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SUMMARY In 2008, the election of US 
President Obama raised hopes in Europe that 
transatlantic relations would improve 
dramatically. Four years later, most Europeans 
indeed consider relations to be "good" or 
"mixed". However, some hopes have given way 
to realism, for example in the field of climate 
change.  
The Obama administration has given 
multilateralism a higher priority, but has also 
reminded Europe that it needs to take a 
greater role in global leadership and rely less 
on US military capabilities. Obama has also 
rebalanced US attention towards Asia and the 
Pacific. 
EU-US Summits take place annually. In 2011, 
leaders agreed to explore the possibility of a 
transatlantic free trade and investment 
agreement. 
The European Parliament has occasionally 
clashed with US interests during this time. It 
rejected the Anti-Counterfeiting Trade 
Agreement (ACTA) outright, as well as initial 
versions of agreements on exchange of 
banking data (SWIFT) and passenger name 
records. 

 
 

In this briefing: 

 European expectations and views 

 The US view 

 End-of-term assessment 

 European Parliament contributions 

 Main references 

European expectations and views 

After eight years of the George W. Bush 
presidency, EU leaders were eager for a fresh 
start. Analyst Mike Smith1 explains that they 
were hoping for multilateralism, "a new 
transatlantic bargain" instead of ad hoc 
coalitions for wars which most European 
leaders (let alone populations) were not 
keen on. The EU hoped for more 
concessions on global issues such as climate 
change (see below), and generally more 
convergence concerning values. For 
example, Europeans appreciated US 
President Barack Obama's plans to close the 
Guantánamo Bay military prison amid 
human rights concerns. Hopes across the 
world were so high that Obama was 
awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 2009, a 
decision that some now view as premature 
because it was mainly based on his plans, 
not his actions. 

Views on transatlantic relations 
Europeans, according to the survey 
"Transatlantic Trends 2012", see relations as 
good (46%) or mixed (45%). EU citizens still 
rate Obama more highly than his 
predecessor. Bernard Rioust de Largentaye, 
writing for Notre Europe, speaks of 
converging foreign policy goals and values. 
Other commentators find that Obama 
changed the tone of diplomacy compared 
to his predecessor Bush, but in substance, 
much continuity could be observed.  
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http://trends.gmfus.org/files/2012/09/TT-2012-Key-Findings-Report.pdf
http://www.eng.notre-europe.eu/media/after4yearsobamadelargentayene-jdioct12.pdf
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Obama's cancellation of the planned May 
2010 EU-US Summit disappointed many in 
the EU who had thought that his 
administration had higher regard for Europe 
than his predecessor. Summits were 
eventually held in November 2010 and 
2011.  

In late 2010, in the mid-term elections, 
Obama's Democrats lost their majority in the 
House of Representatives, which made it 
more difficult for the president to 
implement his agenda. According to Rioust 
de Largentaye, the Republicans pursued a 
"systematically critical policy verging on 
obstructionism, which extended also to the 
sphere of foreign policy".  

The US view 

According to Mike Smith, the Obama 
administration was more ready to engage in 
multilateralism than the preceding Bush 
government, but considered that Europe 
should "share the burden". Academic Joseph 
Braml explains that the US, faced with 
serious economic problems, cannot 
undertake global leadership alone and 
therefore has tried to convince allies to 
share responsibilities, such as in stabilising 
fragile states and responding to 
emergencies. The Asia-Pacific region, in 
which China and India are growing powers, 
has been receiving more attention from the 
Obama administration, perhaps at the 
expense of the transatlantic relationship. 
The Obama administration in autumn 2011 
announced this so-called "Pivot" to Asia 
and the Pacific, prioritising the region in 
military planning as well as foreign and 
economic policy. Rioust de Largentaye 
explains that US motivations for the "pivot" 
are economic and security related: If the 
current high growth rates persist, Asia will 
account for 38% of world economic output 
in 2025. The US is also reacting to growing 
military expenditure in Asia. 

The Obama administration expressed its 
wish for more burden-sharing in 2010 in the 

run-up to the EU-US Summit. It hoped to 
reinforce cooperation in the following areas: 

 reducing barriers to trade and thus 
assisting recovery from the economic 
crisis 

 coordination of resources in 
development cooperation 

 counter-terrorism and security 
 critical foreign policy issues such as Iran, 

the Middle East peace process, Pakistan, 
and Afghanistan.2 

On the other hand, scholar Anatol Lieven3 
considers that the US in recent years has not 
fundamentally changed any policy to win 
European support.  

A Congressional Research Service (CRS) 
report by Derek E. Mix sums up current US 
views of the transatlantic relationship: the 
US has shifted its attention to Asia and the 
Middle East, and institutionally speaking to 
the G20 (developed in the wake of the 
financial crisis) and the BRICS countries. 
Europe is no longer seen as central, possibly 
because the relationship does not cause as 
many problems for the US as those with 
other regions do.  

Mix points to common values, shared 
history and compatible world views that tie 
both sides of the Atlantic together. Other 
analysts find US views of Europe to be based 
more on function and less on sentiment. 
According to Mix, in order to remain a global 
actor and close US partner, Europe needs to 
be united on foreign policy and security, 
increase economic dynamism and 
competitiveness, pool defence resources in 
order to increase efficiency and further 
develop its "soft power", i.e. radiate 
European cultural, political and economic 
values, as the EU has already done through 
its enlargement policy.  

End-of-term assessment 

High level political dialogue takes place in 
the form of EU-US Summits. In 2009, 
climate change dominated the discussions. 
Leaders also debated development aid, 

http://www.eng.notre-europe.eu/media/after4yearsobamadelargentayene-jdioct12.pdf
http://library.fes.de/pdf-files/gpi/08554.pdf
http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/natsec/R42448.pdf
http://www.state.gov/s/d/2011/176667.htm
http://www.eng.notre-europe.eu/media/after4yearsobamadelargentayene-jdioct12.pdf
https://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/row/RS22163.pdf
https://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/row/RS22163.pdf
http://eeas.europa.eu/us/sum11_09/index_en.htm


Library Briefing Transatlantic relations under Obama, 2008-2012

 

Author: Cornelia Vutz 120219REV2 
Contact: cornelia.vutz@ep.europa.eu  Page  3 of 5 
 

created the EU-US Energy Council (at 
ministerial level) and adopted a Declaration 
on Non-proliferation and Disarmament 
(concerning nuclear weapons). These 
developments continued in 2010. 

The conclusions of the EU-US Summit of 28 
November 2011 mention the global 
economy and the euro crisis first. A high-
level working group on Growth and Jobs 
(HLWG) was created to identify benefits that 
could be drawn from reducing barriers to 
transatlantic trade and investment. Elfriede 
Bierbrauer (DG EXPO Policy Department) 
explains that the most far-reaching 
recommendations of this body could be to 
begin negotiations on a transatlantic free 
trade and investment agreement. The 
2011 Summit reiterated the commitment to 
tackle climate change and collaborate on 
development assistance. The changes in the 
Arab world, Iran and other transnational 
security issues, counter-terrorism, and 
internet governance were also discussed. 

Climate change  
After Obama's election victory in 2008, he 
vowed to help stop climate change, raising 
high expectations. These have since been 
dampened: commentators now see 
Obama's record as mixed, with no major 
climate legislation, although several smaller 
initiatives have been praised. The CRS 
reports that Obama has been more positive 
towards international climate agreements 
than Bush. He pushed hard at the 
Copenhagen conference for an agreement 
which included China, at the expense of 
making emission reduction targets non-
binding. However, the USA never ratified the 
Kyoto Protocol, with Obama following the 
line of previous US presidents in criticising 
China's exemption.  

Obama admitted in his State of the Union 
address on 24 January 2012 that political 
differences in Congress were too great to 
pass an all-encompassing plan against 
climate change. The general political 
climate, dominated by the financial and 
budgetary crises, has not favoured major 

initiatives. Some climate initiatives were 
delayed or rejected in Congress when 
opponents (sometimes falsely) linked them 
to high costs, as CRS analysts explain.  

Economic relations 
The US and the EU remain the leading 
investors and traders in each other's 
markets. Trade flows of goods, services, and 
income receipts from investment amounted 
to $1.5 trillion in 2010.4 EU stocks of foreign 
direct investment (FDI) in the US reached 
€1.2 trillion in 2010. US FDI in the EU was 
roughly equal.5 Mix points out that the 
transatlantic relationship, with both partners 
generating 40% of global gross domestic 
product (GDP), is also influential through 
setting standards and regulations. 

However, the global financial and eurozone 
debt crisis threatens the economies on both 
sides of the Atlantic. Rioust de Largentaye 
reports that the US sees European 
economies as lacking reactivity and 
dynamism. Mix reports that the US, though 
of the opinion that the euro crisis is Europe’s 
to solve, has indirectly assisted the EU 
through IMF contributions and with 
currency swap lines extended from the 
Federal Reserve to European central banks. 
The Obama administration has handled the 
crisis in the US differently from the EU, 
adopting an economic stimulus package 
worth 4% of GDP ($787 billion). Rioust de 
Largentaye stresses the enormity of this 
amount by comparing it to programmes 
under Roosevelt’s New Deal, which were 
never more than 1.5% of GDP in any year. 
Obama called for similar European policies, 
which would also increase EU funds for 
emergency loan assistance. Focused on 
austerity, EU policies to promote growth 
have not been as bold as Obama's stimulus 
package.   

The transatlantic economic relationship 
continues to deepen. On 1 April 2012, the 
European Commission and the US 
government agreed on Shared Principles for 
International Investment, an example of an 
intensifying relationship. This deal was 

http://ec.europa.eu/energy/international/bilateral_cooperation/usa_en.htm
http://eeas.europa.eu/us/sum11_09/docs/nonprolif_en.pdf
http://eeas.europa.eu/us/sum11_09/docs/nonprolif_en.pdf
http://eeas.europa.eu/us/sum11_10/index_en.htm
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/EN/foraff/126389.pdf
http://trade.ec.europa.eu/consultations/documents/consul_130.pdf
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/EN/foraff/126389.pdf
http://www.brookings.edu/opinions/2012/0329_obama_indyk_lieberthal_ohanlon.aspx
http://assets.opencrs.com/rpts/RL30024_20110224.pdf
http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2012/01/24/remarks-president-state-union-address
http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2012/01/24/remarks-president-state-union-address
http://assets.opencrs.com/rpts/RL30024_20110224.pdf
http://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2012/april/tradoc_149331.pdf
http://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2012/april/tradoc_149331.pdf
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facilitated by the Transatlantic Economic 
Council (TEC), a forum at senior official level 
founded in 2007 to improve regulatory 
cooperation and reduce trade barriers. 

The Shared Principles aim to contribute to 
legal certainty and non-discrimination for 
companies investing in each other's 
markets. According to Bierbrauer the 
Principles are partly aimed at third countries, 
as the bilateral transatlantic investment 
climate is already favourable. 

Security and military operations 
In 2010, NATO agreed on a "New Strategic 
Concept" which recognises the EU as an 
essential and unique partner6 that has 
particular contributions to make in the 
realm of "soft power". Maria G. Cowles and 
Michelle Egan consider the way NATO 
pursued its operation in Libya surprising: 
France and Britain, not the US, first 
expressed the will to intervene. Obama 
agreed to support the operation, but 
stressed that Europeans should take 
responsibility for their neighbourhood. At 
the same time, analysts concede that the 
operation also showed the limitations of 
European military capabilities, as the US still 
played a critical role. 

The US has often mentioned the importance 
of burden sharing in Afghanistan. With the 
combat mission coming to an end in 2014, 
US officials pay close attention to 
coordinating withdrawal with European 
forces, whose defence budgets face further 
cuts in the wake of budgetary austerity. Mix 
adds that most analysts do not believe that 
European forces will be stepped up again if 
the security situation in Afghanistan should 
worsen. Many European countries have 
nevertheless committed to bilateral 
assistance in terms of military training and 
economic development. 

 

Marvin Kalb, writing for Brookings, considers 
Iran's nuclear ambitions the most difficult 
challenge Obama faces. The former EU-3 
(France, Germany, United Kingdom) and the 

US have been working closely together, in 
the Permanent Five Plus One group (with 
China and Russia), to negotiate with Iran. 
The UN Security Council as well as the EU 
has introduced sanctions, but Mix reports 
that there is no clear consensus between EU 
and US policy-makers on what the next 
steps should be if sanctions fail. 

European Parliament activities 

The EP Delegation for Relations with the 
USA engages with Congress in the 
Transatlantic Legislators' Dialogue (TLD). 
Inter-parliamentary meetings are organised 
twice per year on economy and finance, 
transport, cyber security or foreign policy. 
The Dialogue's issue-oriented approach 
aims to follow recent developments and the 
legislative work of parliamentary 
committees. Members of the TLD also play 
an advisory role in the TEC and, together 
with the EP committee for International 
Trade, closely follow the outcome of the 
HLWG on Jobs and Growth. 

In 2010, the EP Liaison Office with the US 
Congress opened. Among its tasks are 
reinforcing links between MEPs and 
Members of Congress, and identifying 
legislative proposals of interest to the EU. 

In its Resolution on the EU-US Summit of 28 
November 2011, the EP, for example, 
encouraged the strengthening of the TEC, 
but also criticised the US Travel Promotion 
Act, which requires travellers to pay a fee. A 
Resolution on trade and economic relations 
with the US of 23 October 2012 welcomed 
the interim report of the HLWG and called 
for a comprehensive bilateral trade 
investment agreement. 

Sometimes clashing with US interests, the 
EP has used its power for EU citizens and the 
protection of their personal data. It rejected 
the ACTA (Anti-Counterfeiting Trade 
Agreement, 2012) and SWIFT agreement (on 
exchange of banking data, 2010). The latter 
was renegotiated and improved. To avoid a 
similar fate, the Passenger Name Record 

http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/policies/international/cooperating-governments/usa/transatlantic-economic-council/
http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/policies/international/cooperating-governments/usa/transatlantic-economic-council/
http://www.expo.ep.parl.union.eu/expo/webdav/site/myjahiasite/shared/podp/documents/Regions_and_countries/Russia_Eastern_Neighbourhood_Central_Asia/eu_us_investment_principles_qpi_2012.pdf
http://www.transworld-fp7.eu/?p=665
http://www.transworld-fp7.eu/?p=665
http://www.brookings.edu/research/opinions/2012/03/27-health-care-foreign-policy-kalb
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/delegations/en/d-us/home.html
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/delegations/en/d-us/home.html
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/intcoop/tld/default_en.htm
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/us/view/en/About_Us.html
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/us/view/en/About_Us.html
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+TA+P7-TA-2011-0510+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN&language=EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+TA+P7-TA-2011-0510+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN&language=EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+TA+P7-TA-2012-0388+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN&language=EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+TA+P7-TA-2012-0388+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN&language=EN
http://www.library.sso.ep.parl.union.eu/lis/site/policyAreaPostDetail.form?postId=46270&q=(ACTA)%20AND%20src:2%20AND%20(pa_id:(109))
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=IM-PRESS&reference=20100205BKG68527&format=XML&language=EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/pressroom/content/20120419IPR43404/html/Parliament-gives-green-light-to-air-passenger-data-deal-with-the-US
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(PNR) agreement was renegotiated before 
its final approval by Parliament in 2012. 
Although the EU and the USA share values 
in the field of human rights, MEPs have 
regularly (in 2008, 2010) spoken out against 
the death penalty in the US. 

Disclaimer and Copyright 

This briefing is a summary of published information and 
does not necessarily represent the views of the author or 
the European Parliament. The document is exclusively 
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Parliament for their parliamentary work. Links to 
information sources within this document may be 
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