
giving particular importance to the region. This new era represented the 
re-strengthening of U.S. action in the area during the second presidential 
mandate of Barack Obama (2014–2016). In general, U.S. policy towards 

1 The authors are very thankful to Mr. Marin Braovac for compiling valuable informa-
tion on U.S. assistance to Croatia, which profoundly contributed to the relevance of 
data in this chapter.

2 Robert Barić, PhD, Senior Researcher, Centre for Defence and Strategic Studies; 
Assistant Professor, Croatian Defence Academy, Ministry of Defence (Croatia). 
Email: rb.baric@gmail.com

 Dražen Smiljanić, MSc, Director, Centre for Defence and Strategic Studies; Lecturer, 
Croatian Defence Academy, Ministry of Defence (Croatia). Email: smiljanic.dra-
zen@gmail.com

3 The terms ‘Southeast Europe’, the ‘Western Balkans’, and ‘the region’, although 
not synonyms, are used interchangeably throughout this article to depict Croatia’s 
neighbourhood.

4 The Western Balkans consists of: Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH), the for-
mer Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, Montenegro, Serbia and Kosovo (European 
Commission 2018).
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the Balkans since the end of the Cold War altered from containment to 
strategic reengagement. One of the primary objectives of the American 
grand strategy after the end of WWII was to limit the influence of the 
USSR. At the end of the Cold War, this goal has been altered: supporting 
democracy globally, and preventing the Russian Federation or the People’s 
Republic of China from turning into a new Euro–Asian hegemon.

In the context of U.S. grand strategy, the area of Southeast Europe 
(the Western Balkans) is significant because it geographically links Europe 
with the Middle East and it opens the way for the spread of Western influ-
ence to the Caucasus and Central Asia. The effort to spread U.S. influence 
in these areas in the post-Cold War period was motivated by the roll-back 
of Russian influence from these strategic areas. Control of this region 
was crucial for any aspirational country which aimed to gain a dominant 
position in the Euro–Asian area (Vukadinović 1998).

During the Cold War, the U.S. provided strong support to the for-
mer Yugoslavia, which Washington perceived as a means of maintaining 
a strategic balance with the Soviet Union in the Southeast Europe area. In 
the U.S. perception, despite the socialist arrangement, Yugoslavia repre-
sented a buffer zone between NATO and the Warsaw Pact, essential for 
preventing the spread of the Soviet influence towards the Mediterranean. 
Consequently, Washington consistently supported the right of Yugoslavia 
to maintain its independence and territorial integrity, and it avoided any 
significant criticism of human rights violations within the country.5 This 
fact is significant because the George H. W. Bush Administration’s policy 
during the breakup of Yugoslavia in 1990–1991 was based on the above 
mentioned Cold War patterns. Only the escalation of the conflict in the 
second half of 1991 initiated a gradual change in Washington’s policy 
towards the region.

After the Cold War, the U.S. opted for stability in the region under 
the leadership of the West. This outlined the framework for the relations 
between the U.S. and the Republic of Croatia.

5 For more information on the relations between the U.S. and Yugoslavia in the period 
from 1949 to 1990 see e.g. Lukic–Lynch 1996, 303–307.



RELATIONS BETWEEN THE UNITED STATES AND CROATIA 35

2. 1991–1994: The Breakup of Yugoslavia and Croatia’s 
Homeland War

The period from 1991 to 1994 was characterised by the question of rec-
ognition of the Republic of Croatia and the quest for the development of 
relations with the U.S.

2.1. U.S. diplomacy and the dissolution of Yugoslavia

The principal objective of U.S. foreign policy towards Yugoslavia from 
1990 to 1991 was to preserve its unity and later, when the extreme violence 
erupted, to give the European Community a chance to deal with what was 
called a European problem.

Mr. Warren Zimmermann, the last U.S. ambassador to Yugoslavia 
(in office from 11 July 1988 until 16 May 1992), commenced his mandate 
by reasserting the traditional mantra of the U.S. support for Yugoslavia’s 
unity, independence and territorial integrity, but only in the context of 
democracy, actively opposing unity imposed or preserved by force. 
Expecting that the worst-case scenario for Yugoslavia would be the 
breakup of the country, Ambassador Zimmermann and his political and 
economic officers knew that no breakup could happen peacefully. The 
U.S. administration understood that the Serbian territorial ambitions, the 
ethnic hatred disseminated by Slobodan Milošević, and the mixture of 
ethnic groups in every ex-Yugoslav republic – except Slovenia – meant 
that developments in Yugoslavia would lead to extreme violence, perhaps 
even war. Thus, Ambassador Zimmermann argued for at least a loose 
unity, with the endorsement of democratic development (Zimmermann 
1995).

From August through November 1991, the siege and shelling of 
the town of Vukovar by Serb forces, accompanied by the bombing of 
Dubrovnik in October 1991 attracted significant publicity and attention, 
and contributed to an international movement to support the recognition 
of Croatia’s independence. The use of force was considered by Washington 
a red line in late 1991 (Zimmermann 1995).
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2.2. U.S. recognition of Croatia’s independence

The central ambition of the Croatian Government in 1991 was the inde-
pendence of the Republic of Croatia, and the international recognition 
of the new state. In this context, the recognition by the U.S. was of par-
ticular importance. Washington officially supported the preservation of 
Yugoslavia, but not at all costs. Although many in Croatia expected that 
the U.S. would support the democratic movements and the democratically 
elected new governments in Croatia and Slovenia, Washington still gave 
priority to the support of the Yugoslav federal government led by Ante 
Marković, expressing deep suspicion of the motives of the new govern-
ments in Slovenia and Croatia.6 The primary intent of the U.S. diplomacy 
was to achieve and maintain stability in Eastern Europe. The political 
orientation of the U.S. may be depicted by the statement of then Assistant 
Secretary of State for European and Canadian Affairs James F. Dobbins 
on 21 February 1990, in which he emphasised that the determinants of 
the U.S. policy towards Yugoslavia were supporting democracy, dialogue, 
human rights, economic reforms and unity (Lukic–Lynch 1996, 310; 
Dobbins 2004). Washington sought to prevent the further escalation of 
conflicts in the former Yugoslavia, and thus the need for direct military 
engagement by the U.S. In this context, Washington did not support the 
intentions of Croatia and Slovenia for unilateral separation, insisting that 
the only solution to the Yugoslav crisis could be inter-republic negotiations 
that will either lead to the reform of the Yugoslav federation or a peaceful 
separation (Morel 2008, 355–356). These efforts ultimately proved to be 
unsuccessful.

The escalation of the conflict in Yugoslavia in October 1991 led finally 
to a change in Washington’s policy. However, this was not the change 
that Croatia wanted. After the apparent failure of the current approach, 
Washington chose the ‘wait and see’ policy, i.e. passive monitoring of 
the developments before defining a new mode of action. After having 
completed the Desert Storm Operation successfully (in response to Iraq’s 

6 Representatives of the Bush Administration had doubts about the new nationalist 
political leaders in Slovenia and Croatia. According to their perception, Slovenes 
showed no interest in the fate of the other Yugoslav republics, and Croatian President 
Franjo Tudjman and his HDZ Party, in their perception, dazzled by fascism and 
showed readiness to introduce discriminatory measures against Croatian Serbs 
(Morel 2008, 354–355.).
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invasion of Kuwait), Washington did not show the desire to undertake 
a new military intervention. Also, the worsening of the political situation 
in the former Soviet Union had a priority over the case of the former 
Yugoslavia.

After the European Community’s (EC) recognition of Slovenia and 
Croatia in December 1991, Washington revised its policy of supporting 
the maintenance of Yugoslavia. The U.S. recognised Slovenia, Croatia 
and Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH) as independent states on 7 April 1992 
(Bush 1992). For the Bush Administration, the recognition of the inde-
pendence of Croatia and the other republics of the former Yugoslavia was 
not a strategic interest at that time (Ramet 2008).

The reason for the decision was that the U.S. did not have an interest 
to independently carry out a military action in BiH. U.S. action through 
NATO was also excluded because of the possibility of disapproval of other 
Alliance members, which would have undermined NATO’s cohesion. In 
the end, the U.S. abandoned the idea of unilateral action and left the initia-
tive to its European allies. This policy remained in place during the entire 
tenure of President George H. W. Bush.7

President Clinton announced a more active role for the U.S. in 
resolving the conflicts of the former Yugoslavia to prevent the spillover 
of these problems to Southeast Europe. The efforts of the U.S. were also 
motivated by the fact that the EU was unable to stop the wars in the former 
Yugoslavia, which created the need for Washington to actively engage in 
resolving European security issues (including the question of NATO’s 
future, and the relations with the Russian Federation). Besides, it also sent 
a message to European allies, showing that solving problems in the global 
security environment was still not possible without U.S. leadership.

In the first year of the new administration, Washington tried to imple-
ment three measures of pressure on Serbia: removal of the arms embargo 
imposed on BiH, strengthening the sanctions against Serbia through UN 
mechanisms, and launching limited air strikes against Serb forces in BiH. 
The lack of support from European allies, along with Washington’s unwill-
ingness for unilateral action had led to the maintenance of the status quo. 
In this period, an important decision of the new U.S. administration was to 
support the territorial integrity of Croatia by adopting a position that the 

7 To find out more about the Bush Administration’s policy on the dissolution of 
Yugoslavia, see Henriksen 2017, 75–81.
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solution of the situation in Croatia and BiH must take into consideration 
the existing international borders. That position was apparent in the U.S.’s 
efforts to gain the UN Security Council’s support for the recognition of 
the territorial integrity of the Republic of Croatia (Galbraith 1998, 426).

The crucial change in the U.S. policy towards the conflict in BiH 
took place in February 1994, after the Serbian bombing of the Markale 
marketplace in Sarajevo.8 The large number of civilian victims have pro-
voked a strong condemnation of the passivity of Europe, and it opened the 
possibility of active U.S. engagement. These events also opened the door 
for the development of a strategic U.S.–Croatia partnership.

3. 1994–2003: Partners in the Resolution of the Crisis in 
the Western Balkans

The period from 1994 to 2003 was characterised by the establishment 
and the development of the strategic partnership between the Republic of 
Croatia and the U.S. The conflicts on the territory of the former Yugoslavia 
facilitated a renewed engagement with the U.S. in European security. A pri-
vate military contractor, the Military Professional Resources Incorporated 
(MPRI) was used as a means of “silent” U.S. support to the Republic of 
Croatia. The Croatian contribution to Operation Allied Force9 in 1999, and 
the “Boka Star” case in 2002 represented the pinnacles of this cooperation.

3.1. Active U.S. engagement in the Western Balkans

The Clinton Administration’s decision to intervene in this conflict was 
motivated by the strengthening of U.S. influence in Europe, particularly 
with regards to NATO’s future and the development of economic relations 
in the transatlantic region. The change of Washington’s policy towards 
the conflict in BiH had also contributed to the establishment of a strategic 

8 To find out more about the Clinton Administration’s politics towards the conflict in 
the former Yugoslavia between 1993 and 1995, see Henriksen 2017, 119–133.

9 NATO launched Operation Allied Force in response to Serbian President Slobodan 
Milosevic’s campaign of ethnic cleansing of Kosovar Albanians. The air strikes 
lasted from 24 March 1999 to 10 June 1999.
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partnership between the U.S. and the Republic of Croatia. The Clinton 
Administration’s strategy in BiH was based on the creation of an alliance 
between the Bosnian Croats and the Bosnian Muslims (Bosniaks), which 
was not possible to achieve without the active co-operation of Croatia, 
who assisted the Bosnian Croats. Washington intervened directly to end 
the Croatian–Bosniak conflict in BiH. The conflict came to an end in the 
second half of 1993: both sides signed an agreement in Washington in 
March 1994 to establish a joint Croatian–Bosniak Federation of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, covering half of the total territory of BiH. For the U.S., 
the signing of the agreement helped to create the conditions for curbing 
Milosevic’s aggression, which was perceived as the primary source of 
instability in the Balkans.10

3.2. The role of the U.S. in the transformation of the Croatian 
Armed Forces

In the development of the partnership, the U.S. military assistance had 
a significant influence, which was provided through a private security 
company, MPRI. This form of aid allowed circumventing the UN embargo 
on the export of arms and military equipment to the territory of the for-
mer Yugoslavia. Two contracts were concluded between Croatia and the 
MPRI on 27 September 1994. The first contract was aimed at assisting the 
restructuring of the Croatian Defence Ministry. Its implementation began 
in January 1995, under the guidance of a retired U.S. Major General, John 
Sewell.

The second contract (The Democracy Transition Assistance Program) 
was oriented towards the organisation of the education and training of 
staff officers. For the implementation of this project, the MPRI sent to 
Croatia a team of 15 people, led by retired U.S. Major General, Richard 
Griffitts. The first generation of Croatian students completed the course 
in April 1995. For the Croatian side, this was an opportunity to obtain the 
necessary military expertise and training, required for the further devel-
opment of the Croatian Armed Forces. This was part of the preparations to 
liberate the occupied parts of the country that was planned for 1995. This 

10 To find out more about the American action that led to the signing of the agreement, 
see Morel 2008, 360–361.
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way, the Clinton Administration avoided direct military engagement in 
the support of Croatia.11

The training had a positive effect on the improvement of the oper-
ational capacity of the Croatian Armed Forces. The operations of the 
Croatian Armed Forces carried out in the summer of 1995 were good 
examples of that (Avant 2005, 109–110). The long-term effects were even 
more visible as the MPRI’s program was based on meeting the standards 
and guidelines for entering the Partnership for Peace (PfP) program 
(restructuring Croatia’s Ministry of Defence [MoD] for long term strate-
gic capabilities, democratising the military and reorganising the structure 
of forces), and contributing significantly to the professionalisation of the 
Croatian Armed Forces. Subsequently, the military education program 
arranged by the MPRI also had a significant impact on the domestic polit-
ical affairs of the Republic of Croatia between 1995 and 2000 (the contract 
itself brought substantial political benefits to the governing HDZ party of 
Tudjman). The contract had an important impact on morale (showing that 
the U.S. was on Croatia’s side), and the long-term transformation of the 
MoD and the structure of the forces (Avant 2005, 110).

The informal military assistance provided by the U.S. through the 
MPRI was replaced after 1994 by the establishment of direct military 
co-operation, however the MPRI continued to work in the Republic 
of Croatia even after 2000. Croatia’s entry into the U.S. International 
Military Education and Training (IMET) program on 29 November 1994 
enabled Croatia to conduct joint military exercises with the U.S. The 
program allowed the training of Croatian military personnel in the U.S., 
and helped the organisation of activities in Croatia which were aimed at 
assisting Croatia’s efforts to join the PfP and in the longer-term become 
a fully fledged member of NATO.

3.3. Towards the end of the Yugoslav Wars

Despite the established partnership, the relations of the U.S. and Croatia 
between 1996 and 2000 were burdened with a series of problems. The U.S. 
particularly criticised Croatia in the area of human rights, the development 

11 To find out more about the activities of the MPRI in the Republic of Croatia, see 
Singer 2003, 127–129; Avant 2005; Avant 2009.
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of the democratisation process, and the implementation of the Dayton 
Agreement (to find out more about the U.S. view on Croatian foreign 
policy, see Larrabee 1996, 103). Tensions between the sides were visible 
even at the end of 1995. Washington, for example, emphasised that by 
using U.S. military assistance provided through the MPRI, the Republic 
of Croatia became its strategic ally. At the same time, a warning was given 
that the Croatian side cannot use the military capabilities gained through 
U.S. assistance against the interests of Washington, and Croatia cannot 
use these capabilities for a possible military action aimed at the liberation 
of the then-occupied Croatian Danube river region, either (Cohen 1995).

Following the signing of the Dayton Agreement Washington’s priori-
ties changed. In the U.S. perception, the achieved stability could have been 
preserved by encouraging the process of democratisation and economic 
development, especially in the two key countries of the region − Croatia 
and the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (FRY), which was constructed by 
the republics of Serbia and Montenegro. These changes would have also 
allowed a long-term U.S. influence in Southeast Europe. In this strategy, 
Washington expected the support of Zagreb as a catalyst for change in the 
region.

The U.S. sought to promote the process of democratisation through 
a rigorous oversight of the Croatian Government’s activities, monitoring 
the Croatian implementation of the provisions of the Dayton Agreement, 
and the Croatian co-operation with the International Criminal Tribunal 
for the former Yugoslavia.12 The U.S. dissatisfaction with the Croatian 
Government’s policy and its democratic deficit became evident in June 1997 
when Washington blocked the $30 million World Bank loan to Croatia and 
called the Council of Europe two months later to suspend Croatia. Between 
1996 and 1999, Washington doubled its financial aid to Croatia ($74.97 
million), but most of the funds were used to finance the Support for Eastern 
European Democracy (SEED) Act in the Republic of Croatia.13 This strat-

12 To find out more about the expectations of the U.S. with regards to the relations with 
Croatia, the disappointment of the Croatian non-compliance with the democratic 
norms, and Croatia’s policies towards BiH, see Morel 2008, 366–367.

13 The SEED program was one of the key instruments of the U.S. to promote the process 
of democratisation in Eastern Europe. In Croatia, the SEED program was focused 
on three areas: financing programs related to the removal of the consequences of 
war activities (51%), promoting democratisation (27%), and economic restructuring 
(22%) (Pinna 2013, 181–182.).
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egy in the second half of the 1990s was aimed at encouraging changes by 
strengthening the democratisation process as part of a broader Western 
Balkans stabilisation program.

Washington was dissatisfied with the authoritarian rule of the first 
Croatian president, Franjo Tudjman. That criticism has led to a significant 
cooling but not a complete interruption of the relationship between Zagreb 
and Washington. Despite this, cooperation between the two countries in 
the defence area had developed well. In fact, between 1996 and 2000 the 
only area where the co-operation was successful was the defence sector. 
Croatia provided support to NATO’s military intervention in Kosovo, 
participating in Operation Allied Force (NATO 2016). Croatia provided 
NATO with access to its air and maritime space. As a result of Croatia’s 
support, President Clinton abolished the embargo on the sale of U.S. arms 
to the Republic of Croatia (which formally demolished the UN embargo), 
and funds were increased for the IMET program. Despite the disagree-
ments, the Republic of Croatia was confirmed as an American ally in the 
region. The full normalisation of relations followed the parliamentary and 
presidential elections in Croatia in 2000, with the arrival of the Social 
Democratic Government of Ivica Račan. The principal objective of the new 
government was the acceleration of Croatia’s Euro-Atlantic integration 
(NATO, EU), which required the support of Washington (Vukadinović 
1996).

3.4. Croatia’s way towards the Euro-Atlantic community

In the defence sector, strengthening Washington’s support for Croatia’s 
accession to NATO was indicated by Croatia’s accession to the PfP in May 
2000 and by its addition to the Membership Action Plan (MAP) in May 
2002 (Montgomery 1998). At the NATO summit in Prague in November 
2002, the presidents of Croatia, Albania and Macedonia proposed to 
Washington to launch a new U.S.–Adriatic Charter initiative, with a view 
to preserve the policy of open doors.14 The Charter was signed in Tirana 
on 2 May 2003 by Croatia, Albania, the Former Yugoslav Republic of 
Macedonia, in which the three NATO aspirants pledged their commitment 

14 For the Croatian views on the meaning of the American–Adriatic Charter, see 
Grdešić 2004.
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to NATO values and their cooperative efforts to advance their collective 
NATO aspirations. The Adriatic Charter later expanded to include two 
new countries in 2008: BiH, and Montenegro.

3.5. Croatia as a reliable partner

The George W. Bush Administration marked the return of the Republican 
Party to power, and the end of the U.S. foreign policy campaign in the 
Balkans. Following the terrorist attacks on 11 September 2001, the U.S. 
gave priority to the global war on terrorism.

In these circumstances, the Western Balkans started to lose impor-
tance (in particular because Russia was weak and unable to maintain its 
expansionist policy, and it was forced to cooperate with the West). This 
led to a gradual withdrawal of the U.S. from the region, and the limitation 
of its indirect support for the stabilisation of the region, which was trans-
ferred to the EU. Washington gave up the responsibility of the political 
and economic stabilisation of the Southeast region, which ultimately led 
to the EU’s failure to achieve this task.

Despite all the problems, the strategic partnership between Zagreb 
and the U.S. has been thriving, as demonstrated by the case of the seizure 
of the “Boka Star” commercial ship. The ship was seized by Croatian 
officials on 22 October 2002 at the port of Rijeka, after it left the port of 
Bar in Montenegro. The seizure followed a warning from U.S. intelligence 
on the suspicion that the ship was being used for arms smuggling. The 
ship’s cargo (loaded at Bar, Montenegro) included 14 transport containers 
of chemical pellets, declared as activated carbon and water filters, which 
was in fact 208,337 kilograms (459,304 lbs) of explosives, consisting of 
nitrocellulose and nitroglycerin (Croatian Ministry of the Interior 2002).

4. 2003–2006: Diverging Views on Croatia’s European 
Future

The period from 2003 to 2006 was characterised by a relative deteriora-
tion of U.S.–Croatian relations. The principal cause was the insistence 
of the new U.S. administration to grant immunity to U.S. citizens on 
Croatian territory from extradition to the International Criminal Court 
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(ICC). At the same time, the U.S. Government also insisted that Croatia 
must cooperate with the ICTY.

4.1. Diverging views and disagreements

In 2003 Zagreb expressed its disagreement with the U.S. invasion of Iraq. 
Croatian Prime Minister, Stjepan Mesić said in a televised address imme-
diately after the U.S. attack on Iraq that the U.S. actions marginalised 
the UN, created divisions within the EU and questioned the foundations 
of the international order. At the opening of the new U.S. Embassy, 
Mesić condemned the American pressure on Croatia, causing a fierce 
U.S. reaction. One day later, in an interview published in the Slobodna 
Dalmacija newspaper U.S. Ambassador Lawrence G. Rossin condemned 
the Croatian Government’s decision not to support the U.S. intervention 
in Iraq (Klauški 2002). During his visit to Croatia on 8 February 2004, 
then U.S. Secretary of Defence Donald Rumsfeld voiced hope that the 
new Croatian Government would consider giving the U.S. some support 
in Iraq. The U.S. expected a support that would correspond to Croatia’s 
ability and its capabilities (they did not insist on the participation of the 
Croatian military, but the U.S. wanted to see Croatia as a member of the 

“coalition of the willing” in the reconstruction phase of the Iraqi War). 
Despite the U.S. requests, the new Croatian Government maintained the 
same attitude as the previous one.

According to U.S. sources, disagreement between the two sides on 
several issues caused the cooling of relations with Croatia. There were 

“six sins” of the Croatian Government that, according to sources close to 
the State Department, burdened U.S.−Croatian relations at the time: 1. 
Lawrence Rossin (then U.S. Ambassador to Croatia) filed complaints to his 
superiors in Washington on the interpretation of the Croatian Government 
and Goran Granić (then Minister of Foreign Affairs) for publicly criti-
cising his work; 2. Croatia refused to sign the bilateral agreement with 
Washington on the exemption of U.S. citizens before the ICC; 3. Croatia 
did not endorse the Ship Safety Act related to U.S. Navy vessels when they 
visit Croatia’s harbours; 4. inconsistency about sending Croatian troops to 
Iraq, and more generally about co-operation in the post-conflict stabilisa-
tion of Iraq; 5. Croatian politics (then President of the Republic, Stjepan 
Mesić in particular) publicly denounced the war in Iraq, and said that the 
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U.S. goals were highly debatable; and 6. the American assessment that the 
return of Serb refugees, defined in the Dayton Agreement, is running too 
slowly (Pukanić 2003).

At the end of May 2003, U.S. Ambassador to the Republic of Croatia, 
Lawrence Rossin warned the Croatian Government that the U.S. military 
aid of $19 million would be suspended in case the Croatian side did not 
sign the agreement on non-extradition by 1 July 2003 (Article 98), and 
even suggested that the lack of cooperation would question the future of 
Croatia’s membership in NATO. On 1 July 2003, the State Department 
announced that Croatia was among the 35 countries where the Bush 
Administration suspended all American military assistance because they 
refused to give American citizens immunity before the International 
Criminal Court (Becker 2003). Consequently, the Croatian rejection of 
the signing of this agreement led to the abolition of U.S. military assis-
tance in the period from 2003 to 2008.15

The cooling of the relationship led Washington to begin to consider 
the possibility of strengthening relations with the FRY. This also meant 
a long-term prospect for the Yugoslav side to become the leading U.S. 
partner in the region. In the U.S. assessment, Serbia (still in the union with 
Montenegro) occupied a strategic geographic position in the Balkans as 
a junction at the intersection of the routes between Western and Eastern 
Europe, representing an important component of the geostrategic compe-
tition between the West and Russia. In Washington’s perception, a mod-
ernised Serbia, free from Russian control, could potentially represent the 
engine of economic growth for the entire Balkan region (Morelli 2018).

Consequently, the deterioration of Washington’s relationship with 
Croatia between 2003 and 2006 led to an improving strategic partnership 
between the U.S. and the FRY (Pinna 2013, 188). Ultimately, the expec-
tations have not been met. Despite the U.S. efforts and the invested funds, 
the political and economic stabilisation of the former Yugoslavia did not 
follow. The influence of the Russian Federation has not been suppressed 
either − on the contrary, it became even stronger. The U.S. recognition 

15 The funding of current programs from 2001 and 2002 was temporarily continued, but 
the military assistance for 2004 was suspended. By that time, the Republic of Croatia 
has used all funds received through the Foreign Military Financing (FMF) program 
(roughly $12 million). For 2003, the Republic of Croatia should have received $5.5 
million in the FMF program, $967,963 in the IMET program, and $150,000 for the 
Joint Contact Team Program (JCTP) program.
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of Kosovo on 17 February 2008 sparked a new crisis in the relations of 
Washington and Belgrade (Serwer 2008).

5. 2006 to 2018: The Reconstruction and Strengthening of 
the Strategic Partnership

The period from 2006 to 2018 was characterised by the reconstruction 
and strengthening of the strategic partnership. After 2006, the issues 
regarding the ICC have been resolved. The U.S. showed strong support 
for Croatia’s membership in NATO, as it was shown in the breakdown of 
Slovenian obstructionism. The U.S. counted on the Republic of Croatia in 
its efforts to suppress the Russian influence in the Western Balkans.

5.1. A partnership restored

Regardless of the previous issues in U.S.–Croatian relations, the Republic 
of Croatia as the only politically and economically stable country in the 
region became a desirable U.S. partner again. For Zagreb, it opened up the 
possibility of revitalising the disrupted relations with the U.S. Both coun-
tries began the gradual normalisation of relations in 2006. The issue that 
triggered the most significant controversy − the ICC issue − was  quietly 
sidelined (three years later, the Obama Administration changed the U.S. 
policy towards the ICC, and definitively removed this issue from the 
agenda). In response, the Croatian side has also increased its contribution 
to ISAF forces in Afghanistan.16 In 2009, Croatia also joined the KFOR17 
in Kosovo by sending two Mil Mi-171Š transport helicopters together with 
20 troops.

An indicator of the change in the U.S.–Croatia relationship was the 
visit of the then Croatian Prime Minister Ivo Sanader to Washington on 17 
October 2006, which was followed by the invitation of President George 

16 ISAF has been the largest and the most demanding operation abroad for the Croatian 
Armed Forces. It has been implemented to assist the Afghan Government to establish 
security and to stabilise the country, to build and train its national security structures 
and to assist with the disarmament and the reconstruction programmes respectively. 

17 The Kosovo Force is a NATO-led international peacekeeping force which was 
responsible for establishing a secure environment in Kosovo.
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W. Bush. Before the visit, the U.S. ban on military assistance in the area of 
education and training programs was withdrawn. This was also apparent 
from the State Department report of U.S. Ambassador Robert A. Bradtke 
on 11 October 2006.18 The final confirmation of the full normalisation of 
the relations between the two countries was the visit of U.S. President 
George W. Bush to Croatia on 4 April 2008, which sent a message that 
Croatia was a reliable American partner in this part of Europe.

This also marked the end of Washington’s attempt to develop a strate-
gic partnership with Serbia. The U.S. appeasement with Croatia was seen 
as a measure of reducing Russia’s influence in the region through the cre-
ation of some kind of sanitary cordon around Serbia, as Belgrade was still 
seen as a potential source of instability in the Balkans (Radosavljević 
2008).

5.2. The U.S. support to Croatia’s fully fledged NATO 
membership

The normalisation of U.S.−Croatian relations was visible in Washington’s 
effort to prevent the possible Slovenian veto on Croatia’s accession to 
NATO. When Slovenia threatened with vetoing Croatia’s NATO member-
ship in late 2008, due to the Croatia−Slovenia border dispute in the Gulf 
of Piran, Washington and then NATO Secretary General Jaap de Hoop 
Scheffer put a diplomatic pressure on Slovenian politicians to ensure that 
the official invitations to Albania and Croatia to join NATO would be sent 
after the NATO Summit in April 2009.

18 U.S. Ambassador Bradtke stated in his report that Sanader’s government had imple-
mented a series of measures which were demanded by the American side over the 
previous three years. Among others: suppressing the right-wing extremism in Croatia, 
helping the extradition of Ante Gotovina to the ICTY, improving relations with the 
Serb community, and normalising relations with Belgrade. According to Bradtke’s 
assessment, the U.S. should continue to cultivate Croatia as the key U.S. strategic 
partner in the region, and it should continue to form bilateral relations with Croatia in 
order to increase cooperation between the two countries in the political (civil aviation, 
law enforcement, and a Supplemental Status of Forces Agreement − SOFA), economic 
(increasing U.S. investments) and defence areas (supporting Croatia’s candidacy for 
NATO) (Index 2010).
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The U.S. demand was conveyed in early February 2009, asking 
the Slovenian Government to ratify the protocol of NATO enlargement. 
Despite attempts by certain Slovenian parties to organise a referendum on 
Croatia’s NATO membership, Slovenia finally handed to the Alliance its 
signature as the last of the 26 NATO members (Simonović 2009).

5.3. Partners in developing stability in the Western Balkans

In more recent years, the two visits by senior Obama Administration offi-
cials have shown that the U.S. continues to develop a strategic partnership 
with Croatia, and that neither country has any open issues of a magnitude 
that could challenge the progress made so far. Then Secretary of State 
Hillary Clinton visited Zagreb on 31 October 2012, highlighting Croatia’s 
importance in the Western Balkans. At a meeting with Croatian President 
Ivo Josipović, Clinton emphasised the importance of the joint efforts of 
both countries in NATO, the role of Zagreb as an anchor of stability and 
progress in the region, and as a model for other Western Balkan coun-
tries (U.S. Department of State 2012). On 25 November 2015, then Vice 
President Joe Biden visited Croatia to participate in the “Brdo-Brijuni” 
process, which was launched in 2013 by the presidents of Croatia and 
Slovenia. In light of the security challenges in this area, and the activ-
ities of these countries in solving the problems in the region alongside 
allies and partners, including the Republic of Croatia, this meeting (along 
with an almost parallel visit by the U.S. Secretary of State John Kerry 
to the region) signalled the continuation of Washington’s involvement in 
the events of Southeast Europe and the Western Balkans (Euractiv 2015; 
Biden 2015).

The U.S. counts on Croatia in suppressing the Russian political, dip-
lomatic and economic influence in the region. Russian strategic behaviour, 
particularly in light of the crisis in Ukraine, is of increasing concern for 
the U.S. and Eastern European countries. This behaviour is often charac-
terised by a subtle way of influencing political and economic dynamics in 
Southeast Europe and the Western Balkans region (Krastev 2015). The 
fragile banking systems in the countries of the region makes them espe-
cially vulnerable to foreign investment that can be used to plant instability, 
undermine integration and delay democratic development. In the energy 
security domain, for instance, the U.S. recommended that Croatia should 
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not choose the Russian Rosneft company as a new strategic partner to 
replace the Hungarian MOL. The U.S. Ambassador to Croatia, Robert 
Kohorst said on 12 February 2018 that the U.S. did not want Rosneft to buy 
the INA oil and gas company, noting it would be a “mistake” since Russia 
is a “disturbing factor in the region” (Garaca 2018).

Regarding the relations with U.S. President Trump, some aspects 
of the foreign policy between the two countries are well aligned. For 
instance, President Trump was the guest of honour of the Transatlantic 
Session of the Three Seas Initiative19 Summit, held on 6–7 July 2017 in 
Warsaw. President Trump expressed that the U.S.’ support to the Initiative 
can help to create a sustainable and accessible energy market, and it can 
bring the citizens of the region prosperity (President of the RoC 2017). 
However, being a member of NATO, and particularly among the members 
that devote less than 2% of the GDP for defence, Croatia belongs to the 
group of countries that are the target of President Trump’s criticism con-
cerning the countries that do not contribute to an adequate burden sharing 
of the Alliance.

5.4. U.S. security assistance and aid to Croatia

The U.S. has played a significant role in the region in the post-Cold War 
period, providing political, economic and military support.

To show the scale of U.S. assistance, it is important to note that from 
FY2013 to FY2016 the Excess Defence Article (EDA) programme in itself 
totalled in $197,697,425.

It also has to be mentioned that the U.S. provided many other means 
of assistance which have not been measured financially. One of them was 
the provision of the USAF strategic airlift for deploying Croatian troops 
to the ISAF mission in Afghanistan.

The total amount of funds for Security Assistance for Acquisition 
totalled in $293,765,253 (ODC 2018).

19 The Initiative is devoted to strengthen concrete trade, infrastructural, energy and 
political cooperation in the area between the Adriatic, Baltic and Black Seas. The 
members are: Austria, Bulgaria, Croatia, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, 
Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Romania, Slovakia and Slovenia.
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6. Conclusions and the Future Perspective of U.S.–
Croatian Relations

In the post-Cold War period, the U.S. has had significant influence in 
the countries of Southeast Europe and, notably, the Western Balkans 
(Macedonia, Albania, and Kosovo). U.S. engagement enhanced stability, 
as well as economic and democratic development, advancing U.S. security 
goals. Since the beginning of the 1990s, U.S.−Croatian relations have been 
marked by ups and downs, which ultimately led to the creation of a strong 
partnership. Given the above, what could be the future perspective of their 
relations?

The past of U.S.−Croatian relations suggests that the key factor of 
their development in the future will be the strategy of the U.S. towards the 
broader Southeast region. After the period of active engagement under the 
Clinton Administration in the 1990s, a gradual set-back occurred in U.S. 
direct engagement in the Western Balkans, evident in the actions of all 
U.S. administrations from 2000 to the present. The Obama Administration 
almost completely neglected the Western Balkans. That disengagement 
created a gap filled by Serbia’s meddling in Bosnia and Montenegro, 
Russia’s militarism and Turkey’s Islamism. This was the direct outcome of 
the shifting U.S. focus towards the new challenges in the Euro–Asian and 
Pacific areas. Accordingly, the EU attempted to take a role as the principal 
security provider who can take over the tasks of long-term political and 
economic stabilisation from the U.S. and NATO. This, however, does not 
mean the complete withdrawal of the U.S. from the region (Barić 2017, 
59–61). On the other hand, it is apparent that the EU has not met these 
expectations due to the combination of several factors. Besides, as the 
relations between Russia and the West have turned for the worse since the 
Russian annexation of Crimea, tensions are also noticeable in the Western 
Balkans, where a geopolitical competition exists among a number of 
international actors (Russia, China, Turkey and the Persian Gulf states) 
seeking to reduce the influence of the West. This competition can cause 
severe consequences for all countries of the Southeast region, including 
the Republic of Croatia (Barić 2017, 69–74).

In these circumstances, we can expect in the future a stronger U.S. 
engagement in the Western Balkans, especially if the EU proves to be 
incapable of reducing the influence of other geopolitical actors (notably 
the Russian Federation) in this area. It is unlikely that Washington will 
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again assume the role of the leading security provider. Rather, in the 
event of a major crisis in the region, the U.S. would organise a military 
intervention using the NATO framework. But, even then, after resolving 
the situation, the U.S. would most likely try to transfer the responsibility 
of achieving long-term stabilisation to the EU.

Arguably, the U.S. will not change the current strategy of indirect 
approach in the Western Balkans (Marusic–Bedenbaugh–Wilson 2017). 
The focus of U.S. diplomatic and political engagement will probably 
attempt to reduce the influence of Russia in the EU, which has already 
provoked a reaction in Moscow. In such an approach, the U.S. must rely on 
its allies and partners in the Southeast region. This represents an opportu-
nity to continue and deepen the relations between the Republic of Croatia 
and the U.S. The geostrategic position of the Republic of Croatia along 
with the U.S. efforts to strengthen its influence in the region, and the level 
of relationship achieved so far may be a sound basis for the continuation 
and deepening of their relations.
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Relations between the United States 
and the Czech Republic:  

From Honeymoon to Hangover?
Monika Brusenbauch Meislová1

1. Introduction

Although the primary focus of this chapter is the Czech–U.S. bilateral 
relationship after 1989, it is worth mentioning that the historically close 
links between Czechoslovakia and the U.S. provided a strong basis for 
their relationship in the post-Cold War era.

According to many, the independence (and the very existence) of CEE 
states is to a large degree “attributable to American power, diplomacy and 
the idealism of President Woodrow Wilson” (Asmus–Vondra 2005, 205). 
As Asmus and Vondra remark, “nowhere is this truer than in a country like 
former Czechoslovakia” because “without Woodrow Wilson’s idealism 
and activism, Czechoslovakia would never have gained its independence, 
at least not in 1918” (Asmus–Vondra 2005, 205; cf. Šedivý–Zaborowski 
2004, 206).

A key U.S. link to the newly independent Czechoslovakia goes back 
to one of its founders and its first president, Tomáš Garrigue Masaryk 
(1850–1937). Masaryk considered the U.S. “both as a spiritual force and 
as an important and perspective protector of smaller oppressed European 
nations in their fights against ancient regimes” (Asmus–Vondra 2005, 
205). In his book entitled Making of a State (1925), Masaryk wrote that 
he “on many occasions […] devoted much thinking to the idea that our 
Czechoslovak state would resemble America in that we, too, have no 
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dynasty of our own and dislike foreign dynasty” (Kovtun 1988, 53). In 
1918, Masaryk issued a declaration of the Czechoslovak independence 
whilst being in the U.S. With this in mind, and with the U.S. constitution 
serving as a model for the first Czechoslovak constitution, one can truly 
speak of “a remarkable dose of Jeffersonian inspiration at the cradle of the 
Czechoslovak Republic in 1918” (Schneider 2014, 1).

2. Bilateral Political Relations since 1989

2.1. Bilateral relations in the 1989–2009 era

Subsequently, Czechoslovak/Czech–U.S. bilateral relations went through 
different phases of ups and downs. The new Czechoslovak (and later also 
Czech) elites emerged as generally pro-American, considering “the US 
contribution to the end of the Cold War as well as to the liberation of 
captive nations as the most decisive among all other international factors” 
(Asmus–Vondra 2005, 207). As Asmus and Vondra aptly remind us, “peo-
ple still remember the warm welcome offered by huge crowds to President 
George Bush when he visited Warsaw, Prague and Budapest in early 1990. 
With all the respect and admiration for Margaret Thatcher, Helmut Kohl 
or Francois Mitterrand, they could only dream about receiving such warm 
greetings” (Asmus–Vondra 2005, 208). In addition, the Czechs also 

“embraced America as a symbol of all the culture and consumerism that 
had been denied to them by communism and misrule” (Jackson 2014, 2).

In the wake of the 1989 Velvet Revolution, both countries embraced 
a shared set of values, with the new Czech political elites generally 
considering a robust transatlantic bond with the U.S. and continued U.S. 
engagement in Europe a core national interest. U.S. leadership did, indeed, 
prove instrumental in the process of the country’s transition to democracy 
(Jackson 2014, 2). The Czech Republic’s main foreign policy objective 
in the first years after the collapse of communism was integration into 
Western organisations, especially into NATO and the EU, and the U.S. (in 
the former case particularly under the Clinton Administration, with the 
support of the Republicans) assisted greatly in this respect2 (Tabery 2017, 
157).

2 The Czech Republic joined NATO in 1999, and the EU in 2004. 
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The 1990s were thus generally portrayed as a “romantic” era of 
Czech–U.S. bilateral relations, with both countries acting as if “everything 
mattered and everything was possible” (Glenn et al. 2015, 2). Alexandr 
Vondra, who served as a Czech ambassador to the U.S. in 1997–2001, 
describes the two decades since 1989 as “20 years of sunshine”, when 
Czech influence in Washington was far greater than its physical strength 
might suggest (Richter 2011). Similarly, Michael Žantovský, Czech 
ambassador to the U.S. (from 1992–1997), acknowledged that “the ten 
plus years that followed under three different US presidents from both 
parties must be seen as the absolute height of this relationship” (Richter 
2011).

Multiple reasons help understand the unique nature of the mutual 
relationship in those early years. First of all, it was the favourable inter-
national climate and the fact that, in the words of Vondra, the U.S. “had 
a mission, a special mission – to make Europe ‘whole and free’” (Richter 
2011). Moreover, it was the intriguing and impressive story of the Velvet 
Revolution and, most importantly, the image of Václav Havel, the first 
President of the newly independent Czechoslovakia and later the Czech 
Republic, that propelled the relationship to develop and thrive. Indeed, 
the relations between Václav Havel and U.S. presidents (and other top 
U.S. representatives) were extremely friendly, cordial and respectful. As 
Jackson succinctly states, “Americans embraced Havel as a secular saint” 
(Jackson 2014, 2.), with Havel acting as “the most important single player 
in these relations for more some two decades, from his dissident days 
until he left office in 2003” (Richter 2011). Havel was also an ardent 
supporter of NATO’s continued relevance after the end of the Cold War, 
having become the first statesman from the former Soviet-bloc to ever 
visit NATO headquarters.

During this “honeymoon era” of mutual relations, all U.S. presidents 
repeatedly visited Prague and, likewise, Czech representatives were “wel-
comed in the White House year by year as friends and allies” (Glenn et al. 
2015, 3). In February 1990, Havel made his first soon-to-become- legendary 
visit to the U.S. during which he addressed the joint session of the U.S. 
Congress. The 17 standing ovations that Havel’s memorable speech 
received can be seen as an indication of how well-received and respected 
he was in the U.S. In November 1990, George H. W. Bush became the 
first U.S. President to ever visit Prague. On this occasion, he unveiled 
a plaque that commemorated Woodrow Wilson’s words: “The world must 
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be made safe for democracy” (Glenn et al. 2015, 2). Correspondingly, 
people-to-people contacts were also exceptionally strong at that time 

“driven by a similar enthusiasm and a sense of culture proximity” (Glenn 
et al. 2015, 3).

A significant area of mutual interests covered human rights and the 
democracy agenda. Since the early 1990s, Czech and U.S. governmen-
tal institutions and NGOs have been engaged in the support of human 
rights and the transition to democracy worldwide. The Czech Republic 
(alongside Poland) was also a strong supporter of the U.S. initiatives in 
the UN Commission for Human Rights on Cuba and Burma (Asmus–
Vondra 2005, 210). On top of that, the relocation of Radio Free Europe/
Radio Liberty from Munich to Prague, offered by Václav Havel (who also 
supported broadcasting to Iraq and Iran), carried an important symbolic 
meaning (Glenn et al. 2015, 3).

A crucial issue that dominated the bilateral Czech–U.S. agenda 
in the first half of the 2000s was the question of the projected Ballistic 
Missile Defence System that was supposed to provide protection against 
a missile threat from the Middle East region. In January 2007, after five 
years of diplomatic deliberations, the Czech Republic received an official 
note from the Bush Administration calling to negotiate its participation 
in the Ground-Based Midcourse Defence (GMD) system by locating 
a U.S. radar base on the military grounds in Brdy. The official negotia-
tions were initiated at the end of March 2007 after the Czech Government 
sent its response (Berdych–Nekvapil–Veselý 2008, 112). The issue 
raised a number of foreign policy concerns in the country but the Czech 
Government generally viewed this as “a unique opportunity to build 
around it a strategic dialogue, thus creating a sort of ‘special relationship’ 
with the US” (Schneider 2014, 3–4) in a belief that the “U.S. military 
deployment on [its] soil would provide a visible assurance against a pos-
sible re-emergence of Russia as a European power” (Glenn et al. 2015, 4).

On closer scrutiny, however, mutual relations in the 1990s and early 
2000s were, naturally, not devoid of doubt or trepidation. Nor do the con-
verging interests in the bilateral context suggest that the Czech Republic 
has always “been decidedly uncritical of the US and staunchly Atlanticist” 
(Šedivý–Zaborowski 2004, 189). There were, for instance, several 
failed attempts to translate the up-beat rhetoric into practical, concrete 
policies – especially when it came to the issues of strategic defence, the 
visa waiver program, or the joint educational centres. This prompted some 
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observers to suggest that whilst the Czechs and Americans shared many 
values, these values were not “so detailed or developed as to provide a guide 
to the conduct of statecraft” (Jackson 2014, 2). For instance, it was not 
until 2008 that the U.S. administration finally placed the Czech Republic 
on its list of countries participating in the Visa Waiver Programme. This 
visa asymmetry (under which U.S. citizens were allowed to enter the 
Czech Republic up to three months without a visa, whereas the Czechs 
had to obtain a visa first) proved to be one of the most sensitive issues in 
mutual relations in the pre-2009 era. It took many years before the visa 
waiver program was finally extended to the region due to the significant 
pressure from the CEE states (Nekvapil–Berdych–Veselý 2007, 14). 
Mostly, it was the support that the country lent to the U.S. in the military 
missions in Afghanistan and Iraq − that is an often cited justification for 
establishing visa-free relations between the two countries. Furthermore, 
the issue of the 1999 Kosovo air campaign also proved highly controver-
sial in the Czech context.

2.2. Bilateral relations in the post-2009 era

The year 2009 marked a turning point in the Czech–U.S. relations, signal-
ling the beginning of an era widely referred to as “the hangover period”. 
Despite the rhetorical emphasis put by both countries on the significance 
of mutual ties, and the role specifically ascribed to the U.S. by all concepts 
of the Czech Republic’s foreign policy, the post-2009 period has been 
characterised by a certain downgrading of the importance attached to 
the bilateral relations (MZV 2011; MZV 2015). The stark contrast with 
the pre-2009 era is well epitomised by the difference between the iconic 
1994 image of President Clinton playing saxophone given to him by Havel 
at a jazz club on the one hand, and by President Barack Obama dining 
alone with his wife during his 2009 visit to Prague on the other (Glenn 
et al. 2015, 4). The gradual exhaustion of bilateral relations, and their 
redefinition was evident, with the relations continuing, more or less in the 
pragmatic, “maintenance” mode without any truly major bilateral issue. 
This has prompted some Czech diplomats to refer to the state of mutual 
relations as “a 20-year-old marriage with no sex” (Richter 2011).

Broadly speaking, the setback in bilateral relations coincided with 
the election and subsequent presidency of Barack Obama (for a different 
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opinion, see Glenn 2014). Even though it was appreciated that he started 
his European tour in the Czech Republic and announced his ambitious 
plans to rid the world of nuclear weapons, he profoundly rebalanced 
U.S. foreign policy focus away from Europe. While this development 
generated much concern in the Czech Republic, subsequent Czech gov-
ernments tended to be rather inward-looking and parochial (and unstable, 
on top of that) (Glenn 2014, 2). This deterioration of mutual relations was 
exacerbated by far less amicable personal ties between the Czech and the 
U.S. leaders, with Havel’s successors, Presidents Václav Klaus and Miloš 
Zeman, doing little to rebuild the strained ties (Glenn 2014, 2).

What have been the main sources of tension in mutual relations since 
2009? In April 2009, ten days before President Obama was to arrive in 
Prague for the U.S.–EU Summit, the Czech Government collapsed as 
a result of political score-settling and partisan manoeuvring, midway 
through the country’s EU presidency. In his Prague speech, President 
Obama still explicitly welcomed that the Czech Republic was “courageous 
in agreeing to host a defence against [the] missiles” (Waterfield 2009). 
Yet, five months later, he announced that the European leg of the GMD 
Ballistic Missile Defence System was cancelled, and it was transformed 
into the European Phased Adaptive Approach, with no specific role for 
the Czech Republic (Schneider 2014, 4). In October 2009, U.S. Vice 
President Joe Biden travelled to the country for a damage-control trip 
to reassure worried Czechs about America’s continued commitment to 
the region, famously encouraging them to “become partners rather than 
protégées of the United States” (Schneider 2014, 4). Joe Biden’s efforts, 
notwithstanding, still represented a major setback in mutual relations.

Relations were also not strengthened by the comments of the Czech 
Prime Minister Mirek Topolánek, who called Obama’s economic policies 

“the road to hell”. Nor was it helpful that the position of the U.S. ambassa-
dor to Prague remained unfilled for nearly two years from 2008 to 2010. 
In addition, the strength of the transatlantic alliance with the U.S. has also 
been tested by President Zeman’s accommodating stance towards Russia 
and his warm relations with China (Dostál–Jermánková 2017, 32). As 
a case in point, an incidence broke out in 2015 between the U.S. embassy 
and the Prague Castle when, in a rather unusual move, U.S. Ambassador 
Andrew Shapiro criticised Zeman’s visit to the Moscow military parade, 
which marked the 70th anniversary of the end of the Second World War (an 
event that was boycotted by the leaders of all other EU member states). In 
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response, the Czech President announced that the Prague Castle’s doors 
were closed to the ambassador (ČT24 2015). This was followed by another 
controversy when, one year later, the Czech Republic refused to extradite 
Lebanese detainee, Ali Fayyad to the U.S. to face weapons smuggling 
charges, and to Washington’s dismay Prague returned him to Lebanon 
instead (Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty 2016).

Despite these setbacks in the relations, intensive diplomatic exchanges 
were carried out and the cooperation was ongoing in fields such as defence, 
cybersecurity, science and research, and the human rights agenda. In 
April 2010, for instance, Prague hosted President Obama and Russian 
President Dmitry Medvedev for the signing of the New START agreement 
which provisioned substantial reductions in the deployed strategic nuclear 
stockpiles of both nations. One year later, a bronze statue of President 
Wilson was restored outside Prague’s main train station, 70 years after it 
was pulled down by the Nazis, in what was a hugely symbolic act. Besides, 
in November 2014, to commemorate the 25th anniversary of the Velvet 
Revolution, a bust of Václav Havel was unveiled in the U.S. Capitol. The 
importance of this act has been highlighted by the fact that only three 
other international figures (Churchill, Kossuth and Wallenberg) have been 
honoured this way (Glenn et al. 2015, 5).

In addition, both countries promote mutual cultural programmes and 
activities aimed at fostering a better understanding between them. There 
are, for instance, three Czech centres in the U.S. (Houston, New York City, 
Iowa) which function as non-profit cultural arts organisations, hosting art 
exhibitions, concerts, film screenings, lectures, book readings and other 
cultural events. In the U.S., it is essentially Chicago (as a place with the 
largest concentration of Czech Americans) that is considered to be the 
centre of Czech–American culture.

2.3. Public opinion on the U.S.

When it comes to the public opinion on the U.S., Šedivý and Zaborowski 
succinctly observe that: “What one thinks and says about America is one 
of those issues that defines the political identities of Europeans in the same 
way as attitudes towards the Pope, marijuana, and rock & roll. One could 
almost say, ‘Tell me what you think about the US and I tell you who you 
are’” (Šedivý–Zaborowski 2004, 187). In the Czech Republic, public 
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opinion vis-à-vis the U.S. and the conduct of its foreign policy has been 
often out of step with the Czech official policy, with the elites being clearly 
Atlanticists, whereas the public much less so (Asmus–Vondra 2005, 203). 
Glenn also points to the “gap between the framing arguments of policy 
elites and the views of the public” (Glenn 2014, 3). The popular support 
and strong domestic consensus on the U.S. vision, role and engagement 
which was typical for the immediate post-1989 era has gradually given 
way to a more polarised public opinion.

More specifically, public opinion became heavily polarised, for 
instance, during the Kosovo air campaign in 1999, divided over the approval 
of the U.S.-led campaign to oust Slobodan Milošević. As Asmus and 
Vondra explain: “Leaders such as Vaclav Havel felt strongly that a dictator 
like Milosevic had to be confronted and favoured humanitarian interven-
tion to help people in need. Yet, the Czech populations had strong ties with 
the Serbian people based on a shared history of great power intervention. 
And many Czechs were suspicious when they looked at the leaders of the 
Kosovar rebels, who at times reminded them more of cigarette or drug 
smugglers than of freedom fighters” (Asmus–Vondra 2005, 212).

Likewise, the issue of the missile defence project also seriously split 
the Czech public opinion. While its proponents perceived the base as an 
excellent opportunity to consolidate bilateral relations with the U.S., its 
opponents were afraid that the facility would make the Czech Republic as 
a host country a strategic target. Various public opinion surveys suggest 
that about two-thirds of the Czech public opposed the missile defence plans 
at the time (Dostál et al. 2009, 134; Glenn 2014, 4). An important point 
to stress here, however, is that opinion polls also indicated a general lack of 
interest among the wider public when it came to deeper strategic questions 
surrounding the location of the radar base (Berdych–Nekvapil–Veselý 
2008, 112). Last but not least, the Czech public opinion was also soured by 
the U.S. military interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq and heavily divided 
over the Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP) advanced 
by Obama to deepen transatlantic relations between the U.S. and the EU.

According to public opinion polls conducted by the Ipsos agency 
in 2014, 70% of the Czechs are satisfied with NATO membership, with 
a strong correlation between peoples’ predisposition towards NATO sup-
port and their voting behaviour. While positive attitudes towards NATO 
are typical especially for voters of the centre-right (KDU-ČSL, ODS 
and TOP 09), in which case the support reaches 80% to 90%, the least 
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favourable towards NATO were voters of the Communist Party (53%); 
women (66%) and older citizens (57%) (Prague Centre for Transatlantic 
Relations 2014, 1; cf. Drulák 2009, 7–10). About 65% of the respondents 
believe that the transatlantic alliance with the U.S. is an important security 
guarantee, with the support following a similar pattern as above: especially 
high among centre-right voters and low among Communist Party voters, 
non-voters and senior citizens (Prague Centre for Transatlantic Relations 
2014, 2). 54% of the respondents perceive the U.S. presence in Europe as 
an important counterweight to Russia3 or Germany (Prague Centre for 
Transatlantic Relations 2014, 3). The latest public opinion polls by STEM, 
which regularly surveys Czech attitudes towards selected countries, show 
a steady rise in the approval rating of the U.S., with more than 50% of the 
Czechs presently viewing the country in a positive light (STEM 2018).

3. Economic Relations since 1989

The U.S. has been an important trading and investment partner of the 
Czech Republic for long. Following the Velvet Revolution, the U.S. actively 
provided substantial financial support to the country to facilitate its polit-
ical and economic transformation. In 1990, the U.S. was supportive of 
Czechoslovakia in its (re)entry into the IMF and the World Bank. In 1991, 
Czechoslovakia was granted the most-favoured-nation status in trade, the 
bilateral Investment Protection Agreement (BIPA) was concluded, and the 
Czechoslovakian–U.S. Enterprise Fund was founded (Glenn et al. 2015, 2).

Taking a leap into more recent developments, the Czech Republic has 
recorded positive trade balance with the U.S. since 2011. Table 1 provides 
data on the overall development of mutual trade exchange between 2007 
and 2017, demonstrating that both the volume of Czech goods exports to 
the U.S., and Czech goods imports witnessed an increase in 2017, com-
pared to 2007 (in the former case, from $2.43 billion in 2007 to $3.76 
billion in 2017; in the latter case from $2.67 billion in 2007 to $3.99 billion 
in 2017). By way of comparison, trade in services between the Czech 
Republic and the U.S. amounted only to $3.47 million in 2017 (MZV 2018).

3 Russia’s image among the Czech public is more negative than positive, with its rep-
utation belonging to the least favourable in public opinion polls (after China, Turkey 
and Ukraine) (STEM 2018).
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Table 1.
Czech–U.S. mutual trade (combined figures, in billion dollars) 2007–2017

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017
Czech 
export to 
the U.S.

2.43 2.57 1.93 2.47 3.34 3.58 3.53 3.90 3.75 3.53 3.76

Czech 
import 
from the 
U.S.

2.67 2.97 2.20 2.80 2.96 3.03 3.12 3.74 3.33 3.23 3.99

Balance –0.24 –0.36 –0.27 –0.34 +0.39 +0.55 +0.41 +0.16 +0.42 +0.3 –0.23

Source: Drawn by the author based on Kovanda 2014; MZV 2018.

As further illustrated in Table 2, Czech exports to the U.S. are dominated 
by motors, turbo propellers and other gas turbines; pumping devices and 
rubber tires. Conversely, it is the vehicles and other transport devices, 
motors, turbo propellers and other gas turbines and pharmaceuticals 
that currently represent the leading product types imported to the Czech 
Republic.

Table 2.
The commodity structure of Czech–U.S. trade in 2016 (five leading items)

Czech export 
to the U.S.

Type of product Volume
(thsd. USD)

Motors, turbo propellers and other gas turbines 246,289
Pumping devices 166,657
Rubber tires 151,221
Parts of motor vehicles including tractors 144,550
Electrical protection devices 106,709

Czech import 
from the U.S.

Vehicles and other transport devices 221,275
Motors, turbo propellers and other gas turbines 203,490
Pharmaceuticals 164,896
Helicopters, airplanes and other aircraft 105,118
Telephones and other devices for voice and data 
transmission

93,077

Source: Drawn by the author based on MZV 2018.
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The Czech Republic has been a popular destination for foreign capi-
tal, attracting high volumes of U.S. FDI since the 1990s. A Bilateral 
Investment Treaty was concluded with the U.S. in 1994 and currently the 
U.S. is listed as the sixth largest investor in the Czech Republic (KPMG 
2017). By contrast, Czech investments in the U.S. are relatively small by 
U.S. standards.

A strong setback in the economic realm between the Czech Republic 
and the U.S. came in 2014, when the Czech state-controlled utility ČEZ 
announced that it would cancel a tender regarding the construction of 
two new nuclear reactors at the Temelín Nuclear Power Plant announced 
in 2009. At the time, there were only two remaining bidders in the deal, 
including the U.S.-based Westinghouse which officially entered the bid 
in February 2010. The Temelín tender, estimated to worth hundreds of 
billions of Czech crowns, long dominated the media and the Czech–U.S. 
relations, but it was eventually called off due to a series of over- optimistic 
financial forecasts and problems in securing government guarantees 
(ČT24 2014; Lukáč 2014; Watson 2018).

4. The Policy Field – Specific Relations

4.1. Relations in the domain of security policy

Both countries have a long record of rich cooperation in the security 
and defence arena, with the security relationship between them having 
become increasingly significant in the post-Cold War era. Although the 
power asymmetry – which is a key feature of the Czech–U.S. relationship 
in general – becomes even more obvious in the military domain, the Czech 
Republic has gradually built its reputation as a solid partner of the U.S. In 
1991, a Czechoslovak NBC battalion participated in the U.S.-led Operation 
Desert Storm to expel occupying Iraqi forces from Kuwait, and the Czech 
Armed Forces were engaged alongside the U.S. in basically every peace-
keeping effort in the Balkans (Glenn et al. 2015, 2; Schneider 2014, 2).

In the aftermath of the 9/11 terrorist attacks, the Czech Republic 
belonged to the staunchest allies of the Bush Administration, support-
ing the U.S. (together with Denmark, Hungary, the United Kingdom, 
Italy, Poland, Portugal and Spain) and participating in the operations in 
Afghanistan. For more than five years, the Czechs operated a Provincial 
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Reconstruction Team (PRT) in Logar (comprising both military and civil-
ian parts), provided air transport and trained Afghan helicopter pilots both 
in Afghanistan and in the Czech Republic (Nekvapil–Berdych–Veselý 
2007, 14; Schneider 2014, 3).

The country stood by the U.S. also during the U.S.-led invasion of 
Iraq in 2003 which created a deep division (or underlined the existing 
one) in Europe. Amidst the Czech public opinion strongly opposed to the 
war on Iraq, president Havel was one of those who signed the so-called 

‘Letter of Eight’ (even though his signature was secured at the very last 
moment) (Šedivý–Zaborowski 2004, 205). The letter, an indirect support 
to the U.S., accused Saddam Hussein of continuing to develop weapons 
of mass destruction and urged the UN Security Council to act against that 
threat (Global Policy Forum 2003). This was shortly followed by a more 
outspoken declaration of support for the U.S., the Vilnius Letter, but this 
time with no Czech signature underneath.

Since 2012, the Czech Republic, acting through its embassy in 
Damascus, has also served as the U.S. ‘protecting power’ in Syria. As 
Tamkin notes, it is an unusual and rare role (only taken by Sweden in North 
Korea, Switzerland in Iran and briefly by Turkey in Libya in 2011) – a role 
widely interpreted as “a reflection of the small European country’s ability 
to juggle both continued access to the Assad regime and warm ties with 
Washington” (Tamkin 2017a).

Besides, many security-related assistance programmes have been 
underway seeking to “strengthen Czech capabilities, enhance interop-
erability with U.S. and NATO forces, and provide opportunities for the 
professional and technical education of military officers and non-commis-
sioned officers, civilian leaders, and other specialists” (U.S. Department 
of State 2018). Both countries have also tried to deepen their energy 
cooperation which they look at not only through an economic lens but 
also as a future-oriented strategic endeavour (Dostál–Eberle 2015, 40). 
Importantly, despite the steadily decreasing level of Czech dependency on 
Russian energy, it still makes the country vulnerable. With Russia having 
used energy as an instrument of coercive diplomacy in the past, the U.S. 
have repeatedly expressed concerns about the Czech Republic’s energy 
dependence on it. As such, it supports the country’s attempts at diversi-
fying its sources of energy power, and strengthening its energy security. 
Notably, collaboration has been expanding in the area of the civilian use 
of nuclear energy, with the countries having signed a declaration on the 
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civilian use of nuclear energy in December 2010. In 2013, a joint Civil 
Nuclear Cooperation Center was established in Prague, which is generally 
viewed as an important step in intensifying U.S.–Czech energy collabo-
ration. Numerous joint projects in research, development and information 
sharing among nuclear safety agencies have been launched, too.

Essentially, it is the threat perceptions vis-à-vis Russia that have 
always been at the heart of Czech–U.S. security relations. The issue of 
the cancelled missile defence system of the Bush era, and the concerns 
regarding Russia’s threats have already been covered. Since then, several 
attempts have been made to compensate for the failed project, but none 
of them has been particularly fleshed out (yet). Czech concerns about the 
country’s security in the wake of the Russian invasion of Georgia were 
embodied in the Open Letter to the Obama Administration from CEE 
states, signed by 22 influential former leaders, including Václav Havel. 
In the letter, six months after Obama’s inauguration in July 2009, the 
signatories complained that Central and Eastern Europe was “no longer 
at the heart of American foreign policy” and that the region was “one part 
of the world that Americans have largely stopped worrying about”. They 
questioned NATO’s defence readiness, doubting whether it would “be 
willing and able to come to [their] defense in some future crises”, warning 
that “Russia’s creeping intimidation and influence-peddling in the region 
could over time lead to a de facto neutralization of the region” (Radio Free 
Europe/Radio Liberty 2009). Yet, Obama’s reset policy towards Russia 
did not produce the expected results and Russia’s actions in Ukraine and 
its resurrection as a militarily revisionist power made U.S. policy makers 
rethink many assumptions about European security (Mix 2015, 2). In 
June 2014, President Obama showed solidarity with the Eastern European 
nations and underlined U.S. commitment to his NATO allies when he 
asserted, at a meeting of East European leaders in Warsaw, that “as allies, 
we have a solemn duty − a binding treaty obligation − to defend your 
territorial integrity. And we will” (Reuters 2014).

4.2. Domestic political divisions vis-à-vis the U.S.

Confusion about the status of relations often arises from uncoordinated 
(and conflicting) statements by Czech political representatives. Indeed, 
the Czech policy towards the U.S. was, and remains until today, frequently 
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unable to act in a concerted way and formulate clear positions. More often 
than not, this inconsistency has been caused by contradictory foreign pol-
icy positions and actions taken by the government on the one hand, and 
the President on the other (who has limited executive powers within the 
Czech political systems but exerts a strong influence on the public debate). 
This has been further execrated by the increasingly vague and unspecific 
orientation of the Czech foreign policy as well as the fact that the govern-
ment only rarely distances itself from the President’s statements (which 
frequently diverge from EU positions) (Anýž 2014; Dostál 2016, 43).

This was exemplified, for instance, by the controversies caused within 
the Czech political establishment by the U.S. policy towards Iraq. While 
Havel signed the ‘Letter of Eight’, expressing support for the U.S., Václav 
Klaus who succeeded him less than two months later as a Czech President 
declared that he would not have ever signed such a letter. Meanwhile, 
the Czech Foreign Minister Svoboda distanced himself from the letter, 
averring that the country “sided with the coalition without being a mem-
ber”, while Prime Minister Vladimír Špidla defined the Czech position as 

“precisely halfway” between the U.S. and the Czech Republic’s European 
neighbours (Šedivý–Zaborowski 2004, 206–207). Another prominent 
example of this internal disaccord dates back to December 2017 when 
U.S. President Donald Trump recognised Jerusalem as Israel’s capital. 
While many world leaders condemned Trump’s decision (arguing that the 
city’s status should be determined through negotiations between Israel 
and the Palestinians), President Zeman officially welcomed the move (as 
the only world leader with the exception of the Israeli Prime Minister 
Benjamin Netanyahu), arguing that the Czech Republic should follow the 
U.S. lead, and branding the EU “cowards” for their lack of desire to do so 
(ČT24 2017b). In marked contrast, the Czech Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
announced that it considered Jerusalem the future capital of both Israel 
and Palestine, along with other EU member states (ČT24 2017a).

Apart from that, the differing views on Russia (with the Czech 
President showing strong pro-Russia inclinations) has also complicated 
a uniform reading of the Czech foreign policy from the U.S. perspective. 
In this context, let us recall, for instance, the Czech debate on the deploy-
ment of NATO troops in the Czech Republic in the wake of the Ukrainian 
crisis (with Zeman branding Russia’s annexation of Ukraine’s Crimea 
region a “fait accompli”), or the prevarications over imposing sanctions on 
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Russia (with the Czech Prime Minister repeatedly condemning Zeman’s 
rejection of the EU sanctions against Russia).

5. Conclusions and Outlook

The Czech–U.S. multi-layered relations have undergone a significant 
change since the fall of communism in 1989, and the Czech accession to 
NATO in 1999 and to the EU in 2004. As the analysis demonstrated, both 
countries enjoy a close relationship that runs across many areas of interest 
and operates at various levels, resting – broadly speaking – on three main 
pillars: 1. security and defence; 2. economy; and 3. issues concerning 
shared values (Embassy of the Czech Republic in Washington, D.C. s. a.). 
Even though the relations have been repeatedly accused of losing their 
content and they are not devoid of certain tensions, setbacks and contro-
versies, the institutional ties between the two countries have never been 
challenged by either side.

This invites a key question: how has the context of mutual relations 
changed with the election of Donald Trump as the 45th American presi-
dent? Czech President Zeman was one of the few European politicians 
(along with the Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orbán) to openly 
endorse Trump during the U.S. presidential campaign, repeatedly accen-
tuating their common anti-immigrant sentiments, and proclaiming that he 
would have voted for him if he could (Reuters 2016). Perhaps, this came 
as a little surprise given the fact that Zeman’s behaviour has earned him 
comparisons to Trump himself (Mortkowitz 2018; Santora 2018). By 
contrast (and, once again, amply illustrating the lack of coherence and 
coordination within the Czech foreign policy establishment towards the 
U.S.), the Czech Ministry of Foreign Affairs preferred Hillary Clinton as 
a presidential candidate, not least because of a higher level of predictabil-
ity associated with her views on Russia (Anýž 2017). In terms of the latter 
one, Daniel Anýž provides the following explanation: “Because when you 
read the US media, which is what the people at the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs and the Ministry of Defence do, and receive information from the 
Czech Embassy in Washington D.C., the most common narrative is that 
Trump may make a deal with Russia. Some kind of realpolitik, Henry 
Kissinger-like deal in which Ukraine will become something like Finland. 
Talk about spheres of influence would return” (Anýž 2017). When Trump 
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got elected, Zeman was one of the few European leaders to congratulate 
him on his victory,4 declaring his appreciation for his “matter-of-fact style” 
and expressing hopes that his presidency will lead to improved relations 
between both countries (ČT24 2016). What is certain already at this point, 
however, is that Trump’s electoral win means an end to the era of liberal 
U.S. ambassadors (such as Andrew Schapiro or Norman Eisen) to the 
Czech Republic (Anýž 2017).

In October 2017, the Czech parliamentary elections were won 
by a large margin by the centrist ANO movement, led by a billionaire 
businessman, Andrej Babiš (who incidentally has been often dubbed the 

“Czech Trump”). Since foreign policy has never been Babiš’s primary con-
cern, it seems plausible to expect continuity, rather than radical change in 
the Czech Government’s policy towards the U.S.

To conclude, the incoming Trump Administration has posed a num-
ber of new challenges to the Czech Republic, both in terms of security and 
in terms of economy (Hendrych 2017). Regarding the former, a major 
source of concern revolves around Trump’s apparent lack of willingness 
to intervene on behalf of Europe and stand up for European interests, 
 epitomised in his “America First” motto. Indeed, Trump has repeatedly 
challenged the idea that active engagement in Europe is a central U.S. inter-
est, suggesting to “regard all foreign relations as zero-sum transactions, in 
which each contribution to someone else’s security represents a net loss 
to the United States” (Valášek 2017). As a result, the Czech Republic’s 
confidence in the U.S. is being, once again, challenged. The country is 
anxious about the risk of the U.S. turning its back on Europe, especially its 
Central and Eastern part. Apprehensions in the economy realm have been 
caused by Trump’s reservations about multilateral trade deals (Hendrych 
2017). The Czech Republic was closely following the negotiations on the 
Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership, considering the trade 
pact its priority and regretting its cancelation under Trump’s “America 
First” policy. Last but not least, given Zeman’s sympathy and admiration 
for Trump, some experts have voiced their concerns that the divisions 

4 Interestingly enough, with Donald Trump as the U.S. President, a new tie emerged 
between the U.S. and the Czech Republic as his former wife with whom he has three 
children was born in the Czech Republic and at least two of his children speak (or at 
least understand) Czech. In the past, Donald Trump himself repeatedly visited the 
Czech Republic.
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such as the one over Iraq or Jerusalem will become more commonplace 
with the risk that the Czech Republic’s policy towards the U.S. might be 
kidnapped by the Prague Castle ever more often. Not least because Hynek 
Kmoníček, the former Director of the Foreign Affairs Department in the 
Office of the President was appointed as the new Czech ambassador to 
the U.S. in 2017, and he is generally expected to “serve more the interests 
of the president than the Ministry of Foreign Affairs” (Anýž 2017). At 
the same time, however, there is certainly much potential for enhanced 
cooperation between the Czech Republic and the U.S. – be it over security 
and defence, or peaceful nuclear research.
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Relations between the United States 
and Hungary: 

Phases and Fluctuations of the Last 
Two Decades

Gábor Csizmazia1

1. Introduction

While the transatlantic bond is a crucial pillar of U.S. and Central European 
security, its assessment differs on both sides. Diverse perspectives, time 
and rising challenges are important factors in shaping the relationship. In 
this regard, Hungary’s relationship with the U.S. has experienced fluc-
tuations between 1989 and 2018. This chapter intends to reveal the main 
driving factors behind these changes. Although the goal is not to provide 
a chronological review per se, the chapter will follow a sequential order, 
as the arch of the relationship can only be understood by highlighting the 
milestones of the bilateral relations of the last two decades.

2. Entering the Doors of the Transatlantic Alliance

For the U.S., post-Cold War Europe included possibilities and challenges 
alike due to a security vacuum in Central and Eastern Europe (Albright 
1990, 81). Washington’s approach under George H. W. Bush was cau-
tious, trying to avoid situations that had a destabilising potential, and 
paying more attention on pressing issues elsewhere (Magyarics 2008, 
182−185). The Clinton Administration also faced an array of foreign 
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policy issues, though Europe was addressed with a cohesive strategy: 
assuring European security through U.S. military strength, advancing the 
economic transformation in Central and Eastern Europe, and supporting 
democratic reforms in the former communist countries (The White House 
1994, 21−23). Washington was the architect of NATO’s expansion which 
was important in establishing a Europe, that is undivided, democratic and 
at peace (Kushlis 1997, 5). It was also adamant that only the most ade-
quate (Asmus 2002, 216) candidates may gain membership: in Ronald D. 
Asmus’ words, Washington showed “tough love” to Central and Eastern 
Europeans, expecting political, economic, and security sector reforms 
from them. This meant the strengthening of parliamentary democracy, 
market economy, and the structural and technological improvement of 
the civilian-controlled armed forces. Membership in NATO represented 
a political value for CEE countries: the “tough love” also carried the 
promise of their dream of re-joining the West (Asmus 2002, 146).

Budapest’s assessment of the international environment was in line 
with that of Washington: the Antall–Boross Government (1990–1994) 
formulated long-lasting and interconnected foreign policy goals [11/1993. 
(III. 12.) OGY határozat a Magyar Köztársaság biztonságpolitikájának 
alapelveiről 2018]. These goals were: Euro-Atlantic integration, good 
relations with neighbouring countries, and helping Hungarian minorities 
within the region. Hungary contributed to U.S./NATO operations before 
entering the Alliance by opening its airspace and one of its air bases to 
U.S. forces for operations in Bosnia and Kosovo (Magyarics 2013, 236). 
This was a testimony of commitment, as it carried the possibility of 
Serbian retaliation against Hungarians in Vojvodina. The latter issue shed 
light on another politically sensitive topic: Washington expected its future 
allies to settle their disputes on national minorities and borders. This was 
a crucial issue for Hungary, as Hungarian minorities living in all neigh-
bouring countries have been a bitter heritage of its World War losses. As 
Washington was insistent on the issue, the Horn Government (1994–1998) 
signed bilateral treaties on good neighbourly relations and cooperation 
with Slovakia (1995) and Romania (1996) (Asmus 2002, 149). While 
the first Orbán Government (1998–2002) was also supportive of NATO 
accession (1999), it did have some misunderstandings with its American 
counterpart. Due to their more decisive stance on defending the rights 
of Hungarian minorities in neighbouring countries, Hungarian right-
wing political parties were already viewed ambiguously in the U.S. This 
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notion gained impetus in 2001 when the Orbán Government intended to 
provide various social benefits to Hungarians living in Romania, Ukraine, 
Croatia, Serbia, Slovenia and Slovakia. Though not aimed against other 
nations, the initiative received criticism, particularly from Bratislava 
and Bucharest, and reportedly raised second thoughts in Washington on 
Hungary’s adequacy for NATO membership (Diehl 2002).

The economic aspect of U.S.–Hungarian relations in the 1990s dis-
played a similar need for U.S. assistance. Like other CEE states, Hungary 
was in short of capital and relied on foreign direct investments (FDI). 
Demand and supply met perfectly, as these nations were expected to 
deliver financial and economic reforms in order to join the Western insti-
tutions. Hungary was a pioneer in this regard, showing more openness to 
Western FDI already before the fall of communism. The country was in 
the spotlight of American companies such as General Electric, Guardian 
Industries and Ameritech Corporation. Between 1989 and 1999 the U.S. 
was the leading investor in Hungary, providing more than $7 billion 
out of the overall $23 billion FDI in the country. Some of the main U.S. 
companies investing in Hungary were Ameritech, Coca-Cola, Delphi-
Calsonic, Flextronics, Ford, General Electric, General Motors, Guardian, 
IBM, Jabil Circuit, and PepsiCo. (U.S. Department of State 2000, 4−7). 
Yet American enthusiasm for enterprise had its limits. President George 
H. W. Bush supported the idea of financial aid to European countries in 
transition but the U.S. share in the EBRD was only 10% (Magyarics 
2004, 252−253). Hungary was a lucrative place for investment due to 
its educated, yet low-cost labour force and its geographic value, i.e. the 
access it offered to other markets in Europe (Dickinson 1998). The 1990s 
brought an increase in U.S.–Hungarian trade with Hungary being the 64th 
largest partner of the U.S., and the U.S. being Hungary’s 6th largest trading 
partner, falling behind only countries like Germany, Austria, Russia, Italy 
and France (U.S. Department of State 2000, 4−7). This, however, also 
indicated that Hungary had more ties to Europe than to the U.S., which led 
to certain preferences for European deals in different areas, for example 
the procurement of fighter jets. Budapest decided to utilise procurements 
for economic growth by introducing an offset program in which contrac-
tors had to bring in investments prior to winning the tender. American 
companies such as Lockheed Martin or McDonnell Douglas composed 
their packages but European advantage was felt from the start (Spolar 
1997). Still, Lockheed Martin’s F-16 was the most likely to prevail, hence 
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Washington was surprised that Budapest chose to buy BAE-Saab’s JAS-39 
Gripens instead (Larrabee 2003, 24). This did not have a positive impact 
on bilateral political relations (especially since it accidently came one day 
ahead of the 9/11 terrorist attacks), and contributed more to the negative 
image of the Hungarian right-wing conservative parties in mainstream 
U.S. media for years to come (Jeszenszky 2010). The latter issue has been 
highlighted in the publications of the American Hungarian Federation 
(AHF) which is the largest ethnic Hungarian organisation in the U.S. 
While AHF was initially established in 1906 with a cultural mission of 
assisting Hungarian immigrants and connecting their descendants, it has 
also showed political activity (e.g. providing aid to Hungarians in the 
homeland, as well as lobbying for Hungary) throughout the decades (The 
American Hungarian Federation 2018).

Yet overall, Hungary’s reliability as an ally was felt rather in the polit-
ical than in the defence dimension, as the drivers behind the accession of 
CEE countries to NATO were primarily political. The new members had 
been incapable of net contribution to allied defence. Even with military 
reforms, there was no guarantee that the performance gap between old 
and new members would disappear anytime soon (Magyarics 2013, 232). 
At the political level, Hungary signalled its intention to be an active mem-
ber of NATO: in 1998 it updated its security and defence policy guidelines 
assuming the country’s obligations in collective defence (Magyar Közlöny 
1998, 8272). In addition to the earlier support to U.S./NATO operations 
in the Balkans, Hungary sent troops to Kosovo, as well. It signed up for 
the U.S. State Partnership Program in 1993, linking its defence forces 
with the Ohio National Guard which has been supporting joint military 
training exercises to this day. In addition, the U.S. offers financial assis-
tance to develop the HR and equipment of the Hungarian Defence Forces 
(HDF) through programs such as the International Military Education and 
Training (IMET) and the Foreign Military Financing (FMF) initiatives. 
Though Hungary has received several million USD worth of FMF and 
IMET support, the level of its involvement in these programs is at the 
lower case among the Visegrád countries (see Figures 1 and 2).
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Figure 1.
FMF waived for the Visegrád countries (thousand USD)

Source: DoD Security Cooperation Agency 2016

Figure 2.
IIMET Program & Emergency Drawdowns for Visegrád countries (thousand USD)

Source: DoD Security Cooperation Agency 2016
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Still, military expenditure is a good indicator of Hungarian perfor-
mance in the Alliance. While the first Orbán Government introduced an 
increase in the country’s military expenditure (from 1.268 to 1.594% of 
the GDP), military spending has been the lowest among the Visegrád 
countries, and Budapest’s underperformance did not please Washington 
(Larrabee 2003, 24). Moreover, under the socialist-liberal Medgyessy 
and Gyurcsány–Bajnai Governments (2002–2004 and 2004–2010) it went 
overall downhill (see Figure 3). This led to a unique ally behaviour within 
the region: incapable of catching up to their Western allies, these nations 
tend to compensate military efforts with political ones. This was espe-
cially true when Washington’s focus shifted away from territorial defence 
to threats of different nature and scope which were relevant in out of area 
regions such as the Middle East (Magyarics 2013, 237). The early 2000s 
served as a perfect example for such a relationship with the U.S.

Figure 3.
Military expenditure (% of GDP) of the Visegrád countries between 1991 and 2016

Source: World Bank s. a.
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3. One of the ‘New Europeans’

The millennium brought changes in U.S. foreign policy. George W. Bush 
began his first term with the belief that “Europe and America will never be 
separated” (Bush 2001). At the same time, his administration had a mixed 
stance towards Central and Eastern Europe. It was keen on continuing 
NATO expansion but its global perspective also led to a diminishing 
importance of the region. The Bush team indicated that the U.S. can only 
assure its military presence in hotspot regions if it is not tied down in 
peacekeeping or humanitarian missions elsewhere (Gordon 2000). This 
notion was also brought up during President Bush’s visit to Warsaw in 
the summer of 2001 (Bush 2001). After the 11 September 2001 terrorist 
attacks, the administration took a turn in foreign policy, showing stronger 
tendencies for unilateral actions. Having no UN Security Council 
 authorisation, the 2003 military campaign of the U.S. against Iraq was 
controversial in Europe. While Germany and France were against the 
American enterprise, CEE countries were more supportive. Washington 
assembled a ‘coalition of the willing’, bypassing NATO and dividing the 
continent into what U.S. Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld called 

‘old Europe’ and ‘new Europe’, relying on the latter group whose Eastern 
members had experienced authoritarianism and were considered to be 
more understanding towards Washington’s arguments against the Saddam 
regime (Bush 2010, 233). However, this approach strained the transatlantic 
alliance, received mixed views even from Central and Eastern Europeans 
and was ineffective2 (Bugajski–Teleki 2007, 13−14). In short, the U.S. 
temporarily had an odd relationship with the region which, however, was 
not in the spotlight of Washington’s overall attention.

Hungary has kept its commitment to the transatlantic alliance after 
NATO accession. This was also true with regards to the 9/11 terrorist 
attacks, as both the Orbán Government and the Parliament indicated 
their support to the U.S. Although the Parliament condemned all attempts 
of using these horrific events as arguments in party politics, the issue 
became subject of political debate, affecting U.S.–Hungarian political 
relations (Larrabee 2003, 15). Nevertheless, the Hungarian political elite 
was prepared to turn compassionate words into action. Péter Medgyessy 
signed the ‘Letter of Eight’ agreeing with George W. Bush’s assessment 

2 For a brief summary, see Orbán 2003.
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on the Saddam regime’s WMD program. This meant that just one year 
before its accession to the EU, Hungary went against major European 
powers and took the risk of political quarrels with them (Rada 2018; 
Smith 2003). There are several explanations why CEE countries went 
down this path: Washington was deemed to be a much more trustworthy 
partner in security issues than Paris or Berlin, whereas economically, good 
relations with the U.S. seemed to offer opportunities for procurements in 
Iraq. The Medgyessy Government’s motivation was political. Budapest’s 
siding with Washington served the purpose of advancing U.S.–Hungarian 
relations and demonstrating faith in the transatlantic alliance (Magyarics 
2013, 246−247). The Hungarian Government expressed this in its national 
security strategy, which shared several points of the international envi-
ronment’s American assessment. Terrorism, WMDs and failed states 
were ranked at the top of the global challenges, and the responsibility of 
participating in missions far beyond the country’s borders was empha-
sised (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Hungary 2004, 3−6). Through these 
missions, Hungary could compensate for its shortcomings in other areas. 
Out-of-area missions enjoyed support by the mainstream political par-
ties, thus international peace support and crisis management operations 
have received steady human and financial resources. Between 2003 and 
2016, the number of HDF troops in international missions varied but it 
has been consistently close to 1,000 which is the approximate number of 
HDF personnel allowed to be sent to operations abroad by the Hungarian 
Parliament.3

America’s and Hungary’s romance was felt in other areas as well, 
including culture. Washington’s public diplomacy efforts led to the estab-
lishment of American Spaces/Corners hosted by cultural centres in Pécs 
(2004), Veszprém (2005), Debrecen (2006), Budapest (2009) and recently 
in Szeged (2018). Academic cooperation also enjoyed support, as in 2007 
the Hungarian Government signed an agreement with its U.S. counterpart 
to continue the Fulbright Exchange Program. Furthermore, the Bush 
Administration tried to award its closest allies by including them in the 
Visa Waiver Program which Hungary joined in 2008. Nevertheless, despite 
such political successes and the preference for Washington’s view on Iraq, 
CEE countries did not intend to sacrifice their relationship with the EU for 
this romance. The ‘Letter of Eight’ called for “unity and cohesion” on Iraq 

3 For a brief summary, see Müller 2015 and Müller 2017.
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(Aznar et al. 2003) and Hungary was no exception (Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs of Hungary 2004, 9). This is related to the country’s advancement 
in the Euro-Atlantic integration. On the one hand, Hungary continued to 
rely on NATO’s collective defence. Due to the limited performance in 
defence spending, the HDF’s added value focuses on critical contributions 
(such as the provision of the Pápa Air Base to NATO’s Strategic Airlift 
Capability Program) (Vandriver 2008) and niche capabilities (such as 
counter-IED trainings, engineering and technical support in water puri-
fication), along with the cooperation between special operations forces. 
Hungary also serves as a founding framework nation for NATO’s Centre 
of Excellence for Military Medicine since 2009. On the other hand, pro-
gress in the Euro-Atlantic integration also led to a change in position and 
priorities. By 2004, Hungary became embedded within NATO and the EU 
which contributed to the rise of soft security issues at the expense of hard 
ones (Magyarics 2013, 236). Moreover, the importance of its geograph-
ical location diminished, and the desire for American military presence 
in Hungary has also become limited – as opposed to the enthusiasm to 
receive U.S. investments in the economy (Fuller 2003).

Indeed, international investments gained impetus in the early 2000s 
in Central and Eastern Europe. The boost was thanks to business process 
outsourcing. Multinational companies entered the region to locate back 
office services supporting their businesses’ operation (Tagliabue 2007). 
Hungary became the host for an increasing number of shared service 
centres (Murphy et al. 2007, 16) and a target for American companies 
including Exxon Mobil, Morgan Stanley, Avis, EDS and Corning. As 
a result of the outsourcing spiral, it also welcomed service centres in 
IT and R&D. Incoming U.S. companies in this field included Microsoft, 
Citibank and Alcoa (Murphy et al. 2007, 8−9). However, the financial 
crisis of 2007–2008 halted the FDI inflow. While U.S. companies started 
outsourced activities in Hungary almost every year between 2003 and 
2007, no major American shared service centres were established in 2008 
and 2009 (Hungarian Investment Promotion Agency 2017, 16−17). The 
recession was felt in both countries, leaving their respective governments 
to set economic recovery as a priority on their agendas.
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4. Closing to the Edge

The Obama Administration faced complex challenges with drawn-out 
missions in Afghanistan and Iraq, and an economic downturn at home. 
While it emphasised domestic programs such as the nearly $800 billion 
American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (2009) for the U.S. economy, 
and the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act (2010), it struggled with 
the financial constraints of the Budget Control Act (2011) and its spending 
cuts after 2013. In foreign affairs, President Barack H. Obama tried to end 
costly and ineffective enterprises, and accentuate global challenges such 
as nuclear proliferation and climate change. Washington deemed Europe 
to be a relatively secure part of the world and intended to turn its attention 
towards more challenging areas, like the Asia Pacific (Clinton 2011a, 58). 
Yet, in the Obama Administration’s view this did not mean negligence 
towards Europe, which was considered the main partner in tackling global 
challenges (The White House 2010, 41). Though this was primarily true 
for Western Europe, the same applied for Central and Eastern Europe: 
the Obama Administration encouraged partners in the region to preserve 
the impetus of the EU’s Eastern Partnership Initiative (Gordon 2011a). 
Washington also wanted to renew U.S./NATO–Russia relations. It was 
aware of the issue’s political difficulties in CEE capitals but thought that 
the ‘reset’ with Moscow served their interest, as well. President Obama 
sent Vice President Joseph R. Biden to clarify the administration’s stance 
towards Central and Eastern Europe, conveying the message that while 
the region enjoyed U.S. security commitments, it lost its special status 
in American foreign policy: it no longer differed from Western Europe 
(Gordon 2009) and was expected to be cooperative in regional and global 
challenges (Biden 2009).

The second Orbán Government’s (2010–2014) assessment of the 
international environment was in some ways similar to that of the Obama 
Administration. It declared that the financial-crisis was a serious hit to 
the country already facing social and economic problems which could 
only be resolved through the national economy’s recovery. Recognising 
the scope of international challenges, it called for a ‘global opening’ in 
terms of geography, focusing on economically emerging regions such 
as East Asia, and encouraging engagement in global issues. The global 
changes were deemed to support the idea of Europe’s and America’s 
interdependence (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Hungary 2011, 7, 36−38). 
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While the government called for U.S. commitment towards Central and 
Eastern Europe (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Hungary 2012, 7), it 
also agreed on the responsibility of advancing Euro-Atlantic integration 
(Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Hungary 2011, 23, 38). It confirmed the 
dedication to NATO (and EU) crisis management, identifying its roots 
in common interests and allied solidarity (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of 
Hungary 2012, 7−8). The Orbán Government demonstrated these prin-
ciples through the Hungarian Presidency of the Council of the EU from 
January to June 2011. Washington lauded the presidency’s priorities on 
European energy security, Roma integration, Eastern Partnership and 
Croatia’s European integration (Gordon 2011b). Hungary also received 
praise for its contribution to the evacuation of American journalists from 
Libya, and for its efforts to support the diplomatic and consular interests 
of the U.S. in Tripoli in 2011 (Racz 2011).

However, in the wake of the Hungarian presidency, U.S.–Hungarian 
political relations were showing signs of decline. Having received 
unpre cedented majority in Parliament in 2010, the Orbán Government 
introduced political, legal and economic reforms that were deemed con-
troversial in Brussels and Washington. These included the adoption of 
Hungary’s Fundamental Law (2012) as a new constitution, the act on the 
legal status of churches (2011), and the media law (2011) which attracted 
international attention. While the reforms’ impact on checks and balances 
is debatable, the issue considerably spoiled the political relationship 
between the Obama Administration and the Orbán Government. The 
former indicated its reservations in June 2011 during Secretary of State 
Hillary R. Clinton’s visit to Budapest (Clinton 2011b) and kept addressing 
these issues at high political levels. Washington also used public forums to 
express its views including President Obama mentioning Hungary among 
other countries with lower records of liberal democracy (Obama 2014). 
The Orbán Government felt that through these criticisms Washington not 
only interfered in its domestic issues but was preoccupied with them along 
ideological lines (O’Donnell 2018; Rada 2018). The political relations 
reached a low point in 2014 when six high ranking Hungarian officials were 
denied entry into the U.S. due to their alleged involvement in corruption. 
The Hungarian side expected evidence which the American side refused 
to publish due to privacy reasons (Nielsen 2014). By 2016, the Orbán 
Government was openly looking forward to personal and policy changes 
in the White House and the State Department (Orbán 2016). Cultural and 
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academic ties have also gone through mixed experiences in recent years: 
2013 saw the birth of the Hungary Initiatives Foundation with the mission 
of fostering Hungarian–American cooperation in culture, science and art. 
In the meantime, the Hungarian Government’s efforts to regulate foreign 
(third country origin) higher education institutions operating in Hungary 
has led to bilateral (and international) political disputes through the case 
of the Central European University in 2017.

In the second decade of the 2000s, defence issues became the preferred 
area of cooperation between Washington and Budapest (Marton–Rada–
Balogh 2015, 287–289), following the pattern as before. International 
missions continued to enjoy support from the Hungarian Government, 
keeping the principle of “in together, out together” (Clinton 2011b). The 
presence of HDF personnel in Afghanistan increased between 2010 and 
2012 which the government began to draw down as the ISAF mission was 
reaching its conclusion in 2014. The Orbán Government contributed to 
the Resolute Support Mission with a special operations contingent, a hel-
icopter air support and training group, and a security platoon, (Magyar 
Közlöny 2014, 24186) while offering an annual contribution of $500,000 to 
the Afghan National Security Forces between 2015 and 2017 (Ministry of 
Defence 2014). The Orbán Government also joined the U.S.-led coalition 
against ISIS in 2015 with contributions in aid and a contingent of maxi-
mum 200 (infantry and logistics) troops having a mandate until the end 
of 2019 (Magyar Közlöny 2017, 8809−8810). The Hungarian involvement 
was based on principles and interests alike, though some in the opposition 
alleged that the government’s real motive was to improve its image in 
Washington (Dercsényi–László 2015). While Hungary received some 
criticism for its low defence spending, the Orbán Government pledged 
to increase Hungary’s defence budget with at least 0.1% of the GDP per 
year from 2016, and aimed to reach 1.39% by 2022 (Ministry of Defence 
2012, 15). With the U.S. expectations becoming more vocal under the 
Trump Administration, the government indicated that the 2% benchmark 
is expected to be realised in 2024 (HVG 2017). Although Hungary contin-
ued to be a recipient of U.S. defence hardware, (MTI 2013) the financial 
aspect of defence efforts has been less effective in doing business with U.S. 
companies from the defence sector.
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The Orbán Government carried the intention to attract U.S. investment 
but the picture of economic cooperation is more complex. Budapest had 
a similar view as Washington regarding the challenges inherited through 
the recession, though the former drew different conclusions on how to pro-
ceed with the recovery. First, it chose an ‘unorthodox’ program to loosen 
the constraints of state and public debt. In addition to its critical view of 
credit rating companies, (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Hungary 2011, 6) 
it introduced a crisis tax on large (mostly foreign) companies operating 
in banking, telecommunications, energy and retail in 2010 (MTI–HVG 
2010). Second, the government saw global economic trends to be pointing 
in a direction where the economic and political power of Europe and the 
U.S. was turning into a “relative decline”, whereas emerging regions 
were becoming economically stronger (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of 
Hungary 2011, 6). It decided to direct its efforts in trade and investment 
towards these regions to a greater extent than before. This in itself should 
not downgrade U.S.–Hungarian economic relations, although the gov-
ernment’s decision to expand the nuclear power plant in Paks through 
Russian investment, for example, received strong U.S. criticism for the 
lack of transparency (Bell 2015). Budapest’s relationship with Moscow 
had already been a topic followed by Washington. WikiLeaks cables from 
the U.S. Embassy in Budapest during the period of 2006–2010 revealed 
that American diplomats have kept their eyes on domestic and foreign 
affairs issues of concern, such as the strengthening of radical right-wing 
groups along with occasional anti-Roma atrocities by extremists, and 
the Hungarian stance on Russian foreign and energy policy. While these 
issues emerged under the Gyurcsány–Bajnai Governments, their U.S. 
assessment remained the same after 2010 – namely, Budapest is a reliable 
partner in allied operations (as revealed in Afghanistan), but at the same 
time, it has shown tendencies of closing towards Moscow due to energy 
dependence (Rácz 2013, 96).

The transparency issue of the Paks expansion, along with the crisis 
taxes and similar measures, was mentioned in the State Department’s 
2017 investment climate statement on Hungary among factors contribut-
ing to a decline in Budapest’s competitiveness (Bureau of Economic and 
Business Affairs 2017). Meanwhile, the volume of the bilateral trade of 
goods also showed a modest decline in 2016, though only after a strong 
increase between 2011 and 2015 (see Figure 4).
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Figure 4.
U.S. trade in goods with Hungary (in million USD) between 1989 and 2017

Source: U.S. Census Bureau s. a.

The Orbán Government expressed interest in enhancing U.S. trade and 
investment by signing strategic partnership agreements with U.S. com-
panies, including Coca-Cola, Alcoa, General Electric, Microsoft, IBM, 
Hewlett-Packard, and Jabil Circuit. The shared service centre spree of 
the 2000s continued with U.S. firms establishing or re-investing in offices 
every year since 2010 (Hungarian Investment Promotion Agency 2017, 
16−17). By 2017, American companies provided $1.7 billion of FDI thereby 
ranking the U.S. as the largest direct investor from outside the EU (Bureau 
of Economic and Business Affairs 2017). An interesting component of 
the government’s enthusiasm for U.S.–Hungarian economic ties was its 
stance towards the Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP). 
While it was in favour of a well negotiated TTIP, (Bell 2016) the initiative 
was a subject of debate among political parties and Budapest never really 
publicised its official position, declaring the TTIP in September 2016 to be 
non-existent, and therefore not making any serious comments on the issue 
(MTI 2016). With the TTIP sidetracked, and the Trump Administration 
practicing a different trade policy than its predecessor, Hungary’s possi-
bilities in U.S. trade and investment are yet to be seen.
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5. Conclusions

The relationship between Hungary and the U.S. went through different 
phases since the end of the Cold War. While Washington and Budapest 
share a set of values and interests, consecutive administrations and gov-
ernments displayed various positions on bilateral relations which were 
determined by their contemporary international political, security and 
economic climates.

The political relations showed the strongest oscillation reaching 
both ends of the scale within a decade, and years after having become 
formal allies. In both cases it was apparent that Hungarian Atlanticism, 
and American focus on the region do have their limits. While bilateral 
economic relations were steadier, outside factors noticeably affected them 
as seen during the financial crisis. Security and defence cooperation on 
the other hand seem to have proven more fruitful, despite – or precisely 
due to – the occasional political difficulties.

Therefore, it is possible that the most tangible and solid achievements 
of the future bilateral relationship would come from this field, even though 
Hungary is expected to embrace opportunities for improved political rela-
tions, and also for enhanced economic partnership.
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Relations between the United States and Poland: 
From Enemy to the Main Security Guarantor

Tomasz Smura1

1. Introduction

The U.S. remains a crucial ally of Poland. Regardless of its membership 
in the EU, and the quite good relations with major European powers, e.g. 
Germany – the Poles consider the U.S. the main guarantor of their security.2

Poland as a country with brutal experiences in its history has suf-
fered many times from its geopolitical position between Russia (the Soviet 
Union) and Germany, treats its security very seriously. Poland is one of the 
very few countries in NATO which fulfil the commitment to spend at least 
2% of the GDP on defence. It maintains its armed forces with 120,000 
members, and around 750 main battle tanks, 1,500 infantry fighting vehi-
cles and 100 combat fighters. Nevertheless, such potential is insufficient 
regarding the strength of the armed forces of the country considered by 
the Poles the most threatening one – the Russian Federation. It seems to 
be the main reason why Poland seeks to have the U.S. on its side and tries 
to bolster bilateral relations. The will of keeping close relations with the 
U.S. is implemented even at the expense of cooperation with European 
partners (and Poland’s own interests), as the case of the operation in Iraq 
in March 2003 proved. The question is, however, why the Polish people 
treat the U.S. as a major security guarantor and consider Washington 
as more willing to defend Poland than the European allies? The chapter 

1 Tomasz Smura, Head of the Research Office, Casimir Pulaski Foundation (Poland). 
Email: tsmura@pulaski.pl

2 According to a poll ordered by the Casimir Pulaski Foundation in March 2018, 35.3% 
of the Polish people consider the U.S. the most important ally of Poland. In contrast, 
Germany was described as the most important ally by only 22.2% of the interviewees 
(Casimir Pulaski Foundation 2018).
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argues that the Polish society and elites treat the U.S. as a more important 
ally than the European partners because of two reasons: first, their historic 
experience; and second, the U.S. seems more eager to use force in foreign 
policy matters than any European nation.

2. U.S.–Polish Relations after the Cold War

During the Cold War, the U.S. was considered in Poland a symbol of 
freedom and prosperity, in opposition to the oppressive Soviet Union 
(Kuźniar 2008, 93). Thus, it was the U.S. and the West as a whole, which 
became a beacon for the new Polish Government. As Roman Kuźniar, 
diplomat, professor at the Warsaw University, and advisor to the President 
of Poland indicated: “Polish reforms in domestic and foreign policy which 
started in 1989 reflected a wish of return to Europe. Pro-European ori-
entation became a primary vector of our foreign policy after regaining 
sovereignty. Implementation of this project was expected to take years, 
but from the beginning the Polish leaders made it clear that their goal is to 
return Poland to Europe and to the West as a whole and turn Poland into 
a European (Western) country” (Kuźniar 2008, 44).

2.1. The transition period

One of the most important supporters of the Polish transformation was the 
U.S. As early as July 1989 George H. W. Bush announced in the Polish 
Parliament a programme of American aid for Poland. “The reform of the 
Polish economy presents a historic challenge. There can be no substitute 
for Poland’s own efforts, but I want to stress to you today that Poland is 
not alone. Given the enormity of this moment, the United States stands 
ready to help, as you help yourselves” – the U.S. President declared 
during his visit (Bush 1989). Polish economic reforms were consulted 
in Washington and guaranteed by the special Western fund in which the 
U.S. share counted 20%, or $200 million. The U.S. also reduced Poland’s 
indebtedness by 70%, and it supported the Polish position regarding the 
necessity of the recognition of existing borders by Germany after reuni-
fication, which along with the withdrawal of Soviet troops from Poland 



RELATIONS BETWEEN THE UNITED STATES AND POLAND 103

became priorities for the Polish foreign policy (Pastusiak 2015, 311–320; 
Kuźniar 2008, 48–97).

2.2. The security and policy dimension

The U.S.–Polish cooperation in the security dimension has been constant 
since the early 1990s as Poland supported politically the American oper-
ation in Kuwait (during the First Gulf War), and the Polish intelligence 
organised the secret evacuation of U.S. citizens from the country, which 
was highly appreciated by Washington. In addition, the U.S. asked Poland 
to represent its interests in Iraq by the Polish Embassy. The relations were 
blooming, and George H. W. Bush visited Poland for the second time dur-
ing his tenure in 1992. Although at the beginning of the Bill Clinton tenure 
the fast development of the U.S.–Polish cooperation slowed down.3 The 
Clinton Administration needed to seriously consider the issue of NATO 
enlargement under pressure from Poland and the other Visegrád countries 
(the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland and Slovakia).4 In 1994, Poland was 
embraced by the Partnership for Peace (PfP) programme, which Warsaw 
treated as a U.S.-born idea, aimed at postponing its accession to the trans-
atlantic structures (Kuźniar 2008, 95–97). Nevertheless, as the former 
Polish Ambassador to the U.S. and Undersecretary of State at the Ministry 
of Defence, Robert Kupiecki indicated, Poland on the one hand officially 
criticised the PfP as insufficient, but on the other hand Warsaw worked in 
the PfP very actively after its accession to the programme to both build 
interoperability with NATO forces and structures, and also to show its 
usefulness for the Alliance (Kupiecki 2001, 307). As the Polish Armed 
Forces adapted to NATO standards, and the lobbying of the Polish 
Americans for Polish membership in the Alliance increased, in 1996 Bill 
Clinton proposed to hold a summit on enlargement in the following year. It 
was also Clinton who negotiated with Russia its approval for NATO exten-
sion, which finally happened in March 1999 (Kuźniar 2008, 117–126).

3 Mainly as a result of the so-called “Russia First” policy of the Clinton Administration, 
the issue of intellectual property protection in Poland and the ill-treatment of Polish 
officials involved in the so-called “riffle affair” by the American services.

4 Poland began to declare its will to join NATO officially at the turn of 1992. In 1994, 
Poland was embraced by the Partnership for Peace programme.
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Poland joined NATO in the middle of the Alliance’s transformation 
process, which was well reflected in Operation Allied Forces, launched 
just two weeks after the NATO enlargement of 1999. Although Poland did 
not participate in the air operation against Yugoslavia, it sent an 800-strong 
military contingent to Kosovo within the framework of the KFOR mission 
(Smolarek 2016). Warsaw supported the U.S. vision for the Alliance as 
a global actor, and a platform for forming coalitions of the willing, as it 
happened in the case of Afghanistan and Iraq. Poland perceived the U.S. 
as the core of cohesion and effectiveness of NATO, and from Warsaw’s 
perspective the Alliance was credible as long as the U.S. was a part of 
it. It was the reason why Poland treated European security and defence 
policy warily, perceiving it as a project that could separate Europe from 
the U.S. The fact that Warsaw shared Washington’s scepticism towards 
a European strategic autonomy made some Western European countries 
perceive Poland as the U.S. advocate on the old continent (Kuźniar 2008, 
220–221).

After the September 11 attacks, the Polish Government supported 
the U.S. without hesitation – also outside the framework of the NATO 
structure as a part of the coalition of the willing – and joined the Global 
War on Terrorism. The attitude of Warsaw was appreciated in Washington 
by the new hawkish administration of George W. Bush, and U.S.–Polish 
relations have been intensified more than ever. Frequent bilateral visits 
and consultations became a standard on various levels. Moreover, Warsaw 
also endorsed the American initiative to deploy elements of the U.S. 
Ballistic Missile Defence System5 in the Czech Republic and Poland, and 
Warsaw decided to procure U.S.-manufactured multirole F-16 fighters in 

5 The origins of the U.S. Ballistic Missile Defence (BMD) system go back to the Cold 
War. During the 1990s, along with increased threat coming from the so-called “rogue 
states”, such as North Korea or Iran, the U.S. changed focus of its programmes 
related to missile defence. The issue of homeland defence was brought forward by the 
Rumsfeld Commission Report of 1998, which was the basis for the National Missile 
Defence Act passed in 1999. The law established the goals of the U.S. BMD strategy 
which are still true today: the defence of the homeland territory, troops and allies of 
the U.S. After the U.S. withdrawal from the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty (ABM) in 
2002, the Cold War limitations on BMD development disappeared. Following this 
step, the Bush Administration made the proposal to deploy elements of the U.S. BMD 
system in Poland (Ground Based Interceptors – GBI) and the Czech Republic (Ground 
Based Radar – GBR). This project was heavily criticised by Russia as a threat to the 
strategic stability between the U.S. and Russia in terms of strategic nuclear weapons.
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the biggest Polish Armed Forces modernisation programme to date. This 
was perceived as a political choice. As Kuźniar emphasised at the time, 
a gradual “Americanisation” of the Polish security and defence policy was 
in progress, the shiniest example of which was the issue of the Iraqi War. 
In spite of the fact that the U.S. failed to achieve a UN Security Council 
resolution allowing the U.S.-led coalition to intervene in Iraq – which 
authority Washington tried to get based on the accusations that Saddam 
Hussein possessed weapon of mass destruction – Poland signed the 
so-called “letter of the eight”6 and took part in the intervention in Iraq, 
sending there a military contingent. Warsaw did it regardless of the lack 
of a solid basis in international law, regardless of the stance of the EU, 
despite lacking a UN Security Council resolution, and also despite the 
condemnation from the part of key EU member states, such as France and 
Germany. In light of all this, the step significantly weakened the Polish 
position in Western Europe (Kuźniar 2008, 221–234).

An all-out shift in the Polish security policy towards the U.S. was 
 continued in the following years. In Iraq, Poland took command of 
a multinational division, which was expected to stabilise one of the Iraqi 
 provinces and sent there a 2,300-strong military contingent. The cost of 
the engagement was high, but the Polish Government counted on offsetting 
the costs by gaining contracts for the reconstruction of Iraq. Nevertheless, 
in the end the American companies received the most lucrative contracts, 
while the U.S. allies could benefit only from projects that were not inter-
esting for the Americans. Along with the unsatisfying implementation 
of the F-16 offset, and the maintenance of the entry visas to the U.S. for 
the Poles, the first wave of disappointment of American policy reached 
Warsaw.

Despite these problematic issues, the new pro-American government 
of the Law and Justice Party continued the previous course in foreign 
policy. The Polish Government not only agreed to deploy parts of the U.S. 
National Missile Defence System (Ground Based Interceptors – GBI) 
on Polish soil – which was a strategic system designed to protect only 
American territory – but they also sought this deployment by them-
selves. In addition, Poland increased the manpower of its contingent in 

6 The letter was also signed by the governments of the Czech Republic, Denmark, 
Hungary, Italy, Poland, Portugal, Spain and the United Kingdom.
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Afghanistan and put part of it under the direct orders of the American 
command (Kuźniar 2008, 293–304).

U.S.–Polish relations became more nuanced after the U.S. elections 
in 2008, and the inauguration of the new Democratic administration of 
Barack Obama. During the campaign, Obama rarely referred to Polish or 
Central European issues. Obama also avoided clear declarations concern-
ing the continuation of the deployment of parts of the National Missile 
Defence System in Poland. After the elections, the changes in relations 
between Washington and Warsaw became a consequence of the wider 
shift of U.S. foreign policy. President Obama – after 8 years of the Bush 
tenure – wanted to rebuild the picture of the U.S. as a reliable global leader, 
which values multilateral cooperation over unilateral actions. The new 
American president, among others, tried to improve relations with Russia, 
the symbol of which became the so-called “reset” policy, announced by 
U.S. Secretary of State Hilary Clinton and Russian Minister of Foreign 
Affairs Sergey Lavrov in March 2009. In April 2010, both states signed the 
New START (Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty) agreement – decreasing 
the limits of the deployed and non-deployed strategic launchers to 800, 
and the deployed strategic nuclear warheads to 1,550 on both sides.

In response to the shift of U.S. foreign policy focus towards 
Asia, the group of 21 influential people from Central and Eastern 
Europe – including former presidents, prime ministers and ministers of 
foreign affairs – extended an open letter to Barack Obama urging him not 
to abandon the CEE region. Besides, the U.S. decision not to send a high 
level representative to Poland on the occasion of the 70th anniversary of 
the outbreak of World War II also came as a disappointment (Pastusiak 
2015, 215–225).

As the shift in U.S. diplomacy continued, the decision of the Obama 
Administration to cancel the deployment of elements of the NMD system 
in Poland announced on 17 September (the anniversary of the Soviet 
invasion of Poland in 1939) was considered by many commentators 
and politicians in Warsaw almost a betrayal. Meanwhile, the Obama 
Administration announced the replacement of the missile defence projects 
in Europe by the so-called European Phased Adaptive Approach (EPAA) 
programme, which was an American input to NATO’s Ballistic Missile 
Defence system, and, unlike the previous one, it was a system designed to 
protect first of all the U.S. allies and the American troops in Europe from 
Middle Eastern missile threats (thus it was more beneficial for Warsaw 
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than the previous system). In order to ease the rising concerns of the Poles, 
President Obama sent Vice President Joe Biden to Poland, who visited 
Warsaw on 20–22 October 2009.

As a consequence of the foreign policy shift in Washington, the 
Polish attitude towards the U.S. became more realistic. As Jimmy Carter’s 
former National Security Advisor, Zbigniew Brzeziński assessed in an 
interview: “I see one fundamental difference between the US approach 
to Poland under the Bush and Obama administration. For Obama, Europe 
is Europe. There are the Germans, the Brits and the French who play the 
first fiddle. Poland is of course partner – I use this word consciously – but 
there is not any special, separate US strategy towards Poland. There is 
not also – what is important – a tendency for using Polish geopolitical 
resentments as it used to be during the Bush administration. It seems that 
particularly in the final period of this administration there was a tendency 
to play on the Polish attitude to Russia to gain positive reaction of Warsaw 
to the missile defence system and the US strategy related to it. However, it 
was a strategy aimed at Iran not at Russia” (Brzeziński 2009).

Gradually, Polish–U.S. relations became more intense. In May 2013 
Obama paid his first visit to Poland, where he also met with other leaders 
of the CEE region. The American president announced an agreement on 
the rotational deployment of a U.S. Air Force contingent, including F-16 
and C-130 Hercules planes to Poland. A significant turning point in the 
U.S. policy towards Central Eastern Europe (including Poland), was the 
illegal annexation of Crimea by Russia, and its active military engage-
ment against Ukraine in the Donbas region. The Kremlin’s actions clearly 
marked the failure of the Obama Administration’s “reset policy”, demand-
ing from Washington significant actions to reassure the worrying allies. 
The Obama Administration seemed to rise to the challenge. Washington 
imposed on Russia – in consultations with the EU and the G7 group – sev-
eral packages of severe sanctions, strengthened the U.S. forces in Europe, 
and established the European Reassurance Initiative – a $1 billion-worth 
programme expected to enhance American military activities in the old 
continent, as well as the capabilities of the U.S. allies. Moreover, in June 
2014 President Obama visited Poland for the second time, where he reas-
sured the leaders of the region about the credibility of the U.S. guarantees. 
Obama declared on Castel Square in Warsaw that “I know that throughout 
history, the Polish people were abandoned by friends when you needed 
them most. So, I’ve come to Warsaw today – on behalf of the United States, 
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on behalf of the NATO Alliance – to reaffirm our unwavering commitment 
to Poland’s security. Article 5 is clear – an attack on one is an attack on 
all. And as allies, we have a solemn duty – a binding treaty obligation – to 
defend your territorial integrity. And we will. We stand together – now 
and forever – for your freedom is ours. Poland will never stand alone. But 
not just Poland – Estonia will never stand alone. Latvia will never stand 
alone. Lithuania will never stand alone. Romania will never stand alone” 
(Obama 2014).

These words were followed by very concrete actions. The U.S. 
deployed to Central and Eastern Europe a heavy brigade (Armoured 
Brigade Combat Team – ABCT) and an aviation brigade (Combat Aviation 
Brigade) on a rotational basis, as a part of the European Reassurance 
Initiative (ERI). In addition, the U.S. became a framework country of 
NATO’s Enhanced Forward Presence multinational battlegroup deployed 
to Poland, and Washington sent an 800-strong combat battalion, armed 
with armoured personnel carriers Stryker to the Polish city of Orzysz.

The U.S. elections of 2016, and the triumph of the politically unex-
perienced Donald Trump over the seasoned politician, Hillary Clinton 
brought a lot of concerns in Poland as well as in many other countries of 
the world. Analysts and commentators speculated about the possible neg-
ative consequences of the elections with regards to European security as 
Trump called NATO an “obsolete” alliance during the campaign (Smura 
2016) and he declared that he would consider whether the Baltic States 
fulfil their commitments concerning defence spending before he decided 
to help them in case of an aggression (Sanger–Haberman 2016).

Despite the initial concerns, after more than a year of the Trump 
Presidency, his policy – in spite of several spectacular decisions – seems 
to be in line with the conservative stream of the Republican Party. The 
new president decided to continue the U.S. engagement in European 
security – even increasing spending for the European Reassurance 
Initiative7 – he maintained sanctions imposed on Russia, and publicly 
confirmed the U.S. commitment to NATO’s Article 5 (Smura 2018). 
With regards to the relations with Poland, in July 2017 Trump paid one 
of his first international visits to Warsaw, on the occasion of the Three 

7 The U.S. authorised the ERI at $985 million in 2015, $789 million in 2016 and $3.4 
billion in 2017. The Defense Department’s fiscal year 2018 budget request was $4.8 
billion (U.S. Department of Defense 2017).
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Seas Initiative Summit. During this visit Trump showed his support for 
the Polish and Croatian-led project, which is focused on developing the 
transport infrastructure from the Northern to the Southern parts of the 
CEE region. As Grzegorz Małecki, former head of the Polish Foreign 
Intelligence Agency assessed: “Trump’s visit in Poland is undoubtedly 
a win for the Polish government, both domestically and outside of the 
country. The mere fact that it took place so early in Trump’s presidency 
is proof of the robustness of Polish diplomatic efforts and the country’s 
important role in the Trump administration’s foreign policy plans. In the 
aftermath of the visit, Poland’s position vis-à-vis its regional partners, 
as well as NATO and the EU, is sure to become stronger. Warsaw will 
likely grow even more assertive in relations with Brussels, where some of 
its initiatives were met with strong resistance from other member states” 
(Małecki 2017). Nevertheless, in recent times the Polish–U.S. relations 
seem to deteriorate as the U.S. Department of State (DoS) raised its con-
cerns connected to the Polish justice system reform (which is also an issue 
in Poland’s relations with the European Commission), and the amendment 
to the bill on the Institute of National Remembrance, indicating that it 
can breach the freedom of expression.8 Although information about the 
ban on meeting with top Polish officials appeared in the Polish press (this 
information was officially demented by the DoS spokesperson), the “crisis” 
seems to be short-lived, not endangering U.S.–Polish strategic relations.

8 As the Press Statement of the DoS states: “The history of the Holocaust is painful 
and complex. We understand that phrases such as ‘Polish death camps’ are inaccu-
rate, misleading, and hurtful. We are concerned, however, that if enacted this draft 
legislation could undermine free speech and academic discourse. We all must be 
careful not to inhibit discussion and commentary on the Holocaust. We believe open 
debate, scholarship, and education are the best means of countering inaccurate and 
hurtful speech. We are also concerned about the repercussions this draft legislation, 
if enacted, could have on Poland’s strategic interests and relationships – including 
with the United States and Israel. The resulting divisions that may arise among our 
allies benefit only our rivals. We encourage Poland to reevaluate the legislation in 
light of its potential impact on the principle of free speech and on our ability to be 
effective partners” (U.S. Department of State 2018).
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2.3. Economic ties between Poland and the U.S.

A more concerning issue in the Polish–U.S. relations seems to be the fact 
that economic ties between the two states lags considerably behind the 
strongly developed security cooperation. The Polish trade exchange with 
the U.S. reaches $10 billion, while e.g. trade exchange between Poland and 
Germany exceeds $100 billion. Poland is the 47th export partner of the U.S., 
and the 40th import partner. Polish companies export to the U.S. mainly 
products of electromechanical, automotive aircraft and optical instruments. 
In turn, Poland is the biggest U.S. foreign direct investment receiver in 
Central and Eastern Europe, which in case of Poland reaches $40 billion 
(Export Promotion Portal 2017). The Polish Government authorities seek 
to bolster the economic relations with the U.S. The chance for that is 
seen especially in the defence and energy industry cooperation – like for 
example, through the modernisation of the Polish Armed Forces, and the 
deliveries of U.S. liquefied natural gas (LNG) (Kryczkowski 2018).

The U.S.–Polish social relations are traditionally good. According to 
the public opinion poll prepared by CBOS, 43% of the Poles describe their 
attitude towards the Americans as “sympathy”, while only 14% of the 
Polish people dislike citizens of the U.S. (CBOS 2018). In the U.S. there 
is also a group of almost 10 million Polish Americans, who occasionally 
support their country of origin, as in the case of the NATO accession 
in 1999. However, the attitude of American Jews towards Poland is more 
complicated, especially in the context of compensations for lost Jewish 
properties as a result of World War II. Nevertheless, the Polish authorities 
put significant efforts into building a strong mutual understanding, and 
almost every important visit of Polish politicians to the U.S. include meet-
ings with Jewish organisations (Kuźniar 2008, 130–131).

3. The Roots of Polish Pro-Americanism

There is no doubt that U.S.–Polish relations are highly asymmetrical. One 
can define asymmetry in international relations as a difference between 
two actors in terms of power, expectations and dependency. Asymmetry 
does not have to be hostile and describe imbalance of power between 
adversaries, it can also reflect relations among allies, when one of them is 
significantly more powerful than the other. Such kind of relationship, when 
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a stronger actor does not want to use its predominance in order to gain 
unilateral benefits is called “non-confrontational asymmetry”. Thus, an 
indispensable element of non-confrontational asymmetry is self-restraint 
and the prioritisation of maintaining long-term relations over short-term 
gains. In an asymmetric alliance, emotional engagement and common 
values also play a significant role and they help to balance a difference in 
the potential of partners (Szklarski 2015).

Asymmetry in an alliance means also inequality in terms of the sig-
nificance and influence of one ally on the other one. For a stronger state, 
such an alliance for example enhances its position in a particular region, 
or provides support for its policy, while for the weaker side it can have an 
existential meaning. The degree to which both partners can influence each 
other reflects this disproportion. Such kind of relationship characterise the 
U.S. relations with Poland. For Washington, Poland seems to be a quite 
important and loyal ally, located in a crucial region for European security, 
especially after Russia started to conduct a more assertive foreign policy. 
However, Warsaw is one of the many U.S. allies both in the region and 
over the world. Besides, the U.S. as a global superpower acts not only 
in Europe but also in other regions, like the Middle East and East Asia, 
so it sometimes needs to sacrifice its interests in one region to achieve 
something in another. On the other hand, from a Polish perspective, the 
alliance with Washington is of almost existential significance. In the 
Polish perception, its membership in NATO and the U.S. guarantees to 
secure Poland against potential Russian geopolitical resentments, which is 
treated by the Poles very seriously, especially after the Russian–Georgian 
War of 2008, the illegal annexation of Crimea in 2014, and the following 
Russian–Ukrainian conflict. Poland also sees NATO and U.S. guarantees 
as more credible than the EU ones (Casimir Pulaski Foundation 2018). 
In other words, the U.S. could quite easily conduct its European policy 
without Poland, while Poland would find it extremely difficult to assure its 
security without its alliance with the U.S.

The fact that Poland treats the U.S. as its basic security guarantor 
is very easy to prove. It is enough to cite the Polish National Security 
Strategy, which states: “Among the strategic partnerships of Poland, the 
main significance is attributed to the cooperation with the United States of 
America. Poland will strive for the broadest possible military presence of 
the U.S. in Europe, including Poland, and it will support the activities for 
the preservation of the U.S. security guarantees for Europe” (Republic of 
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Poland 2014). Besides, a recent document on Polish foreign policy tasks in 
2018, issued by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs also emphasised the rela-
tions with the U.S.: “The military presence of the United States in Europe 
and its strong position in NATO has fundamental significance for the mil-
itary security of Poland and the region as a whole. Permanent engagement 
of the United States and the North Atlantic Alliance in this part of the 
globe is in the vital interest of Poland and East-Central Europe. Poland 
is vitally interested in sustaining strong transatlantic bonds. Continuing 
to strengthen and develop these bonds is a fundamental task of Polish 
security policy” – stated the document, referring to the U.S. as Poland’s 
main ally. However, the question which should be raised is the reason of 
such strong pro-Americanism and trust in the U.S. commitment towards 
Polish security.

As Dybczyński claims, there is a lack of tradition and experience 
concerning alliances in Poland. Poland from the end of the 18th century, 
excluding a short period of the interwar period, could not conduct sov-
ereign foreign policy and forge alliances freely. Polish elites do not have 
models which they can refer to (as for example the balance of power 
concept in the British tradition). It leaves Polish foreign policy to consider 
the terms of myths and romantic slogans such as “honour”, “betrayal”, 

“loyalty”, “tradition”, rather than “interest”, “scenario” or “alternative” 
(Dybczyński 2017, 64–65). It may bring one to the conclusion that the 
Polish approach to alliances, including the alliance with the U.S., needs 
to be considered in terms of social constructivism rather than realism and 
raison d’état. It means that the meaning of the U.S.–Polish relations is 
created mainly by the beliefs and opinions of elites and society, and it 
should be analysed on this level. In turn, these beliefs and opinions are 
shaped in a long historical process.

The Polish approach towards the U.S. after the end of the Cold War 
evolved from a cautious fascination, through unreflective Americanism 
to a more realistic attitude. Polish pro-Americanism seems to have a long 
record. As Roman Kuźniar indicates “thanks to Polish emigration to 
America in the 20th century, cultural and social connections between both 
nations became very close, even if it was a one-sided sentiment […]. At 
that time the fascination of America appeared among the Poles as for 
many of them this country became a second home and a safe haven from 
poverty and oppression, as well as a symbol of an ideal social order and 
individual happiness. The myth of America as an idyll was very popular 
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among the Poles” (Kuźniar 2008, 92). This myth became even stronger 
in Poland under the Communist rules as the U.S. – “the leader of the free 
world” was seeking to defeat the Soviet Union – a symbol of oppression. 
The tough policy of Reagan towards communism particularly brought 
a lot of sympathy for the U.S. among the Poles, while the propaganda of 
the communist government of Poland against America even strengthened 
pro-American sentiments. Thus, after the collapse of communism, the 
Polish fascination of America was basically uncritical and unreflective 
(Kuźniar 2008, 92–93).

On the other hand, because of historical reasons, the Poles generally 
seem to distrust European alliances. In the Polish collective memory, there 
is a lingering resentment of the abandonment – or even “betrayal” – from 
the side of Western European allies. Great Britain and France betrayed 
Poland for the first time in 1939, and the second time after World War 
II – the symbols of which became the conferences in Teheran and Yalta 
(despite the fact that it was F. D. Roosevelt, who was the first to accept 
Stalin’s demands concerning Poland). Thus, as Poland was never aban-
doned by the U.S. – which is quite obvious, considering the fact that 
the two countries have never been allies before – American guarantees 
are thought to be more credible for the Polish people. Moreover, from 
the Polish perspective, the Western countries are not only unwilling but 
also unable to defend Poland as there is a longstanding problem with the 
insufficient defence spending of the European members of NATO, and the 
readiness of their armed forces, which is particularly true for the German 
Armed Forces.

On the other hand, the U.S. is the unquestionable global superpower in 
military terms and it showed many times that it is ready to use force when-
ever it considers it necessary (for example in Yugoslavia, Kosovo, Iraq, 
Afghanistan, Libya, or Syria). Taking all this into account, many Polish 
politicians and experts see the U.S. as the only power capable of defending 
Poland in case of threat from the East. It leads to a quite negative tendency 
of underestimating NATO and European allies, and overestimating the 
strategic significance of relations with the U.S. This tendency appeared for 
example in the so-called expose of the Polish Minister of Foreign Affairs, 
Adam Daniel Rotfeld in January 2005, who said that: “Our relations with 
the United States are important because, first of all, only the US is able 
to give Poland security guarantees” (Rotfeld 2005). He is not alone with 
his opinion on U.S.–Polish relations. However, sometimes totally opposite 
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views also appeared, as in case of Polish Minister of Foreign Affairs, 
Radek Sikorski, who in a private conversation in 2014 said “the US–Polish 
alliance is ephemeral and even harmful, it creates a false sense of security” 
(Pastusiak 2015, 242).

The Polish approach to the U.S. changed over time. As it was men-
tioned above, as a result of the negative experience connected to the 
operation in Iraq for example, many Polish people were disillusioned 
with the U.S. or at least took a more realistic approach to this country. 
Also, in the Polish expert community, there is more and more in-depth 
analysis concerning the characteristics of U.S.–Polish relations, focusing 
on the asymmetry in these relations and the nature of alliances in gen-
eral (Szklarski 2015; Dybczyński 2014; Zięba 2015). The U.S.–Polish 
relations gradually seem to evolve towards maturity; however, it is still 
an asymmetric partnership. As Longin Pastusiak emphasised: “Today 
in US–Polish relations we have a clean sheet. There is no serious issue, 
which remain unresolved and which can cast a shadow over the future of 
bilateral relations in all dimensions. Simultaneously, the Polish phenome-
non, which I call American mythology – what is a mix of fascination with 
the United States (it is in fact a fascinating country) with ignorance on 
reality and politics of the US – gradually weakens” (Pastusiak 2015, 243).
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Relations between the United States and 
Romania: Changing Dynamics?

Mihai Vladimir Zodian1

1. Introduction

This chapter offers a short but broad review of the foreign relations between 
the U.S. and Romania after 1989. Since the middle of the 1990s, there 
has been a trend of intensifying cooperation, especially in the security 
and defence domain, but also regarding democratisation efforts, and the 
development of civil society. U.S. influence is felt not only in the urban 
popular culture, but also in the way foreign policy is studied and thought 
in Romania. By contrast, the economic relationship between Romania and 
the U.S. has been less developed.

There are two general explanations for the evolution of the U.S.–
Romania relationship after the fall of the communist regime in 1989: first, 
the ideological-cultural one, which stresses as a main factor democrati-
sation and Westernisation; and second, the strategic or politico-military 
explanation, which emphasises factors such as the general distribution 
of power and the changes in the threat or vulnerability assessments. For 
the U.S. attitude towards Romania, general ideological concerns (such as 
extending democracy and free trade) had priority at least until 9/11. After 
the terrorist attacks of 2001, politico-military interests rose in importance, 
and they stimulated a more pragmatic form of cooperation which inten-
sified during the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, but also after the Russian 
actions in Crimea. For Romanian decision-makers and public opinion, the 
cooperation with the U.S. was, at first, a security assurance in an unstable 
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neighbourhood, then a guarantee for democratisation, and finally, the 
main alliance and source of protection when Moscow started to become 
more powerful and militarised again.

The main prediction is that the cooperation between the U.S. and 
Romania will continue along these lines, as long as some of the above 
mentioned factors do not change.

2. The Political Rapprochement between Romania and the 
U.S.

Since 1989, the relations between the U.S. and Romania have gone 
through several stages, and have involved both bilateral and multilateral 
interactions. The main trends were: 1. a gradual cooperation in the early 
years, including in the military domain (through programs such as mili-
tary-to-military exchanges), leading to the accession to the Partnership for 
Peace (PfP) program in 1994; 2. an accelerated rapprochement during the 
second half of the 1990s; and 3. the strategic partnership, which became 
the main framework of cooperation between the two actors (Toboșaru 
2013; Miroiu–Soare 2007). The relationship has always had a more 
pronounced political and military nature, rather than an economic one 
(Phinnemore 2001).

Multilateral links also influenced the relationship, such as Romania’s 
interactions with the WTO, the IMF, or the World Bank, where the U.S. 
has an agenda-setting capability. Similarly, organisations where the super-
power was not a member, but which were still considered to be compo-
nents of the Washington-backed international order, such as the EU, must 
also be mentioned as important factors of influence. In this multilateral 
context, Romania’s accession to NATO had a privileged role, becoming 
one of the central elements of the Romanian–American cooperation and 
partnership. The bilateral and multilateral connections are not identical, 
but they intersect in many domains.

The relationship between the U.S. and Romania deepened after the 
conflict in Bosnia-Herzegovina ended by the Dayton Agreement at the 
end of 1995, showing that U.S. and NATO involvement was necessary 
to achieve the Western political goals in Southeast Europe (Dufour 
2006; Glenny 1999; Tudoroiu 1999). The democratisation process in 
the Balkans has turned out to be sometimes problematic, and diplomatic 
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means, the involvement of the UN and even the deployment of European 
forces have not been enough to settle the disputes. This led to a greater 
U.S. attention on this region. During the 1990s, Bucharest formulated 
an increasingly pro-Western policy, mobilising domestic public support 
before the NATO Summit in Madrid in 1997 (Phinnemore 2001, 248–264).

Following the Madrid Summit, U.S. President William Clinton paid 
a visit to Bucharest in July 1997, and the bilateral partnership was for-
malised by an exchange of letters, aiming to enhance the relations in the 
 political and military fields, among others (Clinton 1997; Toboșaru 2013). 
It was based on a flexible cooperation formula, related to the so-called 
conditionality policy, through which the West stimulated internal reforms 
in the former communist states (Lake 1993; Smith 2004; CSIS 2017). The 
partnership was not the equivalent of an alliance, nor did it guarantee cer-
tain benefits, but it served as means of coordinating decisions, cooperative 
efforts and technical assistance. It gained more complexity over the years, 
and a higher degree of institutionalisation, as well (CSIS 2017; Toboșaru 
2013, 1).

During the Kosovo conflict in 1998–1999, Romania supported 
NATO’s intervention, promoted by the Clinton Administration and the 
Blair Government against the Belgrade regime, and denied the Russian 
air force overflight over its territory (Lambeth 2001; Simonen 2000). It 
was a difficult decision, given the existence of critical voices in Romania, 
invoking the relatively good ties with Serbia. However, in the absence of 
security guarantees in the post-Cold War period, the leadership decided in 
favour of the orientation towards the Western structures, and domestically 
it justified its support to NATO’s military action by that notion (Toboșaru 
2013, 3). At the NATO Summit in Washington in April 1999, when Poland, 
Hungary and the Czech Republic joined the Alliance, Romania was 
included in the Membership Action Plan (MAP), which was a method to 
increase the efficiency of military reforms, especially to ensure interoper-
ability – one of the conditions of membership (NATO 1999).

Bucharest expressed solidarity with the U.S., declaring Romania 
a “de facto ally of NATO”, in the context of the 11 September 2001 attacks 
and supported the campaign in Afghanistan (Romanian Parliament 2001). 
Romania took part in the efforts of the international community within 
the ISAF mission, and it opened the air base of Mihai Kogălniceanu in 
Dobrudja to the U.S. forces (U.S. Army Europe 2014; U.S. Department of 
State 2005). Public opinion has also supported these decisions.
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The success of this approach for Romania has become evident very 
soon. In November 2002, Romania was invited to join NATO, after the 
member states determined that the main reforms had been implemented, 
and Romania became an official member in 2004, after the ratification 
process was completed. Although it was a multilateral decision adopted 
by consensus, it must be stressed that Washington’s role was decisive in 
setting up the decision about NATO’s expansion.

The Romanian–American cooperation was further strengthened dur-
ing the U.S.-led intervention in Iraq, carried out between 2003 and 2009 
(Matei 2007). Romanian contingents were deployed in operations led by 
Washington, and the Mihail Kogălniceanu Air Base served as a transit point 
for U.S. forces. Romania later offered this base, together with other facilities, 
to the U.S. for the Black Sea Area Support Team which hosted U.S. forces 
on a principle of rotation, and it was also used to enhance regional coop-
eration by exercises and trainings (Matei 2007; U.S. Army Europe 2014; 
U.S. Department of State 2005). This policy was criticised by the president 
of France, Jacques Chirac, but it did not cause controversy in the public 
opinion, which was generally pro-U.S. (Traynor–Black 2003).

Romania was interested in cooperation in regions such as the Wider 
Black Sea Area, which involved the development of relations between the 
West and states such as Georgia, the Republic of Moldova and Ukraine 
as the political climate between these states and the Russian Federation 
began to deteriorate (Ionescu 2006; Matei 2007). Moscow’s intervention 
in Georgia in 2008 signalled the resumption of its traditional expansionist 
ambitions in this space. But Bucharest continued its policy of deepening 
the co-operation with the U.S., embarking on an intensified partnership 
based on a political declaration in 2011, and it also approved the deploy-
ment of components of the U.S.–NATO missile defence shield (U.S. 
Department of State 2011a).

The East–West tensions have significantly increased due to the  conflict 
in Crimea and Eastern Ukraine, starting in 2014. Romania has promoted 
within NATO the idea of strengthening the defence of the member states of 
Southeast Europe, and it has supported decisions such as the joint rotational 
air patrols, conducting exercises and creating a multinational  brigade – these 
decisions were also promoted by the Obama Administration (Reuters 2016). 
Bucharest also supported the decision to increase NATO members’ military 
budgets to 2% of the GDP. Romania currently spends about 1.5% of its GDP 
on defence (Administrația Prezidențială 2015).
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The general framework of the rapprochement between the U.S. and 
Romania was defined by the change in the distribution of global and 
European power. The collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the 
ideological conflict between capitalism and communism led to a general 
acceptance of liberal ideas. Since a position of power created good grounds 
to extend ideology, after a short period of uncertainty, the American elites 
decided to promote the liberal policies of the Western order in Eastern 
Europe. In turn, Romania has embarked upon a series of complex transi-
tion processes, in exchange for much needed security guarantees, which 
became important again in light of the new threats arising in its neigh-
bourhood.

The political relations played an important role in Romania’s acces-
sion to NATO, and in the promotion of a reform package, which was 
needed for the democratisation and interoperability of the security sector, 
including the defence industry. In the past two decades, political ties with 
the U.S. have also helped to legitimise certain internal changes.

In recent years, the changes inside Moscow, a more assertive Russian 
foreign policy, the intervention in Georgia and the conflict in Ukraine 
have put an increased emphasis on the military dimension of the two 
states’ cooperation. Considering that the new Trump Administration has 
continued both the support for NATO, and the sanctions policy against 
Russia, it is highly probable that the partnership between Washington and 
Bucharest will further develop (Miroiu 2017).

3. An Economic Relaxation

The above described deepening of the political-military relations between 
the U.S. and Romania was not accompanied by a similar intensification 
of economic ties. This is explained by the geographical proximity of the 
EU, and also by some institutional and structural features. Not only is 
the total volume of U.S. investment in Romania low, but the U.S. is not 
a significant trading partner either. In fact, Washington has a trade deficit 
with Romania.

The U.S. has promoted multilateral cooperation and institutions such 
as the IMF and the WTO, alongside a series of bilateral agreements to 
open the former communist states (Cox 2006; Ban 2014). The parallel 
enlargement processes of NATO and the EU were based implicitly on the 
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acceptance of a European priority in the economy, which was determined 
by geographical proximity and cultural ties. As far as Romania is con-
cerned, the acceptance of Western rules in these areas was in line with the 
general political interests of the U.S., as well.

Bilateral trade exchanges intensified since 1989, but at a slower pace 
than the ones with the EU. In 1992, the value of Romanian exports of 
goods to the U.S. was close to $150 million (adjusted to the value of 2018), 
which rose to about $960 million in 2003, $1 billion in 2004, and $2 bil-
lion in 2018 (U.S. Census Bureau 2018). Imports from the U.S. had a less 
impressive evolution, amounting to about $437 million (in 2018 value) in 
1992; $483 million in 2003; $669 million in 2004, and $948 million in 2017 
(U.S. Census Bureau 2018).

Even from a country-comparative perspective, the Romanian–
American trade relations are not well developed (Bonciu 2017). In 2003, 
the main destinations of Romanian exports were Italy, Germany, France, 
the United Kingdom and Turkey. With regards to imports, Italy, Germany, 
Russia and France were the main partners of Romania (CIA 2004). In 
2004, there were similar trends with Germany, Italy, France, Hungary and 
the United Kingdom in terms of exports, and Germany, Italy, Hungary, 
France and Poland in imports (CIA 2005; CIA 2017).

U.S.-based companies were ranked 14th among the top foreign inves-
tors in Romania in 2018, accounting for 1.92% of all foreign investment. 
By comparison, companies registered in the Netherlands accounted for 
about 20%; Austria around 12%; and Germany just over 11% of foreign 
investments (Trade Register 2018).

In January 2003, U.S. companies accounted for around 8% of the 
total foreign investment, occupying the third place, after the Netherlands 
and Germany. A rough estimate suggests that the absolute value of the 
American investments, calculated in value of 2018, is only about 10% 
higher, while the total investments in Romania simply exploded from 
2004–2005, mainly due to the EU states (Trade Register 2018).

Romania used to have an energy sector with strategic value, but the 
forced industrialisation and other factors led to a reduction in its value. 
However, Romania can still benefit from a lower dependence on energy 
imports compared to other states in Central and Eastern Europe (Energy 
Information Administration 2018). Regarding natural gas, the local market 
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is dominated by a state-owned company, Romgaz and OMV Petrom, an 
Austrian majority company with an important public presence. Natural 
gas imports accounted for around 25% in 2013 and there are hopes for 
the development of maritime operations (Visenescu–Bartelet 2017; 
Lazãr–Lazãr 2015; Katona 2018). The main oil companies are OMV 
Petrom, Rompetrol (Kazakhstan) and Lukoil (Russia) with imports rising 
to 60% (Lazãr–Lazãr 2015). The National Institute of Statistics consid-
ered that Romania’s energy independence was about 78% in 2016. In the 
meanwhile, the cooperation with American firms exists but is relatively 
a niche in the energy sector (Tudorel 2018).

Several features and trends are easy to see. Regarding trade, invest-
ment, energy and the financial sector, Romania is closely linked to the 
EU, where it has been a member since 2007. Its main partners are large 
states such as Germany, Italy, France, the United Kingdom and Central 
European countries, like Austria, Hungary and Poland, while imports 
from China have also shown an interesting trend of growth (CIA 2017).

It is difficult to estimate whether the accession to the EU has affected 
Romania’s economic relations with the U.S., since it involves judging 
counterfactual arguments. The trade between the two actors has been on 
an increasing trend, but it was virtually overtaken by the exchanges with 
the EU market. It should be noted that as an EU member, Romania is also 
part of the all trade liberalisation agreements in the transatlantic space.

The evolution of Romanian–American relations in this field is thus 
influenced by the quadripartite structure of the world economy (where the 
core of the developed world is composed of the U.S., the EU, Japan and 
China); the average development level of Bucharest; and the geographical 
proximity of the partner. Romanian–U.S. bilateral exchanges increased 
impressively in the first decade after 1989, but this development slowed 
down afterwards; none of the two partners has a significant share in each 
other’s trade portfolio. There is a contrast between the political-military 
and the economic ties, which partly explains the foreign policy trajec-
tory pursued by Bucharest. Thus, any divergence of interest between 
Washington and Bucharest in terms of the European agricultural regime, 
steel, or the trade deficit are somewhat secondary in comparison to 
political- military relations.
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4. Themes of Bilateral Cooperation

The Romanian–U.S. security cooperation is centred around NATO, but 
it also involves bilateral issues such as the strategic partnership, or other 
formulas. For example, Romania has actively supported the nuclear 
non-proliferation and counter-terrorism policies of the U.S. in recent years, 
including the Global Threat Reduction Initiative, which aims to protect 
vulnerable nuclear and radiological materials (WNN 2009). Bucharest 
also agreed with the 2% GDP target for the military budgets of NATO 
member countries, adjusting its own spending and reaching that target in 
2017 (Administrația Prezidențială 2015; IISS 2018).

NATO membership led to a new emphasis on missions and training, 
while the tensions between the alliance members and Russia following the 
outbreak of the conflict in Ukraine have underlined the value of readiness. 
According to a study made by Polish analyst, Lukasz Kulesa, Romania 
took part in five major allied exercises between 2014 and 2016 (Kulesa 
2016). These included, among others, land and naval units, training and 
force deployment activities and multinational cooperation practices.

For Romania, international missions were both a means of reform, 
and an important aspect of strengthening the relationship with the U.S. 
Participating in these missions was motivated either by the bilateral ties 
or by multilateral structures, such as NATO coalitions, or UN and EU 
operations. According to the IISS Military Balance, the number of annual 
military posts filled by Romanians in these types of activities varied from 
around 1,500 in 2004, to a peak of just over 2,000 in 2011, then it went 
down to around 1,000 in 2017 (IISS 2005; IISS 2012; IISS 2018). This 
is a direct result of Romania’s military cooperation with the U.S. These 
numbers reflect the involvement of Romania in various operations during 
the Afghanistan conflict, especially the ISAF mission, and in the Iraqi the-
atre with over 8,000 personnel in total. But they also include Romania’s 
participation in the Balkans, especially in the KFOR mission (IISS 2005; 
IISS 2012; IISS 2018; Popescu 2009; Vişan 2014; Rãpan 2016).

Bucharest accepted in 2011 the placement of elements of the European 
Phased Adaptive Approach ballistic missile defence project, launched by 
the U.S. and linked to similar NATO assets (U.S. Department of State 
2011a). The missile “shield” in Romania is composed mainly of land-based 
interceptors, and it was installed after the Obama Administration changed 
the ambitious anti-ballistic program of its predecessor to a more flexible 
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and limited system (Arms Control Association 2018). It is designed to 
give protection to NATO allies in Europe against ballistic missiles coming 
from the Middle East, but it also symbolised the consolidation of polit-
ical relationship between Washington and Bucharest (Krishna 2016). 
Germany, Poland, Turkey and Romania were chosen as the main hosts of 
the different elements of the system, in what was also seen at the time as 
a more pragmatic attitude towards Russia, who fiercely protested against 
both proposals (Arms Control Association 2018).

Romania’s military is going through a process of technical mod-
ernisation, which was accelerated by the recent increase in expenditures. 
This includes a variety of procurement programs, and some of the most 
important ones involve acquisitions and technical assistance from the U.S., 
or buying American technology, like F-16 fighter jets from Portugal. With 
U.S. support, Romania also acquired HIMARS artillery, and the Patriot 
3+ system (Mihail 2017; Camera Deputaților 2017). These programs will 
continue in the future, since the deals are made for multiple years.

Thus, the security cooperation has been closely linked with, and 
has followed the main trends of the political relations: first, a gradual 
approach, then the preparation for NATO membership, and finally, the 
intensification in the context of the conflict in Ukraine. Even if there are 
some differences of opinion, for example in the case of the recognition of 
Kosovo’s independence, the common interests have been more important 
(at least in the last two decades). It is expected that this type of cooperation 
will be deepened in light of the regional tensions, and the deterioration of 
East–West relations.

For example, in the 1990s acquiring a U.S. visa was a symbol of 
belonging to the Western Community, but after joining the EU, these visas 
became less desired by the public. An explanation is that at least a few 
million Romanian citizens migrated towards the West inside the EU, and 
American visas became less attractive (UN 2017). The problem of con-
tinued asymmetry in the visa practices of the U.S. and certain European 
states was Europeanised, and now it is handled by the EU Commission, 
which aims at introducing Romania on the list of countries which enjoy 
U.S. visa waivers (European Commission 2017).

Regarding the issue of threat perceptions, according to an IRES sur-
vey published in April 2015, for 77% of the respondents there was nothing 
from the regional or international security agenda among the first five 
issues of concern (the respondents included the following issues on the 
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list: corruption, poverty, the state of the economy, unemployment and the 
pension system) (IRES 2015). Besides, 40% of those questioned believed 
that there was no danger of territorial losses, 29% said that there was 
little risk to their security, and 44% did not think that national identity 
was threatened (IRES 2015). In contrast, according to another survey 
conducted by Gallup, 57% of the respondents considered the Russian 
Federation a threat (Ray–Esipova 2016a).

The Romanian public opinion is usually favourable to the U.S., NATO 
and the EU, and there are no far-reaching challenges regarding the ways 
in which the fundamental political interests of the country are defined 
and pursued (Toboșaru 2013). Consensus is often stressed, illustrating 
the importance of approaching a classic model of foreign and security pol-
icy. For example, the decision to increase defence expenditures to reach 
a minimum of 2% of the GDP for the next decade enjoyed a strong internal 
political consensus (Administrația Prezidențială 2015). The document 
announcing this decision was promoted by the Romanian President, and 
approved by the representatives of the main political parties.

As far as the Western policies are concerned, according to Gallup, 
50% of Romanians saw a source of protection in the Alliance in 2016; 
47% approved the U.S. leadership in 2007, but only 41% approved it in 
2017. Although this shows a declining trend, it is still among the firsts in 
Europe, suggesting that the image of the U.S. here does not necessarily 
depend on the political orientation of the administration (English 2009; 
Smith 2017; Gallup 2018). Regarding the Ukrainian crisis, 52% of the 
respondents declared themselves in favour of sanctions imposed on Russia 
in 2016 (Ray–Esipova 2016b).

Romanian–American cooperation on issues such as democratisation, 
the rule of law, or the promotion of human rights is foreseen, inter alia, in 
the Declaration on Strategic Partnership, which was adopted in 2011 (U.S. 
Department of State 2011b). It takes over and continues the objectives of 
the conditionality policies, and it is basically in line with the strategies of 
the 1990s, as well as the reform of the security system that has prepared 
Romania for NATO membership. It is interesting to note that, according 
to the document, there is now an Eastern dimension of this form of col-
laboration.

There are no significant areas of disagreement between the U.S. 
and Romania on security and economic matters, and this is explained 
by the global and regional context, as well as by local conditions. The 
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U.S. insistence on promoting democratisation meant that the strategic 
partnership includes not only classical foreign policy issues, but also 
questions about political regime and human rights, which sometimes can 
be controversial. This dual nature of the partnership is also expected to 
continue, since it is the product of a long-term tradition in the American 
foreign policy establishment.

5. Conclusions

This chapter showed how the international context, the U.S. and Romanian 
definition of interests have led to a partnership and an alliance once the 
communist system fell in 1989. After the end of the Cold War, Bucharest 
has gained an opportunity for security guarantees and ideological recog-
nition.

The 1990s witnessed a complex process that led to a political-military 
rapprochement between the U.S. and Romania. It started with Bucharest’s 
aspirations to join NATO, and led to the conclusion of the strategic part-
nership. The Kosovo crisis has strengthened the pro-Western orientation 
of Romania, and the 1999 Washington Summit of NATO led to the adop-
tion of the technical reform criteria for Romania’s integration through the 
MAP. Following the attacks of 9/11, the security relations have developed 
exponentially.

The acceptance of Romania’s NATO candidacy in 2002, its partici-
pation in the operations in Afghanistan and Iraq, and the use of the Mihail 
Kogălniceanu Air Base highlighted these strengthening ties. Besides, con-
sultations on the economy and the democratic reforms have also  continued, 
and the strategic partnership has been deepened and institutionalised, most 
notably through the 2011 joint declaration. Russia’s annexation of Crimea 
in 2014 was followed by new forms of military co-operation, including 
enforcing the 2% GDP target for military spending that had previously 
stagnated, exercises, confidence-building measures and procurement 
projects.

Besides the rapprochement with the U.S., Romania has also devel-
oped political and economic ties with the EU, focusing on cooperation and 
integration policies. The trade, the investment, and the financial sectors 
have been liberalised after the fall of the communist regime, and European 
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companies have soon become the main external partners of the country. 
The 2007 EU accession continued these trends but did not initiate them.

By reviewing the thematic areas, it is not surprising that the security 
field is the strongest aspect of Romanian–American relations. The main 
foreign policy decisions relating to the U.S. and NATO are generally 
supported by the Romanian public, as well as specific policies such as the 
sanctions against the Russian Federation. Moscow has a rather negative 
image in the eyes of the Romanian public due to historic reasons.

Regarding the future, it is expected that the security environment 
in the vicinity of Romania will still be characterised by the East–West 
confrontation, and the ongoing tensions between great powers. It is likely 
that Romania will continue to promote the strengthened presence of the 
U.S. and NATO in Southeast Europe. In the meanwhile, despite the initial 
promises of the Trump Administration, the U.S. is likely to maintain its 
commitment towards the alliance, and continue to give assurances to the 
Eastern European states. However, a greater emphasis might be put on 
sub-regional cooperation efforts, especially in the face of the security 
problems of the Middle East, Southeast Asia and North Asia.

The chances of intensifying bilateral economic relations are less 
likely, due to the importance of the EU for Romania, but also because there 
are different perspectives between Washington and Bucharest regarding 
key issues in agriculture, or iron and steel. Much will depend on the trade 
policy of President Trump, and the U.S. negotiations with Brussels.

In particular, the military dimension and the strategic partnership 
will probably enjoy a priority in the future, as well. This will include 
exercises, new acquisitions, the exchange of experience and best practices, 
and technical assistance. Romania has already decided to allocate 2% 
of its GDP to the defence, which corresponds with the U.S. policy goals. 
However, a plea for stronger regional involvement from Washington is not 
excluded.

Conflicts such as the Ukrainian crisis highlight for Romania the 
importance of NATO, and its partnership with the U.S., as well as the 
potential problem areas such as the frozen conflicts in the Caucasus and 
Transdniester. Together with other recent developments, such as Brexit, 
and the uncertainties about the future of the EU, there is an increased need 
for prudent policies and a more profound reassurance of NATO’s cohesion.

In contrast to previous expectations, the security risks have diversified. 
Thus, both the general political relationship, and the specific issue-areas 
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point towards a more intense cooperation between the U.S. and Romania 
during the Trump Administration. Considering Washington’s overall 
strategic interests, Bucharest’s contributions, including its participation 
in military missions, its political support, its exemplary defence spending, 
and the current conflicts in the former Soviet space, further strengthening 
the bilateral ties would also align with Washington’s best interests. Here, 
the security dimension will play an important part, but due to political and 
cultural reasons, issues such as the democratisation in Southeast Europe 
will also matter. In the meanwhile, trade and investment ties will probably 
remain secondary issues in the foreseeable future.
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Relations between the United States and Serbia: 
Asymmetric Confrontation and Relation1

Slobodan Janković2

1. Introduction

The U.S. and Serbia are highly asymmetrical in size, in international 
position and in their respective roles. In the period of 1989–2017, Serbia 
existed in the framework of four different countries. It was part of the 
Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia – SFRY (1989–1991), then the 
Federal Republic of Yugoslavia – FRY (1992–2003), afterwards Serbia 
and Montenegro (2003–2006), and finally the Republic of Serbia (re- 
established its nationhood in June 2006). During these times, it suffered 
changes in size and in political position.

Despite several setbacks due to the role of the U.S. in the Balkans, 
the U.S. and Serbia had a significant level of cooperation in the examined 
period, in particular in the security sector. However, most of the determi-
nants shaping these relationships are not of a bilateral nature.

Serbia at the beginning of the 1990s was designated as a ‘bad guy’ 
in the Balkans. It wanted to keep Yugoslavia together, and safeguard the 
interests of the Serbs and Serbia in the Yugoslav framework.

1 This chapter was created within the project “Serbia in contemporary international 
relations: Strategic directions of development and firming the position of Serbia in 
international integrative processes – foreign affairs, international economic, legal 
and security aspects”, Ministry of Education and Science of the Republic of Serbia, 
number 179029, for the period 2011–2018.

2 Slobodan Janković, PhD, Head of the Centre for Neighbourly and Mediterranean 
countries; Research Fellow, Institute of International Politics and Economics (Serbia). 
Email: slobodan@diplomacy.bg.ac.rs
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Clearly, the changes in the status of Serbia, its political elite and the 
policies it pursued, along with the different accentuation of the European 
and Middle Eastern policies of the U.S. gave different results.

2. The 1989–1991 Period

2.1. The political situation

Yugoslavia in 1991 had a mixed population of 23,542,815 where neither 
group was dominant, nor did it possess control, or the necessary mecha-
nisms to impose itself over the others.3 The Yugoslav identity was weak.

Table 1.
Yugoslav census 1991

Ethnicity Percentage of the entire population
Croats 19.70%
Slovenes 7.50%
Bosniaks 10.00%
Serbs 36.20%
Albanians 9.30%
Macedonians 5.80%
Montenegrins 2.30%
Others 9.20%

Source: Popisi stanovništva Jugoslavije 1991

In January 1989, under the leadership of President Slobodan Milošević 
(elected in 1986) Serbia became the strongest member of the Yugoslav fed-
eration. At the same time, Croatian retired General Franjo Tudjman and 
few politicians from Slovenia had already established ties with Germany 
and Austria in order to pursue their independence (Janković 2017, 
39–68) – “they prepared the ground for the positive attitude and support of 
the Western nations for their cause before the conflict” (Pavković–Radan 
2016, 147–155; Janković 2017).

3 Publications of the Census Returns of 1948, 1953, 1961, 1971, 1981 and 1991. Belgrade, 
SZS.
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The League of Communists of Yugoslavia ceased to function after 
February 1990. Thus, one of two federal pillars (the Army being the 
 second) crumbled. This situation coupled with an economic crisis led 
the CIA to conclude: “Yugoslavia will cease to function as a federal state 
within one year and will probably dissolve within two. Economic reform 
will not stave off the breakup. […] There will be a protracted armed upris-
ing by Albanians in Kosovo. A full-scale, interrepublic war is unlikely, 
but serious intercommunal conflict will accompany the breakup and will 
continue afterward. The violence will be intractable and bitter” (CIA 
1990, iii).

2.2. The U.S. factor and the dissolution of Yugoslavia

While the White House was supporting the territorial integrity of 
Yugoslavia and the international financial institutions were backing eco-
nomic centralisation, members of the U.S. Congress lobbied against the 
Yugoslav interests. Joseph DioGuardi, Tom Lantos and Robert Dole were 
among the most prominent members of the U.S. Congress advocating 
against the SFRY. Later they would become lobbyists for Kosovo’s inde-
pendence. In the period of 1989–1991, U.S. policy vis-à-vis Yugoslavia 
was to promote economic and politic reforms in order to transform (not 
disintegrate) the state.

Despite its original intention to keep Yugoslavia together, the U.S. 
in 1990 decided to finance solely the ‘democratic forces’ in the Yugoslav 
republics and not the Yugoslav structures themselves. The U.S. Congress 
passed the 1991 Foreign Operations Appropriations Law 101–513 on 5 
November 1990, the side effect of which was a blow for the already fragile 
Yugoslav unity.

Without previous warning, a section of Law 101–513 cut off all aid, 
trade, credits and loans from the U.S. to Yugoslavia within six months. 
It also ordered separate elections in each of the six republics that make 
up Yugoslavia, requiring State Department approval for the election 
procedures before aid would be resumed to the separate republics. The 
legislation also required U.S. personnel in all international financial 
institutions such as the World Bank and the IMF to enforce this cut-off 
policy for all credits and loans. Unlike for CEE countries, where the U.S. 
advocated these types of policy prescriptions at the national level, here the 
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U.S. adopted an approach that favoured the reform within internal units, 
and not at the national level. Per se, it was a signal of an important change 
in the foreign policy of Washington.

Only forces that the U.S. defined as “democratic forces” would 
receive funding. This meant an influx of funds to small right-wing nation-
alist parties in a financially strangled region, which was suddenly thrown 
into crisis by the overall funding cut (Appropriations Act 1991).

Serbian insistence on a strong federation, and its desire to maintain 
the red pentagram (star) on the flag in the moment of the general demise of 
communism in Europe exposed it as a designated bad guy.

3. The U.S. and Serbia and the Wars between 1991–2000

3.1. 1991–1992: The war begins

The U.S. did not react in vacuum, but in concomitance with other for-
eign and internal actors. After the series of referenda on independence, 
Slovenia and Croatia proclaimed its independence on 25 June 1991.

In this period, the U.S. acted multilaterally through NATO and the 
UN, and it also intervened directly. In response to the war that emerged 
between the central government and the separatist states, the UN Security 
Council adopted Resolution 713 on 25 September 1991 and imposed 
a “general and complete embargo on all deliveries of weapons and military 
equipment to Yugoslavia” (UN SC Resolution 713 1991).

NATO announced in November 1991 that: “All attempts to change 
existing borders through the use of force or a policy of fait accompli are 
unacceptable; we will not recognise any unilateral change of borders, 
external or internal, brought about by such means” (NATO 1991). On the 
same day, the Alliance proclaimed its new Strategic Concept that intro-
duced a broader framework and space for action. It acted as a guarantor of 
the internal administrative lines as future borders. This line was followed 
by the Badinter Commission, which on 20 November declared that the 
(internal) boundaries of Croatia, and BiH with Serbia are to be considered 
as frontiers (Pellet 1992). With the dissolution of the country, the Serbian 
and Montenegrin leadership agreed in October 1991, during the Badinter 
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Arbitration Commission to remain in Yugoslavia.4 These two republics 
would form the FRY in April 1992 (Đukanović 2014).

In the meantime, U.S. diplomats, Secretary of State James Baker 
and Deputy Secretary of State Lawrence Eagleburger (Ambassador in 
Belgrade in the 1960s) tried to prevent the collapse of Yugoslavia on 
several occasions, urging compromise and reforms that would allow 
the country to survive (Friedman 1991). Nevertheless, the conflict was 
evolving towards a full-blown civil war in Croatia starting in 1991, and in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH) starting in 1992.

The war in Bosnia, in particular, came after the last U.S. ambassador 
to Yugoslavia, Warren Zimmermann advised Alija Izetbegović, the leader 
of the Party of Democratic Action in BiH to back out from José Cutileiro’s 
plan which was previously signed by all parties. According to The New 
York Times, Zimmermann said: “He said he didn’t like it. I told him, if he 
didn’t like it, why sign it?” (Thomas 2003, 9). Thus, the leader of Bosnian 
Muslims withdrew his signature on 28 March 1992. The European 
Commission recognised BiH on 6 April 1992 and the war began the same 
day the Axis powers attacked Yugoslavia 51 years before.

3.2. Serbia vis-à-vis the U.S. and the end of the wars in 
Croatia and Bosnia

The room to manoeuvre in the international arena was shrinking, and it 
was utterly aggravated with the outbreak of the war in BiH. On 13 May, 
the European Commission and the U.S. removed their ambassadors from 
Belgrade. The UN imposed sanctions against the FRY on 30 May 1992, 
accusing Serbia of not respecting UN SC Resolution 752 of 15 May 
1992, and admonishing Croatia for not respecting it. Milošević tried to mit-
igate Western hostility by finding persons who would be more acceptable 

4 It was established by the European (Economic) Community (EC) as a body of the 
Conference on Yugoslavia (the ‘EC Conference’) convened through the Declaration 
of 27 August 1991 by the EC as a tool for reaction to the dissolution of the former 
SFRY.
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to both the internal public and the foreign powers.5 The Presidential 
candidate of the third Yugoslavia (FRY, formed on 27 April 1992) was 
a Serbian intellectual, Dobrica Ćosić. Ćosić together with Milošević 
named American businessman, Milan Panić the first Prime Minister of 
Yugoslavia (from 14 July 1992). Ćosić and Panić tried to fulfil the con-
ditions of lifting the UN sanctions. The FRY recognised Slovenia and 
BiH, and announced the possibility of recognising the Former Yugoslav 
Republic of Macedonia (FYROM) and Croatia according to the bounda-
ries arranged by the communists in the SFRJ, in August 1992. However, in 
response, the UN Security Council decided that there was no continuity of 
the SFRY and that the FRY cannot automatically be a member of the UN, 
instead it had to apply for a new membership.6 Besides, the sanctions were 
augmented in November 1992 (UN SCR 787). Thus, instead of giving 
signs of reconciliation, the U.S.-led Western community sent a message 
that suggested to Serbia (and Montenegro) that whoever ruled Serbia, it 
would be ostracised and condemned.

After an all-out war, and the rejection of several propositions of 
peace, Washington decided to end the war in 1994. The first step was 
the creation of a Muslim–Croatian Federation in BiH on 18 March 1994 
(Washington Agreement 1994). The Croatian actions against the Serbian 
held territories in May and in August 1995 (with the assistance and advice 
of the U.S. private military company, Military Professional Resources 
Incorporated – MPRI) ended the war in Croatia, and hastened the peace 
in Bosnia. With the Dayton Agreement signed on 20 November 1995 in an 
American military base in Ohio, the war in Bosnia was over. The FRY, and 
BiH recognized “each other as sovereign independent States within their 
international borders” (UN 1995). This was the time when former U.S. 
military intelligence officer, James Pardew started a fruitful diplomatic 

5 UN Security Council, Resolution 757 (1992) sanctions international trade, scientific 
and technical cooperation, sports and cultural exchanges, air travel and the travel of 
government officials. Further sanctions imposed by UN SC were: UN SCR 787 (16 
November 1992): shipping sanction; UN SCR 820 (17 April 1993): prohibition of 
import-export in Serb entities; UN SCR 942 (23 September 1994): economic sanc-
tions on Bosnian Serbs.

6 UN SCR 777 (19 September 1992). In addition, on 6 October the same year, the UN 
SC continued to condemn Serbs in Croatia accusing them of ethnic cleansing in UN 
protected areas but refused to do the same regarding ethnic cleansing of Serbs in 
parts of Croatia held by the government in Zagreb.
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career in the Balkans. The U.S. and the Western world lifted most of the 
sanctions, except for the outer wall of sanctions. The economy was per-
forming better since reforms were implemented in January 1994, and in 
particular after the loosening of the isolation. A crucial result of the peace 
agreement for the Serbs was the creation of the Republika Srpska, one of 
two entities forming BiH with close to 49% of its territory.

For a while, Milošević has been described in Western press as 
a guarantor of peace (Weller–Wolff 2013; Lebor 2005). The British 
ambassador in Belgrade, Sir Ivor Roberts, and the U.S. Chargé d’Affaires, 
Richard Miles, were shown in the Yugoslav media during their visit to 
state-owned factories during the election campaign. This was a symbolic 
sign of a support to the coalition led by Slobodan Milošević’s Socialist 
Party of Serbia (Nikšić 1996). It seemed that the relations between Serbia 
and the U.S. might be normalised.

3.3. The Kosovo issue from 1996–2000

In November 1996, an important and dangerous situation was underway 
in the Serbian province of Kosovo and Metohija. Foreign intelligence 
services were engaged in organising and training the Kosovo Albanians, 
mostly in the neighbouring Albania (Deliso 2007). The Armed Forces 
of the Republic of Kosovo (FARK; in Albanian: Forcat e Armatosura 
të Republikës së Kosovës), a paramilitary organisation of the Ibrahim 
Rugova Democratic League of Kosovo (LDK) was liquidated by the more 
aggressive and U.S.-oriented UCK by 1998.7 In addition, Bin Laden’s Al 
Qaeda was also operational previously in Bosnia.8 Despite this, the U.S. 
capitalised on the terrorist activities9 and the subsequent armed rebellion 
of Albanians in Kosovo to test NATO and its new strategy of collective 
security and out of area missions (NATO 1999).

7 On assassinations see Government of Serbia 2003, 11.
8 On Al Qaeda and Mujaheedin in Bosnia and in Albania see La Verle 2002, 9; Hogg 

1992.
9 About the ties of the U.S. with the criminal and terrorist UCK organisation see Craig 

1999.
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German and other Western media channels claimed that Serbian 
police massacred civilians in Rugovo and in Račak (Kosovo).10 U.S. dip-
lomat, William Walker played an important role in the start of the war. He 
claimed that the clash of the Serbian police and armed terrorists in the 
village of Račak resulted in the death of 40 or 45 Albanian civilians, but he 
did not have hard evidence for such allegations11 (European Union 1999; 
Johnstone 2002, 242–244). Besides Račak, Western governments also 
claimed that Serbia was preparing for a so called Operation Horseshoe to 
forcefully push out Albanians from Kosovo. “A retired brigadier general 
in the German Army, however, later stated that the claims of a plan were 
faked from a vague intelligence report in order to deflect growing criticism 
in Germany of the bombing” (Abrahams 2001, 59). As Kelly Greenhill 
explains, evidence suggests that the primary objective of the Serbian 
forces was to destroy Albanian separatists (Greenhill 2010, 132–133).

Serbia was under pressure from NATO countries. In the Rambouillet 
peace talks, the U.S. was a biased mediator. After Serbia accepted initial 
proposals, new requirements were added. Kissinger himself noted that 

“the Rambouillet text, which called on Serbia to admit NATO troops 
throughout Yugoslavia, was a provocation, an excuse to start bombing. 
Rambouillet is not a document that an angelic Serb could have accepted. It 
was a terrible diplomatic document that should never have been presented 
in that form” (Kissinger 1999).

On 24 March 1999, NATO and the U.S. started an illegal war under 
international law. It was conducted without the approval of the UN Security 
Council.12 This was the first post-Cold War war of NATO, and since 1945 
the first grand scale war effort on European soil with the participation 
of regular armies from more than one continent. All NATO countries 
with the logistical support of the FRY neighbours attacked Serbia. This 
invoked a change in Russian politics.

10 For this see a collection of papers with testimony of the Head of UN civilian mission 
in Bosnia (Herman 2011).

11 He even used force against Helena Ranta, Finnish pathologist, head of the forensics 
team in Račak − the American diplomat, William Walker “the head of the OSCE 
Kosovo monitoring mission broke a pencil in two and threw the pieces at her when 
she was not willing to use sufficiently strong language about the Serbs” (Ranta 2008; 
Küntzel 2000).

12 The resolution was sponsored by Joseph Biden Jr. a day before the attack on the FRY 
was rejected in Congress (Congress 1999).
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From Serbia’s perspective, this war was seen as an opportunity for 
NATO to promote the new just war doctrine, and to affirm the role of 
NATO as the major guarantor of security in Europe. In fact, during the 
intervention, NATO adopted its new strategy calling for humanitarian 
interventions and emphasising its role as the guarantor of European secu-
rity.

As a result, NATO occupied Serbia’s Southern province. In response 
to the former atrocities by Belgrade, ethnic cleansing or “the onslaught 
led by Kosovo Albanian extremists” took place against Serbs and other 
non-Albanians.13 Milošević was still in power in Belgrade despite having 
lost the war. He was facing isolation and a new round of sanctions. Kosovo 
and Metohija came under a UN temporary mandate defined in UN SC 
Resolution 1244 that envisaged its status inside Yugoslavia (and Serbia) 
(UN SC Resolution 713 1991). KFOR also started its operation in the 
region: “The resolution provides for an interim period of autonomy for 
Kosovo of undefined length, until negotiations on the future status of the 
province take place” (Woehrel 2006). The special representative of the 
Secretary General (SRSG) of the UN leads UNMIK, while NATO has 
a majority component and control of KFOR, reduced from 50,000 to 3,500 
in the year 2018.14

It seemed that better bilateral relations between the U.S. and Serbia 
had to wait until a regime change happened on either side.

4. Democratic Governments in Belgrade: 2000–2017

Milošević lost power after massive demonstrations in Belgrade on 5 
October 2000 (with active U.S. financial support in the background) 
(York 2001). The demonstrations with the participation of people from 
all over the country were organised after Milošević did not recognise his 
defeat in the first round of the presidential elections, and tried to set up 
a second round.

13 UN officials described the ethnic cleansing as an inter-ethnic crime towards the Serbs. 
However, independent sources portray massive violence and expulsion as ethnic 
cleansing (Independent International Commission on Kosovo 2006; Human Rights 
Watch 2004).

14 Based on UN SCR 1244 and on the Military Technical Agreement signed between 
KFOR (NATO) and the Yugoslav Army on 9 June 1999.
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Serbs had hopes for a better future, better relations with the EU and 
eventually with the U.S. Washington and Belgrade exchanged officially 
letters of full diplomatic recognition, in November 2000.

4.1. Economic and development relations

In the period of 2001–2017, USAID invested more than $750 million in 
economic growth, the infrastructure and in the NGO sector involved in 
promoting reforms in governance, human rights and in the rule of law. U.S. 
companies made several important investments and purchases, totalling 
in $4 billion. The support from USAID and the projects organised by 
Bearing Point were particularly important for the pension system, and 
the insurance and banking sector reforms. USAID contributed decisively, 
cooperating with reform minded people heading the National Bank of 
Serbia “to conduct financial and regulatory diagnostic reviews of 26 
Serbian banks which accounted for more than 70 percent of banking sys-
tem assets. […] Within four months, six banks were placed in the Central 
Bank’s Problem Bank Unit, seven banks had their licenses revoked, and 
four small banks were deemed insolvent. In January 2002, the Central 
Bank then closed the four biggest and most powerful state-owned banks” 
(USAID 2013, 49).

Major investments included the acquisition of the Nis Tobacco 
Factory (DIN) by Philip Morris Corporation in August 2003. This com-
pany invested €636 million. The Ball Corporation (Colorado) made the 
largest green-field investment worth $75 million to produce beverage 
cans. “In February 2005 the Coca-Cola Company purchased bottled water 
producer Vlasinka, for €21.5 million. In January 2008, Merrill Lynch 
purchased a 25% stake in real estate firm MPC Properties. In August 2008, 
PepsiCo invested over €200 million to acquire Marbo” (U.S. Embassy in 
Serbia 2018).

U.S. Steel was present in Serbia from 2003–2012, when it sold the 
mill for $1 plus 40 million in debts. The American NCR Company came to 
Serbia in 2011, as a subsidiary of its Dutch branch (NCR Dutch Holdings 
B.V.). Thanks to the subsidies to foreign companies, and the skilled and 
low paid workforce, NCR had 2,134 workers in March 2017, when it 
signed the contract with the Serbian Ministry of Economy. They agreed 
on the allocation of a grant for the investment project “NCR Campus – the 
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expansion and consolidation of operations of NCR in the Republic of 
Serbia” that is expected to add another 1,500 employees to the company. 
Cisco also signed a ‘Country Digitization Agreement’ with Serbia in 2017 
(U.S. Department of State 2017).

Serbia is a relatively small market, with shrinking protection of labour 
rights, a huge underpaid workforce with a state ready to discriminate in 
favour of foreign companies. It remains among the worst countries when 
it comes to the possibility to retain or attract talent (Schwab 2017, 257).

The main Serbian trade partners are the countries of the former 
SFRY – Germany, Italy and Russia. Trade between Serbia and the U.S. 
in 2015 represented only 1.2% of all Serbian foreign trade in goods. Still, 
in parallel with the trade relations of the U.S. and the SFRY, Serbia has 
a positive trade balance with the U.S. since 2010 (see Table 1).

Table 2.
U.S. Trade in goods with Serbia (chosen years in millions of USD)

Year Export Import Balance
2017 125.3 292.8 –167.5
2016 145.1 309.5 –164.4
2015 126.3 272.6 –146.4
2014 135.0 280.0 –145.0
2013 142.0 524.4 –382.4
2010 104.5 164.3 –59.8
2007 109.6 58.3 51.3

Source: U.S. Census Bureau 2018

4.2. Political relations

The FRY, and later Serbia and Montenegro, and after the secession of 
Montenegro in 2006, Serbia opted for the policy of European integration 
and cooperation with the U.S. as a facilitator of this process. This was 
a major change regarding the period of Milošević’s rule. It meant the 
adaptation to the general foreign orientation of Balkan countries. After 
9/11, the U.S. was withdrawing a major part of its troops deployed in 
Bosnia and in Kosovo (and Metohija), redirecting them to the greater 
Middle East. The U.S. left the leadership role in the region to the EU. Still, 
NATO served as a controlling tool, since no Balkan country progressed 
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fully towards the EU without joining the Alliance first. The EU mission 
EULEX mostly replaced UNMIK after February 2008. On the other hand, 
the U.S. did not leave the region entirely. In Montenegro, it continues to 
support the building of a new identity and the creation of the unrecognised 
self-nominated Montenegrin Orthodox Church (Raković 2015, 106).

After the ouster of Milošević and the victory of the democratic oppo-
sition in the early elections in December 2000, Serbian foreign policy was 
substantially changed. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs was given to Goran 
Svilanović. Since then, the foreign policy of Belgrade is mostly seen as a plan 
presented by a small number of pro-Western liberals, researchers, diplomats 
and other members of the once communist elite. They have published in 
1997 an informal alternative foreign policy strategy (Proposed Alternative 
Foreign Policy Platform). This was the beginning of the promotion of the 
Euro-Atlantic integrations of the FRY and later of Serbia. It suggests that: 

“Our relations with the U.S. should be a priority in the foreign engagement 
of Yugoslavia” (Dragojlović et al. 2011, 163).

Although the U.S. was not and still is not among Serbia’s major trade 
partners, its influence and military personnel is present in the Southern 
province, and it also used to be in Bosnia during the SFOR mandate. 
Svilanović was the first to announce in October 2001 that there was no 
alternative to the EU integration. This new foreign policy emphasised the 
need to reformulate the relations of Serbia and Montenegro, with strong 
reliance on the U.S. (Dragojlović et al. 2011, 279–286). The new min-
ister of Foreign Affairs, Goran Svilanović added the necessity that after 
the EU, the FRY needs to develop open and constructive relations with 

“Russia, the USA, China, Japan, India…” (Dragojlović et al. 2011, 288). 
Hence, at the Zagreb Summit, held on 24 November 2000 between the 
Western Balkan countries and the EU, the FRY joined the Stabilization 
and Association Process.

Cooperation based on mutual respect was mentioned as a strategy but 
“based on reality” with the “contemporary notion of sovereignty”. These 
phrases meant a subservient relationship, as desiderata in relation to the 
U.S. and the EU. Albeit, this policy had, and still has strong influence on 
the behaviour of Serbia, and its writers never had a significant support 
among the Serbs. Vojislav Koštunica, the candidate of the united oppo-
sition parties who won more votes than Milošević, wanted to resolve the 
secessionist intentions of the Montenegrin leadership by calling a referen-
dum in Montenegro in 2001. The EU and the U.S. urged Milo Đukanović, 
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the Montenegrin strongman to cancel the referendum and to continue his 
policy without a referendum. The European Stability Initiative with the 
support of USIP – United States Institute of Peace, published a report on 
the need to settle differences without a public consultation, (they needed 
more time to convince enough people to support secession) (European 
Stability Initiative 2001).

The reform oriented Prime Minister of Serbia, Zoran Đinđić, to pub-
licly announce in February and March 2003 that he thought that Western 
states were allies of Serbia, but they did not want to help, or respect Serbia. 
However, his reform of foreign policy was not realised because he was 
assassinated on 12 March 2003 (Djindjic 2012).

In 2004 the new president, Boris Tadić and the new Minister of 
Foreign Affairs, Vuk Drašković expressed three strategic orientations 
for Serbia and Montenegro (the FRY was transformed in 2003, with the 
assistance of the EU, leading to a loose confederation of the State Union 
of Serbia and Montenegro): EU integration, and priority cooperation with 
the U.S. and Russia (Dragojlović et al. 2011, 311).

In the period of 2004–2008, conservative Prime Minister Koštunica 
(DSS) successfully promoted the new constitution in 2007, strongly 
confirming Kosovo and Metohija as central parts of the Serbian identity 
and parts of Serbia, and declaring “the neutral status of the Republic of 
Serbia towards effective military alliances until a referendum is called” 
(Government of Serbia 2007).

However, Koštunica fell out of the government after he announced 
early elections in 2008. The three strategic pillars of foreign policy were 
updated in 2009 when, then President of the Republic of Serbia, Tadić, 
added China to the previous three pillars (Tadić 2009). This policy never 
conceptualised – and it has never been formally institutionalised. After 
2012, the governments led by the coalition of Serbian Progressive Party 
(SNS) and the Socialist Party of Serbia (SPS) did not mention these four 
pillars, but in practice continued to act correspondingly, nurturing strong 
relations with the above mentioned four powers, among them the U.S.

The U.S. leads two informal groups of Western ambassadors (the 
Friends of Sandžak and the Friends of South), which exerts additional influ-
ence in the internal policy of Serbia. Both groups lack regular meetings and 
activities, but they are the framework for the U.S., the U.K., Italy, Germany 
and France to cooperate more closely with the leadership of Slavic Muslims 
and Albanians in the South and the Southwest of Serbia. The involvement of 
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the former U.S. ambassador to Serbia, Ambassador Montgomery in the SNS 
political campaigns was very disliked among the majority of citizens, since 
the U.S. has been very unpopular due to its role in the Balkan Wars, and in 
the secession of Kosovo. Already in 2009, Serbia along with Pakistan was 
heading the world list of animosity toward the U.S. in public opinion polls 
(Baković 2009). This did not change in the coming years as U.S. support for 
the Albanian secessionists in Kosovo has continued.

Another source of disagreement is the public activity of the U.S. 
through USAID, the think tanks and civil society organisations. During 
the Obama Administration, the U.S. paid more attention on LGBTQ 
rights than on the rights of the national minorities. In Serbia, the constant 
support for Gay pride is particularly problematic. In 2012, public opinion 
polls showed that only 8% of people supported the Gay Pride, while 70% 
were totally against it (SRNA Agency 2012).

On the other hand, U.S. movies, TV shows and music have been 
popular. In 2016, direct flights between New York and Belgrade were 
established. As U.S. ambassador to Serbia, Mr. Kyle Scott emphasised, 
today more than 20,000 Serbs visit the U.S. each year and 1,000 Serbs 
study in the U.S.

Although Serbs were cheering for the election of Donald Trump as 
a new President of the U.S., this did not alter significantly the U.S. policy 
on the Kosovo issue (Voa 2017). In the context of the policy of the wider 
confrontation with Russia, the U.S., under both Obama and Trump, has 
continued to promote the American export of gas (which is costlier and 
with dubious capacity of transport) instead of Russian (Koleka 2016). In 
fact, although Serbs had mostly good expectations of Trump, mostly due 
to his anti-system promises to ‘drain the swamp’ and to better the relations 
with Russia, uncertainty over relations with Moscow, and the unchanged 
attitude towards Kosovo would disperse the positive expectations of the 
general public.

The activity of former Deputy Assistant Secretary for European and 
Eurasian Affairs, Hoyt Brian Yee in the Balkan states seems to have been 
detrimental to relations with the U.S. as there are rumours of undiplomatic 
behaviour in conversations with the highest Serbian and Macedonian 
officials (sources known to the author). His replacement in October 2017 
leaves room for the further improvement of relations.

The U.S. became the supporter of Serbia’s EU integration, and its 
institutional and economic reforms. U.S. companies were engaged in 
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the reorganisation of the National Bank of Serbia and the programme of 
privatisations. Furthermore, the U.S. together with the EU was pressing 
Serbia to deliver Slobodan Milošević to the U.S. sponsored International 
Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia – ICTY (Hague Tribunal) 
that was acting as a UN court of law. At the same time, cooperation with 
the ICTY was repeatedly mentioned as a prerequisite for EU integration.

Cooperation in arresting and delivering the highest officials from 
Serbia, Croatia and BiH lasted for many years. Finally, all Serbian wartime 
presidents, many high-ranking generals, ministers and prime ministers 
were delivered to The Hague, but the EU and the U.S. pressure did not 
stop. More than two thirds of all convicted are Serbs at the ICTY (at least 
62 convicted are Serbs of the total 89).15 Major war criminals from the 
ranks of Bosnian Muslims, Kosovo Albanians or Croatians were not con-
victed or had their convictions minimised, thus allowing the conclusion 
for Serbia that the Hague Tribunal served to punish the Serbs.

The U.S. support for the reforms, and the importance of Washington 
is evident together with Germany and the United Kingdom.

Until today, the U.S. continuously supports Serbia’s path towards 
full EU membership, in order to tie Serbia firmly to the West, disenfran-
chise it from eventual Russian influence, and finish the unresolved issue 
of Kosovo. This implies fostering the EU-facilitated dialogue between 
Belgrade and Pristina with the commitment to normalise relations with 
Pristina (Delawie 2017).

In 1994, NATO established a tool for cooperation with the former 
communist countries: the Partnership for Peace (PfP) initiative. PfP is 
devised as a framework for bilateral cooperation and was often a prelude 
to NATO integration.

Serbia and Montenegro applied to join the PfP in 2003, but as relations 
in the loose confederation were shaky, NATO did not invite the Government 
of Belgrade to join the initiative. Still, other forms of cooperation were 
further developed. Thus, a transit agreement for the KFOR mission (led 
by NATO) was signed in July 2005. In February 2006, NATO and Serbia 
formed a joint Defence Reform Group (DRG) to serve as a mechanism for 
the transformation of the armed forces in line with NATO standards (and 

15 The list of the ICTY lacks information on ethnicity – the Tribunal has indicted 
161 Persons (ICTY 2018). Wikipedia has listed them with data of ethnic affiliation 
(Wikipedia 2018).
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objectives). The work of the group was temporarily suspended, after the 
one-sided proclamation of independence of the Provisional Institutions of 
Self-Government (PISG) in Priština (European Parliament 2014). In the 
meantime, Serbia participated in numerous NATO military exercises and 
reached the highest level of bilateral cooperation in 2015, after it adopted 
the IPAP (Individual Partnership Action Plan). Because of the previous 
NATO aggression, Serbia does not aspire to become full member of the 
Alliance, which has been understood by the secretary generals of NATO.16 
The Serbian population constantly see Russia as the main partner in pro-
viding political and security stability (Survey Research 2015).

The Ohio–Serbian State Partnership program is active since the year 
2006, when the PfP started. It resulted in joint exercises and the combined 
military medical engagement between the Serbian, Angolan and Ohio 
National Guard members in 2017 (U.S. Embassy in Serbia 2017). Serbia 
is also a Global Peace Operations Partner of the U.S. since 2011. The 
U.S. donated 40 military vehicles (High Mobility Multipurpose Wheeled 
Vehicles) to Serbia, and helped build the Jug military base (South), which 
is important for the training of army units from different countries (Office 
of the Vice President 2016).

5. Open Issues

The bilateral relations of the two countries are asymmetrical in many aspects, 
particularly in the economic and military fields. Several issues remain 
unresolved or represent an obstacle to deepen the cooperation. Two issues 
remain to be investigated. First, the U.S. keeps asking Serbia to conclude 
the investigation of a person or persons responsible for the attack on the 
U.S. embassy during the huge public rally held in Belgrade on 21 February 

2008.17 Second, the U.S. requests an investigation about the killing of three 
Albanian–U.S. citizens (the Bitići brothers), former members of the Kosovo 
Liberation Army, who were shot dead after their release from custody.

16 For example, Jens Stoltenberg, Secretary General of the Alliance on the occasion of 
the agreement on IPAP (Tanjug 2015).

17 Organised as a protest of Serbia against the proclamation of independence of Kosovo 
(and Metohija) by former terrorists and members of the local Albanian criminal 
syndicate.
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In addition, three major differences exist: 1. the status of Kosovo and 
Metohija, which Serbia and 82 other countries do not recognise; 2. public 
animosity towards NATO, and particularly towards the U.S. because of 
the 1999 war; and 3. good relations between Serbia and Russia, and the 
U.S. pressure on the Serbian Government to diminish its cooperation with 
Moscow.

6. Conclusions

The relations between Serbia and the U.S. oscillated from cooperation 
to confrontation. Serbian governments from 2001, and in particular after 
2008, tried to cooperate more closely with Washington. Despite this, the 
foreign policy orientation of the U.S. did not change, and the U.S. did not 
accept or understand the interests of Serbia in the seceded province of 
Kosovo. The American approach towards Serbia is determined by several 
factors, which impede important change in its Balkan policy:

1. The U.S. policy towards the Balkans is aimed at supporting those 
political forces who would block Russia to project its interests 
toward the Mediterranean. Serbia is a partner of Russia with sig-
nificant foreign trade relations.

2. Washington considers Serbia a Russian ally due to the histori-
cal and cultural roots and the relations between the two Slavic, 
Christian orthodox nations.

3. The U.S. decision to consider the administrative boundaries of 
the former Yugoslavia as the new international borders. This was 
maybe the primary problem between Serbia and the U.S., since 
many Serbs lived and still live in the other republics of the former 
Yugoslavia.

4. The American confrontation with Russia, and its rivalry with 
China (two of the four major strategic allies of Serbia) induce pres-
sure from Washington on Belgrade to choose sides, while Serbia 
wants to keep a military and a de facto political neutrality.

These four factors negatively affect the relations of the two countries, 
which could cooperate even better. The U.S. could use a little bit more 
flexible approach, as Serbia is already as flexible as it can be.
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Relations between the United States and Slovakia:  
Friends and Allies between 1989 and 2017

Dušan Fischer1

1. Introduction

We can trace the roots of Slovak–American relations back to long before 
the establishment of an independent Slovak state that took place in 1993. 
Slovakia drafted its founding documents on previous state structures, and 
therefore the year 1993 was a natural outfall of a country that was largely 
influenced by the idea and politics of the U.S. and the free Czechoslovak 
state established in 1918. During the 25 years of Slovakia’s existence, its 
relationship with the U.S. has been important and the U.S. Government 
played a key role in the country’s transition during the 1990s. However, 
the public often did not reflect the positive declaratory positions of Slovak 
governments towards the U.S. Even today we can find examples and 
expressions of well-established anti-Americanism based on a combination 
of disinformation, misunderstanding, and growing anti-globalisation. The 
following chapter will offer a detailed analysis of the bilateral relations 
between the U.S. and Slovakia, its historical roots and current issues. This 
chapter argues that while the U.S. seems to lose interest in the region, it 
may be a good sign for Slovakia regarding the status of its democratic 
integration. Thus, the Slovak Government should eventually use this 
opportunity to focus on its domestic issues rather than accusing the U.S. 
with lack of interest.

1 Dušan Fischer, Analyst, Slovak Foreign Policy Association (Slovakia). Email: fischer@
sfpa.sk
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2. The Pillar of Culture

The spirit of the U.S. nation building is engraved in Slovakia’s consti-
tution, which was published on 1 September 1992, four months before 
the independent state was created. “We the People of Slovakia”, is the 
first sentence of its Preamble, almost identical with the beginning of the 
U.S. Constitution. However, the document is much longer and compared 
to the U.S. Constitution, easier to change and amend. Thus, the influence 
is visible even today.

Historically, the Slovak–American relationship stands on four pillars: 
culture, politics, investment and strength. The ultimately close relations 
and the Czechoslovak connections in the U.S. caused that many Slovaks 
decided to travel to the U.S. One of the unique sources of the beginning 
of the relationship is tied to the Slovak immigrants who found their home 
in the U.S.

Today, a number of bankers, investors, politicians and average people 
belong to a large group establishing Slovak cultural roots in America. In 
January 2009, Slovakia became one of the countries whose citizens can 
travel to the U.S. without a visa. The partnership undoubtedly achieved 
a significant step allowing the Slovak citizens to travel under the visa 
waiver program.

The U.S. Government offers several programs for Slovaks to keep 
the cultural exchange going, including the Fulbright Program, summer 
courses, and small grants to support projects related to strengthening the 
relations between the two countries. The relationship is still close, people 
travel and work in the U.S. Students still find the Work & Travel programs 
that allows university students to spend a summer in the U.S. with a J-1 
visa attractive. When it comes to Slovak Americans, the Regional Director 
of the International Republican Institute, Jan Erik Surotchak argues that 
today’s relationship does not rely on the fact that Slovaks “have cousins in 
America”, but the relationship is much more pragmatic (News Now 2018). 
However, after conducting a content analysis of two social media groups, 
the “Bohemians in America” and the “Slovak Genealogy”, it seems that 
the spirit in Americans with Slovak roots is strong and they have a will-
ingness to maintain close connections, and preserve their heritage even 
though they are often second or third generation Americans. The primary 
motivation, however, is mostly because of family connections rather than 
pure pragmatism. The uniqueness of the American immigration system, 
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including the comprehensive documentation, allows people to find detailed 
information about their relatives and thus keep the relationship alive.

The U.S. embassy is a crucial multiplication of sharing U.S. culture 
in Slovakia. The work strongly depends on the head of the embassy. For 
example, Ambassador Theodor Sedgwick, appointed on the symbolic date 
of 4 July 2010 and presented his credentials in August, was one of the most 
memorable U.S. ambassadors. To get to know the Slovak people better, he 
often rode a train from Bratislava to the Eastern parts of Slovakia, which 
did not always make his security detail happy, but it helped him measure 
the temperature of the Slovak society and understand the viewpoints of 
Slovaks on the U.S. better. His successor did not continue with this unique 
approach. The relationship went through stagnation for a couple of years 
when the U.S. did not appoint its ambassador to Bratislava. However, the 
U.S. ambassadors publish regularly on the topics of trade, security, foreign 
policy and domestic issues to contribute their point of view to the debate, 
and explain the importance of Slovak–U.S. relations.

3. The Policy Pillar

The most consequential pillar is the political one. It is difficult to assess 
the first steps of the newly established Slovak republic towards the U.S. 
Compared to its larger neighbour and close friend the Czech Republic, 
strong pro-transatlantic politicians are not so easy to spot as the Slovak 
Government was holding a more ambivalent position towards both the 
Eastern and Western world. The head of state differed from the rest of 
the executive and legislative branches. The first Slovak president Michal 
Kováč visited the U.S. shortly after his inauguration in February 1993. As 
an early step in establishing close relations with the U.S., it was helpful 
that his team was strongly pro-Atlantic, including Pavol Demeš who later 
became the Minister of Foreign Affairs. Kováč’s visit took place on 23 
April 1993. In Washington, D.C. he met the also recently inaugurated 
President Bill Clinton at the event of the opening of the Museum of 
Holocaust. Both presidents met in Prague during the Visegrád summit 
one year later. In 1995, Kováč travelled to Cedar Rapids, Iowa where 
he attended the opening of the National Czech and Slovak Museum and 
Library. Czech President Václav Havel accompanied him. The first steps 
of President Kováč and the fact that his first foreign trip as president was 
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to the U.S. clearly illustrated the importance of the relations between the 
two countries, including maintaining the Slovak heritage of the people 
residing there. His visits were not only for official business, but they sent 
an important message to Slovakia’s domestic politics, as well. In 2008, 
Kováč told the press that he had asked Bill Clinton to accept then Prime 
Minister Vladimír Mečiar, despite his known anti-democratic policies. 
Clinton reacted with no words. According to Kováč, Clinton was aware 
of the hostile relationship between the President and the Prime Minister 
(Nagyová 2008).

Mikuláš Dzurinda sought to maintain the strong transatlantic rela-
tions. The most recent visit of a U.S. president took place during his tenure. 
George W. Bush attended the 2005 Bush–Putin summit with his Russian 
counterpart. During the high-profile visit, the U.S. President delivered 
a speech on the largest square in Bratislava. In the first part of his talk, he 
acknowledged the historical importance of the square that holds the name 
of Pavol Orsagh Hviezdoslav, a Slovak writer. The Hviezdoslav Square 
was a key witness of the most important events that led to the Velvet 
Revolution (the peaceful political transition of Czechoslovakia at the end 
of the Cold War), including the 1988 Candle Manifest. President Bush 
embraced the path Slovakia had taken, its EU and NATO membership and 
its economic stability. He also reminded the standing crowd that it took 

“almost a decade after the Velvet Revolution for democracy to fully take 
root” in Slovakia (Bush 2005). Before mentioning the Slovak contribu-
tions to missions in Afghanistan and Iraq, Bush recalled the importance 
of Americans with Slovak roots.

With the election of Barack Obama, many people in Slovakia wel-
comed the change in the White House. The Transatlantic Trends 2009 
issued by the German Marshall Fund showed that the president’s approval 
rating among Slovaks spiked from Bush’s 2008 19% to 71% for Obama 
in 2009 (GMUF 2009). The 2010 report also showed that in 2008 more 
Slovaks were in favour of closer EU–U.S. ties than in 2006, although 
there is no causation between their answers and the results of the 2008 
elections (GMUF 2008). Róbert Fico became Prime Minister in 2006, and 
given his background as a member of the Communist Party, and personal 
ambivalence or even negative attitude towards the U.S., the relationship 
continued at a slower pace. The reason behind the worsening relations is 
the fact that since 2001 and 2003, the U.S. was involved with two large 
conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq, and Washington devoted its diplomatic 
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and military resources to these countries rather than spending them in 
Central Europe. There was an overwhelming understanding by present 
and former leaders of Central European countries that the region slipped 
from the U.S. radar. Their common initiative was a letter penned by 
such figures as Vaclav Havel. In 2009, Vice President Joe Biden spoke 
in Romania. His speech, which did not receive a lot of media attention 
because President Obama delivered one of his first major speeches in 
Prague, included some important statements to give a better picture of U.S. 
foreign policy towards Central Europe. The purpose of Biden’s speech was 
to introduce the so-called European Phased Adaptive Approach (EPAA) 
ballistic missile defence system after the administration dismantled the 
Bush Administration’s plans to build a European leg to its homeland 
missile defence system in the Czech Republic and Poland. There are no 
public data as regards Slovakia’s position in the system. However, Prime 
Minister Fico criticised the defence system, and claimed that he would 
never agree with such a radar to be built in Slovakia (SITA 2008). Then 
President Gašparovič, on the other hand, welcomed and supported the U.S. 
initiative as an “important addition to the security of allies” (Vasilko–
Koník 2008). Biden acknowledged the achievements Central Europe had 
done and encouraged the countries to act more like partners than pro-
tégés (Biden 2009). This was not accepted by the leaders of the Central 
European countries as they remained sceptical of Obama’s good intentions 
vis-à-vis the region, in particular in connection to Russia (Radio Liberty/
Radio Free Europe 2009).

After the election of Donald Trump in 2016, Slovak politicians 
congratulated the new leader without any reservations or conditions. 
President Andrej Kiska expressed his gratitude for the continuation of the 
partnership between the U.S., the EU and Slovakia. He did not comment 
on Trump’s campaign rhetoric that was aimed against the traditional U.S. 
allies, including European countries (TASR 2016). National Council 
President Andrej Danko hoped for the improvement of U.S.–Russia 
relations, and he said that in case of an improvement, the EU should 
not stand out. Prime Minister Fico also took a position in the media and 
revealed his analysis of the election results. Although the vast majority of 
the mainstream media expected Hillary Clinton to win, Fico recalled that 
the election results proved that “Slovakia and the world are completely 
different than portrayed by the media”. The rest of the Slovakian politi-
cians analysed the election results in light of their own mindset. Those 
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with a populistic agenda welcomed the change from “traditional politics”, 
while more mainstream politicians hoped for friendly relations with the 
EU, and expected the U.S. to continue to play a crucial role in NATO 
(TASR 2016).

Since the inauguration of President Donald Trump, there is a seri-
ous possibility for the relationship to go in the wrong direction between 
Slovakia and the U.S. So far, Washington has been the evident partner of 
Slovakia, based on the cultural and historical connections, supported by 
common values. However, since the U.S. seems to significantly shift its 
foreign policy from the value-based approach, the partnership might suffer 
some damage. Slovakia is in the position to pick its partners, and in the 
short term, there will be no partner more reliable than the U.S. However, 
Slovakia should be ready to stand behind its values, such as the support 
of democracy, free and open society, and the rule of law. The declaration 
of common values was often a generic statement, but the Trump White 
House is not supporting these declarations. The above-mentioned values 
without tangible support will remain empty gestures. So far, the Slovak 
foreign policy towards the U.S. has been reactive and nostalgic. There are 
no signs that this is going to change, and the partnership should continue 
to focus on the values and priorities that both countries still have in com-
mon. In the long-run, however, there is a potential for the list to get smaller.

Slovakia is not a priority on the U.S. foreign policy agenda. Lukáš 
Kovanda argues that by joining the EU, the Czech Republic lost its unique 
position, by suddenly becoming a part of something bigger (Kovanda 
2015). Slovakia suffered through the same fate. For one thing, it is a good 
development because it means that Slovakia successfully transformed 
into a democracy. On the other hand, this gives Slovakia and the Slovak 
people more opportunities to criticise the U.S., and unlike in the 1990s, it 
also allows domestic politicians to do whatever they want, without facing 
strong resentment from the U.S.

4. The Pillar of Investments

One of the most important pre-conditions to get Czechoslovakia and 
Slovakia back on their feet after decades of planned economy was the 
country’s accession to the IMF and the World Bank. Czechoslovakia had 
already been a member between 1945 and 1954 as one of the 45 founding 
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members of both institutions. Czechoslovakia renewed both memberships 
in 1990, and after their 1993 break-up, the Czech Republic and Slovakia 
joined these institutions separately as successor republics.

Slovakia is currently home to more than 120 U.S. companies, employ-
ing together nearly fifty thousand people (Kvašňák 2017). Concerning trade, 
many bilateral treaties morphed into treaties between the U.S. and the EU 
as part of the EU legislation after Slovakia’s accession to the EU in 2004. 
In July 2015, the countries strengthened their cooperation in tax policies. 
Slovakia and the U.S. agreed to the Foreign Account Tax Compliance Act 
(FACTA), and later to the Act on the Automatic Exchange of Information 
on Financial Accounts, which required the Slovak financial institutions to 
report to the Slovak Government information on the American account 
holders. The Slovak authorities then forwarded this information to the U.S. 
Internal Revenue Service. In 2016, the U.S. Foreign Direct Investment 
in Slovakia was $568 million, a decline from 2015 (Bureau of Economic 
Analysis 2017). The largest investment by far has been the acquisition of 
Východoslovenské železiarne in Košice by U.S. Steel. It was transformed 
into U.S. Steel Košice in 2000. The company became one of the largest 
employers, and with its ten thousand employees, it significantly changed 
the economic situation for the region that was not attractive for investment 
before. U.S. Steel took over the company, including its debts from the past. 
It has become the largest steel company in Slovakia with a revenue of €2 
billion in 2016 (Trend 2017).

Another area of business that connects both countries is innovation 
investments. In 2012, Peter Kmec became the Slovak Ambassador to the 
U.S. Immediately after presenting his credentials, his agenda expanded to 
include IT start-up development, innovation and entrepreneurship. During 
his tenure, he spoke publicly on these topics at the University of Virginia 
and other public forums. His initiatives focused on closer cooperation with 
Google, participation in the TechCrunch annual conference, and attending 
the Southwest festival organised every year in Austin, focusing among 
other topics on interactive media and IT development. The newly elected 
President Kiska visited San Francisco in 2014. He later came to the U.S. 
to visit the Silicon Valley to promote better relations in innovation and 
development with Slovakia.

In 2015, the efforts on both sides led to the establishment of the 
Slovak–American Business and Innovation Council (SABIC). SABIC, 
according to its own website is “a joint platform established to promote 
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Slovak−American trade and investment opportunities and support inno-
vation and start-ups”. The president of SABIC is Theodore Sedgwick, 
former U.S. ambassador to Bratislava from 2010 to 2015. Anton Zajac 
is also among the founding members, who is one of the most successful 
entrepreneurs in Slovakia, founder of ESET. SABIC is ex officio directed 
by the Slovak Ambassador to the U.S.

Slovakia is in the bottom half of the list of countries by the monetary 
amount of export from the U.S. Among the main commodities, Slovakia is 
importing from the U.S. automobiles (including parts), engines, pharma-
ceutical drugs, and pharmaceutical technological equipment such as sur-
gical, dental and veterinary (MFA 2017a). Slovakia is exporting mostly to 
the EU countries (85.2%). The three most important export countries are 
Germany, the Czech Republic and Poland. The U.S. is eleventh. According 
to U.S. data, Slovakia is exporting commodities such as Bellow to the 
U.S.2

The Trump Administration seeks to renegotiate some of the most 
important trade agreements, including the North Atlantic Free Trade 
Agreement (NAFTA). On the other hand, it left the Trans-Pacific 
Partnership (TTP) and the Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership 
(TTIP) because of trade deficits with partners involved in the treaties. 
He abandoned these proposals without any suggestions for replacement. 
Particularly the latter treaty may have had an impact on the future of 
U.S.–Slovak trade relations. The Russian factor continuously plays a role 
in the energy and business sector of Slovakia. Since 2014, the Russian 
Federation is, through the embassy in Bratislava, pushing the narrative 
that Russia is a crucial partner for Slovakia (Veľvyslanectvo Ruskej 
Federácie v Slovenskej Republike 2018). Some Slovak politicians often 
support this strategy. For example, the President of the National Council 
Andrej Danko told the Inter-Parliamentary Union in Saint Petersburg that 
the sanctions on Russia should be lifted soon (MFA 2017b). However, 
export numbers show a different story. Slovakia is mostly exporting to, 
and importing from EU countries (over 80%) (SARIO 2018).

The business partnership between Slovakia and the U.S. is a major one. 
The size and scope cannot normalise U.S. relations with other countries in 

2 The MFA report concluded that data from the U.S. Government are in favour of 
Slovak export to the U.S., compared to the data from the Statistical Office of the 
Slovak Republic.
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Western Europe, but the innovation skills of Slovaks living and working 
in the U.S. allow this business partnership to continue in the long term. 
One of the biggest advantages of such relationships is that they are often 
immune to political changes in either side of the partnership, and therefore 
they are much more stable.
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5. The Pillar of Strength

“Slovakia and the United States retain strong diplomatic ties and cooper-
ate in the military and law enforcement areas. The U.S. Department of 
Defense and the Slovak Armed Forces have partnered together to attain 
significant military reforms and achieve Slovakia’s admission to NATO” 
says the U.S. European Command’s website (U.S. EUCOM 2018). One of 
the strongest cooperation with the U.S. has been in the area of military 
operations and armed forces. This cooperation took shape in two forms. 
The first form is in the framework of missions and operations, while the 
other area of cooperation in the domain of armed forces is in the pro-
curement of military equipment. On 26 June 2017, Slovakia purchased the 
first two Black Hawk helicopters (UH-60M) out of nine in total from the 
U.S. Government for $261 million. The UH-60Ms will eventually replace 
the old Mi-17s helicopters currently in operation. The business relation-
ship with the U.S., as well as the procurement process was questionable, 
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including the analysis, which was the cornerstone of the procurement, and 
which is still behind the curtain of military classification. The acquisition 
should continue as the Ministry of Defence took the first steps to talk to 
Lockheed Martin in their effort to modernise supersonic jets and replace 
their MiG-29s with F-16s. However, the subscription agreement with the 
Russian Federation regarding MiGs is valid until 2021.

Even before the establishment of Slovakia, its armed forces partici-
pated in some U.S. military activities. In the early 1990s, Czechoslovakia 
was among the thirty-four nations in the UN, creating a coalition on the 
side of the U.S. After the Iraqi forces annexed Kuwait, the UN Security 
Council Resolution 660 called for the withdrawal of Iraqi forces. Allied 
forces started to attack Iraqi forces in order to force them out and liberate 
Kuwait. A small but well-trained special chemical unit consisting of 169 
soldiers3 joined the allied forces in Saudi Arabia. One service member 
was killed in action, and two others were wounded (Purdek–Vitko 2014).

Another test of the close commitment of Slovakia to the U.S. came 
in 2003 with the invasion of Iraq. The response from European coun-
tries led then Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld to divide Europe 
into “New Europe” and “Old Europe”, where emerging democracies 
fell in the former basket and countries criticising the U.S. for its actions 
(notably Germany and France) were in the latter. In 2003, the heads of 
eight European countries signed a letter in support of fulfilling the UN 
Security Council Resolution 1441, “Saddam Hussein’s last chance to dis-
arm using peaceful means” (Global Policy Forum 2003). Slovakia’s Prime 
Minister Mikuláš Dzurinda was not among the signatories. Despite this 
fact, Slovakia played an important role in the NATO Training Mission 
in Iraq. The Slovak Government agreed to send 85 engineers to Iraq as 
de-mining and Explosive Ordnance Disposal team (EOD). This proposal 
passed the parliament on 19 June 2003 (Vláda SR 2003). Slovakia had 
also contributed with 5 instructors and $53,000 in support funding for 
the NATO Training Mission in Iraq (Sharp–Blanchard 2007). The 

3 It is difficult to calculate the number of Slovaks, given the mixed marriages between 
Czechs and Slovaks. Based on an interview with Pavel Vitko, it is estimated that 38 of 
the 169 soldiers were Slovaks, with an additional 11 Slovaks who joined the unit later. 
Eventually, the battalion was consisting of 198 soldiers with 49 Slovaks.
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government of Róbert Fico withdrew all Slovak forces from Iraq in 2007. 
Despite this action from the Slovak Government, the armed forces were 
supporting the Enduring Freedom mission in Afghanistan (2002–2005)4 
and the following missions, the International Security Assistance Force 
and the Resolute Support led by NATO. Slovakia later contributed its 
forces to the Resolute Support Mission, although currently the mandate is 
higher than the actual number of troops present in Afghanistan.

Slovakia established a partnership with the Indiana National Guard, 
the armed forces of the state of Indiana, in 1994 and it has grown into 
a strong partnership, due to the annual visits of the Guard Commander to 
Slovakia to meet the highest representatives of the Ministry of Defence 
and the Slovak Armed Forces. Throughout the partnership, the main areas 
of cooperation were crisis management, cybersecurity, interoperability, 
chemical, biological, nuclear and explosive (CBRNE) threats. Both unites 
participated in the Slovak Warthog 2016 exercise. The latest visit of the 
commander of the Indiana Guard took place in May 2018. Three U.S. mil-
itary personnel stayed in Slovakia’s NATO Force Integration Unit (NFIU). 
General Courtney P. Carr met with Defence Minister Peter Gajdoš. The 
main topic of their conversation was cybersecurity (MO SR 2018).

The cooperation in military exercises and procurement is crucial for 
the support of the Transatlantic partnership and should continue in the 
future as the relationship not only provides proof of Slovakia’s  commitment 
to strong U.S. relations, but Slovakia also benefits from the cooperation in 
developing and maintaining its essential training capabilities. The latest 
developments in European security, including the continuation and expan-
sion of the Permanent Structural Cooperation (PESCO) can strengthen 
the defence and security pillar of the EU. By participating in the project, 
Slovakia proved to be a formidable and reliable ally. However, this part-
nership is not to replace the Euro-Atlantic or the Slovak–U.S. partnership. 
Instead, it is mostly to develop and improve Slovakia’s defence capabilities 
and create better partnerships across the EU.

4 Slovak engineers arrived to Afghanistan on August 19, 2002. Their role was to 
rebuild the Bagram Airfield, the largest U.S. military base in Afghanistan.
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6. What Can It All Bring Down To?

Anti-Americanism affects current Slovak–American relations negatively. 
Ellwood distinguishes three types of anti-Americanism. The first is where 
people oppose the U.S. Government and the way the U.S. conducts its 
foreign, security and defence policy. The other group is consisting of peo-
ple who are against the American way of life, criticise consumerism and 
describe people living in the U.S. as shallow, they also make fun of patri-
otism. The last group includes the people who are against the American 
values, the idea of democracy, the rule of law and liberal ideals (Ellwood 
2003).

Although it is difficult to measure the tendency because we lack 
data in the field. There are several reasons behind anti-Americanism, 
which are similar in other European countries. First, one source of anti- 
Americanism is rooted in U.S. foreign policy since the end of the Cold 
War. People on both the extreme left and the extreme right see the U.S. as 
the world’s policeman and have the tendency to ascribe the instability in 
the Middle East and North Africa to U.S. military missions and operations 
in the region. This pillar of anti-Americanism was getting the strongest 
traction during the later years of Bill Clinton’s presidency, and during the 
presidency of George W. Bush. Event after the 9/11 attacks, 23% of the 
public opinion preferred to support the U.S. less than before, or stop the 
support entirely. In the meanwhile, 19% asked for greater support for the 
U.S. from Slovakia (Gyarfášová–Velšic 2002). Concerning Clinton, the 
resentment took place around the time of the U.S. military operations in 
Serbia, conducted with NATO support. There are very limited sources 
on the public opinion, but the strong pan-Slavistic tendencies connected 
with xenophobic views towards Muslim countries, resulted in some of the 
political parties of Slovakia to strongly condemn the actions in the former 
Yugoslavia. The measures punished the regime of Slobodan Milošević 
and led to the establishment of a free Kosovar state. The political parties, 
among them the Slovak National Party, used the Serbian official statements 
to support their opposition (Mesežnikov 2001). Until today, Slovakia 
remains one of the five EU countries that have not officially recognised 
Kosovo. During the Bush era, anti-Americanism was strong due to the 
invasion in Iraq in 2003. As it was shortly before the official accession of 
Slovakia to NATO, the government pledged the support and the Slovak 
armed forces later joined the NATO training mission in Iraq. Based on 
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the public perception, and the author’s interactions with the public, the 
fact that Slovakia often participates in U.S.-led missions and operations is 
uniquely unbeknownst to the critics of U.S. foreign policy.

However, anti-Americanism did not stop with the new president 
in the White House. It is true that Europe viewed Barack Obama with 
higher approval ratings than in the U.S., and many Europeans welcomed 
the change (Saad 2017), but anti-Americanism continued to thrive in 
Slovakia. The most recent poll conducted by GLOBSEC, in cooperation 
with the FOCUS polling agency showed that 59% of Slovaks view the 
U.S. role in the world negatively, in comparison to the 51% of Czechs 
and the 39% of Hungarians. According to the poll, Slovaks are the least 
ambivalent in their opinions on the U.S. as only 9% of the responders 
replied that they did not know how they felt about the U.S.’s role in the 
world, comparing to the 14% and 15% coming from the Czech Republic 
and Hungary respectively (GLOBSEC 2016).

Another explanation for anti-Americanism is cultural, in particular, 
the culture of consumerism. Given the nature of the U.S. media and movie 
industry, the old continent was flooded with movies and TV shows form 
the U.S. Naturally, reality shows made their way into Slovak living rooms 
and thus we can assume that Slovaks started to create an image of the 
U.S. based on what they saw on TV. This image was, however, far from 
the general objective analysis of the U.S. When we add nostalgia for the 
Soviet times and continuous disinformation campaigns to the mix, there 
is a strong potential for anti-Americanism. It would be ignorant to argue 
that criticism of the U.S. has no merit. However, the basis for such cri-
tique draws on emotions rather than facts. As it is very difficult to spot, 
measure, or examine anti-Americanism, it seems that it is even more 
difficult to do something about it. Education and cultivated debate can 
help in the end, but there are no short-term remedies for calming down 
people with fired-up feelings towards the U.S. From a research based on 
the content and the quantity of online anti-American posts, the trend of 
anti- Americanism is concerning but fixable. It would help, however, if 
politicians would not fuel the already established and often mixed view, 
or if the country’s representatives were advocating for a balanced foreign 
policy towards all cardinal directions.

Below is the figure of Slovakia’s public opinion on the U.S. leadership 
from Gallup’s Global Leadership Reports.
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Figure 2.
Slovakia’s public opinion on the U.S. leadership

Source: Gallup 2016

7. Conclusions

The Slovak–American relations were never so strategic as some hoped 
them to be. The U.S. did play a significant political, financial and cultural 
role in Slovakia during the 1990s, supporting a free and open civil society 
eventually leading to the establishment of a democratic regime that joined 
the civilised Western world with its EU and NATO membership. The 
road did not stop there. It is now for the Slovak Republic to acknowledge 
the help and continue its journey. The world is too complex and the U.S. 
attention span, the domestic problems and the budgetary constraints are 
too large for Slovakia to expect that it will be on the top priority list of 
one of the most powerful countries in the world. Slovakia should aspire 
for a good relationship with the U.S. To do so, it could find positions and 
opportunities to help strengthening the North-Atlantic partnership in the 
form of military, economic, political and cultural relations. It has been 
more than a century since the Cleveland and Pittsburgh Agreement. The 
relation is nowhere near perfect, but no one can say that it has got signif-
icantly worse. It is up to the political representatives, civil society and 
 academia to remind people of the importance of a well-defined relation-
ship with the U.S. and tell them how they can benefit from it. The work is 
difficult, but it begins at home.
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Relations between the United States and Slovenia: 
From U.S. Adverseness to Acceptance and 

Cooperation
Mark Kogoj1

1. Introduction

Slovenia is a parliamentary democracy, with a population of 2 million 
inhabitants, getting independence for the first time in history in 1991 
after the disintegration of the Socialist Federative Republic of Yugoslavia 
(SFRY). Geographically situated on the line between Central Europe and 
the Western Balkans, the Slovenian territory historically represents the 
crossroad for migration, military campaigns and security threats mov-
ing in both directions – from Southeast Europe to Italy and the Alpine 
region, as well as from Western and Central Europe to the South and 
East. According to CIA Factbook data, the country had been recognisable 
for its solid economy until the economic recession in 2009 ended it. The 
positive economic trend became noticeable again after 2014. Slovenia is 
a post-socialist country, which became a member of the EU and NATO in 
2004. As a small state, it is not in the position to realise its interests and 
ambitions in the international community unilaterally, which forces the 
country to cooperate within the framework of international institutions 
(Malešič 2013, 321; CIA Factbook 2018).

The relationship of the U.S. with Slovenia goes back to 1990 – which 
marks the beginning of the dissolution of the SFRY. Therefore, to under-
stand the early history of U.S.–Slovenian relations it seems necessary to 
briefly describe the Cold War relations between the U.S. and the SFRY – out 
of which the Republic of Slovenia finally emerged. The Tito–Stalin 
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break-up in 1948 led to the exclusion of Yugoslavia’s Communist Party 
from the Cominform (Informbiro) and later to the establishment of 
the movement of the non-aligned states. These events turned out to be 
beneficial for Yugoslavia, which was later getting financial and military 
support from the U.S., without any requests or Western interference in 
its domestic affairs. From the Western perspective, the rivalry between 
the communist states was perceived as a first sign of the disintegration of 
the communist monolithic bloc. Moreover, Yugoslavia became a unique 

“buffer zone” between the Warsaw Pact and NATO, enjoying a special 
status in U.S. foreign policy. In these geopolitical circumstances, Tito was 
able to successfully “navigate” Yugoslavia’s diplomacy between the two 
blocs until his death in 1980. However, the fall of the Soviet-led commu-
nist bloc neglected the privileged position that the SFRY had occupied 
in American foreign policy and turned the U.S. focus to the democratic 
transition occurring in Central and Eastern Europe (Bukowski 2002, 
53–82; Pirjevec 2003).

The paper approaches Slovenia–U.S. relations from five intercon-
nected perspectives: bilateral diplomacy, multilateral diplomacy within the 
framework of international organisations (NATO and the UN), bilateral 
military cooperation, military cooperation through NATO and bilateral 
economic relations. The timeframe goes from 1990 (marking Slovenian 
endeavours to establish an independent state) to early 2018. The aim of 
the chapter is to articulate the main events, disputes and dispatches that 
characterised the relations between the two countries in the past 28 years.

2. Establishing an Independent Slovenian State

In 1990, when the inevitable factors of the SFRY’s disintegration2 were 
already well underway, the U.S. proved to be a hesitant player in the 
Balkans, seeing the ongoing problems in Yugoslavia merely as distrac-
tions from the fall of Soviet communism in Central and Eastern Europe 
(Bukowski 2002, 53). Ignoring the gravity of evident interior tensions 

2 The factors contributing to the SFRY’s disintegration included economic crises, 
ethnic and religious conflicts within SFRY, the rise of Slobodan Milošević and his 
ambitions of a “Great Serbia”, the federal government losing control over the Jugoslav 
People’s Army, the democratic pluralism in Slovenia and Croatia.
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between the Yugoslav socialist republics, the first Bush Administration 
strongly supported the reform-oriented federal government, led by Prime 
Minister Ante Marković, who tried to introduce market reforms in a fully 
indebted and economically broken state. This kind of approach underlines 
the main U.S. interest regarding the Yugoslav crisis in the early nine-
ties – the preservation of the SFRY as a united political entity. However, 
the Bush Administration did not expand economic resources to assist 
Marković’s reforms (Bukowski 2002, 53–82).

As the crisis in Yugoslavia deepened, U.S. diplomacy was operating 
on the side-lines, leaving the primary responsibility for crisis manage-
ment to the Western European states. In the chaotic political atmosphere 
that shocked the federation, Slovenia decided to declare its economic 
independence from the federal economy in March 1990. In April, the 
first democratic elections brought into power President Milan Kučan and 
a new coalition in the republic’s assembly − it was called the democratic 
opposition (DEMOS), which immediately started legislative preparations 
for the declaration of independence. After a strong majority success of the 
independence referendum in December 1990 (88.2% of the total electorate 
voted for independence), the republic’s assembly decided to proclaim inde-
pendence on 25 June 1991. Meanwhile, on 21 June 1991, Secretary of State 
James Baker visited Belgrade, communicating a strong U.S. support for the 
preservation of the SFRY, opposing the use of force and the suppression of 
democratic processes. The day after the declaration of independence, the 
Yugoslav People’s Army occupied Slovenia, while clashes were already 
underway in some parts of Croatia (which declared its independence on 
the same day). Slovenia understood the importance of the U.S. in world 
politics even before its secession from Yugoslavia. Immediately after the 
proclamation of independence, the new-born state sent a special repre-
sentative to Washington in order to present Slovenia’s case to the U.S. 
administration and public. The main reason for this diplomatic action was 
the fact, that according to Article 4 of the UN Charter, Slovenia would not 
have been able to become a member of the organisation, if its accession 
would go against the interests of any permanent member of the Security 
Council – in this case the U.S. (Jančar 1996; Bučar–Štrebenc 2002, 
103–128; Bukowski 2002, 53–82).

Upon the separation of Slovenia and Croatia, the U.S. publicly 
criticised the unilateral moves of those two republics, condemning their 
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actions as violations of the Helsinki Declaration3 (Bukowski 2002, 61). 
According to Bukowski, Washington also attempted to head off the 
European Community’s recognition of Slovenia in late 1991 (Bukowski 
2002, 61). Moreover, the U.S. refrained itself from granting the recognition 
of independence to Slovenia contemporarily with the Western European 
states. The European Community (EC) officially recognised Slovenia as 
an independent state on 15 January 1992, following Germany’s unilateral 
initiative of granting the recognition on 23 December 1991. Despite the 
earlier diplomatic move of the EC countries, the U.S. withheld the recog-
nition for almost 3 months, until 7 April. And even the late recognition 
was not discrete, as they recognised Slovenia together with Croatia and 
Bosnia (Jančar 1996; Bučar–Štrebenc 2002, 103–128; Bukowski 2002, 
53–82).

3. Towards NATO Integration

3.1. The establishment of diplomatic relations and Slovenia’s 
decision to join NATO

After the U.S. recognition of Slovenia and the establishment of diplomatic 
relations, Slovenian diplomacy stressed its wish to start intensive bilateral 
relations. Slovenia was in this context eager to talk about a wide range 
of topics from bilateral economic questions, financial loans, military and 
scientific cooperation, to issues concerning the crises in Yugoslavia. The 
U.S., however, was merely interested in getting as much information and 
analysis about the Balkan crisis as possible, being rather passive about 
other topics. Taking into consideration the events in the other, by that 
time already ex-Yugoslav republics, the relations between the U.S. and 
Slovenia could be labelled as the most promising in comparison to U.S. 
relations with any other former Yugoslav republic. From the American 
side, the relations between the two countries were kept on the level of State 
Department bureaucracy, not gaining the attention of high level officials 
directly connected with the White House – which has been disappointed 

3 The final act of the first Conference on Security and Co-operation in Europe signed 
in Helsinki in 1975, with the primary goal to reduce the tensions between the Soviet 
and the Western Blocs.
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over Slovenia’s secession from the SFRY a year before (Jančar 1996; 
Bukowski 2002, 53–82).

The goal of joining NATO has never been seriously questioned in 
Slovenian politics, especially after the new-born state had to defend its 
independence by military means during the 10-day armed conflict against 
the Yugoslav People’s Army. In addition, the ongoing war in other parts of 
the former Yugoslavia (60 km at its closest range from the Slovenian bor-
der) showed deficiencies in the collective security system of the UN and 
the ineffectiveness of the EC to deal with the crisis. The endeavours for 
partnership in NATO became an official political goal of Slovenia in 1994, 
while the cooperation with the Alliance represented an important element 
of national security (Grizold–Vegič 2002, 384). The confirmation of 
this statement came from the Slovenian Parliament, which accepted an 
amendment to the basic national security document (the Resolution on 
the Starting-Points for a National Security Plan), clearly expressing the 
will to join NATO. Slovenia also became one of the first members of the 
NATO sponsored programme, the Partnership for Peace (PfP) initiative 
in 1994. The establishment of the PfP4 programme came as a solution for 
the dilemma of NATO enlargement and was primarily offered to former 
communist countries, as a temporary compensation instead of full NATO 
membership. Almost simultaneously Slovenia got the status of associate 
partner in the North Atlantic Assembly. Moreover, in January 1996, 
Slovenia became a permanent member of the North Atlantic Cooperation 
Council (NACC) (Dopolnilo k resoluciji o izhodiščih zasnove nacionalne 
varnosti 1994; Bučar–Štrebenc 2002, 103–128; Grizold–Vegič 2002, 
383–401; Ministry of Foreign Affairs RS 2018d).

3.2. Slovenia’s exclusion from the first round of NATO 
enlargement

Persuading the U.S. to support Slovenia in its attempt to join NATO rep-
resented a difficult task for the young country, especially due to its small 
size and the lack of resources. An additional problem was the ignorance 
and misperception of Slovenia in various parts of the U.S. Government 

4 Note that the PfP includes also several neutral states, such as Ireland, Austria, Sweden 
and Finland.
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and Congress. As a consequence, Slovenia did not get much visibility in 
U.S. foreign policy concerning NATO enlargement. The enlargement of 
the Alliance came on the U.S. political agenda during the first Clinton 
Administration in mid-1993. It was slowly gaining momentum in the 
1994–1996 period, and culminated in the 1997 NATO summit in Madrid. 
However, the U.S. decided that NATO’s enlargement would encompass 
only three Central European countries: Poland, Hungary and the Czech 
Republic (while Slovenia was off the list). Slovenia’s failure to be included 
in the first round of NATO enlargement could be attributed both to the 
country’s own problems, as well as to the problems beyond Slovenia’s 
range of competences. The most visible among the former was the ineffec-
tive lobbying in the U.S. administration and in Congress to act in Slovenia’s 
favour. Furthermore, Slovenia was not as well-known as the other NATO 
aspirants, like Poland and the Czech Republic, where Presidents Walensa 
and Havel enjoyed a strongly positive reputation between members of the 
American administration. Although, a minority in the Pentagon exposed 
the location of Slovenia as a corridor to geographically connect Hungary 
with the rest of the Alliance, the majority of the U.S. leadership thought that 
the country’s poor infrastructure outweighed this advantage. Slovenia’s 
strongest “trump card” in the Congressional debate was its (relatively) 
big progress in the field of political and economic reforms. However, the 
American National Security Council staff simply felt that Slovenia was 
not offering any significant military benefits to NATO (Bučar–Štrebenc 
2002, 103–128; Bukowski 2002, 53–82).

Despite the failure to become a member of NATO in the first round of 
enlargement, Slovenia still proved to be eager to show that it had become 
a committed ally of the U.S. A couple of sudden changes in its foreign 
policy due to the U.S. intervention revealed Slovenia’s lack of orientation 
in the international community. In 1997 for example, despite considerable 
domestic issues, Slovenia radically changed its position about the Southeast 
European Cooperative Initiative (SECI) sponsored by the U.S. In this case, 
the Slovenian Government feared that joining SECI would be interpreted 
(by the opposition) as an act of re-establishing relations in the context of 
the former Yugoslavia, causing serious political upheaval in the country. 
If Slovenia would not be joining the initiative, then Hungary would not be 
eager to do so either – also bordering the Balkan conflict and not willing 
to be associated with it. Because the whole project was jeopardised by 
this decision, President Bill Clinton sent a letter to Prime Minister Janez 
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Drnovšek, stating that the international community expects a more deter-
mined involvement of Slovenia in regional affairs. As a result, Slovenia 
changed its stance towards SECI and participated in the initiative, without 
becoming its member. The decision was also undoubtedly influenced by 
Clinton’s hint, that Slovenia’s participation would strengthen its case for 
NATO membership. Another case of Slovenia’s foreign policy lability 
towards the U.S. happened in June 1998, with the Swedish UN initiative 
for the resolution “towards a nuclear weapons free world”. Slovenia firstly 
cosponsored the initiative, while withdrawing its co-sponsorship after 
Bill Clinton expressed U.S. dissatisfaction during his meeting with Janez 
Drnovšek. Moreover, Slovenia even abstained the voting on the initiative 
in the UN General Assembly. In March 1999, NATO launched its air raid 
against Serbia in order to end Slobodan Milosevic’s execution of vio-
lence against the Albanian population in Kosovo. Slovenia immediately 
authorised NATO to use its air space, despite the fact that the operation 
was launched in the absence of a UN Security Council resolution. This 
decision caused a legal dispute about prerogatives between the Slovenian 
Government and the Parliament. However, the dispute was never exploited 
in politics because it was feared that it could hinder the process of NATO 
integration (Bučar–Štrebenc 2002, 103–128; Bukowski 2002, 53–82).

3.3. The second round of NATO enlargement

The Madrid Summit marked an important milestone in the Slovenian–U.S. 
relations. Despite the deep disappointment shared by the Slovenian polit-
ical elite over the decision of the U.S. not to support Slovenia’s candidacy 
for early NATO admission, the incident had no visible influence on the 
two countries’ bilateral relations. The official declaration of the Madrid 
Summit (in July 1997) was not so “catastrophic” for Slovenia, which 
(together with Romania) received a NATO approved recognition as a seri-
ous candidate to be reconsidered in 1999. Contrary to the initial neglect 
after Slovenia’s secession from the SFRY, the U.S. made several efforts 
to expand its ties with Slovenia during the latter half of the 1990s. In 
late 1995, Secretary of Defence William Perry visited Slovenia, showing 
great contentment about Slovenia’s transition to democracy, its transi-
tion to market economy and the smooth turnover to civilian control of 
the military. Immediately after the Madrid Summit, Secretary of State 
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Madeleine Albright visited Ljubljana. The purpose of the visit was the 
consolation of Slovenia after its exclusion from the first round of NATO 
enlargement. Also, the U.S. business presence in Slovenia has expanded 
considerably in late 1997, when Goodyear announced its investment of 
$120 million to acquire a majority stake in the Slovenian tire manufacturer, 
Sava. The process of American high-level visits culminated in June 1999, 
when Slovenia hosted President Bill Clinton. During his administration, 
a notable change occurred in how the U.S. perceived Slovenia. In terms of 
America’s efforts in the Western Balkans, Slovenia provided the U.S. with 
several benefits. In addition to functioning as a truly successful example 
among the Yugoslav successor states, Slovenia provided the U.S. with an 
excellent source of analysis. This was possible due to the fact, that many 
members of the Slovenian Government, as well as several other political 
figures, had possessed extensive professional and personal knowledge of 
key players in the other former Yugoslav states. Moreover, the fruitful 
bilateral relations resulted in the (July 2000) U.S. Senate Resolution No. 
177, which supported Slovenia’s accession to NATO. Despite the non-bind-
ing nature of the resolution, Slovenia was complimented for its devotions 
to the respect of human rights (HR), the development of a market economy, 
the cooperation in the PfP and helping NATO during its operation Allied 
Force (the bombardment of Serbia). A very important step showing that 
Slovenia was gradually increasing responsibility over the happenings in 
the Western Balkans was the establishment of a non-profit humanitarian 
foundation – the International Trust Fund for Demining and Mine Victims 
Assistance for BiH in 1998, which was later renamed ITF (Bučar–
Štrebenc 2002, 103–128; Bukowski 2002, 53–82; Ladika 2017, 230).

Slovenia’s political decision in favour of NATO membership was 
clearly expressed by the Slovenian National Assembly in April 1996. 
According to this: “The Republic of Slovenia wishes to guarantee its basic 
security interest within the framework of a system of collective defense, 
made possible by NATO membership” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs RS 
2018d). In the following April, the Slovenian National Assembly adopted 
the Declaration of NATO Membership, while President Milan Kučan 
signed the establishment of the mission of the Republic of Slovenia to 
NATO. In February 1998, the government presented the National Strategy 
for the Accession of Slovenia to NATO. At the Washington Summit in 
April 1999, NATO member states adopted the Membership Action Plan 
(MAP), while in October Slovenia accepted the first Annual National 
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Programme (ANP) for the implementation of the NATO MAP. From 
1999–2002 Slovenia prepared and completed three ANP (submitting the 
fourth in September), before being invited to begin the accession talks of 
NATO membership at the summit in Prague in November. After NATO 
membership was supported in a referendum (held in March 2003) by 66% 
of Slovenian voters, the protocol on Slovenia’s accession to NATO was 
signed by the representatives of the nineteen NATO member countries 
in Brussels (in the same month), while the fifth ANP was submitted in 
September. Slovenia finally entered NATO in February 2004 along with 
Bulgaria, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Romania and Slovakia (Bebler 
2009, 105–116; Ministry of Foreign Affairs RS 2018d).

4. Bilateral Relations after 9/11

The 10th anniversary of Slovenia’s independence (in June 2001) was 
marked by the first meeting between American president George W. 
Bush and Vladimir Putin in Ljubljana. This event was very important for 
Slovenia’s publicity and recognition in the international community, since 
the meeting attracted the attention of the world media. However, the most 
important change in U.S. foreign policy was President Bush’s declaration 
of war against global terrorism, which also affected Slovenian–U.S. rela-
tions. In this period, we can note two main diplomatic affairs concerning 
the bilateral ties: the dispute over the statute of the International Criminal 
Court (ICC), and the Statement of the Vilnius Group (supporting the U.S. 
invasion of Iraq in 2003) (MMC RTV SLO 2008a).

The diplomatic conference in Rome adopted the statute of the ICC 
in July 1998. While 120 countries voted for its acceptance, seven were 
against – including the U.S. The main strategic reason for the contradiction 
to the ICC was the general unwillingness of the U.S. to expose its military 
personnel (involved in operations across the world) to any kind of univer-
sal international court (Golob 2004). However, despite the initial opposi-
tion to the ICC, President Clinton signed the statute in the last days of its 
administration (already in departure). During the first administration of 
George W. Bush, the U.S. diplomatically pressured 139 states not to ratify 
the already signed statute. To those who already ratified the Rome Statute, 
a bilateral agreement was offered, in order to exclude American citizens 
from the ICC jurisdiction. This group was mainly composed of European 
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states, including Slovenia. The former ratified the Statute of Rome in 
late December 2001. However, despite being a small state on its path 
towards NATO integration (in this regard heavily depending on the U.S.), 
Slovenia successfully opposed to American diplomatic pressure and never 
signed a bilateral agreement about the exclusion. In this case, Slovenia’s 
defiance to the U.S. was undoubtedly influenced by the EU opposition to 
the American “strategy of bilateral agreements”. In September 2002, the 
European Council made a statement (addressing also EU candidate states, 
like Slovenia), arguing that bilateral agreements would be in contrast to 
the states’ duties towards the ICC. Nevertheless, Prime Minister Anton 
Rop publicly announced Slovenia’s decision not to sign the deal on the 
non-extradition of U.S. citizens to the ICC in June 2003 – more than half 
a year after the country received the official invitation for membership 
in NATO (Golob 2004, 110–123; Summary of Information on Bilateral 
Immunity Agreements 2006).

Slovenia’s participation in the so called ‘Statement of the Vilnius 
Group’ (V-10) clearly showed the small country’s diplomatic lability, 
inspired by its relentless will to become a NATO member state. The 
V-10 statement was signed by the foreign ministers of ten NATO aspirant 
countries in February 2003: Albania, Bulgaria, Croatia, Estonia, Latvia, 
Lithuania, Macedonia, Romania, Slovakia and Slovenia. This happened 
after the Bush Administration decided to invade Iraq and was desperately 
trying to get support from NATO and other allies. Since the U.S. was eager 
to win as many supporters as possible, the V-10 countries saw an oppor-
tunity to gain additional sympathy from the world’s superpower in their 
bid for NATO membership. In their joint statement, the V-10 countries 
expressed their comprehension of the threat of terrorism, and the threat 
that dictators possessing weapons of mass destruction (WMD) posed 
to international security. Moreover, the V-10 countries fully complied 
with the “supposed evidence” presented by the U.S. in the UN General 
Assembly about the Iraqi WMD program, the attempts of Saddam Hussein 
to dupe UN inspectors and his connections with terrorism. The statement 
also supported the UN General Assembly Resolution 1441, collectively 
demanding the disarmament of the WMD capabilities of Iraq. Because of 
the signing of the V-10 statement, Slovenia’s name appeared on the list of 
the U.S. ‘coalition of the willing’. In March 2003, the U.S. (and its coalition 
of the willing) invaded Iraq. However, after the intervention turned into 
a prolonged military mission (and the post conflict reconstruction of a new 
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democratic state), Slovenia tried to avoid cooperation with the coalition of 
the willing (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Latvia 2003; 
NATO 2003).

5. Military Cooperation through NATO Missions

The military cooperation between Slovenia and the U.S. goes back to 
the mid-1990s. The exercise “Cooperative Nugget” in August 1995, 
which took place in the U.S., marked the first active involvement of the 
Slovenian armed forces abroad. In 1995, the Slovenian armed forces also 
became part of the NATO Planning and Review Process. The signing of 
an agreement regarding transit arrangements and the Status of Forces 
Agreement in Slovenia established a legal framework for its cooperation 
in the PfP programme. The switch of Slovenia’s foreign policy from pas-
sive to active involvement regarding the Yugoslav crisis happened almost 
simultaneously with the NATO summit in Madrid. Therefore, in July 1997, 
Slovenia finally decided to contribute ground troops to the SFOR mission 
in BiH (with thirty-six countries) – marking the first active cooperation of 
Slovenia in international peacekeeping missions (Bučar–Štrebenc 2002, 
103–127; Ministry of Foreign Affairs RS 2018c).

Table 1.
Slovenian armed forces in NATO operations

Name of the mission Period 
Armed forces 

personnel 
(collectively)

SFOR BiH October 1997 – December 2004 147
AFOR Albania May – July 1999 26
KFOR Kosovo January 2000 – present 240 (in 2018)
ISAF Afghanistan March 2004 – December 2014 1273
NATO HQ Balkan (BiH, 
Serbia, Macedonia, Albania) 2018 9

NTM-I Iraq February – August 2006 5 
RSM NATO Afghanistan January 2015 – present 8

Source: Ministry of Defence RS 2018; Ministry of Foreign Affairs RS 2018c; Marković 
2017, 30–39.
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Table 1 shows Slovenia’s commitment to NATO military operations and 
missions (MOM) in terms of military personnel. After SFOR, Slovenia’s 
armed forces took part in several NATO MOMs in the Western Balkans 
and the Middle East. Between 2004 and 2014 Slovenia contributed 1,273 
members of its armed forces (in different contingents) to operation 
ISAF – representing the biggest effort in military personnel. Slovenia also 
took part (contributing 6 military instructors) in the anti-ISIS Operation 
Inherent Resolve in Iraq, led by U.S. armed forces in 2016. Moreover, 
a small member force is still present in Afghanistan within the RSM 
NATO operation, launched after the end of ISAF (Marković 2017, 30–39).

Table 2.
Total percentage of average annual military expenditures for international MOMs 

from 1997 to 2016
Organization Total percentage of average annual military expenditures (%)
NATO 84.7
EU 8.6
UN 6.0
OSCE 0.4
Other 0.3

Source: Šteiner 2017, 50.

As shown in Table 2, the vast majority (84.7%) of Slovenia’s military 
expenditures for international MOMs from 1997–2016 was spent on 
NATO operations and missions. This clearly shows Slovenia’s foreign pol-
icy orientation towards NATO – which is seen as the primary international 
organisation for the country’s security and defence. The relatively small 
percentage (8.8%) dedicated to EU MOMs is due to two reasons. The first 
is the rather small scope of EU MOMs in comparison to civilian missions, 
while the second one is the smaller percentage that Slovenia spends on 
civilian missions (mostly conducted by the EU) in general. However, 
despite the official documents and the declaratory rhetoric of the govern-
ment which tries to emphasise Slovenia’s commitments to the Alliance, 
the country’s military expenditures as a share of GDP do not reach the 2% 
NATO requirement. In fact, they are almost half of it. Military expendi-
tures went down from 1.17% of the GDP in 2012 to 0.92% of the GDP 
in 2017. Slovenia has been criticised several times by NATO officials in 
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recent years for not spending enough on its military. Moreover, President 
Donald Trump’s statement of not defending the Alliance’s members who 
are not fulfilling their duties (in terms of military burden sharing) towards 
NATO, could mean new discrepancies in Slovenian–U.S. military rela-
tions. An important dimension of the Slovenian–U.S. military relations 
are the joint military exercises. Slovenian and American soldiers have 
successfully conducted several joint military exercises since Slovenia 
joined NATO. The armed forces of the two countries cooperate closely in 
the areas of training and military education (CIA Factbook 2018; Defence 
Expenditures of NATO Countries 2010–2017; Šteiner 2017, 50).

The deterioration of relations between U.S. and Russia, after the 
Russian annexation of Crimea in 2014 did not have much impact on the 
Slovenian–Russian bilateral relations. The largest and the (geographi-
cally) most Western Slavic country have traditionally conducted good and 
constructive political, economic and cultural relations. Slovenia is among 
the very few EU and NATO countries visited by President Putin after the 
Ukrainian crises. The purpose of Putin’s visit in the summer of 2017 was 
the commemoration of the chapel built by Russian prisoners of war who 
died on Slovenian soil during WWI. Moreover, Slovenia did not expel any 
Russian diplomats, after the death of double agent Sergei Skriptal and his 
daughter in March 2018. Slovenia’s position concerning the Ukraine crisis 
remains also relatively neutral and does not go beyond supporting the 
dialog between NATO and Russia. The country’s aim is to conduct neither 
a pro-American nor a pro-Russian foreign policy, but rather a balanced 
one in line with its interests. However, Slovenia is aware of its obliga-
tions towards international organisations such as the EU and NATO. The 
Slovenian armed forces participated in military exercise Anakonda 20165 
in Poland as a part of NATO’s response to the Ukrainian crisis with the 
aim to reassure countries of the Eastern flank of the alliance. Furthermore, 
Slovenian armed forces are present in Latvia since June 2017 – in the 
framework of NATO’s Enhanced Forward presence (Esih 2018; Ministry 
of Defence RS 2017; MMC RTV SLO 2018; MMC RTV SLO 2016).

5 One of the largest NATO exercises after the Cold War.
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6. Economic Relations and the Slovene Diaspora in the U.S.

According to the economic programme Mednarodni izzivi 2015–2016, the 
American market, along with the Japanese and Turkish represents the top 
priorities for the internationalisation of Slovenia’s economy. Slovenia was 
as an EU member included in the EU–U.S. negotiation process for the 
Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP) aimed at prompt-
ing trade and multilateral economic growth, which were suspended in 
late 2016 and since then left without a final conclusion. Furthermore, 
the Trump Administration with its protective economic measures puts 
everything even more in question (Ministry of Foreign Affairs RS 2018a; 
Izvozno okno 2018).

Table 3.
The exchange of goods between the U.S. and Slovenia from 2012–2017 (in €1,000)

Year Export Import Together
2012 339.043 288.340 627.383
2013 364.248 393.484 757.732
2014 436.411 264.442 700.853
2015 492.668 330.679 823.347
2016 523.538 326.721 850.259
2017 559.579 380.669 940.248

Source: Izvozno okno 2018

As shown in Table 3, the exchange of goods between the two countries is 
gradually increasing since 2012 reaching the highest level in 2017 with 
the total exchange value of almost a billion Euros. The main products that 
Slovenia is exporting to the U.S. are nuclear reactors, mechanical devices 
(and its components), pharmacological products, electric machines 
and equipment with their components, filming devices, devices for the 
projection of picture and sound, iron and coal, toys and requisites for 
sports and play, optical, photographic, cinematographic, and medical 
and surgery instruments and devices. Slovenia is importing from the U.S. 
mineral fuels and oil, their products and distillations, nuclear reactors 
and mechanical devices (and their components), electric machines and 
devices, filming devices, devices for the projection of picture and sound, 
plastic masks and plastic products, natural rubber and its products, and 
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optical, photographic, cinematographic, medical and surgery instruments 
and devices. The U.S. is the 4th most important non-EU export partner of 
Slovenia, while the 5th most important non-EU import partner. Slovenia 
is 52% self-sufficient in terms of energy supplies. The only energy source 
that Slovenia imports from the U.S. is oil, while gas mostly comes from 
Russia and North Africa (Ministry of Foreign Affairs RS 2018a; Izvozno 
okno 2018; Statistični urad RS 2017).

In 2000 the census of American population revealed that 175,099 U.S. 
citizens had Slovenian origins, although the biggest national events still 
only enjoy the participation of a few hundreds or even a few thousand 
people. Slovenian halls, societies, Catholic parishes and other support 
organisations are central for the preservation of the Slovenian national 
identity in the U.S. Most of these organisations operate both in English 
and Slovenian, while also publishing bulletins and newsletters such us the 
Slovenian American Time (Cleveland), Ave Maria (Lemont), KSKJ Voice, 
Prosveta and Zarja. In Cleveland there are four Slovenian radio programs 
and most of the associations have their web pages like ClevelandSlovenia.
com. Moreover, there are a couple of Slovenian schools where Slovenian 
language is being taught, and a regular study program in the framework 
of a Slovenian language course at Cleveland State University. The former 
also established a Centre for Slovenian studies in 2009, and in the same 
year a Slovenian museum and archives were also inaugurated (Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs RS – General Consulate of the RS in Cleveland 2018b).

7. Relations after Joining the EU and NATO (2004–2018)

7.1. Slovenian soldiers in Iraq and the EU presidency

The U.S. military interventions in the Middle East and a strengthened 
European integration, the human rights violations in American prisons 
in Cuba (Guantanamo Bay), as well as Iraq and Afghanistan during the 
Bush Administration brought U.S. relations with the new democracies 
in Central Europe from the historical peak to the lowest point. However, 
despite the criticism of the media and the public towards American for-
eign policy, the newly elected Slovenian Government led by Janez Janša 
(Democratic Party) puts its efforts into the reestablishment of constructive 
relations with the superpower. During the NATO summit at the end of 
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February 2005, European member states decided to support the allied mis-
sion for training Iraqi security forces, while Prime Minister Janša publicly 
announced Slovenia’s preparedness to contribute military instructors to 
the mission. At the beginning of January 2006, the Slovenian Government 
unanimously passed an agreement of deploying four military instructors 
to NATO training mission NTM-I in Iraq. With the symbolic contribution 
to the NTM-I, Slovenia gained great political capital in the U.S., although 
bilateral economic relations did not benefit much (Delo 2006; MMC RTV 
SLO 2006; Ladika 2017, 198–203).

In early 2006, the U.S. ambassador in Ljubljana reported to Washington 
that the relations between the two countries had strongly improved, while 
expecting more opportunities for close cooperation during the future 
Slovenian EU presidency. Slovenia took over the presidency of the 
Council of the EU in the first half of 2008, after fortifying its reputation in 
the U.S. and NATO missions in Afghanistan, BiH and Kosovo. However, 
the recognition of Kosovo as an independent state became the main issue 
during Slovenia’s presidency of the EU. The U.S. saw the independence of 
Kosovo merely as the last chapter of the dissolution of the SFRY. Because 
of the block (the Russian veto) in the UN Security Council, the question 
had to be solved by the EU and the U.S. A peaceful solution to the Kosovo 
issue was extremely important for Slovenia, since the Western Balkans 
represented its strategically most important area in terms of security. The 
U.S. was expecting a leading role from Slovenia concerning the strategic 
questions in the Balkans, while Slovenia counted on its close cooperation 
with the U.S. regarding the question of Kosovo. The solution for Kosovo 
had to include negotiating benefits for Serbia (mainly the acceleration 
of Serbia’s approach towards the EU) in order to avoid the serious con-
sequences of Kosovo’s unilateral declaration of independence. Kosovo 
declared independence on 17 February 2008. The Slovenian Parliament 
almost unanimously recognised Kosovo as an independent state on 5 
March, despite accusations that the recognition came under direct pressure 
from the U.S., Slovenia proved to be susceptible for the American political 
positions, since in areas lacking EU consensus Slovenian interests were 
in line with the American interests. In the meanwhile, where interests of 
the two countries were diverging, Slovenia often referred to its small size 
as a reason for being incapable to influence European politics (Delo 2008; 
MMC RTV SLO 2008b; Ladika 2017, 206–212).
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7.2. Arbitration agreement and the issue of Guantanamo 
prisoners

The parliamentary elections in September 2008 brought the social demo-
crats into power under the leadership of Borut Pahor. The change of power 
did not have significant effects on Slovenian–U.S. bilateral relations, 
which at the time were focused around American economic investments, 
strong cultural ties, smaller foreign policy projects like the ITF and the 
developing project of a NATO Centre of Excellence for mountain warfare. 
However, on the top of the foreign policy agenda of the new governments 
was the solution of the Slovenian–Croatian border dispute, especially 
because Slovenia was blocking Croatia’s entry into the EU. Slovenia tried 
to portray the dispute as an issue, which could hinder the stability of the 
Western Balkans. On the other side, the U.S. wanted the border question 
to be resolved by the two involved countries. The American standpoint 
was undoubtedly the consequence of the fact that the U.S. wanted Croatia 
to continue its Euro-Atlantic integration. The border dispute was char-
acterised by sharp media campaigns (conducted by both Slovenia and 
Croatia), a change of power in Croatia and a set of ambiguous diplomatic 
manoeuvres, causing uncertainties around the interpretation of different 
agreement proposals on both sides. According to Prime Minister Pahor, 
the U.S. – along with Sweden (presiding the EU at the time) − was the most 
active actor, promoting the secret diplomacies of Slovenia and Croatia to 
reach an agreement of the border dispute (Ladika 2017, 217). The former 
was signed on 4 November 2009, after a narrow success in the referendum 
in Slovenia (Ladika 2017, 216–217; Vlada Republike Slovenije 2018).

The second major event that influenced Slovenian–U.S. relations 
during the government of Borut Pahor was connected to the change of 
power in the U.S. and the inauguration of the Obama Administration at 
the beginning of 2009, which raised high expectations across the Atlantic. 
In the belief of a better future cooperation, the EU and its member states 
were ready to support Obama and his endeavours to accomplish his 
campaign pledges. One of those was the closing of the contentious prison 
in Guantanamo Bay. In these circumstances, the Slovenian Government 
proved to be eager to (at least symbolically) support the new American 
foreign policy (and also to gain additional opportunities for strengthening 
the bilateral cooperation). However, helping the Obama Administration 
close Guantanamo meant being ready to take some of its prisoners. In 
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order to do so, the Slovenian Government had to cross several domestic 
obstacles: changing the inadequate legislation concerning foreigners, 
overcoming the disapproval of the parliamentary opposition, dealing with 
the risk of public dissent and explaining the financial costs of the deci-
sion – which was especially tough in a period of economic recession. The 
visit of Prime Minister Pahor to the U.S. occurred in early February 2011. 
The talks between the two heads of state included the Guantanamo topic, 
and the American diplomacy acknowledged Slovenia as a country taking 
the leading role in the Western Balkans. There were several diplomatic 
efforts to persuade Slovenia to take Guantanamo prisoners in the follow-
ing months. The U.S. promised to appreciate Slovenia’s humanitarian 
gesture, along with 13 EU countries, which already accepted Guantanamo 
prisoners. However, due to other internal political disputes within the coa-
lition, Pahor’s government received a no confidence vote in the parliament 
(in September 2011) – leaving the story of Guantanamo prisoners without 
conclusion (MMC RTV SLO 2009; Ladika 2017, 222–226; Delo 2018).

7.3. The election of Donald Trump

The ITF represents a diplomatic success story for Slovenia, often 
acknowledged by the U.S. as one of the most concrete examples of coop-
eration between the two countries. In general, the field of international 
peace and security (including humanitarian and development operations, 
as well as post-conflict management) represents Slovenia’s best chance 
for strengthening political relations with the U.S., also after the election 
of Donald Trump. However, the Trump Administration could represent 
difficulties, as well as opportunities for Slovenia’s future position in 
American foreign policy. Firstly, Slovenia does not reach the expected 
level of defence spending in NATO. Therefore, President Trump’s state-
ments about denying military support to countries which are not spending 
enough on NATO could have a strong effect on Slovenian–U.S. relations. 
On the other hand, the fact that President Trump’s wife has a Slovenian 
origin represents an opportunity to strengthen the diplomatic relations, as 
well as the opportunity for the promotion of Slovenia in the international 
community. According to Slovenian media reports, Slovenian president 
Borut Pahor works on securing a bilateral visit to the U.S. in order to 
meet with Donald Trump. Pahor (in his function as Prime Minister) was 
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the last Slovenian leader who conducted a visit to the U.S. in 2011. Since 
the election of Donald Trump there are also rumours about inviting the 
American President to Slovenia (Delo 2017; Ladika 2017, 230, 238–239; 
Večer 2018).

8. Conclusions

The Slovenian–U.S. relations cannot be labelled as good at the beginning, 
since the American foreign interests included the preservation of the 
SFRY, therefore opposing Slovenia’s secession from Yugoslavia. After the 
American recognition of Slovenia’s independence, it took a couple of years 
and a change of administration in the U.S. to establish decent diplomatic 
relations. On its way towards NATO integration, Slovenia proved to be 
an unexperienced actor in international relations, allowing the U.S. to 
influence Slovenia’s foreign policy. Examples like SECI, the initiative for 
a nuclear weapon free world, and the Vilnius Group Statement confirm 
Slovenia’s foreign policy lability. These cases of blind U.S. support were 
consequences of the country’s relentless will to join the Euro-Atlantic 
institutions. However, in other cases, Slovenia also proved to be very 
determined in its foreign policy, like the American pressures over the 
ICC issue. The NATO Madrid Summit in 1997 represented an important 
diplomatic milestone, after which Slovenia got attention from high-level 
U.S. authorities. During the George W. Bush Administration, the pub-
lic discontent with American foreign policy had been to a great extent 
compensated with the positive endeavours of the Slovenian governments, 
which worked on the reestablishment of cooperative relations. After join-
ing NATO, the Slovenian–U.S. military cooperation became an essential 
part of bilateral relations. However, the domain of diplomatic relations 
is slightly different. In addition to President Trump’s threats to deny the 
military support from countries who are not reaching NATO’s expected 
level of defence expenditures, there have not been any meetings between 
high-level representatives of the two states since 2011. Therefore, a meet-
ing between President Trump and President Pahor would be timely. In the 
context of the potential future meeting, Slovenia’s foreign policy priority 
will be the assurance of the American support for the implementation of 
the arbitration agreement with Croatia.
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Relations between the United States and Ukraine: 
Managing Transitions

Steven Pifer1

1. Introduction

During the twenty-seven years since the collapse of the Soviet Union, 
no post-Soviet state other than Russia has commanded more attention 
in Washington than Ukraine. U.S. policy focused initially on the large 
nuclear arsenal on Ukrainian territory. Once that was resolved, U.S.–
Ukraine relations blossomed in the mid-1990s as American policy sought 
to facilitate Ukraine’s development into a modern, democratic European 
state with a robust market economy, based in a large part on a calculation 
that such a Ukraine would be good for a more stable and secure Europe 
and other U.S. policy interests.

Over the years, U.S. policy has generally succeeded in achieving key 
foreign policy goals, such as eliminating the strategic nuclear weapons 
in Ukraine or securing a troop contribution to the Iraq stabilisation force. 
Washington has been less successful, however, in its effort to promote 
domestic reforms.2 As Kyiv faces the dual challenges of dealing with 
Russian aggression and completing the reform process, in particular com-
bating corruption, U.S. policy needs to be supportive on the first, while 
pressing Ukraine’s leadership to do more on the second.

1 Steven Pifer, Non-Resident Senior Fellow, Brookings Institution (United States). 
Email: SPifer@brookings.edu 

2 For a more detailed history of U.S.–Ukraine relations from 1991 through 2004 see 
Pifer 2017.
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2. The First Years and Nuclear Weapons

The final death knells of the collapsing Soviet Union sounded in late 
1991. Soviet President Mikhail Gorbachev accepted the inevitable on 25 
December. The Russian tricolour replaced the Soviet flag over the Kremlin. 
Washington recognised Russia, Ukraine and the ten other post-Soviet 
republics as independent states (the U.S. Government had never recog-
nised the incorporation of the three Baltic states, whose independence 
Moscow accepted the previous September.)

As the U.S. established diplomatic relations with and shaped its pol-
icy toward independent Ukraine, one issue dominated: the presence of the 
world’s third largest nuclear force. Ukraine found itself with 176 deployed 
SS-19 and SS-24 intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs), 44 Blackjack 
and Bear-H bombers, and some 1,900 strategic nuclear weapons to arm 
them − weapons that were designed to strike the U.S. (U.S. Arms Control 
and Disarmament Agency 1996). That did not count 2,500 non-strategic 
nuclear warheads, which were removed to Russia by May 1992 (The 
White House 1996).

U.S. policy sought the elimination of all nuclear weapons systems in 
Ukraine and the other non-Russian republics, which would leave Russia as 
the sole post-Soviet nuclear weapon state. The leadership in Kyiv inclined 
toward non-nuclear status. President Leonid Kravchuk and his govern-
ment made clear, however, that they wanted several questions answered 
before giving up the nuclear arms. First, nuclear weapons conferred − or 
were seen to confer − security benefits, and the government wanted to 
know what security guarantees or assurances it might receive. Second, 
the highly-enriched uranium in the warheads had commercial value, 
as it could be converted into low-enriched uranium for fuel for nuclear 
reactors, and Ukraine wanted to receive appropriate compensation. Third, 
eliminating the ICBMs, ICBM silos and nuclear bombers, as well as the 
associated infrastructure would be costly, and the Ukrainian Government 
wanted to know how that would be funded.

Initially, Washington was content to see if Kyiv and Moscow could 
work out these issues in bilateral channels, though U.S. officials tracked the 
process closely, discussing issues such as security assurances and compen-
sation for the highly-enriched uranium with their Ukrainian and Russian 
counterparts. U.S. officials indicated their readiness to extend security 
assurances, once Ukraine acceded to the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty 
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(NPT) as a non-nuclear weapon state. They ruled out security guarantees, 
which in U.S. parlance would mean a military guarantee, similar to what 
Washington gave to its NATO allies.

The Ukrainian–Russian exchanges appeared to have run their course 
by September 1993. U.S. officials decided to become more directly involved 
in a trilateral process, and the U.S. embassies in Kyiv and Moscow began 
a sustained dialogue with Ukrainian and Russian officials on the issues.

Vice President Al Gore visited Moscow in December for a meeting 
with Prime Minister Victor Chernomyrdin. Their discussion about the 
nuclear weapons in Ukraine led to a decision to send senior U.S. and 
Russian diplomats to Kyiv. The discussions in Kyiv went well enough 
so that U.S. officials invited Russian Deputy Foreign Minister Georgiy 
Mamedov, Ukrainian Deputy Prime Minister Valeriy Shmarov and 
Ukrainian Deputy Foreign Minister Boris Tarasyuk to Washington in early 
January 1994. They set the goal of reaching an agreement to be signed by 
Presidents Bill Clinton, Kravchuk and Boris Yeltsin at a meeting later in 
January in Moscow.

Ambassador-at-Large for the New Independent States Strobe Talbott, 
Shmarov and Mamedov reached an agreement on the language for the 
security assurances that would be extended to Ukraine by the U.S., Russia 
and Britain once Ukraine acceded to the NPT as a non-nuclear weapon 
state. They also agreed on the compensation that Russia would provide 
Ukraine for the value of the highly-enriched uranium in the nuclear war-
heads that would be returned to Russia for elimination, and on the provision 
of U.S. Cooperative Threat Reduction assistance to Ukraine to support the 
elimination of the ICBMs, ICBM silos and bombers in Ukraine. These 
items were spelled out in what became known as the Trilateral Statement 
and an accompanying annex (U.S. Department of State 1994). Despite 
a few last-minute hiccups − Clinton separately had to urge Kravchuk and 
Yeltsin not to reopen the deal − the three presidents met in Moscow on 14 
January 1994 and signed the Trilateral Statement.

The last remaining piece was for Ukraine to accede to the NPT. In July, 
Leonid Kuchma defeated Kravchuk in the Ukrainian presidential election. 
Gore had scheduled a visit to Warsaw at the end of July and decided to add 
a brief stop in Kyiv on 2 August. Gore and Kuchma discussed the possi-
bility to wrap up the trilateral process on nuclear questions in Budapest, as 
well as an autumn Kuchma visit to Washington.
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Kuchma had a good visit to Washington in November, where he 
and Clinton signed the Charter on American–Ukrainian Partnership, 
Friendship and Cooperation and Clinton announced $200 million in assis-
tance for Ukraine. The Rada (Ukrainian Parliament) approved Ukraine’s 
accession to the Non-Proliferation Treaty the same month.

On 5 December 1994, Ukraine formally acceded to the NPT, and 
Clinton, Yeltsin, Kuchma and British Prime Minister John Major signed 
the Budapest Memorandum on Security Assurances for Ukraine. In the 
memorandum, the U.S., Russia and Britain agreed to respect Ukraine’s 
independence, sovereignty and territorial integrity, not to use or threaten 
to use force against Ukraine, and not to attempt economic coercion (provi-
sions that Moscow would subsequently violate) (Budapest Memorandum 
1994).

The implementation of the Trilateral Statement proceeded. Ukraine 
transferred the nuclear warheads to Russia for dismantlement, Russia 
sent fuel rods to Ukraine, and the U.S. ramped up assistance to eliminate 
the ICBMs, ICBM silos, bombers and nuclear infrastructure in Ukraine. 
On 31 May 1996, the last two trainloads of nuclear warheads departed 
Ukraine for Russia (The White House 1996).

3. A Broadening Relationship

The resolution of the nuclear weapons issue closed the first chapter in U.S.–
Ukraine relations and opened a path to a broad expansion. U.S. officials 
saw other reasons for a broader engagement. Ukraine could be a partner in 
addressing other proliferation challenges, such as that is posed by ballistic 
missiles. Increased trade and investment could benefit both countries. 
U.S. officials believed that a successful Ukraine − which they defined as 
a stable, independent, democratic state with a growing market economy − 
would contribute to the objective of a more stable and secure Europe. And 
such a Ukraine would be an asset in the eyes of those who had a lingering 
concern about the return of a resurgent, hostile Russia.

In May 1995, Clinton paid a two-day visit to Kyiv, in what was in 
effect the first post-nuclear summit. The discussions focused on Ukrainian 
economic reforms, the closure of Chornobyl, space cooperation and Russia. 
Clinton and Kuchma signed a joint statement that reflected the broadening 
relationship and increased attention to economic reform. Clinton’s visit 
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opened a period of regular high-level contacts. Kuchma made four trips to 
the U.S. in 1997 alone.

In September 1996, the U.S. and Ukraine announced the establishment 
of a strategic partnership − an important political objective for Kyiv − and 
the creation of a binational commission, co-chaired by Kuchma and Gore. 
The Gore–Kuchma Commission aimed to resolve problems that could not 
be worked out at lower levels.

Secretary of Defense William Perry took a strong interest in the 
Cooperative Threat Reduction program and made several visits to Ukraine. 
Bilateral defence cooperation rapidly expanded into areas such as defence 
reform. U.S.–Ukrainian joint military exercises, first carried out in 1995, 
became an annual event.

U.S. assistance programs grew significantly in the second half of the 
1990s. Keyed to the objective of helping Ukraine to make the transition 
to a democratic market economy, the programs focused on economic 
restructuring, democracy promotion, quality-of-life issues (e.g. public 
health), and initiatives such as closing Chornobyl.

Cooperation moved into new areas. In 1994, Ukraine agreed in 
a bilateral memorandum of understanding with the U.S. to observe the 
limits of the Missile Technology Control Regime (MTCR).3 In response, 
in 1995 Washington agreed to permit Ukrainian launch service providers 
access to the U.S. commercial space launch market.

Another topic for extensive discussion was Ukraine’s place in Europe. 
U.S. officials began to consider how to ensure that Ukraine was not left 
in a “no man’s land” between a soon-to-enlarged NATO and Russia. One 
part of the solution was to deepen bilateral links between Washington 
and Kyiv, a process that was already underway. In 1995, U.S. officials 
began considering establishing a special relationship between NATO and 
Ukraine, in parallel with NATO’s preparations to enlarge and to establish 
a NATO–Russia relationship.

The NATO–Ukraine exchanges developed in detail in 1997. 
Kuchma and NATO Secretary General Javier Solana signed the 
Charter on a Distinctive Partnership between the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization and Ukraine in Madrid in July with Clinton and other 
NATO leaders watching (NATO 1997). The charter set up a standing 

3 The Missile Technology Control Regime is a voluntary, multilateral arrangement 
designed to control the spread of ballistic missiles and related technologies.
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NATO–Ukraine channel and outlined the areas for cooperation between 
the Alliance and Kyiv.

By summer 1997, growing bilateral ties between Washington and 
Kyiv, Ukraine’s formalised relationship with NATO, and its Partnership 
and Cooperation Agreement with the EU had produced a web of links 
between Ukraine and the West. These expanding links gave Ukraine 
greater freedom of manoeuvre vis-à-vis Russia.

4. Some Bumps Appear

The U.S.–Ukraine relationship matured in the late 1990s. Washington 
continued to encourage Kyiv to pursue democratic reforms, a principal 
American goal, devoting $225 million per year towards reform objectives.

Washington’s foreign policy scored a major success during Secretary 
of State Madeleine Albright’s visit in early 1998, when the two countries 
agreed to align their policies on nuclear non-proliferation. Importantly, 
Kyiv ended Ukraine’s participation in the Russian-led project to build 
a nuclear power plant in Bushehr, Iran. The visit also produced an agree-
ment permitting U.S.–Ukraine civil nuclear cooperation, and the U.S. 
Government began funding a project to qualify an American company to 
provide fuel rods for Ukraine’s nuclear reactors, which would break the 
Russian monopoly. The U.S. assistance program pumped additional funds 
into the Science and Technology Center of Ukraine, a project that helped 
scientists who had worked in weapons of mass destruction-related fields 
to pursue research with civilian applications.

One missing piece, however, was trade and investment. Bilateral trade 
between the U.S. and Ukraine remained low and, while the U.S. was the 
largest provider of foreign direct investment (FDI) in Ukraine in the late 
1990s, the amount was unimpressive. American agribusiness invested in 
Ukraine, given the country’s large agricultural potential, but that was the 
exception rather than the rule. Concerns about overregulation, lack of rule 
of law and corruption discouraged many American businesses. Business 
dispute cases even led Congress to threaten to cut U.S. assistance.

Attention in the second half of 1999 in Ukraine turned to the pres-
idential election. Kuchma faced a largely uninspiring field of opponents 
and was favoured. The government, however, did not provide a level play-
ing field. It used administrative resources to support Kuchma’s campaign, 
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the state media supported Kuchma, and those contributing to opponents’ 
campaigns faced the prospect of audits by the state tax administration.

U.S. officials privately raised their concerns with Ukrainian officials. 
Later, the embassy in Kyiv and the State Department decided that, since 
democracy was such a fundamental part of the U.S. vision for Ukraine, 
American officials had to speak out publicly. That upset the presidential 
administration and changed nothing − the electoral abuses continued − 
but the embassy received positive feedback from civil society groups and 
regular citizens.

Kuchma handily won the November election, just as he likely would 
have prevailed in a free and fair vote. While unhappy with the process, 
U.S. officials hoped that, with the election behind him, Kuchma would 
move to adopt needed economic reforms, including steps to combat 
corruption. During Kuchma’s December visit to Washington, Gore and 
Clinton hammered hard on the need to make decisive reform steps.

Hopes for a serious approach to reform received a boost in late 
December, when Kuchma appointed Victor Yushchenko Prime Minister. 
Yushchenko had a reputation as a reformer, and his cabinet included 
a number of reform-inclined ministers.

Yushchenko got off to a rough start in 2000, however. Articles 
appeared alleging that in 1997 and 1998, when Yushchenko had been 
Governor of the National Bank, the bank had diverted funds from the IMF. 
Albright paid a visit to Kyiv in April, reinforcing the December message 
on the need for reform and discussing how U.S.–Ukraine relations might 
develop.

Yushchenko had delayed a March visit to Washington due to the 
IMF questions but visited in May. He had a full schedule, including brief 
discussions with Clinton and Gore, who underlined continuing high-level 
support for a reforming Ukraine. Other meetings were tougher. Treasury 
Secretary Larry Summers pressed hard on the need to move rapidly on 
reform and to clear up questions about past dealings with the IMF.

Clinton visited Ukraine in June, in what American officials saw an 
opportunity to bolster the Ukrainian reform effort and Kyiv’s growing 
links with the Euro-Atlantic community. They used the approaching 
summit to push to resolve bilateral problems, particularly the question of 
pirate compact disc factories operating in Ukraine.

Clinton and Kuchma discussed the state of reform and Kyiv’s still 
testy relations with the IMF. Clinton had just visited Moscow, and he 
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talked to Kuchma and Yushchenko at some length about the newly-elected 
Russian President, Vladimir Putin. Clinton thought it was possible to work 
with Putin. Kuchma was more sceptical.

U.S. attention in the summer stayed focused on reform questions. 
Disturbingly, the gap that had appeared in spring between Kuchma and the 
presidential administration, and Yushchenko and the cabinet had widened. 
Dan Fried, the deputy coordinator for the new independent states, trav-
elled to Kyiv in September with one message: Kuchma needed to support 
Yushchenko fully if the Prime Minister was to succeed in implementing 
reform. The response offered little grounds for encouragement.

5. The Relationship Sours

The bilateral relationship entered a more difficult period at the end of 2000, 
reaching a low point in 2002. U.S. policymakers found Kyiv unwilling to 
take steps that would enable deeper engagement by the George W. Bush 
Administration. That led to a dearth of contacts at the highest level.

The murder of Heorhiy Gongadze in fall 2000, followed by the lack 
of a genuine investigation, prompted concern about how far those around 
Kuchma would go against independent journalists and opposition figures. 
Yulia Tymoshenko, a controversial but effective first deputy prime minister, 
was sacked in January 2001, and Yushchenko was fired three months later.

National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice nevertheless travelled 
to Kyiv in July, where she met with Kuchma. She stressed the impor-
tance of a free and fair Rada election in early 2002. She also raised the 
Gongadze case, as well as NATO’s concern about Ukraine’s provision 
of heavy weapons to Macedonia at a time when NATO was considering 
deploying a peacekeeping force there. She suggested that Bush, Kuchma 
and Polish President Alexander Kwasniewski might meet on the margins 
of the UN General Assembly session in September if progress were made 
on these two issues. Kuchma responded that law enforcement authorities 
would solve the Gongadze case and agreed to terminate the arms transfers.

Two months later, however, with no progress on Gongadze and 
Ukrainian arms continuing to flow to Macedonia, the White House 
nixed a meeting with Kuchma. A quick and positive response to the U.S. 
request for overflight permission in the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks and 
preparations for military action in Afghanistan won Kyiv some credit in 
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Washington, and the arms transfers finally ended in early 2002, which 
improved the atmospherics of the relationship.

U.S. officials, however, had concerns about the Rada election pro-
cess. The Ukrainian Government threw its support and administrative 
resources behind the pro-Kuchma party. In February 2002, Volodymyr 
Horbulin, a respected senior advisor to Kuchma, visited Washington. 
Deputy Secretary of State Richard Armitage told him that the Rada 
election offered a chance to turn the page; if the process was a good one, 
Kuchma could expect an invitation to Washington.

The election process did not go well. A second opportunity for 
a Bush–Kuchma meeting faded away.

At about the same time, Kyiv raised an unexpected question: how 
would the U.S. Government react if Ukraine adopted the objective of join-
ing NATO? American officials responded that Washington would support 
that goal − provided that Ukraine was prepared to do the necessary mili-
tary, defence sector, democratic and economic reforms. Ukraine publicly 
announced its objective to join NATO in May, but U.S. officials saw little 
subsequent evidence that Kyiv was doing the needed preparatory work.

U.S.–Ukraine relations plunged to a low point in the second half of 
2002. A former Kuchma security guard produced a recording in which the 
Ukrainian President approved the transfer of the Kolchuga air defence sys-
tem to Iraq, at a time when U.S. and British fighters were operating over 
Iraq in accordance with a UN Security Council resolution. Ukrainian offi-
cials denied that Kuchma had ever agreed and invited a U.S.–British team 
to travel to Kyiv. The team’s October visit yielded mixed results. Team 
members reported that officials from the Security Service of Ukraine and 
the National Security and Defense Council had been evasive in answering 
questions.

As a result, U.S. officials decided not to support a NATO–Ukraine 
summit that November in Prague. The Alliance proposed instead that the 
NATO–Ukraine meeting be held at the level of foreign ministers − it was 
intended to be a specific rebuke to Kuchma.

A U.S. policy review concluded in January 2003 that it remained in 
the U.S. interest to continue to engage Ukraine, but American officials 
worried about the course of democratic reform. They expressed frustra-
tion that, while Kyiv regularly asked for a Kuchma–Bush meeting, the 
Ukrainians had taken none of the steps that Washington suggested could 
facilitate such a meeting.
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Iraq prevented a near total meltdown. As the Bush Administration 
prepared to go to war against Saddam in early 2003, the Ukrainian 
Government committed a nuclear, chemical and biological weapons 
defence battalion to Kuwait. Following the fall of Baghdad, Ukraine 
provided some 1,800 troops for the international stabilisation force. For 
a period (up until late 2005), the Ukrainian military contingent was the 
fourth largest in Iraq. That provided a degree of stability to the U.S.–
Ukraine relationship.

In September 2003, a Ukraine–Russia crisis erupted over the Tuzla 
Island, a tiny spit of land in the Kerch Strait between Crimea and Russia’s 
Taman Peninsula. Tuzla had been treated administratively as part of 
Crimea since the 1920s. However, with no consultations with Kyiv, the 
Russians began building a causeway from Taman toward Tuzla. The 
U.S. Government internally agreed with the Ukrainian position, but the 
National Security Council decided to adopt a neutral stance, at least at first. 
Ukrainian–Russian consultations at the end of the year seemed to resolve, 
or shelve, the problem. But U.S. unwillingness to stand up robustly for 
Ukraine’s territorial integrity did not pass unnoticed in Kyiv or in Moscow.

The major issue for U.S.–Ukraine relations in 2004 was the 
approaching presidential election in Ukraine. American officials hoped 
that a free and fair election process would allow a level playing field when 
the Ukrainian electorate chose Kuchma’s successor. Unfortunately, early 
signs suggested otherwise, as administrative resources lined up to support 
the candidacy of Victor Yanukovych against Victor Yushchenko.

Washington devoted a significant amount of assistance to election- 
related programs, including improving electoral administration, support 
for the independent media, voter education and election-related civil 
society organisations. U.S. officials − including Armitage, whose visit to 
Kyiv in March 2004 was the highest-ranking since Rice’s visit in July 
2001 − made clear the stress that Washington placed on a free and fair 
election, including for Kyiv’s ambitions to draw nearer to the EU and 
NATO. American officials coordinated with EU officials to ensure a con-
sistent Western message to the Ukrainian authorities. Those messages 
appeared to have little effect.
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6. The Orange Revolution and Its Aftermath

The first round of the presidential election of 2004 was conducted on 
31 October and, as expected, Yanukovych and Yushchenko headed into 
a run-off, which took place on 21 November. The Central Electoral 
Commission’s report of a Yanukovych win was contradicted by exit polls 
that gave a clear victory to Yushchenko. The Organization for Security 
and Cooperation in Europe’s (OSCE) election monitoring mission issued 
a scathing report on the process (OSCE 2004).

Demonstrators took to the streets in Kyiv in what became known as 
the Orange Revolution. U.S. embassy officials closely monitored devel-
opments on the ground, but it was Polish President Kwasniewski and EU 
High Representative for Common Foreign and Security Policy Solana 
who led the international effort to help mediate a solution. Kwasniewski 
and Solana had personal relationships with Kuchma, who remained 
a major player, and having Europeans take the lead avoided introducing 
a competitive U.S.–Russian dynamic, which would not have helped the 
Ukrainians to resolve the crisis.

In the end, with European assistance, the Ukrainians decided to hold 
a second run-off ballot. The most closely monitored election in Ukraine’s 
history met the free and fair standard. Yushchenko handily defeated 
Yanukovych.

Yushchenko had maintained his reputation as a reformer, and his 
vision for Ukraine − a democratic state that was fully anchored in Europe 
and European institutions − comported well with the U.S. vision. He 
received an exceptionally warm welcome in the U.S. capital in April 2005, 
as U.S. officials agreed to support Ukraine’s entry into the World Trade 
Organization (WTO) and create a closer NATO–Ukraine relationship.

Domestic political discord quickly broke out in Ukraine, however. 
Yushchenko had named Tymoshenko Prime Minister, but that relationship 
quickly ran into trouble. She stepped down in September. The March 2006 
Rada elections resulted in a striking comeback by Yanukovych and his 
party. After months of political indecision, the Rada proposed Yanukovych 
as Prime Minister, and Yushchenko reluctantly agreed in August.

The long period of political indecision affected U.S.–Ukraine relations. 
Bush had intended to visit Ukraine in June, but the White House scrubbed 
the trip due to the political squabbling there. Yanukovych’s appointment 
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had another impact on Ukrainian foreign policy: during a September visit 
to Brussels, he told NATO that the cabinet did not support a Membership 
Action Plan. What had appeared a near certainty fell off the table months 
before, as NATO was not about to give a Membership Action Plan to 
a country whose executive branch did not fully support it.

The inability of Yushchenko and Yanukovych to agree on a plan for 
long-term reform made it difficult for the U.S. to engage. A full-blown 
political crisis erupted in April 2007 when Yushchenko tried to dis-
miss the Rada in a constitutionally questionable way. Yushchenko and 
Yanukovych asked Ambassador Bill Taylor to mediate their differences. 
He brought in the German Ambassador, and the four met privately over 
the course of a month, but the differences were too deep. The crisis ended 
with an agreement to hold early Rada elections in September.

The election produced a slender majority for the parties led by 
Yushchenko and Tymoshenko, and Tymoshenko regained the prime min-
istership. Feuding between the presidential administration and the cabinet 
resumed almost immediately, and reform efforts continued to languish.

Yushchenko was able to secure Tymoshenko’s agreement on a request 
to NATO for a Membership Action Plan, which Kyiv submitted in January 
2008. Bush and the White House supported the request, but oddly the U.S. 
Government did not lobby allies in support of the Ukrainian proposal in 
the run-up to the April NATO Summit in Bucharest.

The Russians, on the other hand, made clear their opposition, with 
President Putin even threatening to target missiles on Ukraine. The 
combination of Russian opposition and questions about the stability of the 
troubled Yushchenko–Tymoshenko relationship led a number of European 
allies to oppose a Membership Action Plan.

On the eve of the NATO summit, Bush made a brief stop in Kyiv, the 
first visit by a U.S. president to the Ukrainian capital in nearly eight years. 
He told Yushchenko that he would make the case for a Membership Action 
Plan. In Bucharest, Bush failed to achieve consensus, though the NATO 
summit communiqué stated “NATO welcomes Ukraine’s and Georgia’s 
Euro-Atlantic aspirations for membership in NATO. We agreed today that 
these countries will become members of NATO” (NATO 2008).

Yushchenko found himself facing greater problems with Russia. 
Moscow was unhappy with his NATO ambitions, and the Russians 
criticised his plan to broaden the use of the Ukrainian language and to 
categorise the Holodomor incident as genocide, the artificial famine in 
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the 1930s that resulted in the death of millions of Ukrainians. Russia 
ignored Yushchenko’s proposal to begin talks to prepare the withdrawal 
of the Russian Black Sea Fleet from Crimea when the lease of facilities 
expired in 2017. Yushchenko’s support for Georgia during the August 
2008 Georgia–Russia conflict further angered the Kremlin.

Vice President Dick Cheney visited Kyiv and Yushchenko returned to 
Washington in September as the U.S. sought to signal support for Ukraine. 
At the end of the year, just weeks before the Bush Administration left 
office, Rice signed with Ukrainian Foreign Minister Volodymyr Ohryzko 
the United States–Ukraine Charter on Strategic Partnership (U.S. 
Department of State 2008). The document outlined the principles for bilat-
eral cooperation, although it would have been far more appropriate earlier 
in the Bush Administration.

Barack Obama took office in January 2009, and his administration 
reaffirmed the newly-signed charter. However, the Obama Administration 
also found Yushchenko and Tymoshenko at odds with one another. That 
continued to make it difficult to engage in a productive manner.

Following up on the “reset” policy with Russia, Obama visited 
Moscow in July. In part to balance that, Vice President Joe Biden made 
the first of what would turn out to be a number of visits to Kyiv. He urged 
the Ukrainian leadership to get on with serious reforms and reassured 
his interlocutors that the reset did not mean U.S. acceptance of a Russian 
sphere of influence (UPI 2009).

7. Another Downturn

Yanukovych’s win in the 2010 presidential election was not welcomed by 
U.S. officials, but his win in a free and fair process gave him a degree of 
democratic legitimacy. They were prepared to give him the benefit of the 
doubt.

Yanukovych made clear that his first foreign policy focus would be 
to rebuild relations with Moscow, and he quickly signed an agreement 
extending for thirty years the Russian lease of naval and other military 
facilities in Crimea. At the same time, Yanukovych’s advisors described 
a policy of balance between Russia and the West. His government pressed 
to conclude an association agreement with the EU and began doing the 
necessary homework.
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As for the U.S., Ukrainian officials said Kyiv wanted to develop rela-
tions on the basis of the 2008 strategic charter. American officials were 
not opposed but wanted to see the actual policies that Yanukovych would 
pursue. They regarded an association agreement with the EU as offering 
Kyiv a path to integrate with Europe.

Yanukovych travelled to Washington in April 2010 for the first 
Nuclear Security Summit. He met Obama on the margins, though U.S. 
officials scheduled the meeting for the summit venue rather than the Oval 
Office, reflecting a degree of wariness about the Ukrainian President.

Secretary of State Hillary Clinton travelled to Kyiv in July. She 
conveyed U.S. interest in improving the bilateral relationship and encour-
aged Ukraine to deepen its relationship with the EU. She cautioned her 
Ukrainian interlocutors against any reversal of democratic reforms. U.S. 
officials privately termed their policy toward Yanukovych as one of 

“engagement without endorsement”. They held open the possibility of an 
Obama visit in 2011.

Yanukovych’s authoritarian tendencies quashed that possibility. The 
October 2010 local elections represented a big step backwards in terms of 
process, and Yanukovych changed the line-up on the Constitutional Court 
to secure a dubious decision that substantially enhanced the power of the 
presidency. By early 2011, Ukraine’s ranking in the Freedom House sur-
vey had fallen from “free” to “partly free” (Freedom House 2011). Reports 
of corruption jumped markedly.

Clinton met with Foreign Minister Kostyantyn Hryshchenko in 
February 2011, and Clinton again raised concerns about democratic back-
sliding. Things worsened in the summer, when the authorities arrested 
Tymoshenko.

Ukraine slipped lower on the U.S. agenda as other foreign policy 
problems came to the fore and Washington focused on the 2012 presi-
dential election. Neither Obama nor Biden had any interest in meeting 
Yanukovych, except for an occasional pull-aside on the margins of a mul-
tilateral event.

Ukraine’s one success with the West was the completion of the 
association agreement, including a deep and comprehensive free trade 
arrangement with the EU. In early 2013 – Yanukovych and EU leaders 
set the November 2013 EU Eastern Partnership Summit as the target for 
signature.
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During the spring and summer, however, Moscow became vocal with 
its objections to the agreement. Russian officials threatened dire conse-
quences and imposed trade sanctions to sway Kyiv. Although Yanukovych 
had seemed committed, the Ukrainians announced a week before the 
Eastern Partnership Summit that they were suspending preparations to 
sign (The Guardian 2013).

8. The Maidan Revolution and the Conflict with Russia

The suspension led to almost immediate protests in Kyiv and Lviv. The 
demonstrations centred on Maidan Nezalezhnosti (Independence Square) 
in downtown Kyiv, as had the Orange Revolution nine years earlier. 
Ukrainians remained in the streets through December and January. The 
protest transformed into a broader critique of Yanukovych’s growing 
authoritarianism and corruption.

The Maidan Revolution moved Ukraine much higher on the U.S. 
foreign policy agenda. American officials and senators visited the Maidan, 
both to express support for the demonstrators and in the belief that high-
level foreign attention might afford them a measure of protection against 
a violent crackdown. Biden spoke with Yanukovych on the phone several 
times to press him to a compromise (Agence Presse-France 2014).

Things turned violent on 18 February 2014, culminating in the death 
of more than 100 protesters. The foreign ministers of Germany, France 
and Poland travelled to Kyiv on 20 February to mediate a settlement 
between the Ukrainian President and the opposition. The mediation 
produced an agreement the following morning, which likely would not 
have been accepted by the protesters. But the point quickly became moot: 
Yanukovych signed the agreement, travelled to his estate to pack up some 
last items, and fled.

The following day, the Rada named Oleksandr Turchynov acting 
president and Arseniy Yatsenyuk acting prime minister. The two indicated 
that their top foreign policy priority was to sign the association agreement 
and deepen Ukraine’s links to Europe.

Putin that night authorised the Russian military to seize Crimea. 
A short time later, following a sham referendum on joining Russia, the 
Russian Parliament approved Crimea’s annexation.
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Russia’s seizure of Crimea put the Russia–Ukraine crisis at the top 
of the U.S. agenda. Secretary of State John Kerry arrived in Kyiv on 4 
March, with a message of support backed by a $1 billion loan guarantee 
(Gordon 2014). The U.S. rejected Russia’s annexation of Crimea and, in 
coordination with the EU, began applying visa and financial sanctions. 
Broader sectoral sanctions followed, particularly after Russia sparked an 
armed separatist movement in the Donbas region in Eastern Ukraine.

Kyiv invoked the Budapest Memorandum’s consultation clause, but 
Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov refused to attend. A separate 
mid-April meeting of the U.S., Ukrainian and Russian foreign ministers 
and the EU High Representative for Common Foreign and Security Policy 
in Geneva agreed on measures to deescalate the situation in the Donbas, 
but the “separatist leaders” indicated they would not implement the steps, 
and Moscow did nothing to press them to do so. Indeed, it soon became 
clear that the Russians were providing leadership, funding, arms, ammu-
nition and other support to the “separatist” forces.

Biden travelled to Kyiv in early June to attend the inauguration of 
Petro Poroshenko as Ukraine’s new president (Poroshenko had handily 
won the ballot on the first round in an election that scored high marks from 
the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe monitors). U.S. 
Treasury officials worked closely with the IMF on a new program that ulti-
mately offered Kyiv $17 billion if Ukraine met its reform conditionalities. 
The Pentagon offered military assistance, though limited to non-lethal 
items. Later in June, Poroshenko visited Brussels, where he signed the 
EU–Ukraine association agreement.

Nevertheless, the fighting in the Donbas continued and escalated, and 
the U.S. and the EU levied additional sanctions on Russia, particularly 
following the July shoot down of a Malaysia Air airliner by a Russian-
provided surface-to-air missile. Washington broke off a number of 
 contacts with Moscow, stating that Russian aggression against Ukraine 
made business as usual impossible (Schreck 2014).

In August, Ukrainian military and security forces appeared on the 
verge of regaining control over all of the Donbas, when regular units of the 
Russian army went into action, driving back the Ukrainian forces. A hast-
ily organised meeting in Minsk in early September agreed to a ceasefire, 
though fighting continued, at a reduced level, along the line of contact that 
separated Ukrainian units from Russian and Russian proxy forces.
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Poroshenko visited Washington in mid-September, a visit designed 
to underscore U.S. support. Biden paid another visit to Kyiv toward the 
end of the year.

As the ceasefire frayed − actually, it never took full hold − German 
Chancellor Angela Merkel and French President Francois Hollande held 
a meeting in Minsk with Poroshenko and Putin in February 2015. That 
produced an agreement, often referred to as Minsk II, which called for 
a ceasefire and the withdrawal of heavy weapons away from the line of 
contact, as well as laying out the elements of a political settlement and res-
toration of full Ukrainian control over the border separating the Donbas 
from Russia (Unian News 2015).

Obama threw his support behind Merkel’s efforts and the Minsk II 
agreement. The U.S. did not have a seat at the table, to the disappointment 
of some in Kyiv, but U.S. and EU officials developed a close pattern of 
consultation and coordination. Biden stayed directly engaged, making 
regular phone calls to Poroshenko and Yatsenyuk.

By the end of the year, Biden was using those calls to urge greater 
cooperation between Poroshenko and Yatsenyuk, whose relationship 
had begun to sour. Biden visited Kyiv yet again in December, where he 
delivered a blunt message, both in public and in private, on the need for 
Ukraine to keep moving on reform and to make a serious effort to combat 
corruption.

The political crisis between Poroshenko and Yatsenyuk continued 
into spring 2016, prompting U.S. diplomats to wonder how Kyiv could 
afford the domestic squabble when it faced a simmering conflict in the 
Donbas, still had many reforms to do, and had fallen off track with the 
IMF’s conditionalities, leading to a suspension of IMF disbursements.

While Washington remained supportive of the Minsk process and 
Merkel’s role, it opened a direct channel to the Kremlin to try to facilitate 
a resolution of the Donbas conflict. Assistant Secretary of State Victoria 
Nuland began meeting with Putin aide Vladislav Surkov, but that dialogue 
produced no breakthroughs.

The election of Donald Trump as the next U.S. president in November 
2016 caused concerns in Ukraine. During the campaign, Trump had 
expressed a desire for better relations with Russia without suggesting that 
the Kremlin first would have to correct some of its misbehaviour and had 
raised the possibility of recognising Crimea’s illegal annexation.
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In fact, the Trump Administration’s policy toward Ukraine showed 
relatively little change and significant continuity with the Obama 
Administration’s approach. In 2017, the U.S. continued to support Ukraine, 
both rhetorically and with new sanctions against Russia, though the fre-
quency of high-level contact with Kyiv fell off. By the end of the year, 
Trump had approved the provision of lethal military assistance, Javelin 
man-portable anti-armour weapons, something that Obama had refused 
to do (CNBC 2017).

9. Helping Ukraine Meet Its Two Big Challenges

Looking forward, U.S. engagement with Kyiv will centre on helping 
Ukraine meet the two big challenges before it. First, Kyiv must find a way 
to deal with Russian aggression, with a priority on bringing an end to 
the simmering conflict in the Donbas and restoring Ukrainian sovereignty 
there. The U.S. can and should continue to offer Ukraine political sup-
port, including through high-level contacts. It should continue to provide 
military support. To the extent that the Ukrainian military can deter and 
take away viable military options from Russia − or make executing those 
options extremely costly − it can increase the odds that Moscow will look 
for a genuine political settlement.

Washington should continue to support Ukraine’s position regarding 
Crimea and reiterate that it does not accept Russia’s illegal annexation. It 
is difficult to see how Kyiv can muster the political, diplomatic, military 
and economic leverage to regain Crimea in the near term, but the U.S. 
and the West should continue to maintain Crimea-related sanctions. It 
is important to signal the Kremlin that the use of military force to take 
territory from neighbouring states is unacceptable.

The second challenge facing Ukraine is to deepen the reforms and 
combat corruption in a serious manner that will make the Ukrainian 
economy and society more compatible with European norms and draw in 
significant investments. The Ukrainian public broadly supports integra-
tion into Europe. If the government wants to achieve that, it needs to build 
on the past four years and press forward on difficult changes, including 
the full reform of the energy sector, the privatisation of state-owned 
enterprises, and the creation of an agricultural land market by allowing 
the sale of land. Just as important, steps are needed to reform the judicial 
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sector, fight endemic corruption, and reduce the outsized political voice 
of the oligarchs.

The slowing pace of reform over the past two years has caused disil-
lusionment within Ukraine, as witnessed by the low opinion poll rankings 
of President Poroshenko (Unian News 2018). It also puts at risk Western 
support, particularly in Europe, where questions arise about the president’s 
commitment to real change at a time when some voices call for a return 
to business as usual with Russia. That combination will undermine the 
Western support that Ukraine needs.

U.S. policy should aim at sustaining and strengthening Western sup-
port for Ukraine. That means continued close coordination with Western 
partners, most particularly in the EU. It also requires that Washington 
press Kyiv more directly and vigorously to make the domestic reforms 
that Ukraine needs, recognising that it will be asking senior Ukrainian 
officials to take steps that many may be reluctant to do. That will be hard, 
but the U.S. and the West should not give Kyiv a pass on difficult reforms. 
A successful Ukraine requires not just dealing with Russian aggression 
but building the kind of state that will be fully compatible with and wel-
come in Europe.
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Comparing Trends in the Relations of Central 
European Countries with the United States

Anna Péczeli1

This summary chapter highlights the main similarities and differences in 
the bilateral relations of the U.S. with ten selected CEE countries. As noted 
before, the CEE region is not homogenous, and it is easier to identify the 
main trends in a sub-regional structure. Therefore, this analysis organises 
the countries into four main groups: the Visegrád countries (plus Romania), 
the Balkans, Ukraine, and Austria. The main lessons of these country 
studies are gathered under four issue areas: political relations (during the 
transition period of the early 1990s and in the past two decades), military 
cooperation, economic issues and cultural ties. The comparison and the 
presented results are based on the chapters of this edited volume, and they 
reflect the conclusions of the contributing authors. The ultimate goal of 
this chapter is to reveal the main trends in the relationship of the U.S. and 
the CEE region, and to outline the potential future of these ties.

1. The Transition Period and the Early 1990s

Among the Visegrád countries, all states have had strong ties with the U.S. 
much before the dissolution of the Soviet Union. After the end of the Cold 
War, Washington was the greatest supporter of the political, economic and 
military transformation of the region. The U.S., however, expected quick 
and radical reforms in exchange for its financial assistance. In the first 
democratic elections, mostly pro-American political elites got into power 
in all three countries (Czechoslovakia, Hungary and Poland).
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In addition to the financial assistance, the personal relations of the 
leaders were also contributing to the creation of strong ties. All three lead-
ers of the region were very popular in the White House, and they devel-
oped a strong partnership with the George H. W. Bush Administration. 
President Bush came to Hungary and Poland in 1989, and he travelled to 
Czechoslovakia in early 1990 – he was warmly welcomed and celebrated 
in all these countries.

Promoting democracy globally was a long-standing U.S. tradition, 
and the early cooperation of the U.S. and the CEE states was based on the 
shared values of human rights and democratic institutions, as well as the 
core interest of both sides to support the Euro-Atlantic integration of the 
region. During this period, the Visegrád countries enjoyed a much larger 
influence in Washington than their actual size would suggest. The U.S. 
wanted to see quick and visible results, and it expected from the states of 
the region to put aside their historical differences, and settle their disputes 
over national minorities and borders in a peaceful manner.

Just like Central Europe, the Balkans is also an important link 
between different geographical regions. In the early 1990s, Washington 
focused its attention on the Central European transition process, and the 
special Cold War status of Yugoslavia was devaluated. The primary U.S. 
goals in the Balkans were preventing other great powers from hegemony 
and preserving stability. The disintegration of the SFRY was initially seen 
as a mere distraction from the post-Cold War transition processes.

Although Washington strongly supported the reform efforts within the 
SFRY, it wanted to preserve the political unity of the country to avoid the 
outbreak of a violent civil war. For a long time, the Bush Administration 
was observing the events from the sidelines, and let the Western European 
states handle what they considered a “European problem”. Croatia’s and 
Slovenia’s unilateral separation from the SFRY in June 1991 was  heavily 
criticised from the White House. The turning point in the American 
behaviour was the escalation of violence on the ground. The U.S. finally 
recognised the separation of these states in early 1992. This step opened 
a new chapter in the relations with Zagreb and Ljubljana. At the same 
time, it took Belgrade on a different path, and U.S.–Serb relations started 
to deteriorate quickly.

While Central Europe was preoccupied with its political and eco-
nomic transition, and the largest state on the Balkans was falling apart, 
Ukraine caused the biggest headache to the White House. With the 



COMPARING TRENDS IN THE RELATIONS… 221

dissolution of the Soviet Union, Kyiv was left with the third largest nuclear 
arsenal in the world, which created a significant security challenge for 
both Washington and Moscow. U.S. and Russian interests were identical 
as both wanted to eliminate the nuclear weapons from Ukrainian territory. 
The U.S. was working with Ukraine and Russia as a facilitator of the 
nuclear deal. Finally, they managed to broker a deal which gave Kyiv the 
security assurances it wanted (this came to be known as the 1994 Budapest 
Memorandum), Russia agreed to a compensation for the HEU stockpiles, 
and the U.S. CTR program provided the necessary support to eliminate 
the ICBMs, their silos, and the Soviet bombers on Ukrainian soil. In 
exchange, Ukraine agreed to join the NPT as a non-nuclear weapon state. 
The last load of nuclear weapons left Ukraine in 1996.

On the margins of the nuclear problem, the U.S. expected that it can 
also support a democratic transition in Ukraine. Similarly to the Central 
European example, the White House hoped that with American assistance, 
Ukraine will be able to turn into a modern democratic state with a mar-
ket economy, and much stronger ties to Europe than to Russia. By the 
mid-1990s, the White House developed good working relations with the 
Ukrainian leadership but despite the success of the nuclear issue, the ques-
tion of transition was stalling. The government proved to be ineffective 
(and unwilling) in its fight against corruption, and the requested reforms 
were not implemented. This created a lot of tension between the White 
House and the Ukrainian leaders during the second half of the 1990s and 
the 2000s.

2. Political Relations between the U.S. and the CEE States

During the Clinton Administration, the two main issues which determined 
U.S. relations with the Visegrád countries was their accession to NATO 
and the wars in the Balkans. Romania and all four Central European states 
joined the PfP program in 1994. This initiative was created to facilitate 
their accession to NATO, and to establish interoperability with NATO 
forces and structures. In March 1999, the Czech Republic, Hungary and 
Poland became the first countries to join, and Slovakia and Romania fol-
lowed in 2004.

The other problematic issue was the war in Bosnia (1992–1995) and 
later in Kosovo (1999). Many Central European states had good relations 
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with Serbia (especially Romania and Slovakia), and there were strong 
domestic voices against giving support to the U.S.-led NATO interven-
tions in the Balkans. However, the political leaders decided that in order to 
advance their integration process, they needed to cooperate. This support 
was seen positively in Washington, and the Clinton Administration gave 
the green light to the enlargement after it negotiated the terms with Russia.

During the Bush Administration, relations between the U.S. and 
Central Europe were blooming. The 9/11 terrorist attacks created a big 
opportunity for the new allies to show their support and commitment. 
All of them condemned the attacks, and joined the NATO mission in 
Afghanistan. The war in Iraq, however, was a more challenging test of 
their solidarity. In lack of an appropriate UN Security Council Resolution, 
leading Western European states denied their support to a military cam-
paign against Iraq. Although their EU membership was still pending, 
Central Europeans decided to side with Washington. They signed the so 
called ‘Letter of Eight’, and joined the war against Iraq. While Secretary 
of Defence Donald Rumsfeld praised this decision, these steps were 
 heavily criticised from home, and from Germany and France, as well. 
This period was characterised by regular high level visits between the 
leaders of the region and the White House, and many states of the region 
opted to purchase U.S. military equipment (like for example the Polish 
F-16 deal). The relations were further strengthened when the U.S. ended 
the visa asymmetry, and gave visa-free access to the citizens of the Czech 
Republic, Hungary and Slovakia.

Although the Central Europeans had strong ties with the Bush 
Administration (at least initially), the unilateral steps of the White House, 
the conduct of the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, and the treatment of the 
prisoners in Guantanamo alienated a lot of allies, and left the reputation 
of the U.S. in dismay. The 2008 election of President Obama was wel-
comed globally as he promised to return to multilateralism, and rebuild 
U.S. ties with the rest of the world. In reality, however, the Obama period 
brought the downgrading of U.S.–Central European ties. After President 
Obama promised to reset U.S.–Russia relations, and to shift the focus of 
U.S. foreign policy towards the Asia-Pacific, the leaders of the region sent 
a personal letter to the President to express their genuine worries about 
U.S. attention and commitment towards Central Europe. In response, the 
White House sent Vice President Joe Biden to the region to ease some 
of these fears. The White House asked its partners to become more like 
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partners than protégés. Although Biden tried to reassure the CEE region, 
the relations became more nuanced and pragmatic. The position of the 
U.S. ambassador, for example, was not filled for over a year in the Czech 
Republic and Hungary, and President Obama’s first visit to Poland was 
only in 2013.

There were some case by case highlights in the relations, like for 
example Hungary’s assistance in the evacuation of American journalists 
from Libya. But despite these success stories, the White House has publicly 
criticised the states of the region on many instances. The internal political, 
legal and economic reforms in Hungary and Poland received a lot of crit-
icism from the Obama Administration. The White House also expressed 
its concerns about issues like the status of democracy in Hungary and 
Poland, the freedom of the press, the performance of checks and balances, 
minority rights at home, and supporting national minorities abroad.

Another point of criticism towards Central Europeans is their rela-
tionship with Moscow. The Hungarian Government, and parts of the 
leadership in Slovakia have advocated for stronger ties with Moscow, 
and they have been critical about the sanctions against Russia after the 
annexation of Crimea. In the meanwhile, the White House wants to see 
a unified European stance in these matters, and it publicly expressed its 
concerns about the strong ties of these governments with President Putin. 
The Russia issue is also relevant in the energy domain, where the U.S. has 
been urging energy independence from Russia, and it has supported ini-
tiatives aimed at reducing the dependence of Central Europe on Russian 
energy supplies.

Altogether, it is clear that U.S.–Central European relations are no 
longer in the honeymoon period. In recent years, the cooperation has been 
rather pragmatic – it has fluctuated between occasional success stories, 
and very harsh criticism about the status of democracy and Central 
European relations with Russia.

U.S. relations with Croatia, Slovenia and Serbia are primarily 
dependent on Washington’s policy in the Western Balkans, and they 
are less sensitive to what the U.S. is doing outside of the region. During 
the Clinton Administration, Washington was heavily involved in the 
Balkans, mostly because the White House thought that the EU was unable 
to handle the situation and it was afraid of a spillover of the fights. The 
turning point in the first Yugoslav war was the Serbian bombing of the 
Markale marketplace in Sarajevo which gave impetus to a more active U.S. 
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assistance to the opposition forces of the Slobodan Milošević-led Serbs. 
The U.S. signed a strategic partnership with Croatia in 1994, and its mili-
tary support contributed to the successful conclusion of the war between 
the Croats and the Serbs. While this step also brought the peace in the 
Bosnian war closer, it was heavily criticised by the Serbian side. When the 
Dayton Agreement was concluded in 1995 with the active involvement of 
the Clinton Administration, an opportunity opened to restore U.S.–Serb 
relations, as well.

From the region, U.S.–Slovenian relations were the most promising. 
However, the U.S. mostly showed interest in Slovenia’s knowledge about 
the Balkans, and it kept the relations at the level of State Department 
bureaucracy. In the post-war period, Washington was following the recipe 
of the Central European transitions, and it offered assistance to facilitate 
the strengthening of democratic institutions and market economy in the 
newly independent republics. The White House regularly criticised the 
region on the accounts of human rights violations, not implementing the 
Dayton Agreement, not cooperating with the ICTY, and not realising 
the democratic reforms fast enough. In the case of Croatia, the Clinton 
Administration threatened to stop the funding of the MPRI if the funds are 
not spent in accordance with U.S. interests.

During the final years of the Clinton Administration, U.S.–Serb rela-
tions were antagonised by the next phase of the dissolution of Yugoslavia. 
In the 1998–1999 Kosovo crisis, the U.S. tried to step up as the broker 
of peace again but its efforts to resolve the conflict with peaceful means 
failed. After Western media channels claimed that Serbian police mas-
sacred civilians in Rugovo and Račak, NATO launched an air campaign 
against Serbian forces. This step was heavily criticised by the Serbian 
Government. All NATO countries, and the NATO aspirant neighbouring 
countries contributed to the campaign, which ended the war in Kosovo, 
and led to the establishment of the KFOR peace mission.

During the second half of the 1990s and the early 2000s, both Slovenia 
and Croatia were preoccupied with their Euro-Atlantic integration, trying 
to secure U.S. sponsorship for their NATO accession. Just like in the case 
of the Central European disputes about borders and national minorities, 
Washington exercised heavy pressure on the Balkan states to peacefully 
resolve their problems. By the early 2000s, Zagreb and Ljubljana man-
aged to secure the support of the Clinton Administration to join NATO. 
In the meanwhile, the U.S. also normalised its relations with Serbia after 
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Milošević left power in October 2000. Following Montenegro’s secession 
in 2006, Belgrade opted to join the EU, and hoped to have the support of 
the U.S. in its quest for membership.

During the Bush years, the global war on terror drove the attention 
of the White House to the Middle East region, and the U.S. gradually 
withdrew its presence from the Balkans, transferring the responsibility 
of maintaining the peace to the EU. While the military campaign against 
Afghanistan was endorsed by most states in the region, the war in Iraq 
created a serious dilemma. Croatia and Slovenia were aiming to achieve 
NATO membership and they were in a difficult situation when the U.S. 
asked its partners to go to war without a UN Security Council resolution. 
While Croatia decided not to give its support to the war and condemned 
the whole mission, Slovenia signed up for the ‘Letter of the Vilnius Group’ 
which supported the military operations against Iraq. However, as the 
intervention turned into a prolonged occupation and state building effort, 
Slovenia withdrew its support and turned against the mission. This cre-
ated some tension between Ljubljana and Washington.

Besides the disagreements around the war in Iraq, there were addi-
tional problem areas which poisoned the relationship of the U.S. and the 
Balkan states. Fearing from the prosecution of U.S. soldiers abroad, the 
Bush Administration decided not to ratify the Statute of the ICC. It also 
requested from its allies who signed up for the ICC to conclude bilateral 
exemption agreements about the immunity from extradition of U.S. sol-
diers – in the meanwhile, the White House expected from its partners 
to cooperate with the ICTY. Slovenia and Croatia stood up against these 
requests and did not sign the bilateral exemption agreements with the U.S. 
This led to a temporary deterioration of U.S.–Slovenia and U.S.–Croatia 
ties, increasing the significance of Serbia for a while.

During the Obama Administration, U.S.–Croatia ties have witnessed 
renewed activism, and the ICC issue was put aside. It was followed by 
mutual presidential visits, Washington prevented Slovenia from vetoing 
Croatia’s accession to NATO, and the ban on military assistance was also 
cancelled. The Obama Administration considered Croatia as a model for 
other countries in the region, and it also counted on Zagreb to reduce 
Russian influence in the region.

In case of Serbia, the U.S. remained the strongest supporter of 
Belgrade’s EU integration but the U.S. support of the independence and 
recognition of Kosovo further increased the Serbs’ negative sentiments 
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against Washington. Besides, the White House put heavy pressure on 
Serbia to extradite wartime presidents, high-ranking generals and poli-
ticians to the ICTY. Although the political ties were burdened, there was 
active cooperation between Serbia and NATO. After the bombings during 
the two Yugoslav Wars, Belgrade decided not to pursue official NATO 
membership but it has started the transformation of its military structure 
according to NATO standards. The three most problematic issues between 
Serbia and the U.S. remain the White House’s recognition and support of 
Kosovo, the public animosity towards Washington and NATO, and the 
good relations between Serbia and Russia. Russia relations also proved to 
be a problem between the U.S. and Slovenia. Despite Russia’s aggressive 
behaviour, Slovenia did not suspend its traditionally good relations with 
Moscow.

Despite these differences of opinion, the U.S. appreciated Slovenia’s 
EU presidency, and its decision to recognise Kosovo’s independence. 
Ljubljana has also been praised for the establishment of the International 
Trust Fund for Demining and Mine Victims Assistance for BiH. Besides, 
Slovenia gave in to the U.S. pressure to resolve its border issue with 
Croatia, which allowed Zagreb to join the EU, and it also agreed to accept 
a Guantanamo prisoner despite the strong domestic opposition.

Altogether, U.S. relations with the states of the Balkans are highly 
oscillating. Serb relations with the White House have been heavily burdened 
due to the role of the U.S. in the dissolution of Yugoslavia. At the same time, 
Croatia and Slovenia have been active supporters of the U.S. in the region, 
and they have stood by Washington’s side on multiple occasions.

Similarly to the Balkans, Washington was looking for the same 
in Ukraine as well – it wanted a stable country between Europe and 
a potentially resurgent Russia. During the mid-1990s there were regular 
high-level visits between the leaders of the U.S. and Ukraine. 1996 was 
an important milestone, when the two countries signed a strategic part-
nership. The main issues of cooperation included supporting Ukraine’s 
 transition to democracy, establishing a market economy, promoting 
human rights, cooperating in space, and closing Chornobyl. In the mean-
while, the Clinton Administration also promoted bringing Kyiv closer to 
NATO and the EU. These ties provided a greater manoeuvring capability 
to Ukraine against Russia. However, the slow progress of the democratic 
reform started to raise concerns in Washington.
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During the Bush Administration, relations took a temporary positive 
turn, when similarly to the rest of the CEE region, Ukraine also stood next 
to Washington after the terrorist attacks of 9/11, and Kyiv gave overflight 
permission to the U.S. for its Afghanistan mission. The 2002 elections 
in Ukraine, however, did not meet the democratic standards that the 
U.S. expected, and it brought back the same criticism from Washington. 
Ukraine expressed its desire to join NATO, which was acceptable for 
the Bush Administration, but only under the condition of implementing 
the necessary reforms. Although further engagement with Ukraine was 
still in the interests of the U.S., Kyiv did not meet the requirements of its 
partner, and it only managed to maintain relatively stable relations with 
the White House because it offered to support the U.S. mission in Iraq.

The 2004 election of President Yushchenko brought Washington and 
Kyiv closer together. Under his tenure, strengthening NATO ties and WTO 
membership were the priorities. When Yanukovych came back to the scene 
as Prime Minister, Ukrainian support for a NATO MAP was suspended. 
Yushchenko and Yanukovych were unable to speak with a unified voice, 
which only changed when Yulia Tymoshenko replaced the  latter. Kyiv 
was finally able to request a MAP, and the Bush Administration gave its 
support. Russia expressed its firm opposition against Ukraine’s potential 
membership in NATO. Kyiv’s relations with Russia were further aggra-
vated when Ukraine sided with Georgia during the 2008 Georgia–Russia 
war. The U.S. and Ukraine signed a strategic partnership in late 2008, 
which was also reaffirmed by the Obama Administration.

President Obama’s reset policy worried Kyiv but Washington 
explained that it was not a sign of accepting Russia’s zone of influence. 
When Yanukovych was re-elected as President of Ukraine, he indicated 
that his priority was to rebuild relations with Russia, and signed the 
Crimea deal. Washington criticised the lack of reforms by Yanukovych, 
and corruption was growing in the country. The government pressed for 
an association agreement with the EU, but after the agreement was con-
cluded Yanukovych backed out of it which triggered the so called Maidan 
Revolution.

Due to the unrest in the region, Ukraine jumped higher on the agenda 
of the U.S. The White House expressed its support to the demonstration 
efforts and warned the government against a violent crackdown. Russia 
capitalised on the unrest in Ukraine and it illegally annexed Crimea. In 
response to the events, the U.S. and the EU imposed visa and financial 
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sanctions on Moscow. Washington and Brussels have closely worked to 
sanction the Russian moves, and to deescalate the unfolding unrest in the 
Donbas. However, to Kyiv’s greatest regret, the Obama Administration 
only supported the Minsk process from the background. The White House 
let the EU to take the leadership, and it only provided non-lethal aid to 
Ukraine.

Altogether, Ukraine’s case was similar to Central Europe and the 
Balkans in the sense that Washington’s priority was the establishment of 
a stable partner against a resurgent Russia. But until the U.S.-supported 
transition was successful in Central Europe and the Balkans, Ukraine 
failed to implement the political and economic reforms that Washington 
expected. Therefore, U.S.–Ukrainian relations have showed a bigger oscil-
lation than the other cases. However, the crisis with Russia opened a new 
opportunity for cooperation between Kyiv and Washington.

In case of Austria, the country’s neutrality started to anger the White 
House in the 1990s. Washington expected from its European partners to 
take a larger role in their own protection and in the establishment of peace 
on the continent. It became increasingly problematic to Vienna as it could 
not participate in military missions. In addition to the frustration that was 
caused by the neutral status of Austria, the election of the right-wing party 
also caused problems between the U.S. and Vienna. An important source 
of conflict was the issue of Jewish restitution.

Just like in the case of the rest of the region, 9/11 created a new oppor-
tunity. Austria supported the U.S. campaign against Afghanistan but the 
pre-emptive nature of the Iraqi war was against the principle of neutrality, 
therefore similarly to the states of the Balkans, Vienna did not support 
the war against Iraq. This affected the ties very negatively and Austria 
realised that it was no longer in the inner circle of Washington’s European 
partners. The Bush Administration was not popular in Austria, therefore 
there was a kind of euphoria when President Obama was elected. This 
was short-lived as the U.S. turned its attention towards Asia, which left 
a growing feeling of abandonment in Europe.

After the release of the WikiLeaks files, it became clear that the U.S. 
was puzzled by the notion of neutrality and considered Austria a “free 
rider”. Washington was also critical about Vienna’s commercial ties with 
Iran and North Korea. The inward looking leadership in Austria was also 
accused of primarily focusing on advancing Austrian economic interests, 
instead of cooperating with its partners. Due to these problems, there were 
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no high level meetings during the Obama Administration, and the U.S. 
seems to have lost its overall attention towards Vienna. The feeling of 
abandonment was something that the Visegrád countries also complained 
about but their relations with the U.S. were still significantly stronger than 
Austria’s ties.

3. Military Relations between the U.S. and the CEE States

Although the military domain is the area where the asymmetry between 
the U.S. and the CEE region is most noticeable, it is the strongest bond 
between the U.S. and the states of the region. The political relations have 
gone through ups and downs, but the military cooperation mostly showed 
resilience to the political turmoil. The U.S. played a crucial role in the 
structural transformation of the military forces of the CEE region, and it 
also contributed with hardware to the modernisation of the capabilities of 
these states.

In case of the Visegrád countries, the European ballistic missile 
defence system was a crucial issue. The Bush Administration proposed to 
build elements of its homeland GMD system in the Czech Republic and 
Poland. It required a lot of political effort from the governments to gain 
the necessary support from their national legislations, therefore they were 
puzzled when the Obama Administration cancelled the proposal. The 
White House later announced a new proposal, the EPAA, which scaled 
back the scope of the Bush plan, and designated Poland, Romania, Turkey 
and Germany as hosting states.

Besides the issue of ballistic missile defence, another strong bond 
is the participation of the Visegrád countries in U.S. military missions. 
The states of the region participated in every peacekeeping effort in the 
Balkans, and they also sent troops to Afghanistan and Iraq. In case of Iraq, 
the countries of the region offered bigger contributions than their actual 
size would suggest, and they also suffered significant losses. Within the 
NATO framework, the Visegrád countries have been trying to focus on 
niche capabilities, and counterbalance their moderate defence spending 
with increased participation in military missions.

The Visegrád countries also participate in joint military exercises 
with the U.S., and there are many bilateral agreements between U.S. forces 
and the states of the region. Such agreements include the cooperation 
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between Hungary and the Ohio National Guard, or Slovakia and the 
Indiana National Guard. Bilateral agreements are also important in the 
procurement of military equipment – Poland, for example, bought F-16 
and C-130 Hercules planes, Slovakia purchased Black Hawk helicopters 
(UH-60M) and started negotiating an F-16 deal, and Romania decided to 
buy F-16 fighter jets from Portugal, and acquire HIMARS artillery and 
the Patriot 3+ system.

As Visegrád countries are in the frontline of the Russia threat, they 
have been very active in NATO’s Enhanced Forward Presence. The sig-
nificant U.S. contributions through the European Reassurance Initiative 
create a very strong tie between the U.S. and the Visegrád states.

In the military domain, the only major disagreement is the poor per-
formance of the Central Europeans in defence spending. With the excep-
tion of Poland, every Visegrád state is below the 2% defence spending 
requirement of the Alliance, which has been a constant source of criticism 
from the part of Washington.

Similarly to the Visegrád countries, the U.S. presence has been crucial 
in the transformation of the Croatian and Slovenian armed forces, as well. 
In Croatia, the MPRI private military contractor was a key player in this 
process. Through this cooperation, Washington assisted the restructuring 
of the Defence Ministry, and it has also provided education and training for 
staff officers. In preparation for its NATO membership, Croatia also entered 
the International Military Education and Training program, which institu-
tionalised a direct military cooperation between Washington and Zagreb.

Croatia also participated in U.S.-led military missions. It supported 
the NATO mission in Kosovo, and it has also contributed to the ISAF mis-
sion in Afghanistan, which was the greatest military mission of Croatia. 
U.S. assistance to Zagreb was visible in the military field – Washington 
provided strategic airlift to deploy Croatian forces to the ISAF mission.

Although Croatia and the Balkans are not directly threatened by 
the renewed Russian aggression, the geopolitical competition of the two 
powers is noticeable even for Zagreb. With regards to the future, the U.S. 
is not likely to get actively involved in the Balkans again, unless there is 
a crisis that threatens the stability of the broader region.

The case of Slovenia is similar to Croatia and the Central Europeans: 
the U.S. played a crucial role in the transformation of the armed forces 
from military to civilian control. The Slovenian armed forces also contrib-
uted to the U.S.-led missions in the Balkans. In the meanwhile, the NATO 
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integration of Croatia and Slovenia was also progressing, showing major 
developments in the interoperability of their forces with NATO capabili-
ties. Slovenia’s first active involvement in peacekeeping missions was the 
SFOR mission in 1997. After the SFOR mission, Slovenia’s armed forces 
participated in several military operations and missions. Just like Croatia, 
Slovenia also sent troops to Afghanistan, and Ljubljana also contributed 
to the training of the security forces in Iraq. The largest military operation 
of Slovenia was the ISAF mission. After ISAF, Slovenia also participated 
in the anti-ISIS operation in Iraq. Military exercises are also an important 
aspect of Slovenia’s contribution to NATO.

Just like in case of the Visegrád countries, the only major disagree-
ment in the military domain is the issue of defence spending. Both Croatia 
and Slovenia pledged to meet the 2% defence spending requirement, but 
they are still lagging behind, which has been a serious source of criticism 
from the White House.

The case of Serbia is significantly different from the rest of the Balkans 
region. As a non-NATO state, it does not have the same institutional bonds 
as the others. Besides, Belgrade was also facing NATO air campaigns 
on two occasions, which created strong public and political sentiments 
against the Alliance. Despite the burdened history, Washington’s and 
Belgrade’s relationship is still the strongest in the military field.

The U.S. supported the transformation of Serbia’s armed forces. In 
2006, NATO and Serbia created a joint Defence Reform Group to facili-
tate this process. Due to the increased military cooperation between the 
two states, Serbia participated in many NATO exercises. After Belgrade 
adopted the Individual Partnership Action Plan, its cooperation with 
NATO reached a historic height. However, as a result of the two air cam-
paigns, Serbia does not pursue official NATO membership.

Just like the Central European states, Serbia also has special bilateral 
agreements with the U.S. in the military domain: it has a partnership 
agreement with the Ohio National Guard since 2006. Another important 
institutional framework is the Global Peace Operations Partnership, in 
the framework of which Serbia received military equipment, training and 
assistance from the U.S. to modernise the Serbian armed forces. Thus, 
Serbia might not enjoy the same institutional ties with Washington that 
NATO member states benefit from but despite the adversarial relations 
during the 1990s, the two countries still built a solid partnership in the 
military domain.
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In the CEE region, the case of Ukraine provides probably the biggest 
security challenge for Washington. At the beginning of the 1990s, the 
peaceful disarmament and repatriation of the world’s third largest nuclear 
arsenal was a priority for the White House. Since the successful resolution 
of the nuclear question and Ukraine’s accession to the NPT, Washington 
and Kyiv continued its cooperation in the nuclear domain.

Regarding Ukraine’s ties with NATO, the process of cooperation was 
progressing very slowly during the Yanukovych era. When he got back 
to power in 2006, Ukraine withdraw its support for an official MAP with 
NATO to favour the Russian demands. It was only under the Tymoshenko 
tenure when Kyiv was finally able to request a MAP from the Alliance. 
This step, however, was not favoured by all NATO member states, partly 
because Ukraine’s reform program was not moving fast enough, and 
partly because Russia raised very harsh opposition against the enlargement. 
The U.S. support was also conditional on the successful implementation of 
the political, economic and military reforms within Ukraine. Despite the 
fact that Ukraine’s accession to NATO was a distant future, Moscow was 
very vocal about its dissatisfaction with the prospects of enlargement in 
the Russian zone of influence.

In addition to the increasing cooperation between Ukraine and 
NATO, the U.S. established several bilateral channels of cooperation with 
Ukraine. During the war in Iraq, for example, Ukraine provided 1,800 
troops for ISAF, and in the wake of the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq, it also 
sent a nuclear, chemical and biological weapons defence battalion to 
Kuwait. For a while, the Ukrainian contingent was the fourth largest in 
Iraq which was highly valued by the Bush Administration. As a result, the 
U.S. and Ukraine concluded a strategic partnership agreement in 2008, in 
the framework of which Kyiv participated in several joint military exer-
cises with the U.S.

As the crisis in Ukraine unfolded, the Obama Administration’s main 
goal was to de-escalate the crisis without getting into a direct military 
confrontation with Moscow. Therefore, the U.S. only provided limited 
military assistance to Ukraine. Under the Obama Administration, this 
assistance included non-lethal weapons. The Trump Administration, 
however, revisited this strategy and approved lethal military assistance 
(Javelin man-portable anti-armour weapons). This type of military assis-
tance is likely to continue in the future as well but given the events in 
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Crimea and the Donbas, Ukraine’s integration with NATO is not going to 
happen anytime soon.

In the military domain, the case of Austria is also unique as similarly 
to Ukraine and Serbia, Austria is not a NATO member either. So far it 
has not signalled its willingness to accede to the Alliance. Vienna has 
joined the PfP program in 1995 but it has not made further moves towards 
a MAP. Austria’s long-standing tradition of neutrality works against 
building strong ties with Washington in the military domain. The Central 
Europeans were able to deepen their cooperation in the military domain by 
their strong support to the Bush Administration’s military campaigns in 
Afghanistan and Iraq, and they are also providing important contributions 
to NATO’s Enhanced Forward Presence. Austria, on the other hand, can 
only contribute moderate capabilities to peacekeeping missions and post-
war reconstruction. As Vienna joined the EU in 1995, it has integrated 
with the EU’s CFSP which ties down most of Austria’s expeditionary 
capabilities. Therefore, there are only sporadic occasions when Vienna 
was able to cooperate with Washington in the military domain. The best 
examples of this include Austria’s assistance to the Afghanistan mission, 
where Vienna fulfilled non-military tasks like reconstruction efforts and 
the training of Afghan forces. Austria has also been active in the wider 
Balkans region, and it has contributed to the KFOR mission. Although 
these efforts are valued in the White House, it is not likely that the two 
countries can deepen their military cooperation until Austria maintains 
its policy of neutrality.

4. Economic Relations between the U.S. and the CEE 
States

Among the different sectors of cooperation, the economic domain is the 
weakest link between the U.S. and the CEE states. There are many logical 
reasons why this is not such a strong bond as the other fields. First, the 
states of the CEE region are small markets which have a limited capability 
to purchase American products. Due to the asymmetry in the size of the 
markets, CEE states are only competitive in niche products, or in products 
which require highly skilled labour which is cheaper in the region than in 
the U.S. The second reason is the EU integration of these states. With the 
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establishment of the single market in Europe, there is a free flow of goods 
and services within the EU borders. As a result of this, most CEE states 
trade primarily with their European partners – Germany, Italy, France 
and the United Kingdom. From the perspective of the CEE states, the dual 
integration into the EU and NATO basically created a division of labour: 
the EU comes first in economy, and the U.S. comes first in military (and 
sometimes even in policy) matters.

During the transition period, U.S. financial support was crucial for 
all states of the region. Most of them were short of capital and relied on 
foreign direct investments. The U.S. was among the leading investors in 
the CEE region which was essential to support the transformation of their 
socialist structures into a market economy. Besides investing in economic 
growth, U.S. assistance was also used to develop the infrastructure and 
the NGO sectors in the region. Many of these funds were transferred 
through USAID. Washington’s role was also visible in the modernisation 
of the financial and bank sectors.

The economic transformation also paved the way towards the inte-
gration of these states into the Western political, military and economic 
organisations. Washington supported the accession of the CEE states into 
the IMF and the World Bank, and created bilateral Enterprise Funds with 
many states in the region. Due to the creation of these institutional ties, the 
trade between the U.S. and the CEE region rapidly increased in the 1990s, 
and somewhat slowed down in the 2000s.

American companies like General Electric, Guardian Industries, 
Coca-Cola, Ball Corporation, Merrill Lynch, Ford, IBM, PepsiCo, U.S. 
Steel and Ameritech Corporation appeared in the CEE region during the 
1990s. Several multinational companies (such as Exxon Mobil, Morgan 
Stanley, Avis, Microsoft, Citibank, Alcoa and EDS) located shared service 
support centres in Central and Eastern Europe. The 2007–2008 financial 
crisis was a big setback in the economic relations – for many years, it 
halted the inflow of FDI and the creation of new service centres. After 
the crisis, trade relations gradually started to grow again, and economic 
cooperation extended to new sectors, especially in the innovation and IT 
domains.

Today, in Slovakia only there are 120 U.S. companies, employing 
thousands of people. The U.S. has benefited a lot from the availability 
of highly skilled workers in a region where salaries are significantly 
below the standard of U.S. salaries. Interestingly, the governments of the 
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region have had different approaches towards these companies. In Serbia, 
for example, the government has been very favourable towards foreign 
companies, while in case of Hungary, the third Orbán Government imple-
mented several discriminatory regulations against foreign multinational 
companies.

With regards to the presence of businesses from the CEE region in the 
U.S., cooperation has improved in the domain of IT start-up development, 
innovation and entrepreneurship, and the diplomatic missions of the CEE 
states are paying increased attention on creating opportunities for their 
small and medium businesses in the American market. While Poland has 
been the leading trade partner of the U.S. in the CEE region, Ukraine’s 
case is among the least successful ones. The low level of trade is partly 
explained by the concerns of U.S. companies about overregulation, the 
lack of rule of law, and the high level of corruption.

The energy sector is among the most important sectors that the U.S. is 
closely monitoring in the CEE region. In this regard, it is a primary U.S. 
interest to reduce the reliance of the region on Russian energy supplies. 
Therefore, the U.S. has supported every initiative which tried to bring in 
natural gas pipelines from areas other than Russia, and it has also sup-
ported the creation of interconnectors between the pipelines in the CEE 
region to reduce Russia’s blackmail potential over the region.

The civilian use of nuclear power is a very lucrative business, and 
the U.S. has been trying to get access to the CEE region where the Cold 
War created a strong Russian dominance. That is why both the Czech 
(the cancellation of the Temelín tender) and Hungarian governments (the 
conclusion of the Paks deal with Russia) received criticism. In Ukraine, 
the U.S. managed to develop strong ties in the nuclear domain, and the two 
countries have cooperated in the trade of nuclear fuel rods.

Altogether, due to the priority of the EU in the trade relations of the 
CEE states, and also owing to the high level of asymmetry between the 
states of the region and the U.S., trade and investment ties will probably 
stay secondary to the military and political cooperation.

5. Cultural Relations between the U.S. and the CEE States

With regards to the cultural ties with the U.S., the strongest bond is the 
large number of immigrants who came from the CEE region. In case of 
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Poland, for example, there are about 10 million Polish Americans in the 
U.S. today. Cities like Chicago and Cleveland are the centres of these 
immigrant groups. They showed a strong willingness to keep their ties 
with their countries of origin, and they have regularly lobbied in favour of 
their home countries. The Polish lobby, for example, has been very strong 
during Warsaw’s membership negotiations with NATO. These ties are 
regularly institutionalised, like in the Hungarian case with the American 
Hungarian Federation (AHF) or the Hungarian Initiatives Foundation 
(HIF). The primary mission of these organisations is to nurture cultural 
exchange and scientific cooperation between the countries of the region 
and the U.S. (but sometimes they have also taken a more political role). 
Many CEE states have their own radio or TV stations, and they have also 
supported university education programs and language courses to main-
tain the cultural heritage of the immigrant groups.

U.S. soft power has also been active in the CEE region. The flagship 
program of cooperation is the Fulbright exchange program, in the frame-
work of which hundreds of Central and Eastern Europeans study and work 
in the U.S. every year. Washington has also supported the establishment 
of the so called American corners in larger university towns, which serve 
as cultural centres for the U.S. Besides, civil society organisations and 
think tanks funded by the U.S. have also regularly taken an important role 
in the strengthening of cultural ties.

With regards to the public opinion on the U.S., there is a strong fluctu-
ation. Especially in case of the Visegrád countries, the political elites have 
been more pro-American than the public (this was specifically true from 
the early 1990s to the mid-2000s). While the political elites have been 
pushing for stronger ties with Washington, and they were very support-
ive of American initiatives to increase their chances of integration with 
NATO, the public has showed signs of anti-Americanism on numerous 
occasions. The reputation of the U.S. was favourable in the 1990s when 
the American culture could reach the region for the first time without 
filters or limitations. But polarisation has started during the Yugoslav 
Wars. The U.S.-led intervention against Serbia during the Kosovo crisis 
has turned many people against Washington. This was not only true for 
Serbs, but public opinion polls in the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary 
and Austria have also showed a decline.

Anti-Americanism, in general, is a result of a combination of factors: 
anti-globalisation, misunderstandings and misinformation have all played 
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a role in the decline of American popularity. A large group of people 
turned against the U.S. because of the foreign policy conduct of the White 
House. Militarism and unilateral action, which peaked under the Bush 
Administration, triggered strong anti-American sentiments. The first 
signs of this were observable during the Kosovo crisis, and then unfolded 
during the war against Iraq. This is why President George W. Bush was 
among the least popular U.S. presidents in the post-Cold War era. His 
visits to the region were followed by public demonstrations in many coun-
tries, which was a striking difference in comparison to his father’s visits 
during the early 1990s. President Obama was generally welcomed with 
a very positive attitude, and his approval ratings were high all around 
Europe (at least initially).

Besides foreign and security policy matters, another source of 
anti-Americanism is defined against the American way of life, consumer-
ism and pop culture. Those who oppose to these ideas criticise American 
people for being shallow and ignorant about everything that is happening 
outside of their borders. The last source of anti-Americanism has been 
identified as an ideological disagreement among people who simply do 
not believe in the American values, the rule of law, democratic institutions, 
market economy and liberal ideas. Part of these sentiments come from 
a nostalgia towards the communist times, and also from the misinfor-
mation campaigns that certain political parties have been conducting to 
advance their own national policies. In this situation, the U.S. embassies 
and personally the U.S. ambassadors could play an important role in the 
multiplication of U.S. soft power.

6. The Trump Administration and the Future of U.S.–
CEE Relations

In recent years, it has been a general trend in the West that right-wing 
parties are becoming more popular, and many states of the region elected 
conservative governments. In theory, this could create a good basis for 
a strong cooperation with the Trump Administration.

During the 2016 election campaign, the states of the CEE region 
were divided in their preference. The Serb population was cheering for the 
election of President Trump, and Czech President Zeman and Hungarian 
Prime Minister Orbán have also openly endorsed Donald Trump against 
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Hillary Clinton. Their views aligned over many issues, including the 
immigrant crisis in Europe. In the meanwhile, others have been rather 
worried about a Trump victory because they feared that it would reduce 
U.S. attention on the region and undermine solidarity within NATO.

U.S. commitment towards NATO has been one of the most important 
concerns of the states of the CEE region. During the election campaign, 
President Trump said that NATO is an “obsolete” organisation, and the 
U.S. will only protect those allies which pay for their defence and spend 
at least 2% of their GDP on defence. In light of the renewed tensions with 
Russia, this created a lot of fears in the frontline states. From the ten 
selected countries in this volume, only Poland meets the 2% threshold. 
However, despite the initial fears, it seems that the White House has no 
intention to abandon its allies, and the Trump Administration continues 
to fulfil its commitments by strengthening U.S. contributions to NATO’s 
Enhanced Forward Presence, and it also maintained U.S. sanctions against 
Russia.

Another problem area is related to President Trump’s trade policy. 
The Obama Administration started to negotiate the Transatlantic Trade 
and Investment Partnership (TTIP) free trade agreement between the EU 
and the U.S. Most of the CEE states were in favour of a well-negotiated 
TTIP agreement that could help European firms get access to the American 
market. However, the Trump Administration’s overall opposition to free 
trade agreements put the TTIP negotiations on hold, and initiated a trade 
conflict between the EU and the U.S. This was viewed negatively by most 
states in the CEE region.

Another example of disagreement is the case of Iran – after the con-
clusion of the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action with Tehran, European 
states expressed their support to the agreement. When President Trump 
withdrew from the deal and threatened to punish the states which continue 
to do business with Iran, many European states raised strong criticism 
against the American decision.

In the Middle East, President Trump’s decision to recognise Jerusalem 
as the capital of Israel also triggered harsh criticism in Europe. While 
some countries like Hungary expressed their desire to follow the U.S. lead 
and move their embassies from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem, the overwhelming 
majority of the CEE states condemned the U.S. decision and said that 
the fate of the capital should be decided in the framework of peace talks 
between Israel and the Palestinians.
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Altogether, the Trump Administration’s “America First” policy con-
stitutes a number of challenges for CEE states in all three domains of 
political, military and economic cooperation. However, despite President 
Trump’s alarming campaign rhetoric, there has been no direct confronta-
tion between the states of the region and Washington. President Trump 
has already travelled to the region, and Poland was one of his first interna-
tional visits in July 2017. This proves that the region continues to have the 
attention of the White House, and there is a lot of continuity, especially in 
the military domain. Probably the biggest change that the CEE region will 
need to adapt to is the general U.S. shift from a value-based foreign policy 
towards a cooperation which has a focus on business. Most CEE states 
have been trying to secure a high level bilateral meeting with President 
Trump but these efforts have mostly failed so far.

The future of U.S.–CEE relations will probably follow the oscillation 
of the last ten years. In the political domain, there will be disagreements 
and occasional setbacks. But the institutionalised cooperation in the mil-
itary domain is not likely to be challenged by either side. While trade 
relations have never really reached the strategic significance that some 
states might have hoped, defence collaboration will continue to provide 
a solid basis of cooperation. CEE states will continue to rely on U.S. guar-
antees and assurance measures against the security threats that they are 
facing, while the U.S. will continue to ask from the states of the region to 
take a larger share of the burden.
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