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For more than a decade, the stra-
tegic focus of global politics has 
been shifting steadily toward 

Asia. And yet, today, at the Munich 
Security Conference, the emphasis is 
once again on Europe. After Russia’s 
annexation of Crimea, which was car-
ried out in violation of international 
law, and after the war in Donetsk and 
Luhansk, it is uncertain what the Fed-
eration’s next move regarding Ukraine 
will be. Either way, the threatening 
situation created by Moscow as a result 
of its massive troop presence along the 
border – together with its exaggerated 
diplomatic demands – reminds us just 
how fragile European security really is. 
Peace in Europe is by no means a “done 
deal.” It’s not something we achieved 
once and for all time. It’s something 
we must fight for and defend, over 
and over again. This requires vigilant 
defense, unity among allies, large-scale 
investment and constant diplomatic 
effort aimed at 
building trust and 
defusing conflicts.

Against such a 
backdrop, Ger-
many once again 
finds itself at 
the center of the 
security policy 
debate. This is 
no surprise. Our 
g e o g r a p h i c a l 
location, political power and economic 
strength make us a major player. The 
new German government, of which I 
am a member, is highly aware of this. 
We are conscious of the responsibility 
we bear, and we know how much scru-
tiny decisions made in Berlin receive. 

In NATO and the EU, Germany has 
always shown that its commitment to 
and solidarity with the alliance can be 
fully relied upon. This is also the case 
today with regard to the current crisis 
on NATO’s eastern flank. And this 
applies not only to diplomatic efforts 
seeking to achieve peace and trust, as 
is the case in the Normandy Format; 
it also applies to the Bundeswehr, for 
example, in the enhanced Forward 
Presence (eFP) in Lithuania, where we 
are once again strengthening our forces. 

It can be seen as well in the NATO 
Response Force, where we stand ready 
to provide credible defense for the alli-
ance and rapid crisis management and 
where we’re currently amid intense 
preparations for our obligations in the 
Very High Readiness Joint Task Force 
next year. We believe in dialogue and 
negotiation, but we also believe in the 
strength and steadfastness that allows 
diplomacy to succeed. Germany can 
do both. And we’re ready and willing 
to put both to work wherever needed. 

We are steadfast in our commitment 
to the fundamental principles of peace 
and freedom on our continent, from 
state sovereignty and the inviolabil-
ity of borders to the freedom of each 
country to choose its own alliances. 
We are prepared to draw far-reaching 
consequences if these principles are 
attacked. And we will make a firm con-
tribution to ensuring that these prin-
ciples are enforced over the long term. 
Security is and will continue to be a 
key challenge. And it’s not just about 
today’s crisis diplomacy; it’s about 

ensuring that 
our children 
and future gen-
erations can also 
enjoy the peace 
and freedoms 
we may take for 
granted today. 
We must invest 
in the security 
of our continent 
now to ensure 

that generations to come can lead good 
lives in freedom and in peace.

The Bundeswehr is working at full 
speed to meet these urgent investments. 
We are seeking to get the German 
armed forces into shape so they can 
effectively meet future threats. We are 
in the process of acquiring modern sys-
tems designed to increase our combat 
capabilities and consolidate our role 
as an alliance partner in NATO. The 
forthcoming replacement of our Tor-
nado fighter aircraft fleet is one exam-
ple of this, as is the procurement of 
armed drones and the joint Eurodrone 
project for the Bundeswehr. Between 
2014 and 2021, Germany’s defense 
budget increased by 45 percent, and a 

The question of war and peace 
has returned to the European 
continent,” said then-Foreign 

Minister Frank-Walter Steinmeier 
at the Munich Security Conference 
(MSC) in 2015. Less than one year 
earlier, Russia had invaded and 
annexed Crimea in a cloak-and-dag-
ger operation. What followed was 
international condemnation and a 
period of intense shuttle diplomacy 
between Moscow, Kyiv and capitals 
in the West. Arriving directly from 
talks in Moscow, then-Chancellor 
Angela Merkel warned on the main 
stage at Hotel Bayerischer Hof that 
“the foundations of the peace order in 
Europe are by no means self-evident.”

Exactly seven years later, Europe 
is once again facing an eerily similar 
moment of crisis: Europe’s security 
order is in peril on the eve of the 
58th Munich Security Conference in 
2022. Russian troops are massing at 
NATO’s eastern 
flank. Shuttle 
diplomacy is in 
full swing. A new 
German chancel-
lor, Olaf Scholz, 
will return from 
Moscow just 
before world 
leaders meet in 
Munich to discuss 
the most press-
ing challenges for foreign and security 
policy. And once more, the MSC will 
be a platform for dialogue between 
East and West. Europe’s permacrisis – 
the persisting tensions between Russia 
and the West – will continue to shape 
the debates on Europe’s security for 
years to come. The tasks before Europe 
are momentous. 

One thing is certain: In retrospect, 
Russia bears great responsibility for 
why its relations with the West have 
reached a new nadir. Yet, before 
NATO-Russia relations soured to the 
worrying low point we witness today, 
there were signs that a more coopera-
tive age of security in Europe was in 
the cards. 

Faced with the NATO membership 
aspirations of Poland, Hungary and 

other former member states of the 
Warsaw Pact, the trans-Atlantic allies 
were tasked with a delicate balanc-
ing act in the wake of Soviet Union’s 
collapse. While Russia was less than 
enthusiastic about the new NATO 
membership of its western neigh-
bors, a revamped, more cooperative 
basis for NATO-Russia cooperation 
appeared to be an acceptable com-
promise to the Russian leadership in 
exchange for the admission of new 
members into NATO.

Enshrined in the 1997 NATO-Russia 
Founding Act, both the admission of 
new members – albeit with far-reach-
ing restrictions on troop and missile 
deployment – and the creation of what 
later became known as the NATO-
Russia Council were agreed in writing. 
Russia’s ability to deploy personnel 
and arms close to NATO’s eastern 
flank remained untouched. Thus, by 
signing the document, Russia officially 
accepted the principle of enlargement 
of the North Atlantic alliance. 

The agreement with Moscow 
enabled NATO 
to proceed with 
its deliberations 
on the admis-
sion of new 
members shortly 
thereafter. The 
decisions made 
at the 1997 
Madrid summit 
– namely, admit-
ting Poland, 

Hungary and the Czech Republic 
to NATO in a first round followed 
by later enlargement rounds set to 
include Romania, Bulgaria and the 
Baltics – were informally discussed 
with Moscow to avoid a renewed fall-
out. In hindsight, this was a master-
piece of responsible Ostpolitik with 
Berlin in the driver’s seat.

But relations went downhill from 
there. While Russia is without a doubt 
responsible for most of the lost trust in 
East-West relations, NATO, too, must 
acknowledge past mistakes. Starting 
with its 2007 Bucharest summit, an 
enlargement crisis began to weigh 
heavily on NATO-Russia relations. 
The Alliance greenlit a compromise 
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There’s no question that the 
Munich Security Conference 
(MSC) is being held this year in 
a perilous international politi-
cal environment. We hope 
that all participants can take 
full advantage of the opportu-
nity for intensive discussion, 
debate and negotiation. This is 
what matters, now more than 
ever.

As delighted as I am to greet 
the large US delegation, I’m 
deeply disappointed that no 
member of the Russian del-
egation is making the trip to 
Munich. The MSC at the Bayer-
ischer Hof is unparalleled in 
the opportunities it provides 
for on-stage and behind-the-
scenes dialogue. Neverthe-
less, I very much hope that this 
year’s meetings will contribute 
to mutual understanding and 
further détente – disarmament 
is the order of the day in war 
zones as well as well as media 
outlets. The problems facing 
people worldwide are so great, 
there’s simply no time for saber 
rattling and the drums of war.

Hunger, a global pandemic, 
environmental degradation, 
oppression, discrimination and 
the plight of refugees, these 
are the issues that politicians 
worldwide must address in 
order to help create a more 
peaceful world.

This conference marks the 
end of an era, as Wolfgang 
Ischinger bids farewell to 
his role as chair of the MSC. 
Over the past 10 years, he has 
transformed the conference, 
making it what it is today – the 
security summit where the 
international community’s top 
political, diplomatic and aca-
demic minds convene.

Wolfgang Ischinger deserves 
our heartfelt gratitude for his 
peerless commitment and tire-
less efforts. I would also like to 
extend a warm welcome to his 
successor, Ambassador Chris-
toph Heusgen. The MSC has 
a bright future with him at the 
helm.
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The abrupt withdrawal 
of American troops 
from Afghanistan and 

the end of the mission in Iraq 
manifests a process that is 
clearly leaving its mark. The US 
“Pivot to Asia” strategy, ini-
tiated under President Barack 
Obama, shifts more respon-
sibility to the Gulf States for 
security in the region. While 
these states have responded 
positively, will this strategy 
work with zero US involve-
ment? Together with Europe, 
the US should remain engaged 
in the region and avoid a 
vacuum filled by adversaries.

The American geopolitical 
shift towards Asia has caused 
the Gulf States to rethink their 
strategic positions. They have 
intensified efforts to improve 
their relations with old (arch)
rivals. This strategic review has 
led to surprising tectonic plate 
shifts in foreign policy in the 
Middle East region in recent 
months, yet with positive impli-
cations for stability in the Gulf. 
For example, Saudi Arabia, 
together with the United Arab 
Emirates, Bahrain and Egypt, 
had isolated and imposed a trade 
embargo on Qatar to force it to 
renounce its support for Islamist 
forces. But after some lively 
diplomatic exchange, heads of 
state of Saudi Arabia and Qatar 
declared their willingness to 
intensify bilateral cooperation 
and strengthen security and sta-
bility in the region. 

The troubled region has been 
a source of concern for decades 
and, dependent ultimately on 
an American security umbrella, 
is beginning to organize itself. 
However, after the signing of 
the Abraham Agreement, dip-
lomatic channels between Israel 
and the United Arab Emirates 
opened with surprising speed, 
while concrete opportunities 
for cooperation in agriculture, 
food security, cutting-edge 
technology, health and renew-
able energy appeared within 
reach.

The tiny emirate of Qatar, 
which is smaller than Connecti-
cut, is situated along the con-
flict line between Saudi Arabia 
and Iran. As a result, it has 
been loomed particularly large 
in its new role of fostering good 
neighborly relations. 

Qatar has the world’s third-
largest natural gas reserves and 
the highest per capita income 
globally. It now focuses on 
dialogue as an alternative to 
wars and on the option of 
mediation in resolving con-
flicts. Qatar recently dem-
onstrated its willingness to 
help defuse the Afghanistan 
evacuation crisis last summer, 
when it emerged as a “hub 
for dialogue and the peaceful 
settlement of disputes.” New 
foreign and domestic policy 
paradigms recently formulated 
by the Qatari emir empha-
size this conflict-defusing role. 
That role should be a reason 
for the US, with Europe, to 
remain engaged in the region. 
For Washington in particular, 

Qatar is increasingly a helpful 
partner as a diplomatic media-
tor at a time when US priorities 
lie more in Asia. In addition to 
its diplomatic role, at al Udeid, 
the emirate hosts one of the 
largest American airbases out-
side the US. Furthermore, with 
his new regional diplomacy 
policies, the Qatari emir can 
offer more substantial support 
for continuing US and Euro-
pean efforts toward an active 
reshaping of security in the 
region.

Qatar and the US established 
diplomatic relations as early as 
1972. Together they have care-
fully expanded the partnership 
include economic, scientific 
and political ties. Cooperation 
between universities in the two 
countries – there are hundreds 
of Qatari students in America 
and branches of six US uni-
versities in Qatar – has created 
an extensive people-to-people 
network; this provides crucial, 
mutual understanding and 
space for collaboration. The 

economies of Qatar and other 
Gulf States are currently under-
going a profound and sustain-
able transformation towards 
a modern, high-tech industrial 
knowledge society. The ongo-
ing generational shift is also 
setting in motion a social trans-
formation against the backdrop 
of an overwhelmingly young 
and well-educated population. 
Qatar can harness this genera-
tional change for deeper coop-
eration with the US.

However, with the World 
Cup planned to be held in 
Qatar, the Gulf state once 
again finds itself in the spot-
light. FIFA’s decision to hold 
the World Cup in the emirate 
in autumn 2022 remains highly 
controversial. Qatar should 
take the accusations of human 
rights abuses seriously and con-
tinue to work on improving 
the situation in the country to 
ensure that it retains its new 
and hard-earned strategic role. 
A boycott of the World Cup, 
which has been called for in 

Europe in particular, conflicts 
with European interests in 
regional stability. Would pun-
ishing Qatar or rather nego-
tiating agreements to protect 
human rights be in the best 
interest of improving the 
human rights conditions in the 
emirate? Sustaining the dynam-
ically changing geopolitics in 
the region puts the West in 
bind. A boycott risks abruptly 
halting social and political 
change in Qatar and the region 
and jeopardizes hard-won 
foreign policy ties. The adage 
that “sport unites” seems to 
be wise counsel. Negotiating 
around sports is an opportu-
nity to boost the region’s posi-
tive social and political devel-
opments by deploying the best 
weapon for regional change: 
the soft power of the West.

US and European interests 
are best served by supporting 
social change to ensure long-
term strategic cooperation with 
partners in the Gulf region, 
which is sure to further con-

solidate and expand well-devel-
oped trade relations. In the 
Ukraine conflict, too, Europe 
cannot ignore that its interests 
lie also in Qatar as a signifi-
cant exporter of natural gas. 
The emirate can quickly step 
in with gas supplies if Russia 
uses its gas as political leverage 
and continues to curb its sup-
plies to Europe. A model for 
such a backup rescue operation 
already exists: Eleven years 
ago, Qatar sent its gas tank-
ers to Japan to mitigate energy 
shortfalls from the tsunami.

The US remains a leading 
nation. Especially in such a 
rapidly changing world, it must 
remain an influential partner 
with Europe. The goal of the 
trans-Atlantic partnership can 
find purchase amid the swift 
transformations experienced in 
the Gulf States – a region ever 
more susceptible to confronta-
tions with adversaries such as 
Russia and China. 

The time is ripe for the US, 
together with its European and 
Gulf partners, to fill the power 
vacuum in the Persian Gulf 
and pursue a pragmatic for-
eign policy that corresponds to 
today’s geopolitical realities and 
helps further defuse the complex 
conflicts in the Middle East. As a 
close partner of Washington and 
Europe, Qatar can be a bridge 
and platform for a continuing US 
security presence in the region. 
In relying on partners like Qatar 
and its neighbors in the Gulf, the 
West can prevent the vacuum 
from being filled by adversaries 
in the Arab world.

BRIDGING THE GULF
Americaʼs turn to Asia leads to new partnerships among the Gulf States

BY JAMES BINDENAGEL
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JAMES BINDENAGEL 
is a former US 
Ambassador and 
the founding Henry 
Kissinger Professor at 
Bonn University. He 
has published widely on 
international security 
issues in the 21st century 
and currently teaches 
strategic foresight. His 
most recent book is titled 
Germany from Peace to 
Power? Can Germany 
lead without dominating?

All circus, no bread: Qatar is getting ready for the FIFA World Cup, having been under 
scrutiny for human rights abuses and exploiting migrant workers on its large-scale projects.


