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1. Introduction and summary 

Momentum for restoring transatlantic relations 
Like-minded strategic partners, natural and historical allies or an Atlantic bridge are among the 
terms used to describe the complex relationship between the European Union (EU) and the United 
States of America (USA). The evolution of EU-US relations has been subject to innumerable analyses, 
not least since the election of former US President Donald Trump in 2016. The arrival of a new, pro-
transatlantic US administration, with Joe Biden displacing Donald Trump in the 2020 presidential 
election, has injected significant new enthusiasm into the relationship – matched only by pressure 
to deliver lasting change amid the deep geopolitical uncertainty left in President Trump's wake. 

Polling data from late 2020 show that across 11 EU countries, 57 % of respondents consider that 
President Joe Biden's administration is a positive development for the EU.1 The same poll however 
reveals a significant 'trust deficit' among European countries towards the USA while another one 
from June 20212 illustrates that almost half of Europeans (from the eight countries polled) no longer 
think that the USA is the most influential global leader. About two-thirds of Americans believe that 
alliances with Europe are beneficial to them, while some 70 % believe that the USA should cooperate 
more with allies to tackle global problems.3 Although the transatlantic relationship has travelled 
several bumpy roads over the years, it has endured. Recent economic and geopolitical shifts led to 
a focus on resilience 'at home' and to a reshuffle of strategic priorities – the Indo-Pacific on the US 
side, beginning during the Obama administrations, and boosting strategic autonomy on the 
European side – which will influence the terms of a renewed relationship.  

The EU and USA 'share more with each other politically, socially, legally and culturally' than either 
share with almost any other power.4 Nevertheless, as polling data indicate, this should not be taken 
for granted. Instead, shared transatlantic values should be channelled through concrete policy 
action to generate alignment where interests converge and functional diplomacy where they 
diverge. The expectation is not a return to a status quo ante, but rather of a fresh start through a 
recalibrated relationship that can respond to the challenges of this decade and the next. The 
coronavirus crisis has underlined our interdependence and potential as a global force for good. This 
is the aim of an agenda to revitalise the transatlantic alliance. 

Priority areas: Climate, social fabric and resilience to crises  
This paper focuses on a selected number of policy areas where transatlantic added value is both 
possible and desirable. Using the European Commission and High Representative's proposal for a 
new EU-US agenda for global change as a starting-point, the paper considers nine subjects over 
three themes, with a view to developing a transatlantic relationship that is greener, more 
democratically confident, and more resilient. The treatment of each topic begins with a discussion 
of 'where we are', then outlines expected policy deliverables indicating 'where we are going', and 
concludes with forward-looking ideas for 'where we could be going' in transatlantic cooperation. 
For transatlanticists on both sides of the Atlantic, the election of Joe Biden as US President presents 
not only opportunities to 'repair' the previous status quo, but to renew the relationship in a way that 
realises EU and US ambitions to address domestic and global challenges alike. 

 
1 I. Krastev and M. Leonard, The crisis of American power: How Europeans see Biden's America, ECFR, 2021. 
2 German Marshall Fund and Bertelsmann, Transatlantic trends 2021, 2021.  
3 D. Smeltz et al, Divided We Stand. Democrats and Republicans Diverge on US Foreign Policy, Chicago Council on Global 

Affairs, 2020. 
4 J. Howorth, Europe and Biden. Towards a new transatlantic pact?, Wilfried Martens Centre, 2021. 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52020JC0022
https://ecfr.eu/publication/the-crisis-of-american-power-how-europeans-see-bidens-america/
https://assets.ctfassets.net/9vgcz0fppkl3/74sxOYoVly3v9mvH24L9IX/b4189c018b8538ddace1fc37e690c09b/TT2021_Web_Version.pdf
https://www.thechicagocouncil.org/sites/default/files/2020-12/report_2020ccs_americadivided_0.pdf
https://www.martenscentre.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/CES_POLICY-BRIEF_Biden-V3.pdf
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A transatlantic green deal  
In 2020, costs associated with extreme weather events surpassed €100 billion in the transatlantic 
space. Climate action momentum is strong in the EU and has been enhanced by President Biden's 
climate policy ambitions. Joining forces to promote sustainable financing and transition could be a 
focus of a renewed transatlantic relationship. This could result from the aligned vision of creating 
growth and jobs through climate action on both sides of the Atlantic. These ambitions could also be 
reflected in future trade agreements concluded by both partners, continuing and reinforcing the trend 
to integrate commitments under the Paris Agreement. Both the EU and the USA have identified the 
need to put pressure on other emitters to raise their climate ambition, and there is scope for formal 
transatlantic cooperation on a common carbon border adjustment mechanism. Creating 'carbon 
clubs' by integrating emissions trading systems and joint targeted climate diplomacy efforts through 
existing, revamped and new multilateral institutions are additional ideas for a greener transatlantic 
partnership. Joint transatlantic investments in strengthening early warning systems and in boosting 
climate research and innovation capacities would not only help maximise climate security in the 
transatlantic space, but could also build global resilience to climate change.  

'Future-proofing' the transatlantic social fabric 
Democratic norms and values cannot be taken for granted: 59 % of Americans and 48 % of 
Europeans expressed dissatisfaction or concern with the functioning of democracy. Scepticism in 
democratic systems is fuelled by 'truth decay', disinformation and political extremism, all of which 
are shaped to a large extent by technological change and digitalisation. Radicalisation and 
terrorism, increasingly linked to digitalisation, also risk exacerbation across the transatlantic space, 
home to approximately 75 % of digital content for internet users worldwide. The geopolitical 
dimensions of technology, and vulnerabilities stemming from interdependence, head the political 
agenda on both sides of the Atlantic. There is fertile ground to deepen transatlantic cooperation in 
countering disinformation and tackling corruption by defining joint standards and coordinating on 
independent fact-checking and countering money-laundering. First-line practitioners on both sides 
could systematically share expertise on preventing, detecting and combating violent extremism, 
while funding could be targeted at joint transatlantic research projects to provide the evidence 
needed for sound policy-making. A high-level EU-US digital council or alliance, involving all 
stakeholders, could be a solution to better align frameworks and legislation, to securitise critical 
infrastructure and supply chains, and to inject democratic values into digital markets. 

Crisis-proofing the transatlantic relationship 
The security of the transatlantic space has broadened in scope, affecting not only the military 
elements of international security but also health security and rules-based multilateralism. In North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) countries, 79 % of citizens consider the transatlantic 
relationship to be important in dealing with security challenges. The Biden administration has 
brought a favourable political momentum to rebuilding trust and an effective EU-US crisis response 
through multilateralism. The EU's ambitions to establish a health union, to increase strategic 
autonomy in defence, and to repair multilateralism, correspond to the needs and demands of a 
revitalised transatlantic relationship. The two sides have a possibility to deepen cooperation on the 
Global Health Security Agenda and on regulatory alignment to promote transatlantic 
pharmaceutical development. In security and defence, they could better exploit the positive 
overlaps between civil and military instruments while encouraging the success of EU defence 
initiatives. Finally, greater transatlantic energy could sensibly be spent on reforming multilateralism. 
From reforming existing international institutions to dealing with authoritarian regimes, the EU and 
the USA have a window of opportunity to strengthen bilateral ties and to use them in support of 
joint multilateral action for global common goods.
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2. A transatlantic green deal 

2.1. Start domestic, think global: Climate action in 
the EU and USA 

Where we are 
The 2021 World Economic Forum's Global Risks Report puts extreme weather and climate action 
failure as the two most likely occurrences, with climate action failure having the second highest 
impact, after infectious diseases. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change's (IPCC) 2018 
special report (SR1.5) warns of the consequences of various warming scenarios and states that 
'realizing 1.5°C-consistent pathways would require rapid and systemic changes on unprecedented 
scales'. The European Parliament adopted a resolution in 2019, urging climate and environment 
mainstreaming in all EU policies. With a warming climate, pressure on global food security will 
increase and the number of extreme weather events will likely grow. On both sides of the Atlantic, 
the scale and intensity of extreme weather events 
have increased, with costs totalling a record-
breaking US$95 billion in the USA in 2020.5 For 
Europe, yearly costs average €11 billion.6  

Increased extreme weather events are only the 
immediate signs, whereas the long-term impacts 
of climate change have wider repercussions on a 
global scale. Investors have identified the shift 
from 'black to green', with one executive stating 
'Climate risk is investment risk'.7  

The Trump administration, unwilling to transform 
the economy on what Trump considered unproven 
climate change, disavowed the Green Climate 
Fund and the Paris Agreement, which was, in his 
words, 'a bad deal' for the USA.8 Trump ignored the 
risks and costs associated with climate change and 
deregulated climate and environment issues.9  

On Inauguration Day, President Biden signed 
11 executive orders (EO) concerning climate and the environment, including re-joining the Paris 
Agreement. The EO 13990 orders a government-wide review of all Trump-era regulations against 
Biden's key policy objectives, with an emphasis on science-based policy-making. With his 
27 January 2021EO 14008 to tackle the climate crisis at home and abroad, Biden created a Climate 
Task Force and established the White House Climate Policy Office to streamline climate change 
across US policy-making. The EU has continued its climate leadership path with the European Green 
Deal, and the recent agreement on the EU climate law will legally ensure that the 2050 EU climate-

 
5 A. Smith, 2020 U.S. billion-dollar weather and climate disasters in historical context, NOAA Climate.gov, 2021. 
6 Economic losses from climate-related extremes in Europe, EEA, consulted 10 March 2021. 
7 G. Tett, Wall Street's new mantra: green is good, Financial Times, 29 January 2021. 
8 M. Gurtov, America in retreat: Foreign Policy Under Donald Trump, Rowman & Littlefield, 2020. 
9 See the Climate de- and reregulation trackers, Sabin Center for Climate Change Law, Columbia University, New York. 

Figure 1 – Costs of extreme weather events 

 
Sources: EPRS, based on data from NOAA NCEI and the 
European Environment Agency, 2021. 

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2021/01/2021-the-year-the-real-economy-must-start-building-a-net-zero-nature-positive-partnership/
https://www.ipcc.ch/sr15/chapter/chapter-4/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2019-0078_EN.html
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2021/01/25/2021-01765/protecting-public-health-and-the-environment-and-restoring-science-to-tackle-the-climate-crisis
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2021/02/01/2021-02177/tackling-the-climate-crisis-at-home-and-abroad
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1596443911913&uri=CELEX:52019DC0640
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1596443911913&uri=CELEX:52019DC0640
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/theme-a-european-green-deal/file-european-climate-law/01-2021
https://www.climate.gov/news-features/blogs/beyond-data/2020-us-billion-dollar-weather-and-climate-disasters-historical
https://www.eea.europa.eu/data-and-maps/indicators/direct-losses-from-weather-disasters-4/assessment
https://www.ft.com/content/e5b57ece-0c31-4f42-9229-c8981bc9fd34
https://climate.law.columbia.edu/content/us-climate-regulation-database
https://www.ncei.noaa.gov/access/metadata/landing-page/bin/iso?id=gov.noaa.nodc:0209268
https://www.eea.europa.eu/data-and-maps/indicators/direct-losses-from-weather-disasters-4/assessment
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neutrality target underpins all EU policy-making. On 22 April 2021, President Biden announced a 
new US 2030 greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions reduction target of 50-52 %, compared to 2005. With 
this initiative, he put the USA back on track with the EU to address the common goal of solving the 
potentially greatest challenge of this century – climate change. 

Where we are going 
With the 'Buy American' EO and climate crisis order mentioned above, Biden has redirected federal 
level procurement to drive domestic market demand for green products, while creating US jobs. He 
is also bringing back a science-based monetary estimate of the global damage – 'the social cost' – 
associated with increasing emissions, to be included in federal cost-benefit analysis. The ambition 
is to catalyse private investment in clean energy through federal sustainability efforts and permit 
procedures, combined with halting fossil fuel subsidies. Agencies are to notify the President where 
applicable law needs revision. While a protectionist 'Buy European' recovery policy is unlikely, the 
ambition remains the same. Green funding mainstreaming efforts are also evident in the EU 
multiannual financial framework (MFF), where 30 % of funding is earmarked for climate measures 
and where national plans to access the Recovery and Resilience Facility must devote at least 37 % to 
climate action. Moreover, guiding sustainable finance is a growing focus for the EU.  

With new US ambitions such as the 2030 GHG emission reduction target, a net-zero electricity sector 
by 2035 and a climate-neutral US economy by 2050, as well as ensuring environmental protection 
as a key objective, the similarities to the European Green Deal targets and Europe's policy-wide 
green oath to 'do no harm', continues. The EU has set out a comprehensive 'fit for 55' legislative 
package to reach the increased ambition, as set forth in the climate target plan. The EU Emissions 
Trading System (EU ETS), the world's first cap-and-trade instrument, aiming at driving industry 
efforts to reduce emissions by ensuring their rising cost, will continue to be an essential cornerstone. 
A recent extensive House climate bill proposes a clean energy standard and creating a credit trading 
system to encourage decarbonisation.10 With a change in tone from the US Chamber of Commerce, 
this could be a way forward to implement a version of a carbon market at federal level.11 

On 31 March 2021, President Biden released the next set of envisaged recovery packages partly 
financed by tax reform. With a focus on boosting jobs through the green agenda, measures include 
green and resilient energy, transport and transit infrastructure – including nature-based solutions, 
digitalisation, energy efficient buildings, ensuring research and development (R&D) for innovative 
products, and skills programmes to support 'building back better'. The plan reflects significant parts 
of Joe Biden's campaign plans and even climate-smart agriculture and forestry measures.12 Some 
aspects of these actions are to an extent similar to those proposed in the EU renovation wave 
initiative, the industry, energy systems and hydrogen strategies, the farm to fork strategy, and the 
EU forest strategy. Both European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen and President Biden 
have pledged to address the risk that EU and US production could respond to decarbonisation 
drives at home by offshoring production to jurisdictions with lower environmental standards, a 
phenomenon referred to as 'carbon leakage'13 (see section 2.2). With similar action areas, other 
concerns are likely to align, opening up a space for rebuilding the EU-US relationship through 
cooperation on solving the complexities of the geopolitical impacts of domestic climate action. 

 
10 A. Adragna, House Energy and Commerce leaders unveil sweeping climate change legislation, POLITICO, March 2021. 
11 An Update to the Chamber's Approach on Climate, US Chamber of Commerce, 2021. 
12 Details of Build Back Better, Climate and Clean energy and Infrastructure plans from joebiden.com campaign website. 
13 So far, evidence that climate policies have caused carbon leakage is disputed. Nevertheless, imported emissions still 

account for between 15 and 20 % of the EU's total CO2 footprint. See G. Felbermayr, and S. Peterson, Economic 
assessment of Carbon Leakage and Carbon Border Adjustment, European Parliament, 2020. 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/04/22/fact-sheet-president-biden-sets-2030-greenhouse-gas-pollution-reduction-target-aimed-at-creating-good-paying-union-jobs-and-securing-u-s-leadership-on-clean-energy-technologies/
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2021/01/28/2021-02038/ensuring-the-future-is-made-in-all-of-america-by-all-of-americas-workers
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_ATA(2021)679069
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2021)679081
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2020)659370
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/ets_en
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/ets_en
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/03/31/fact-sheet-the-american-jobs-plan/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/theme-a-european-green-deal/file-renovation-wave/01-2021
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/theme-a-europe-fit-for-the-digital-age/file-industrial-strategy/01-2021
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/theme-a-european-green-deal/file-strategy-for-smart-sector-integration/01-2021
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/theme-a-european-green-deal/file-eu-hydrogen-strategy/01-2021
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_ATA(2020)651971
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/theme-a-european-green-deal/file-new-eu-forest-strategy/01-2021
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/ets/allowances/leakage_en
https://www.politico.com/news/2021/03/03/house-energy-commerce-climate-legislation-473351?utm_campaign=Carbon%20Brief%20Daily%20Briefing&utm_content=20210304&utm_medium=email&utm_source=Revue%20Daily
https://www.uschamber.com/series/above-the-fold/update-the-chambers-approach-climate
https://joebiden.com/build-back-better/
https://joebiden.com/climate-plan/
https://joebiden.com/clean-energy/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/603501/EXPO_BRI(2020)603501_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/603501/EXPO_BRI(2020)603501_EN.pdf
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Environmental justice for disadvantaged communities 'historically marginalized and overburdened 
by pollution and underinvestment' is a major US focus, with a strategy underway to address current 
and historic injustices. In the EU, air pollution limits and energy poverty prevention address some of 
the societal inequalities. The EU Just Transition Fund focuses on emissions-intensive regions with 
the aim of softening the transition's economic impacts by supporting new local growth 
opportunities and re-skilling of workers. Similarly, US EO 14008 ordered a revitalisation plan for coal 
and power plant communities. These socio-economic climate policy trends give way to new 
collaboration on supporting equitable local and regional level transitions. 

Where we could be going 
Climate action has gone from niche to economic growth policy, with private and institutional 
investors following the lead and energy-intensive sector players pledging carbon-neutrality. 

There is a new narrative on both sides of the Atlantic. According to President von der Leyen, 'the 
European Green Deal is our new growth strategy' and 'the green and digital recovery must be a jobs 
recovery, too. A people's recovery'. President Biden agrees, stating: 'When I think of climate change, 
and the answers to it, I think of jobs'. For Earth Day 2020, the United Nations' (UN) Secretary-General 
'joined the choir' and advocated for green Covid-19 recovery spending to boost the transition.14  

The transatlantic drive to price negative externalities, to promote sustainable investment 
alternatives and to focus on opportunities rather than threats in transitioning our economies, signal 
newly enforced common fundamental values when it comes to climate action. This could also 
provide a basis for joint climate diplomacy efforts to protect global common goods (see section 2.3).  

On both sides of the Atlantic, climate action has a strong research and innovation focus. Looking at 
transatlantic possibilities, some authors point to the role of the Major Economies Forum to foster 
sustainable technology development and cooperation,15 while others look to the EU-US Energy 
Council to mobilise joint research.16 The European Commission's new transatlantic agenda 
proposed a green technology alliance and a new EU-US Trade and Technology Council (TTC) to 
strengthen strategic innovation and technology leadership positions and guide research 
investments alongside aligning standards across the two economies. Closer collaboration could 
potentially significantly reduce unfavourable dependencies for critical raw materials for mitigation 
technology through substitution or new value chain developments.17 An alignment of 
environmental, social, and corporate governance standards and possibly agreeing on what 
constitutes sustainable economic activities could make the transatlantic partners agenda setters in 
the global marketplace of climate action.18 The announcements made following US Special Envoy 
on Climate Change John Kerry's European tour in March 2021 and updates from the Leaders' 
Summit on Climate fuels the promise of strong transatlantic cooperation, building global synergies 
from domestic climate action.19 

 
14 António Guterres (UN Secretary-General) on International Mother Earth Day, speech, UN Web TV, 2020. 
15 J. Braml, 'Energy Policy and Climate Change' in Stronger Together: A Strategy to Revitalize Transatlantic Power, Harvard 

Kennedy School and the German Council on Foreign Relations, December 2020. 
16 E. Brattberg, Reinventing Transatlantic Relations on Climate, Democracy, and Technology, Carnegie, 2020. 
17 M. Leonard, et al., The geopolitics of the European Green Deal, Policy Contribution 04, Bruegel 2021. 
18  O. Lazard, Redesigning the Transatlantic Relationship to Face the Climate Crisis, Carnegie, 2021. 
19  G. Leali, France and US to work on common green finance rules, POLITICO, 10 March 2021. 

https://www.federalregister.gov/d/2021-02177/p-117
https://www.federalregister.gov/d/2021-02177/p-117
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2020)652015
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_19_6691
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/SPEECH_21_404
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2021/01/27/remarks-by-president-biden-before-signing-executive-actions-on-tackling-climate-change-creating-jobs-and-restoring-scientific-integrity/
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_20_2279
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/statement_21_1093
https://www.state.gov/leaders-summit-on-climate/
https://www.state.gov/leaders-summit-on-climate/
http://webtv.un.org/watch/ant%C3%B3nio-guterres-un-secretary-general-on-international-mother-earth-day-22-april-2020/6150881059001/
https://www.belfercenter.org/publication/stronger-together-strategy-revitalize-transatlantic-power#toc-4-5-0
https://carnegieendowment.org/files/Brattberg_Transatlantic_20211.pdf
https://www.bruegel.org/2021/02/the-geopolitics-of-the-european-green-deal/
https://carnegieeurope.eu/2021/01/26/redesigning-transatlantic-relationship-to-face-climate-crisis-pub-83566
https://pro.politico.eu/news/france-and-us-to-work-on-common-green-finance-rules
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2.2. Climate-proofing transatlantic trade: How green and how open? 

Where we are 
Trade and environmental policy are not obviously complementary. On the one hand, classical 
economic theory suggests that increased trade should lead to specialisation and more efficient use 
of scarce resources. On the other, the traditional objective of trade negotiations is to improve access 
to foreign consumers, a source of demand that should stimulate increased production. As long as 
the world relies overwhelmingly on fossil fuels to produce energy, an agenda to liberalise trade may 
seem incompatible with the imperative to decarbonise. Nevertheless, there is some evidence that 
in recent years both the EU and the USA have managed to cut CO2 emissions, while simultaneously 
growing their economies and sustaining international trade flows.20 However, the same trend has 
not been observed among all their global competitors, and there is speculation that some emission 
savings have been achieved by offshoring production to emerging economy jurisdictions. 

Climate and the environment are not new to EU and US trade policy. For example, in 2016, during 
negotiations on an EU-US Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP), the European 
Commission proposed text for a climate section in TTIP's trade and sustainable development (TSD) 
chapter that refers to the Paris Agreement. While the two sides ultimately abandoned TTIP, the EU 
has since continued to insert similar provisions into other free trade agreements (FTA) it has 
concluded, such as the Japan-EU Economic Partnership Agreement (JEEPA), or the EU-Canada 
Comprehensive Economic Trade Agreement (CETA).21 The proposed EU-Mercosur FTA also includes 
the Paris Agreement and other environmental commitments, although there is some debate about 
whether the provisions are strong enough. Recent US FTAs, including the United States-Mexico-
Canada Agreement (UMSCA), also include environmental provisions, but no explicit commitment to 
the parties' Paris Agreement commitments.22 In January 2021, 122 Democratic members of 
Congress called on the incoming Biden administration to incorporate the Paris Agreement into the 
USMCA,23 and the 2021 US Trade Policy Agenda sets the objective of raising global climate ambition.  

References to the Paris Agreement in FTAs are intended to hold trading partners to promises to 
reduce their fair share of GHG emissions, but they also reflect concerns that EU and US climate 
policies could make domestic industry less competitive unless trading partners reciprocate. 
Although it is not clear that carbon leakage has increased significantly to date (see Figure 2), there 
is concern that it could do so as the EU and the USA further increase their climate ambition, and with 
it their domestic carbon prices. The challenge for transatlantic trade policy-makers is to integrate 
trade and climate policies in a way that ensures a level playing field in both. 

Where we are going 
President von der Leyen has committed to addressing the problem of carbon leakage through a tax 
on carbon at the border and, in her September 2020 State of the European Union address to the 
European Parliament, said that this would take the form of a carbon border adjustment mechanism 
(CBAM), a proposal for which is expected in mid-2021. The Commission has presented a CBAM as 
the trade policy dimension of its European Green Deal, and has integrated the idea into the joint 

 
20 M. Jiborn, V. Kulionis, A. Kander, Consumption versus Technology: Drivers of Global Carbon Emissions 2000–2014, 

Energies (Basel), Vol. 13 (2), 2020. 
21 See S. Lowe, The EU should reconsider its approach to trade and sustainable development, Centre for European 

Reform, 2019. 
22 I. Fergusson, R. Lattanzio, Environmental Provisions in Free Trade Agreements (FTAs), Congressional Research Service, 

2021. 
23 'House lawmakers call on Biden to include Paris Agreement language in USMCA' World Trade Online, 19 January 2021. 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_IDA(2019)642229
https://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2016/july/tradoc_154800.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2020/659311/EPRS_ATA(2020)659311_EN.pdf
https://ustr.gov/sites/default/files/files/reports/2021/2021%20Trade%20Agenda/Online%20PDF%202021%20Trade%20Policy%20Agenda%20and%202020%20Annual%20Report.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/SPEECH_19_4230
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/SPEECH_20_1655
https://ec.europa.eu/info/files/joint-communication-new-eu-us-agenda-global-change_en
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&AuthType=shib&db=asn&AN=141760964&site=ehost-live&scope=site&custid=s5762966
https://www.cer.eu/insights/eu-should-reconsider-its-approach-trade-and-sustainable-development
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/IF/IF10166
https://insidetrade.com/content/house-lawmakers-call-biden-include-paris-agreement-language-usmca
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communication on a new transatlantic agenda for the Biden administration, which expressly calls 
for EU-US cooperation on developing a CBAM compatible with World Trade Organization (WTO) 
rules. This would form part of a transatlantic green trade agenda, comprising cooperation on 
designing a regulatory framework for sustainable finance, and a 'green tech alliance', to facilitate 
trade in decarbonising technologies. The Commission's updated EU trade strategy reaffirms the 
commitment to a CBAM ('for selected sectors'), and promises to make the Paris Agreement part of 
all future FTAs. The European Parliament declared its support for a CBAM in an own-initiative report 
adopted on 10 March 2021. 

President Biden has also promised to 'impose carbon adjustment fees or quotas on carbon-intensive 
goods from countries that are failing to meet their climate and environmental obligations'.24 This 
pledge, included in his presidential campaign literature, echoes a series of bills introduced in 
Congress since the late 2000s, by both Democratic and Republican members. In the USA, CBAM 
proposals have tended to frame such measures in terms of a level playing field in trade, or the need 
to avoid rendering US-based producers less competitive than foreign exporters.25 

Where we could be going 
It is not yet clear how President Biden intends to implement a CBAM. The US Constitution gives 
Congress the power to regulate commerce, so a border measure could take the form of federal 
legislation, which may be difficult given the narrow Democratic majority in the House and Senate. 
Alternatively, there is speculation that Biden could use executive powers in existing trade legislation 
to implement a CBAM.26 In the absence of a nationwide carbon market or emissions trading scheme 
(ETS) in the USA, comparable to that which already exists in the EU and, as of February 2021, China, 

 
24  The Biden Plan for a Clean Energy Revolution and Environmental Justice, 2020 presidential campaign. 
25  S. Tagliapietra, B. McWilliams, Carbon border adjustment in the United States: not easy, but not impossible either, 

Bruegel, 2021. 
26  Ibid. S. Tagliapietra, B. McWilliams. 

Figure 2 – EU, US and Chinese CO2 emissions: Production v consumption 

  
Note: Production-based emissions comprise CO2 emitted in goods produced within a given jurisdiction, 
regardless of final use. Consumption-based emissions are adjusted for trade, which means they include 
emissions from imports and subtract those from exports. 

Data source: Integrated Carbon Observation System (ICOS), World Bank and author's calculation. 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/files/joint-communication-new-eu-us-agenda-global-change_en
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_21_644
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2021-0071_EN.html
https://joebiden.com/climate-plan/
https://www.bruegel.org/2021/02/carbon-border-adjustment-in-the-united-states-not-easy-but-not-impossible-either/
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calculating an appropriate cost of carbon at the border may prove challenging.27 However, two 
potential points of reference are regional carbon pricing schemes in the USA, and the Biden 
administration's approach to calculating the 'social cost of carbon' for proposed new regulations.28 

Depending on its design, a CBAM could also prove technically difficult to administer. While in the 
short term it is likely to target carbon-intensive and trade-exposed sectors such as cement and 
electricity, it will be hard to extend this to sectors with more complex value chains.29 A second 
challenge is compliance with international agreements, particularly the most favoured nation and 
non-discrimination rules in WTO agreements. Proving equal treatment of foreign and domestic 
emitters by linking the carbon price at the border with domestic prices may face legal and political 
resistance.30 Global equity issues may also arise with respect to taxing imports from less developed 
countries, where the bulk of future emissions growth is expected to occur.31 Finally, a CBAM could 
trigger trade diversion, which could in turn have geopolitical consequences.32 

There is scope for formal transatlantic cooperation on a common CBAM proposal, as advocated by 
the EU, and on the model of a recent US-Canadian initiative.33 Even if the USA does not adopt such 
a mechanism itself, working with the EU on its design may avoid it emerging as a new bilateral trade 
irritant.34 The technical, legal and political impediments to a CBAM could also encourage joint 
consideration of alternatives, either as a complement or as a substitute. One alternative could be to 
use trade agreements to promote energy decarbonisation directly, by fostering exchange of green 
technologies.35 A second could be to design FTAs and international investment agreements such 
that climate and other environmental commitments are adjudicated in the same way as those which 
are purely commercial, with similar dispute settlement procedures.36 Yet another alternative could 
be to integrate ETS markets across trade borders to create coalitions of the climate-willing, or 
'carbon clubs', as advocated by Nobel laureate economist William Nordhaus.37 Finally, the EU and 
the USA could potentially cooperate to leverage their collective regulatory influence to impose 
mandatory carbon product requirements standards, which could then apply to domestic and 
imported products alike.38  

 
27 B. McWilliams, G. Zachmann, A European carbon border tax: much pain, little gain, Bruegel, March 2020. 
28  J. Ye, U.S. State Carbon Pricing Policies, June 2020; Z. Colman, L. Woellert, Biden hikes cost of carbon, easing path for 

new climate rules, POLITICO, 26 February 2021. 
29 S. Lowe, Should the EU tax imported CO2?, Centre for European Reform, 2019. 
30  C. Emerson, S. Moritsch, 'Making Carbon Border Adjustment proposals WTO-compliant', KPMG, March 2021. 
31  R. Bell, E. Benaim, Carbon border adjustment: a powerful tool if paired with a just energy transition, OECD Development 

Matters, 2020. 
32  See B. Aylor et al., How an EU Carbon Border Tax Could Jolt World Trade, Boston Consulting Group, 2020. 
33  'Biden-Trudeau Climate Plan May Target Polluting Trade Rivals', Yahoo Finance, 24 February 2021. 
34  D. Hengel, 'Quick Wins for the Biden Administration on Climate Cooperation with the EU', German Marshall Fund of 

the United States, 6 January 2021. 
35  G. Duran, I. Espa, Promoting green energy through EU preferential trade agreements: Potential and limitations, Legal 

Issues of Economic Integration, Volume 47, Issue 2, May 2020. 
36  Y. Laurans, V. Tancrède, Greening trade agreements: A roadmap to narrow the expectations gap, IDDRI, 

September 2020. 
37  W. Nordhaus, Climate Clubs: Overcoming Free-Riding in International Climate Policy, American Economic Review, 

Vol. 105 No 4, April 2015. 
38  J. Lehne and O. Sartor, Navigating the politics of border carbon adjustments, E3G, September 2020. 

https://www.bruegel.org/2020/03/a-european-carbon-border-tax-much-pain-little-gain/
https://www.c2es.org/document/us-state-carbon-pricing-policies/
https://www.politico.com/news/2021/02/26/biden-carbon-price-climate-change-471787
https://www.politico.com/news/2021/02/26/biden-carbon-price-climate-change-471787
https://cer.eu/insights/should-eu-tax-imported-co2
https://assets.kpmg/content/dam/kpmg/xx/pdf/2021/03/making-carbon-border-adjustment-proposals-wto-compliance.pdf
https://oecd-development-matters.org/2020/10/27/carbon-border-adjustment-a-powerful-tool-if-paired-with-a-just-energy-transition/
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2020/how-an-eu-carbon-border-tax-could-jolt-world-trade
https://finance.yahoo.com/news/biden-trudeau-climate-plan-may-190215599.html?guccounter=1&guce_referrer=aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cuZ29vZ2xlLmNvbS8&guce_referrer_sig=AQAAAK-cz0vof7Xc0084P_MpzqFAS8C4dcoOrbjQn9yGd3hz0ykQgdX22hGEfNiQ_xNmGSJULDd-HMQSCzEcvBjPf3WU_oM4J4EA4JLLb1yrzz2kE0usL8sF6uQ41NmT_0cpw-mUjnh1Ruw-0jY_dgebDV-Po6pK1VTrFELLh9IzREUA
https://www.gmfus.org/blog/2021/01/06/quick-wins-biden-administration-climate-cooperation-eu
https://kluwerlawonline.com/api/Product/CitationPDFURL?file=Journals//LEIE//LEIE2020006.pdf
https://www.iddri.org/sites/default/files/PDF/Publications/Catalogue%20Iddri/Etude/ST0420-trade%20agreements.pdf
https://www.aeaweb.org/issues/368
https://www.e3g.org/wp-content/uploads/E3G-Briefing_Politics_Border_Carbon_Adjustment.pdf
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2.3. Climate diplomacy: Pooling transatlantic resources  

Where we are 
The universal Paris Agreement (PA) of 2015 is a historic landmark in global efforts to combat climate 
change. The USA and the EU both received praise for their combined climate diplomacy efforts that 
allowed the treaty to be signed. Signatories committed to keep global warming well below 2°C and 
to make efforts to prevent it from rising above 1.5°C. As established in SR1.5, emissions should 
decline 45 % or 25 % by 2030, compared to 2010, to reach respectively the 1.5°C or 2°C goal. 
However, new or updated nationally determined contributions (NDC), due at the end of 2020, were 
only received from 40 % of signatories, with key economies, including China and the USA missing.39 

The initial analysis showed overall commitments as too low and a risk of exceeding warming targets.  

As promised, ahead of his April Leaders' Summit on Climate, President Biden submitted an updated 
NDC almost doubling the US 2030 ambition. The summit intended to raise global climate ambitions, 
however, despite the recent US-China joint statement on climate cooperation, there was no increase 
from China's September 2020 announcements. Some critics have found the Chinese commitments 
to peak emissions by 2030 and reaching net-zero by 2060 unambitious, given China's economic 
progress, and rather resembling a play for the climate diplomacy leadership pedestal.40 The US 2030 
goal is ambitious and the European Commission already extended an invitation, via its transatlantic 
agenda, to pool resources for joint climate diplomacy, rather than competing in this field.  

Terming the climate crisis 'an existential threat',41 President Biden echoed the January 2020 EU 
Foreign Affairs Council's conclusions renewing EU commitments towards climate diplomacy, 
confirmed by the European Council statement of January 2021. These statements, in conjunction 
with the 2018 European Parliament climate diplomacy resolution, suggest a strong transatlantic 
basis for joining forces for climate action. The EU Foreign Affairs Council further called for the 
integration of climate-related security risks in UN Security Council (UNSC) threat and security 
assessments, management, and operational response practices. An EU focus on the climate-security 
nexus is evident with the recent Climate Change and Defence Roadmap, while NATO has also begun 
to pay more attention to the topic. In February 2021, the UNSC debated whether climate security 

 
39  Delays attributed to the coronavirus pandemic. All NDCs will be included in a full synthesis report before COP26. 
40  L. Luxner, What China's march to net-zero emissions means for the world, Atlantic Council, 20 January 2021. 
41  A. Fang, Biden plans April summit to tackle 'existential' climate threat, Nikkei ASIA, 28 January 2021. 

Figure 3 – Historical and projected total GHG emissions according to NDCs 

 
Source: EPRS adapted from UNFCCC secretariat NDC Synthesis Report, February 2021 

https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/international/negotiations/paris_en
https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement/nationally-determined-contributions-ndcs/nationally-determined-contributions-ndcs/ndc-synthesis-report#eq-5
https://www4.unfccc.int/sites/ndcstaging/PublishedDocuments/United%20States%20of%20America%20First/United%20States%20NDC%20April%2021%202021%20Final.pdf
https://www4.unfccc.int/sites/ndcstaging/PublishedDocuments/United%20States%20of%20America%20First/United%20States%20NDC%20April%2021%202021%20Final.pdf
https://www.state.gov/u-s-china-joint-statement-addressing-the-climate-crisis/
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_20_2279
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_20_2279
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-5033-2020-INIT/en/pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/48057/st05263-en21.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52018IP0280&qid=1613493063863
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-12741-2020-INIT/en/pdf
https://www.un.org/press/en/2021/sc14445.doc.htm
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/new-atlanticist/what-chinas-march-to-net-zero-emissions-means-for-the-world/
https://asia.nikkei.com/Spotlight/Environment/Climate-Change/Biden-plans-April-summit-to-tackle-existential-climate-threat
https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement/nationally-determined-contributions-ndcs/nationally-determined-contributions-ndcs/ndc-synthesis-report
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should be a specific focus under the UNSC mandate. The US Special Envoy on Climate Change, 
John Kerry, along with European Heads of State, urged the UNSC to include the non-traditional 
threat aspects of a changing climate in its work. This was the fifth time, since 2007, that the UNSC 
has debated the topic of climate risks to security, without reaching consensus.42  

Aiming to comply with Article 2(1) of the Paris Agreement, to reorient finance flows towards Paris 
Agreement compatible pathways, President Biden presented his International Climate Finance Plan 
during the April climate summit, alongside other leaders' pledges to step up climate financing. A 
day ahead of the summit, the European Commission released details of its 2021 sustainable finance 
package. The update was expected as part of the EU green deal, which also promotes key global 
initiatives such as the International Platform on Sustainable Finance. 

Where we are going 
In her speech at the Munich Security Conference in February 2021, European Commission President 
von der Leyen reiterated that 'the United States is our natural partner for global leadership on 
climate change'. Capitalising on the favourable political momentum in the EU-US relationship could 
be vital to making the most of high-level events, such as the Leaders Summit on Climate, the G7 and 
the G20, ahead of the delayed UN Climate Change Conference of Parties (COP26) in November 2021. 

As the EU-China strategic outlook indicates, relations with China require a pragmatic approach and 
although John Kerry confirmed the 'serious differences' between the USA and Beijing, he also 
emphasised seeing climate as 'a critical standalone issue'.43 Hopes are that proactively engaging 
China, via US-EU-China trilateral dialogues ahead of COP26, could spell significant progress.44 

Reconciling trade and climate policies, such as CBAM or product requirements (see section 2.2), 
could also be a potential step in the direction of finalising the Paris rulebook, specifically Article 6 of 
the Paris Agreement. Article 6 envisions the establishment of a voluntary mechanism where 
countries can trade GHG reductions achieved in one country to another country, to aid it in reaching 
NDC commitments. Ensuring a credible mechanism based on agreed accounting principles and 
avoiding double counting of emission reductions has thus far proved a challenge, however. Driving 
negotiations from a shared transatlantic view on the need for transparency and high standards for 
globally certified emissions reductions or credits, could perhaps help strike a deal.45 

Where we could be going 
Joining forces to pioneer a global drive towards aligned policies for sustainable financing and 
phasing out financing for new coal projects, as the environment and climate ministers of the G7 
committed to in May 2021, could constitute a worthy priority of a renewed transatlantic relationship. 
Should they work together to raise global ambition on cutting carbon emissions, the EU and the 
USA could potentially further their shared interest in greening Chinese international infrastructure 
finance delivered through the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI – see below), or providing competitive 
alternatives.46 

 
42  M. Toufanian, Climate change at the UN Security Council, UN Foundation, June 2020. 
43  A. Ward, John Kerry promises US climate change diplomacy won't lead to weaker China policy, Vox, 27 January 2021. 
44  E. Brattberg, Reinventing Transatlantic Relations on Climate, Democracy, and Technology, Carnegie, December 2020.  
45  S. Drögeand, T. Schrader., Back to the Future? International Climate Policy in 2021, SWP, February 2021. 
46  J. Oertel et al., Climate superpowers: How the EU and China can compete and cooperate for a green future, ECFR, 

December 2020. 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/04/22/executive-summary-u-s-international-climate-finance-plan/
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/business_economy_euro/banking_and_finance/documents/sustainable-finance-communication-factsheet_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/business_economy_euro/banking_and_finance/documents/sustainable-finance-communication-factsheet_en.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2021)679081
https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/banking-and-finance/sustainable-finance/international-platform-sustainable-finance_en
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/speech_21_706
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/communication-eu-china-a-strategic-outlook.pdf
https://ecbi.org/sites/default/files/Article%206%202020.pdf
https://ecbi.org/sites/default/files/Article%206%202020.pdf
https://www.g7uk.org/g7-climate-and-environment-ministers-communique/
https://unfoundation.org/blog/post/climate-change-a-un-security-council-seeking-peace-warming-world/
https://www.vox.com/2021/1/27/22252649/john-kerry-climate-change-china
https://carnegieendowment.org/files/Brattberg_Transatlantic_20211.pdf
https://www.swp-berlin.org/10.18449/2021C14/
https://ecfr.eu/publication/climate-superpowers-how-the-eu-and-china-can-compete-and-cooperate-for-a-green-future/
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Increasing adaptive capacity and climate resilience 
to safeguard communities is part of the Paris 
Agreement ambition. Developed countries 
promised to contribute annual climate finance of 
US$100 billion for developing countries, but have 
so far failed to reach the target, with adaptation 
finance particularly low.47 The April summit pledges 
and current momentum might show progress on 
this front. Reaching an agreement on a global 
trading mechanism under Article 6 could, ideally, 
inject finance to developing nations' mitigation 
efforts and in effect, establish a global carbon price. 

However, although financing is a conditionality for 
many developing countries' NDC actions, other US 
and EU strengths could potentially make a 
difference, with examples presented below.  

Beyond investment benchmarks and accounting technicalities, President Biden's choice to elevate 
climate change to a matter of national security shines a spotlight on the impacts of climate action 
failure. Scientists have identified climate change impacts such as ocean acidification, desertification, 
water scarcity and changes in temperature affecting crops and biodiversity, diminishing the 
economic resilience of local communities, influencing food security and ultimately spurring conflicts 
over resources. Critical infrastructures can be disrupted due to extreme weather and together with 
the above risks make areas uninhabitable, creating climate refugees.48 The 2021 EU climate 
adaptation strategy points to the need for robust data and risk assessment tools. Recognising, in the 
wake of the coronavirus pandemic, the importance of monitoring potential climate change related 
health risks, a climate and health observatory, on the EU Climate-ADAPT platform, was launched. 

John Kerry recently promised that the USA would use its climate data and innovation capacity to 
help developing countries manage climate risks. Both the EU and the USA possess significant 
monitoring capacities and extensive datasets. Directing some of these towards early warning 
systems for extreme events, and long-term climate resilience research and planning for at risk 
communities, could perhaps increase stability on the ground.49 50 As concerns technological 
leadership, research and innovation capacity, a EU-US TTC could feed into a broader development 
partnership targeted at building global resilience to climate change by delivering location specific 
technology transfer programmes, knowledge of and access to climate resilient crops, sanitation, 
health and other critical infrastructure. 

The recommendations of the February 2021 UN Environment Programme report 'Making peace 
with nature', provides a blueprint to balance human resource exploitation with the limits of the 
planet. A potential rethink of key concepts such as security, trade and resource valuation in the 
context of climate change risks, as well as the possibility to redefine some of our multilateral 
institutions and co-design benchmarks to set the agenda for others to follow, could perhaps provide 
the pillars of joint transatlantic climate diplomacy. 

 
47  A. Bhattacharya et al., Delivering on the $100 billion climate finance commitment, Independent Expert Group, 2020. 
48  G. Erbach et al., EU climate action policy - Responding to the global emergency, EPRS, March 2021. 
49  O. Lazard, Redesigning the Transatlantic Relationship to Face the Climate Crisis, Carnegie, January 2021. 
50  E. Lazarou, Peace and Security in 2020, EPRS, September 2020. 

Focus: Greening China's BRI 
Since 2013, the BRI has served as a strategic 
framework for at least US$400 billion in mostly 
state-backed Chinese lending for infrastructure 
projects in dozens of countries around the 
world. President Xi has promised to green the 
BRI, but more than US$50 billion in financing 
for coal plants, has made China responsible for 
more than 70 % of new plants under 
construction outside its borders. There is some 
evidence that China is seeking to decarbonise 
the BRI, a development President Biden has 
sought to encourage. BRI lending fell 
dramatically between 2018 and 2020, and it is 
not yet clear how the strategy will evolve as 
China seeks to implement its declared domestic 
goal of carbon neutrality by 2060.  

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM%3A2021%3A82%3AFIN&qid=1614783912498
https://climate-adapt.eea.europa.eu/about
https://www.state.gov/opening-statement-at-climate-adaptation-summit-2021/#ftn1
https://www.unep.org/resources/making-peace-nature
https://www.unep.org/resources/making-peace-nature
https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/100_billion_climate_finance_report.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_STU(2021)689378
https://carnegieeurope.eu/2021/01/26/redesigning-transatlantic-relationship-to-face-climate-crisis-pub-83566
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2020/652041/EPRS_STU(2020)652041_EN.pdf#page=89
https://reconnectingasia.csis.org/database/initiatives/one-belt-one-road/fb5c5a09-2dba-48b9-9c2d-4434511893c8/
https://www.bu.edu/gdp/2020/12/07/tracking-chinas-overseas-development-finance/
https://www.csis.org/analysis/dont-let-china-greenwash-its-belt-and-road
https://qz.com/1760615/china-quits-coal-at-home-but-promotes-the-fossil-fuel-in-developing-countries/
https://www.ft.com/content/30840645-58d2-4da5-be05-f476623677d2
https://www.politico.com/news/2021/02/13/biden-china-coal-fossil-fuels-468903?utm_campaign=Carbon%20Brief%20Daily%20Briefing&utm_content=20210215&utm_medium=email&utm_source=Revue%20Daily
https://www.ft.com/content/d9bd8059-d05c-4e6f-968b-1672241ec1f6
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2021/679086/EPRS_BRI(2021)679086_EN.pdf
https://www.bbc.com/news/science-environment-54256826
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3. Future-proofing the transatlantic social fabric 

3.1. Guardian of EU and US democracy: The rule of law 

Where we are 
Transatlantic cooperation 

is underpinned by shared values, in particular, 
democracy and the rule of law.51 However, given 
the global erosion of such values since the 
mid-1990s, and at an accelerated pace during the 
past five years, they can no longer be taken for 
granted.52 In the USA, 59 % reported concerns 
with how democracy was working, while in the 
EU 48 % expressed dissatisfaction.53 A 
comparative index produced by the World 
Justice Project (see Figure 4) suggests that the 
rule of law is stronger in EU countries compared 
to the USA. EU countries fare better in several 
respects, such as constraints on government, civil 
justice and criminal justice, while open 
government is stronger in the USA. The Covid-19 
pandemic is further testing the rule of law in the 
USA, which has declined since 2016.54  

One of the greatest threats to democracy and the 
rule of law in both the EU and USA is 'truth decay', 
characterised by a blurred distinction between 
facts and opinion and scepticism in sources of 
facts.55 The grave danger of truth decay was 
evident in the rejection of national election 
results by former President Trump and members 
of the Republican Party and the breach of the 
Capitol on 6 January 2021. The drivers of truth 
decay are multiple and include the rise of social 
media and the 24-hour news cycle, both brought 
about by the digital transformation. 

On both sides of the Atlantic, there is keen interest in reviving democracy and the rule of law in the 
digital age. Launched in December 2020, the European democracy action plan encompasses 
measures to promote free and fair elections, ensure media freedom and tackle disinformation. The 

 
51  R. Young, Protecting Democracy in a Post-Transatlantic Era - Working With the Biden Administration: Opportunities 

for the EU, Carnegie Europe, 2021. 
52  R. Foa, A. Klassen, M. Slade, M., Rand, A. and R. Collins, The Global Satisfaction with Democracy Report 2020. Cambridge, 

United Kingdom: Centre for the Future of Democracy, 2020.  
53  R. Wike, S. Schumacher. Democratic Rights Popular Globally but Commitment to Them Not Always Strong, Pew 

Research Center Global Attitudes & Trends, 2020.  
54  T. Piccone, The rule of law is under duress everywhere, Brookings Institution, 2021. 
55  J. Kavanagh and M. Rich, Truth Decay: An Initial Exploration of the Diminishing Role of Facts and Analysis in American 

Public Life, RAND Corporation, 2018; H Pung, The Danger of Truth Decay Across Europe. Encompass, 2018. 

Figure 4 – Rule of law index in the USA and EU 

 
Data source: World Justice Project. 
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action plan complements the new European rule of law mechanism, part of the EU rule of law 
toolbox, through which EU and national stakeholders carry out annual dialogues. The first Rule of 
Law Report was published in 2020. The EU has also introduced a strategy to make the Charter of 
Fundamental Rights a more tangible reality in the lives of citizens.  

In the USA, President Biden has presented an ambitious foreign policy vision that intertwines 
democracy-building at home with renewing America's leadership abroad.56 Some question the 
credibility of these objectives due to the tarnished reputation of the USA in the area of democracy.57 
During his electoral campaign, President Biden pledged to organise a global Summit for Democracy 
'to renew the spirit and shared purpose of the nations of the Free World'. The Summit would build 
on the model of former President Obama's Nuclear Security Summit where world leaders set 
commitments to counter nuclear terrorism and smuggling. The Summit for Democracy would 
instead seek country commitments to fight corruption and defend against authoritarianism, 
including election security, and advance human rights at home and abroad. The Summit would also 
call on the private sector, including social media companies, to make commitments towards the 
safeguarding of free speech and democracy.  

Where we are going 
The European Commission and the European High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security 
Policy have confirmed engagement in the Summit for Democracy.58 The transatlantic partnership is 
potentially likely to deepen in areas where democracy-building agendas overlap: election security 
and media regulation; to counter the spread of disinformation. The former relates to 'Factor 1 – 
Constraints on Government Power – Rights' in the Rule of Law index, while the latter relates to 
'Factor 4 – Fundamental Rights'. 

With regard to countering the threat of foreign interference in elections, the EU and USA consider 
enhanced cybersecurity and transparency in campaign finance to be needed. President Biden was a 
founding member of the Trans-Atlantic Commission on Election Integrity, which will launch the 
Pledge for Election Integrity during Germany's elections in September 2021.59 President Biden will also 
propose US legislation to restrict the involvement of foreign nationals and governments in national 
elections. This legislation would be monitored and enforced by a new agency called the Commission 
on Federal Ethics. The For the People Act, which is under discussion in the US Senate after being voted 
in the House of Representatives, seeks to reduce the influence of business in politics and expand 
voting rights. The European democracy action plan proposes rules to ensure that the source and 
purpose of political advertising is transparent to its consumers and a strengthening of audit 
requirements on the financing of European political parties ahead of the May 2024 elections.  

While there is potential for a transatlantic dialogue to promote competition in digital markets, the 
EU and US approaches to media regulation differ. The USA is likely to continue with its self-
regulatory model while increasing the liability that companies face for inappropriate content. To 
date, social platforms face limited liability due to Section 230 of the 1996 Communications Decency 
Act, for which President Biden has called for repeal.60 The appetite for more government 

 
56  J. Biden, Why America Must Lead Again - Rescuing U.S. Foreign Policy After Trump, Foreign Affairs. 2020. 
57  E. Ashford, America Can't Promote Democracy Abroad. It Can't Even Protect It at Home, Foreign Policy, 2021. 
58  E. Lazarou, J. Titievskaia, C. Handeland, US foreign policy after the 2020 Presidential election, 2020. 
59  Alliance of Democracies, Transatlantic Commission on Election Integrity, 2021. 
60  D. Dechiaro, Advocates urge Biden, Congress to leave Section 230 intact, Roll Call, 2021. 
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intervention is strong – about half the American population believes that social media companies 
warrant greater regulation.61 

In contrast, the EU may move from a voluntary model to a co-regulatory framework approach, 
should expectations of the proposed digital services act package be met. The EU is also pursuing 
strong measures to promote the safety of journalists to ensure media freedom and pluralism. It is 
expected to bolster the Code of Practice on Disinformation set up in 2018, and may introduce 
transparency requirements on platforms that reach at least 10 % of the EU population. As many 
platforms that would be subject to these requirements, such as Amazon and Facebook, are 
American businesses, the EU's approach can be viewed as protectionist and 'embracing a decidedly 
anti-United States regulatory assault.'62  

Where we could be going 
Forging common standards on the rule of law, countering disinformation, and tackling corruption to 
uphold the fundamental rights of citizens could potentially provide for a stronger transatlantic 
partnership. The USA could seek inspiration from the EU's Code of Practice on Disinformation and 
enforce it through the consumer protection authority in the Federal Trade Commission.63 The USA 
could also join EU efforts via the European Digital Media Observatory (EDMO) and other organisations 
and networks to develop guidelines for teachers and educational staff and media literacy standards.64 
In a similar vein, the USA could reflect on the approach of EU Member States in training police officers 
and develop standards that can limit police brutality.65 Lastly, there may be a possibility for the EU and 
the USA to work together to define standards and coordinate the independent fact-checking of news 
and information, which increasingly travels and is consumed across borders.66 

In Europe, the fight against corruption is central to the Council of Europe's Rule of Law checklist – 
the EU's 2020 Rule of Law Report dedicates a chapter to the issue. Equally, the EU has a strong 
legislative framework to prevent money-laundering and some legislation to reduce the risk of 
corruption, including a new Directive to protect whistleblowers. President Biden considers the fight 
against corruption ('Factor 2' in the Rule of Law Index) as a matter of 'core national security interest 
and democracy responsibility' for the USA.67 The USA’s strategy does not stop at the EU borders - on 
2 June 2021, the USA applied sanctions to a number of individuals in Bulgaria on the grounds of 
corruption.68 EU leaders could potentially amass political will to join forces with the USA to tackle 
illicit finance and kleptocracy by aligning approaches to monitoring and action on corruption and 
threats to Rule of Law.69 This transatlantic cooperation could perhaps be operationalised through 
dialogues between the European Public Prosecutor's Office and European Anti-Fraud Office in the 
EU, and the Department of Justice and the new Commission on Federal Ethics in the USA.  

 
61 M. Anderson, Most Americans say social media companies have too much power, influence in politics, Pew Research 

Center, 2020. 
62 M. Broadbent, The Digital Services Act, the Digital Markets Act, and the New Competition Tool, Center for Strategic 

and International Studies, 2020. 
63 D. Hegedüs., The European Commission's Missed Rule-of-Law Opportunity, German Marshall Fund, October 2020. 
64 A. Huguet et al., Media Literacy Standards to Counter Truth Decay, RAND Corporation, 2021. 
65 O. Khazan, American police are inadequately trained, Atlantic Monthly, 2021. 
66 L. Graves L and F. Cherubini., The Rise of Fact-Checking Sites in Europe, Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism, 

University of Oxford, 2016. 
67 J. Biden, Why America Must Lead Again - Rescuing U.S. Foreign Policy After Trump, Foreign Affairs, 2020. 
68 B. Dzhambazova, L. Bayer. US sanctions top Bulgarians for graft. EU does zilch, Politico, 2021. 
69 T. Sutton, B. Judah, Turning the Tide on Dirty Money: Why the World's Democracies need a Global Kleptocracy Initiative, 

2021. 
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3.2. From polarisation to violent extremism 

Where we are  
The 2020 US Presidential election confirmed a profound ideological divide in American society, 
which has been linked to phenomena such as a deeply partisan media, populism and the inability 
of the US two-party electoral system to address divisive issues.70 According to 2017-2020 polling 
data, recent years have witnessed a sharp increase in support for the use of violence to achieve 
political ends among both Democratic and Republican respondents (see Figure 5). Another survey 
indicated that as many as 32 % of registered voters (and 68 % of Republican voters) do not perceive 
the 2021 Capitol Hill siege as a threat to democracy.71 Deeply entrenched divides combined with 
widespread acceptance of violence provide a fertile ground for violent extremism, which may 
manifest as terrorist activities. Indeed, the 2020 Global Terrorism Index attests to a surge in right-
wing political terrorism in the USA, and more broadly in the West.72 

The EU is also becoming acutely aware of political extremism as a broader problem, after having 
focused for many years on tackling jihadist terrorism and then radicalisation towards this form of 
terrorism. Several EU Member States have reported not only violent acts, such as hate crimes, 
committed by radicalised individuals, but also the emergence of anti-immigrant paramilitary 

groups, somewhat akin (though not in terms of 
scale) to US right-wing militia groups.73 

Ever since the 9/11 terrorist attacks, the EU and 
the USA have been key partners on counter-
terrorism. Their joint efforts have been credited 
with creating a new dynamic in transatlantic 
relations by fostering dialogue on law 
enforcement and homeland security issues, 
previously reserved for bilateral relations with 
individual EU Member States.74 With time, the USA 
has increasingly recognised the EU as an actor in 
its own right in this field, even though it has 
chosen to continue dealing individually with 
Member States on selected issues, such as visa 
waivers. 

However, several contentious issues have 
emerged, seriously affecting transatlantic 
cooperation. These have notably included the 
controversy over the EU Member States' 

involvement in extraordinary rendition and secret detention of terrorist suspects, as well as 
disagreements over data protection. The latter might have been the single most problematic issue 
in transatlantic relations, in particular following Edward Snowden's revelations on National Security 
Agency (NSA) mass surveillance practices.  

 
70  M. Dimock, R. Wike, America is exceptional in the nature of its political divide, Pew Research Center, November 2020. 
71  YouGov, Most voters say the events at the US Capitol are a threat to democracy, January 2021. 
72  Institute for Economics and Peace, Global Terrorism Index 2020: Measuring the Impact of Terrorism, November 2020. 
73  Standing by: right-wing militia groups and the US election, H. Stall, R. Kishi and C. Raleigh, ACLED, October 2020. 
74  K. Archick, U.S.-EU Cooperation Against Terrorism, Congressional Research Service, March 2016. 

Figure 5 – People who feel that using violence 
for political goals is justifiable, US 2017-2020 

 
Source: Global Terrorism Index 2020, based on YouGov, 
Voter Study Group, Nationscape 
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Nevertheless, the two partners have been moving forward, further tightening their bonds as the 
terrorism threat has evolved. The EU has signed multiple agreements with the USA that are relevant 
for combating terrorism, and there is substantial political dialogue on justice and home affairs, with 
regular meetings at ministerial and senior official level, as well as cooperation between agencies, 
such as Europol and the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI). Extremism and radicalisation have 
been among the topics addressed, as illustrated by regular meetings of the EU-US Steering 
Committee on Countering Violent Extremism.75 

Where we are going 
The January 2021 events on Capitol Hill exposed not only the scale of extremism in the USA, but also 
its complex nature, illustrated by the variety of individuals and groups involved in the attack.76 In his 
inaugural address, Joe Biden warned of 'a rise in political extremism, white supremacy, [and] 
domestic terrorism that we must confront'. The US Department of Homeland Security had earlier 
recognised the threat, pointing to extremists capitalising on increased social and political tensions, 
with white supremacists remaining the most persistent and lethal threat and the pandemic having 
a potential accelerating effect. The National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2021 includes 
requirements on how federal agencies should address white supremacy and domestic terrorism. 
The EU has also recognised the weight of the problem, as initiatives to address violent extremism 
and racism (including sharing of best practice with third countries) feature prominently among 
projects to be financed from the Internal Security Fund under the EU's 2021-2027 MFF.  

Historically, the USA has differed in its approach to international or domestic terrorism: a robust 
framework has been built to tackle the former, whilst the latter is not even a chargeable offence, and 
designating a domestic organisation as a terrorist group would inevitably invite legal challenge.77 
The need to bridge the gap between the two forms of terrorism has been stressed by individuals 
who are now close to President Biden.78 This differentiation has no comparable relevance for the EU 
and its Member States. On the specific issue of online extremist content, the USA and the EU are also 
pursuing divergent regulatory approaches, which are unlikely to converge in the short term. In the 
EU, public authorities have powers to issue orders of ever more expeditious removal of terrorist 
online content and negotiations have advanced on a directive on preventing the dissemination of 
such content. In contrast, the USA has so far remained faithful to the self-regulatory model based on 
'Big Tech' initiatives, such as the Global Internet Forum to Counter Terrorism. The wide-ranging First 
Amendment protection of the freedom of speech makes it very difficult to address incendiary 
speech, which, to be proscribed, has to be 'directed to inciting or producing imminent lawless 
action.' These considerations were at the heart of the incitement charge in Trump's second 
impeachment trial.79 

Whereas violent extremism is becoming the focal point of US domestic policies – which it was not 
under Trump80 – it is unlikely to dominate the transatlantic cooperation on counter-terrorism. The 
Biden administration is set to engage with the EU on a variety of justice and home affairs issues, 
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80  P. Beinart, Trump Shut Programs to Counter Violent Extremism, The Atlantic, October 2018. 
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pursuing the course of its predecessors. Multiple exchanges between the bodies involved are thus 
set to continue, while the longstanding challenges, such as different perspectives on data privacy, 
will remain to be addressed.81 

Where we could be going 
The cross-border overflow of violent extremism is a fact: radicalised individuals travel abroad, e.g. to 
receive paramilitary training or take part in rallies, and extremist messaging is being widely spread 
in the borderless online space. Unsurprisingly, major attacks are known to have had a mobilising 
effect across borders. International links between (often unaffiliated) extremists thus warrant further 
analysis and a multilateral response. 

In this vein, the UN Secretary-General has urged a global alliance against the growth of neo-Nazism 
and white supremacy. Beyond the symbolic significance of such global condemnations, they could 
serve as a basis for concrete multilateral action. There is potentially a role to play for EU public 
diplomacy, likely to meet with a positive response across the Atlantic, as the State Department has 
been mandated to develop a 'strategy for countering white identity terrorism globally'.82 

Finding at least a minimum common regulatory ground could be particularly important in the digital 
space. Twitter and Facebook decisions to permanently suspend Donald Trump's accounts raised 
concerns not only in the USA, but also among European politicians, wary of leaving such far-reaching 
decisions in the hands of private business. One issue that could potentially be tackled jointly is the 
transparency of the algorithms used by social media: the emergence of Congress initiatives, such as 
the Algorithmic Accountability Act, may indicate an opening for some regulatory alignment in this 
respect. In the context of transatlantic interparliamentary cooperation, violent extremism could serve 
as an additional rationale for crafting a common approach to digital platform accountability.83 

On the frontline of counter-extremism, there is a need to share experience between practitioners 
from both sides of the Atlantic on how to prevent, detect and combat violent extremist activities. 
Such exercises should not fall short of a critical analysis of past approaches with mixed outcomes, 
such as the United Kingdom's programmes, which have not been properly evaluated and may have 
had the unintended effect of eroding trust in the targeted communities.84 United States experts 
have already been involved in the work of the Radicalization Awareness Network (RAN) and such 
direct contacts could perhaps be promoted. There is also potential space for transatlantic joint 
research projects connecting academic institutions, given that after a decade of intensive efforts to 
understand the phenomenon of radicalisation, we still know little about it.85 

Overall, whilst the USA is now seriously engaging in addressing violent extremism, the EU may be 
at risk of 'counter-terrorism fatigue'86 setting in after the issue has dominated the political agenda 
for several years. A well-defined transatlantic cooperation, going beyond military and law 
enforcement-centred responses, and seeking to understand complex phenomena to support 
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evidence-based policies, could have the potential to enhance the development of a proactive 
(rather than crisis-triggered) and comprehensive EU counter-terrorism policy. 

3.3. One area to rule them all: A transatlantic technological bargain 

Where we are 
The transatlantic digital 
economy continues to 
grow. The densest 
interlinkages bind the US 
and EU economies on a 
global scale (see Figure 6). 
As the Johns Hopkins 
Foreign Policy Institute 
underlines: 'the transatlantic 
theatre is the fulcrum of 
global digital connectivity. 
North America and Europe 
generate approximately 
75% of digital content for 
internet users worldwide'. 
Furthermore, the EU is the 
biggest export market for 
US digitally enabled 
services.87 A Congressional Research Service report confirms that the volume of cross-border data 
flows between the EU and the USA is the highest in the world.88  

At the same time, while the online business progresses on its own – often intertwined – course, there 
have been some digital policy divergences between the USA and the EU. Harvard Kennedy School for 
example points out that while the EU mostly addressed the impact of platforms and software on 
competition in the digital economy, the USA have prioritised hardware, with the well-known example 
of 5G networks built by Huawei causing disaccord. As things stand, no formal transatlantic dialogue 
'exists to map joint goals in emerging technologies, from artificial intelligence to autonomous vehicles 
and factories, aerospace, biotechnology or 5G networks'.89 Instead, EU-US debates on a common 
digital policy are often only focused on the commercial aspects. Some problems may become 
opportunities, such as a global corporate tax at the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) level, or the EU-US Privacy Shield, invalidated by the European Court of Justice . 
There has also been a degree of controversy over the Gaia-X cloud infrastructure for Europe, launched 
by the German and French governments and perceived by some on the other side of the Atlantic to 
be aiming at diminishing the dominance of the US-based cloud providers.  

Furthermore, there is strong consensus among the experts that the EU has been the global leader 
in standard-setting, a phenomenon also known as the 'Brussels effect' (a known example is the 
successful worldwide adoption of the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR)), while the USA 
has to date been largely absent from digital space governance, despite being home to the world's 
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Figure 6 – Important links and actors in the digital world 

 
Sources: American Chamber of Commerce, UNCTAD, Telegeography, Forbes. 
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largest tech companies (See Figure 6).90 A series of investigations and rulings by the EU against the 
big US-based companies have led to accusations of protectionism. Some experts are warning that 
the divergence in digital policies has created a vacuum that authoritarian countries such as China 
and Russia are attempting to fill.91 At the same time, digital issues are global by definition and as 
such are arguably best addressed at the transatlantic level.  

Where we are going 
As supply chain fragility and demand for digital services have gained urgency with the coronavirus 
pandemic, the geopolitical dimensions of technology and vulnerability of technological 
interdependence are taking a prominent place at the top of the political agenda both in the EU and 
the USA. A case in point is the supply chain shortage for semiconductors imported from Asia. On the 
EU side, this is visible through the European Commission's new transatlantic agenda for global 
cooperation whose aims include, among other things, to set a joint EU-US technology agenda. A 
first step would be, as mentioned above, the establishment of a TTC to develop standards, promote 
innovation, and fortify common technological and industrial leadership. Other proposed areas 
include critical infrastructure, such as 5G, 6G or cybersecurity assets, cooperation on digital supply 
chain security, and a transatlantic artificial intelligence (AI) agreement to set a blueprint for regional 
and global standards promoting common values. The agenda also proposes to promote regulatory 
convergence, facilitating the free flow of data, and launching a joint dialogue on the responsibility 
of platforms. The 2021 EU trade policy strategy also prioritises a closer partnership with the USA on 
the digital and green transformation of economies (see section 2.2). 

Whilst welcomed by many transatlantic relations experts, the new agenda is not a silver bullet. 
Ambitious future cooperation also requires addressing the key existing problems, such as the 
paramount issue of the privacy shield.92 There are encouraging signals that the Biden administration 
will focus on negotiations reinstating it, or even reach uniformity in privacy law by enacting federal 
legislation, possibly modelled on the GDPR. At the same time, recent state-level antitrust cases 
against Google and Facebook and broad congressional investigation of competition in digital 
markets indicate that momentum is building for regulatory scrutiny of the 'Big Tech' and online 
platforms in the USA. The attack on the Capitol has also underlined a statement by Joe Biden that 
the USA 'should be setting standards not unlike the Europeans are doing relative to privacy on their 
platforms'.93 There is a possibility that the European Commission's recent major initiatives, the 
Digital Services Act and the Digital Markets Act, will therefore not cause disagreements but could 
rather pave the way to a common understanding on how to regulate. Another area in need of 
transatlantic cooperation is the digital services tax – and with the new US administration, the 
perspective for the OECD-based global solution is looking promising.94 However, the potential for 
future rifts persists: for instance, the ex-ante new competition tool, possibly to be proposed in 2021, 
has raised some eyebrows in the USA as being fundamentally different to US competition law. Early 
coordination and consultation could perhaps prove helpful in avoiding future conflicts. 

Where we could be going 
Should digitalisation become a shared transatlantic geopolitical interest, this has the potential to 
ensure that the global digital world is reflective of democratic values and principles. Only by working 
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together, could the EU and the USA protect free markets and personal liberties. However, the light 
US approach and the comprehensive EU approach may require coordination and alignment.95 

A high-level EU-US Digital Council, going beyond the TTC, could focus on gradually aligning the US 
and EU approaches and harnessing political consensus. This could provide a framework apart from 
trade disputes, and focused on addressing the global and geopolitical implications of digital policies, 
such as curbing the influence of authoritarian regimes in cyberspace and effectively ensuring fair and 
truly democratic elections. To avoid possible barriers, research partnerships could also provide a path 
towards a secure and resilient transatlantic technology base.96 There is also potential appetite for joint 
transatlantic development of 5G and 6G networks. These efforts might eventually lead to the creation 
of a safe critical infrastructure and supply chain, thus reducing exposure to external attacks while 
deepening transatlantic connections. To arm allies and deter enemies, a joint system of cyber-
sanctions could be put in place. The EU already uses its 'cyber diplomacy toolbox', which includes a 
basis for cooperation with partners.97 Another area of immense potential is AI and cybersecurity, in 
which aligning conformity assessments, risk classifications and risk mitigation approaches could 
possibly result in a new transatlantic market for certified and audited AI and cybersecurity products 
and solutions. NATO instinctively provides a pivotal forum for transatlantic cooperation in these areas. 

The possibility to integrated research programmes alongside more formalised and structured 
cooperation between the EU and the USA on other key digital issues, such as data management, 
privacy, online misinformation, election interference and illegal content could prove to be pivotal (see 
section 4.2). The missing element to jointly manage the governance of a rules-based digital world 
puzzle is mutual consultation and alignment on new rules, which could have the potential to prevent 
divergence or discriminatory outcomes and enable joint assessment of the geopolitical implications 
of the main competitors such as China. Such joint approaches, and ideally the early adoption of 
common transatlantic standards, have the potential to create globally attractive solutions and markets 
by boosting trade and increasing the influence of democracies in a digital world. 

Possible ideas to implement the above solutions include the establishment of a 'democratic digital 
supply chain' – a digital trade zone open to like-minded countries, equipped with tariffs, sanctions, 
targeted procurement and joint security, that makes access to digital markets conditional on the 
adoption of democratic values online.98 Another suggestion made is to form a digital alliance based 
on collective agreements reached by the EU, the USA and the pertinent digital companies and 
actors, accompanied by sovereign enforcement.99 Such an alliance could possibly be based on 
common analytical tools and terminology to assess the marketplace and risks, as well as on common 
values such as consumer safety, protecting citizens from harm, safeguarding supply chains and 
merit-based competition. President Biden's call for a Summit of Democracy seems to be striking a 
similar tone. In this respect, the prevailing independent stance on technology seems to be an 
increasingly inferior option – instead, a deep and meaningful transatlantic cooperation is likely the 
most efficient way to ensure that democratic and liberal values prevail in tomorrow's world – which 
will be even more digital and connected than today. 
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4. Crisis-proofing the transatlantic relationship 

4.1. Rebalancing transatlantic security and defence  

Where we are 
The EU and the USA share one of the longest and most complex defence and security relationships. 
Impressively, 79 % of citizens in NATO countries, 21 of which are EU Member States, consider the 
relationship between North America and Europe as important in handling security challenges. 
However, this relationship has been tense, at times distrustful, and uncertain, in particular since 
2017. While structural deficiencies pre-date his tenure, former President Trump exacerbated 
transatlantic divisions through offensive language and candid political transactionalism. The 
relationship is thought to be 'facing its most serious trust deficit since the founding of NATO'.100 This 
affects both the bilateral EU-US relationship as well as harmony in NATO itself. Former 
President Trump's calling the EU a 'foe' and deeming NATO as 'obsolete' contributed to a 
momentum to strengthen the EU's self-reliance through scaled-up power. This has become known 
as strategic autonomy or strategic sovereignty.101 

The EU bolstered its quest for strategic autonomy in security and defence with several steps towards 
defence integration. The most notable are permanent structured cooperation (PESCO) and the 
European Defence Fund (EDF), which aim at reducing fragmentation, increasing cooperation and 
boosting the EU's capacity as a peace and security actor. The expectation was that these steps would 
be welcomed in Washington, since the USA provides around 70 % of defence spending in NATO and 
has called for greater burden sharing for decades. Instead, the moves were met with resistance102 
until the change of course under the Biden administration, whose Secretary of State pledged to 
'treat the efforts of our allies to develop greater capacity as an asset, not a threat'. Also arguing that 
'stronger allies make for stronger alliances', Secretary of State Antony Blinken encouraged the 
deepening of EU-NATO cooperation. This relationship has reached, at technical and institutional levels, 
a historical high since 2016, when a first joint declaration reinforced their cooperation. Outstanding 
political issues nevertheless persist as obstacles to a fully-fledged strategic partnership between the 
EU and NATO.103 

Nevertheless, Europe's existing 'dependencies on the US are becoming less sustainable'104 for both: 
while the EU recognises a need to better defend its interests, the USA recognises potential benefits 
from stronger European allies as it looks increasingly to the Indo-Pacific, particularly to China. 
Without Europe, the USA is said to have a reduced ability to advance its global interest.105 Without 
the USA, Europe is considered unable to ensure its continental and regional security and defence.  

Where we are going 
A long-standing transatlanticist, President Biden spared no time following his inauguration before 
connecting with European leaders and the NATO Secretary-General, expressing that he 'strongly, 
strongly, strongly' supports collective defence. The administration's interim national security 
strategic guidance considers that US vital interests are deeply connected to Europe and commits to 
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a 'strong, common agenda' with the EU. As EU defence integration initiatives are also viewed more 
positively, plans for an EU-US security and defence dialogue could become reality. Likely to feature 
on its agenda would be participation in PESCO, the EDF, and their complementarity with NATO. 
Despite initial friction, the USA ultimately warmed to the compromise reached to allow external 
participation within PESCO projects, and is one of the first countries to be admitted to the project 
on military mobility, a showcase area for EU-NATO complementarity.106 The USA 'has a vested 
interest in its European partners doing more for their own defense', experts argue, and it 'should 
publicly and privately support the PESCO initiative' as this would strengthen the European arm 
within NATO'.107 Indeed, High Representative for Foreign Policy/Vice-President of the European 
Commission (HR/VP) Josep Borrell asserted that 'a strong and capable Europe is ... a precondition' 
for a stronger transatlantic alliance. 

Experts encourage the Biden administration to 'welcome EU efforts to develop greater capabilities 
... to remove a needless thorn' in the relationship.108 While The Economist predicts a receptive 
administration as regards EU defence activities, it anticipates resistance to strategic autonomy 'if 
seen as undermining 
NATO'.109 Although the 
US administration is 
likely 'to view a well-
coordinated and well-
executed European 
defense policy as 
contributing to a 
European pillar in NATO', 
others highlight that 
concerns about 
protectionism and 
duplication will persist.110 
As China's rise is shifting 
the US focus from the 
Europe to the Indo-
Pacific the EU's ability to 
carry out a greater number of security tasks independently from the USA has gained in urgency.111 

As implementation of the EU's co-funding instruments112 begins, close coordination with the USA 
bilaterally and through NATO may be expected as regards infrastructure development, critical 
infrastructure protection, and emerging dual-use technologies. Additional common priorities may 
include hybrid threats, resilience-building, crisis management in the Sahel and Middle East regions, 
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Figure 7 – Common areas of transatlantic interest in security and defence 

 
Source: EPRS, 2021. 

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_2279
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/05/06/pesco-canada-norway-and-the-united-states-will-be-invited-to-participate-in-the-project-military-mobility/
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/91903/biden%E2%80%99s-presidency-begins-fresh-start-us-also-transatlantic-relations_en
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_2045
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2019/12/10/countering-hybrid-threats-council-calls-for-enhanced-common-action/
https://www.defensenews.com/global/europe/2020/09/21/germany-tries-to-forge-a-deal-on-who-can-play-ball-in-europe/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2020)646188
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/sites/default/files/media/uploads/documents/GE_210125_EU_US%20relations_v4.pdf
https://ndupress.ndu.edu/Portals/68/Documents/stratforum/SF-302.pdf
https://ndupress.ndu.edu/Portals/68/Documents/stratforum/SF-302.pdf
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/security/reports/2021/06/01/500099/case-eu-defense/
https://www.economist.com/europe/2021/01/09/repairing-the-transatlantic-rift-will-be-tricky
https://carnegieeurope.eu/2021/01/26/what-can-europe-offer-biden-on-security-and-defense-pub-83563
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjmnZ7Lt7LvAhXIzqQKHZsTBBUQFjAAegQIARAD&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cer.eu%2Fpublications%2Farchive%2Fbulletin-article%2F2021%2Ftransatlantic-relations-biden-era-and-beyond&usg=AOvVaw1dnx0hvHbmKau6cjqO1QP6
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_IDA(2021)679101


Harnessing the new momentum in transatlantic relations 
  
 

23 

as well as missile and cyber defence.113 Experts argue that President Biden might expect a greater 
focus on 'operational capabilities that fill NATO gaps and on effective deployment capacities'.114 
Indeed, 38 out 47 PESCO projects correspond to gaps identified by NATO.115 Making better use of 
the EU's institutional instruments has the potential to boost deliverables in each of these areas, as 
they could be 'more potent than tanks'.116 Although divergences are expected, Secretary of 
State Blinken encouraged having 'these tough conversations – and even to disagree – while treating 
one another with respect'.  

Where we could be going 
There is increasing recognition that the EU, the USA, and NATO may need to rethink deterrence and 
defence to more accurately account for the current strategic environment. Secretary of State Blinken 
himself argued for 'the need to adopt a more holistic view of burden sharing', since 'no single 
number fully captures a country's contribution' to collective defence. This resonates with expert 
analysis suggesting a focus on 'responsibility as opposed to burden-sharing' by reforming and 
broadening the 2 % of GDP defence spending metric in NATO.117 To do this, it may be useful to better 
understand and accept each other's distinct socio-cultural, political, economic, and geostrategic 
systems. Emphasis on 'diplomacy over the use of military force' and Biden administration officials' 
expressed commitment to allies are signs of increasing convergence, which could potentially 
provide room for concrete cooperation in previously unexplored domains.118 Bringing its wealth of 
civil and military instruments, the EU could possibly make valuable contributions in cooperating 
with the US on key issues such as critical raw materials, energy security, preventing and mitigating 
climate change as a security threat, and on common responses to foreign influence operations. 
Additional areas may include economic security, export controls, and the risk of space militarisation. 
Almost none of these are of a purely military nature, yet they affect the security and resilience of the 
Euro-Atlantic space. Defence and security challenges have become dual, with an increasing civil-
military character. They therefore have the potential to benefit from being addressed through the 
EU-US-NATO triangle.  

The EU and NATO have embarked upon strategic reflection processes in 2020: the Strategic 
Compass and NATO2030.119 These represent complementary opportunities to reflect on rebuilding 
trust, rebalancing and reinvigorating the transatlantic relationship in a way that reflects the trends 
of the strategic environment. Expert suggestions to facilitate deeper cooperation on such matters 
include the creation of a NATO-EU Task Force, appointing Special Representatives in both the EU 
and NATO to increase ownership, , and creating an US-EU Resilience Council and an EU-US security 
and defence dialogue.120 In a report issued as part of NATO's reflection process, experts 
recommended creating a Centre of Excellence for Democratic Resilience.121 With its defence 
ambitions facing the test of implementation and Member States reflecting on their common 
strategic culture, the EU may have an opportunity to demonstrate it is a reliable ally and partner. 

 
113  Ibid. D. S. Hamilton, 2021; and Ibid. E. Brattberg, 2021. 
114  Ibid. E. Brattberg, 2021. 
115  E. Lazarou and T. Lațici, PESCO: Ahead of the strategic review, EPRS, 2020.  
116  J. Howorth, Europe and Biden. Towards a new transatlantic pact?, Wilfried Martens Centre, 2021. 
117  NATO, NATO 2030: Embrace the change, guard the values, 2021; Idem N. Burns et al, 2020. Idem J. Howorth, 2021 
118  J. Sullivan, Where U.S. foreign policy should - and shouldn't - go from here, Foreign Affairs, 2019. 
119  T. Lațici, NATO looks to the 2030s, EPRS, March 2021. 
120  Ibid. N. Burns et al, 2020; NATO, 2021; Ibid. D. S. Hamilton, 2021. 
121  NATO, NATO 2030: United for a new era, 2020; T. Lațici, From one master of survival to another: a tardigrade's plea for 

NATO2030, Egmont Institute, 2021. 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_IDA(2021)679101
https://www.state.gov/reaffirming-and-reimagining-americas-alliances/
https://www.state.gov/reaffirming-and-reimagining-americas-alliances/
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/89047/towards-strategic-compass_en
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/89047/towards-strategic-compass_en
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/652051/EPRS_BRI(2020)652051_EN.pdf
https://www.martenscentre.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/CES_POLICY-BRIEF_Biden-V3.pdf
https://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/2021/2/pdf/210204-NATO2030-YoungLeadersReport.pdf
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/reviews/review-essay/2018-12-11/more-less-or-different?utm_medium=promo_email&utm_source=special_send&utm_campaign=election_inauguration_2021_newsletter&utm_content=20210120&utm_term=newsletter-prerelease
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_ATA(2021)689374
https://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/2020/12/pdf/201201-Reflection-Group-Final-Report-Uni.pdf
https://www.egmontinstitute.be/from-one-master-of-survival-to-another-a-tardigrades-plea-for-nato2030/
https://www.egmontinstitute.be/from-one-master-of-survival-to-another-a-tardigrades-plea-for-nato2030/


EPRS | European Parliamentary Research Service 
  
 

24 

4.2. Immunising the EU-US partnership: Health security 

Where we are 
Transatlantic cooperation on health security matters has been steady since the founding of the 
Global Health Security Agenda and the response to the Ebola crisis in 2014.122 The depth of 
cooperation has been limited in part by the level of competence – health is a primary competence 
of EU Member States and of the states and local governments in the USA. However, the Covid-19 
pandemic has led to rivalry and nationalism. In spring 2020, the USA and EU Member States 
competed to obtain medical 
supplies. The USA closed its 
borders to EU citizens without 
advance notice, while EU 
Member States imposed travel 
restrictions within the Schengen 
Common Travel Area. Former 
President Trump allegedly 
sought to convince a German 
vaccine development company 
to move its activities to the 
USA.123  

The Covid-19 pandemic drew 
attention to profound 
weaknesses in health systems, 
including the limited resilience 
of the global pharmaceutical 
supply chain. Sources suggest 
that 80 % or more of chemicals 
for manufacturing essential medicines and vaccines come from China and India. The potential for 
supply chain disruptions poses a significant security risk to the EU and the USA.124 

Where are we going 
Health has increasingly become a supranational and, respectively, federal competence in the EU and 
the USA and is recognised as a central component of national security and international politics. In 
November 2020, the European Commission called for a stronger EU competence in health to tackle 
health threats in an effective and efficient manner that is on a par with global players such as the 
USA and China. If agreed, the proposed European Health Union would strengthen the legal 
framework as well as the mandate and preparedness and response capabilities of EU agencies 
including the European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (ECDC) and the European 
Medicines Agency (EMA). It would also introduce a new structure – the European Health Emergency 
Preparedness and Response Authority (HERA). This new body, referenced in the EU roadmap for an 
impact assessment, is inspired by the US Biomedical Advanced Research and Development 
Authority (BARDA). The HERA would complement the activities of existing EU agencies, in particular 
the ECDC and EMA, in areas such as epidemic intelligence and securing advance purchase 
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Figure 8 – Health infrastructure in the US and EU 

 
Source: EPRS, 2021. 
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agreements for vaccines and medical equipment. With these changes, the organisational 
architecture of health security in the EU could increasingly resemble that of the USA, where the 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) carries out similar activities to the ECDC and the 
FDA has similar functions to the EMA (see Figure 8).  

The US COVID Recovery Plan seeks to 'restore U.S. leadership globally, advance health security, and 
build better preparedness for future threats'. The roles of the CDC and the regional office of the WHO 
(the Pan-American Health Organization) are expected to intensify as a result.125 President Biden 
rescinded notice of the withdrawal of the USA from the World Health Organization (WHO), initiated 
under the previous Trump administration, and committed to make outstanding payments.126 The 
USA will also join the COVID-19 Vaccine Global Access (COVAX) Facility, which the EU was 
instrumental in setting up, alongside the WHO, Gavi the Vaccine Alliance and the Coalition for 
Epidemic Preparedness Innovations (CEPI). Calls to reform the WHO are widespread – for example, 
the President of the European Council proposed a treaty that would strengthen the WHO's response 
to future pandemics and the international health architecture.127 

The EU and the USA are building their sovereignty in pharmaceutical supply chains and asserting 
leadership in the global health arena. Initiatives are underway on both sides of the Atlantic to 
on-shore the manufacturing of key ingredients as a means to ensuring the supply of essential 
medicines and vaccines.128 In the USA, President Biden invoked the Defence Production Act to boost 
domestic production of active pharmaceutical ingredients, while in the EU, the proposed 
Pharmaceutical Strategy for Europe aims at promoting strategic stockpiling and diversifying 
production and supply chains. Supporting pharmaceutical innovation through EU FTAs and 
common regulatory approval procedures129 could potentially promote transatlantic cooperation in 
drug development, a recent example being the Pfizer/BioNTech vaccine. This approach, however, is 
at odds with promoting global access to Covid-19 vaccines and has led to accusations of 'vaccine 
nationalism' that can only serve to prolong the crisis, since 'to end the cycle, we cannot vaccinate 
only some people in some countries; we must protect all people everywhere'.130 

Meanwhile, the EU is reinforcing its health security infrastructure, aiming to ensure a 'solid 
framework for EU preparedness, surveillance, risk assessment, early warning and response to all 
serious cross-border threats to health'. The establishment of HERA, could be key, in potentially 
providing a new permanent structure for health preparedness. A blueprint for this structure – the 
'HERA Incubator' – was launched in February 2021 to support the detection of COVID variants and 
the development of new and adapted vaccines to tackle them. The existing US health security 
infrastructure is leveraging multi-sectoral collaboration, community engagement and education at 
the local level to promote preparedness and response efforts.131 The CDC has developed national 
standards for public health preparedness planning that are structured in relation to 18 capabilities. 
The EU could possibly establish similar standards through the RescEU to reinforce the preparedness 
of local response systems in the Member States. Tackling the infodemic of low public trust in public 

 
125  R van de Pas and L van Schaik, A transatlantic cure to the pandemic and structural global health shortcomings? Wilson 

Center, 2021. 
126  Editorial office. An opportunity for American renewal, The Lancet, Vol 397, 2021. 
127  A. Maxmen, Why did the world's pandemic warning system fail for COVID?, Nature Vol 589. 28 January 2021. 
128  C. Pulcini, B. Beovic, G. Beraud et al. Ensuring universal access to old antibiotics: a critical but neglected priority, Clinical 

Microbiology and Infection 23(590), 2017. 
129  Editorial Office, Eyes of the world are on medicines regulators, Nature, 2020. 
130  N. Okonjo-Iweala, Globalising the COVID vaccine, Project Syndicate, 2021. 
131  The National Academies of Sciences Engineering and Medicine, Systematizing the One Health Approach in 

Preparedness and Response Efforts for Infectious Disease Outbreaks. Virtual Workshop, 2021. 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/National-Strategy-for-the-COVID-19-Response-and-Pandemic-Preparedness.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52020DC0761&from=EN
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12870-European-Health-Emergency-Preparedness-and-Response-Authority-HERA-
https://www.cdc.gov/cpr/readiness/capabilities.htm
https://ec.europa.eu/echo/what/civil-protection/resceu_en
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/article/transatlantic-cure-pandemic-and-structural-global-health-shortcomings
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(21)00081-7/fulltext
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-021-00162-4
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/28522030/
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwiNieLc8o_vAhVOXBoKHXafCP8QFjAAegQIAhAD&url=https%3A%2F%2Fmedia.nature.com%2Foriginal%2Fmagazine-assets%2Fd41586-020-03458-z%2Fd41586-020-03458-z.pdf&usg=AOvVaw3CN18uM3vdw_zrVWywr5tL
https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/covax-vaccine-access-for-developing-and-emerging-economies-by-ngozi-okonjo-iweala-2021-01?barrier=accesspaylog
https://www.nationalacademies.org/our-work/systematizing-the-one-health-approach-in-preparedness-and-response-efforts-for-infectious-disease-outbreaks-a-workshop
https://www.nationalacademies.org/our-work/systematizing-the-one-health-approach-in-preparedness-and-response-efforts-for-infectious-disease-outbreaks-a-workshop


EPRS | European Parliamentary Research Service 
  
 

26 

health action also appears critical – the 'weaponisation of naturally occurring outbreaks' through 
misinformation campaigns generate impacts similar to those of biowarfare.132  

Where we could be going 
The Covid-19 pandemic has propelled global health to the top of the transatlantic agenda.133 The 
time is ripe to step up direct collaborative efforts between agencies in the EU and the USA. For 
example, via the ECDC, the EU could possibly support efforts underway at the CDC and the National 
Institutes of Health (NIH) in the USA, to identify emergent health risks before they evolve into an 
epidemic. Such efforts could eventually protect the confidentiality of sources of information to 
avoid retaliation.134 These health surveillance partnerships could even be linked with the monitoring 
of the health impacts of climate change (see Section 2.3). Building databases on threats to public 
health and establishing common standards for health data sharing and interoperability could be 
another possible avenue for cooperation between the ECDC and the CDC. More collaborative efforts 
between the NIH and the Horizon Europe programme of the European Commission could perhaps 
support the development of new medicines and vaccines. At a higher level, it may be that a common 
definition of a pandemic and a protocol for containment could be pursued through transatlantic 
agreements.135 The WTO could even perhaps go further, to push for the lifting of export restrictions 
on food and medicinal products and scale-up the manufacturing of vaccines following the 'third 
way' approach proposed by Director-General Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala.136Efforts to promote more 
effective global health governance could potentially be aligned. The EU and the USA could perhaps 
work together to meet the objectives of the Global Health Security Agenda 2024 and advance 
towards a harmonised approach to balancing innovation and access, for example, through an 
agreement on the Covid-19 vaccine patents waiver.137 The USA could also shift away from vaccine 
nationalism by following the example of the EU in supporting COVAX Advance Market 
Commitments.138  

The time appears ripe to reform the WHO, to increase the chance that it reaches its potential to 
respond to the Covid-19 crisis and future health threats.139 The USA and the EU could perhaps even 
propose to double the WHO's budget, which currently stands at US$5.8 billion, and could seek a UN 
resolution to make payment of dues mandatory.140 A transatlantic strategy to strengthen the legal 
mandate of the WHO to hold member states accountable, update the International Health 
Regulations and reform the Emergency Programme and the Contingency Fund for Emergencies are 
potential avenues that could also improve the effectiveness of the WHO against future health 
threats.141  
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4.3. Ordering disorder: Multilateralism for the 21st century 

Where we are 
Multilateralism is undergoing a crisis142 of 'power, relevance and legitimacy'.143 Four parallel 
developments have strained the multilateral system: 1) new claims to global and regional leadership 
from authoritarian regimes, e.g. China, Russia or Turkey; 2) the postponement of reforms; 3) the 
erosion of democratic values;144 and 4) the rise of populism (see section 2.1). In motion prior to the 
advent of the Trump administration in 2017, these developments have gained ground since. The 
rise of populism, is even reputed145 to have facilitated his coming to power. President Trump's 
transactional approach to (foreign) policy and readiness to denounce key international agreements, 
from climate to arms control and non-proliferation, including the Iran nuclear deal and the 
Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty, induced distrust in the transatlantic relation and a non-
negligible risk of drifting apart. The EU watched with dismay as the USA left146 the UN Human Rights 
Council and threatened to quit147 the WHO early in the coronavirus crisis.  

The apparently increasingly diverging views on major international issues in the USA and EU have 
weakened the fragile multilateral system that Europeans and Americans jointly contributed to 
create 75 years ago. The EU has remained committed to multilateralism, supporting and calling for 
the respect of norms and rules. Secretary-General of the UN, António Guterres, called on the EU to 
'continue to lead to shape the digital age and to be at the forefront of technological innovation and 
regulation'. However, US disengagement from multilateral affairs has been consequential, as the 
world, including the EU neighbourhood, became increasingly unstable, 'more dangerous'148 and 
even disorderly. Both Russia and Turkey exploited the window of opportunity provided by US 
international disengagement to reassert their power, including by circumventing UN-led processes. 
This was the case in the Syrian conflict, as Astana peace talks replaced, for considerable time, the 
UN-led talks in Geneva.149  

As stressed by President von der Leyen, President Biden's inauguration in early 2021 represented a 
'message of hope for a world that [was] waiting for the US to be back in the circle of like-minded 
states'. President Biden promised that the USA 'will repair [their] alliances and engage with the world 
once again'. Since, the USA returned to the Paris Climate Agreement and the UN Human Rights 
Council, thus restoring 'democracy, human rights and equality' to the centre of US foreign policy.  

Where we are going 
The EU and the USA share democratic values, norms and rules, the bedrock on which they helped 
build the current international order. As stressed by European Council President, Charles Michel, for 
the EU, values 'are part of [its] DNA', whilst the Biden administration has returned to a values- and 
principles-driven foreign policy. There is thus perhaps a window of opportunity to reform the 
multilateral system and help it overcome its current crisis. Two issues are potentially key: 1) re-
establishing leadership and 2) using the bilateral relation to advance on multilateral issues.  
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Restoring leadership in multilateral affairs could 
perhaps present a joint objective and opportunity 
for the USA and the EU. Both could eventually 
employ multilateralism as a tool to navigate a 
world that has gradually moved from being 
unipolar – led by the USA – to becoming 
dynamically multipolar. President Biden stressed 
that the USA will re-assume leadership based not 
on 'the example of [its] power but by the power of 
[its] example'; a sign that the USA stands ready to 
defend an international order based on norms and 
rules and act as a 'strong and trusted partner for 
peace, progress and security'. 

With the Biden administration in office, analysts 
warn that the EU might expect a new relationship with the USA, based on and fit to respond to 
today's realities and challenges.150The EU also appears to be looking forward to a new transatlantic 
relationship, mindful of its aspiration to build its strategic autonomy, become a more reliable 
partner and more effectively share the burden of transatlantic security.151  

As high-level political dialogue has returned to the transatlantic sphere, there is an opportunity to 
rebuild trust, to strengthen the bilateral EU-US relationship and to use it in support of multilateral 
action. This would require agreement on a common agenda, coordinated positions and defence of 
joint proposals in international fora; something more easily said than done given that a number of 
issues, such as big tech regulation aspects, remain sensitive despite the change of administration.152 
For the first time in 11 years, a US President attended, by video-conference, a European Council 
meeting, which aimed to show unity and shape the new transatlantic agenda. Foreign policy topics 
of common interest include China, Russia, Turkey, Eastern Europe and the Western Balkans.  

Where we could be going  
Tomorrow's world could either be the sum of fragmented poles of power153 competing with each 
other, or an inclusive multilateral effort. The European Commission's communication on 
multilateralism places emphasis on the need to 'uphold what works, reform what needs to change 
and extend global governance to new areas'. A second Commission communication proposes an 
EU-US agenda for global change which still needs to be agreed with the USA (see Figure 9).  

The EU and the USA will need to focus on deliverables by identifying policy options that can be 
jointly promoted and commonly defended in international fora, such as the G7, the G20 or the UN 
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). The biannual participation of the US 
Secretary of State in the meetings of the FAC could potentially allow enhanced high-level political 
dialogue to be maintained, whilst monitoring progress made.  

Close coordination as a working method and transatlantic leadership could provide the building 
blocks of a reformed multilateral system fit to respond to the challenges of the 21st century, 
including development as well as the multilateral governance of health, AI, biodiversity and cyber. 
It is therefore considered urgent to continue the reform of the WHO, so it can fully respond to future 
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multilateralism a Treaty obligation, the multipolar 
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minded partners is the backbone of the EU approach 
to strategic autonomy and multilateralism. A 
strategically autonomous EU could potentially act as 
a more able partner in the transatlantic relationship 
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health challenges (see section 4.2). Two long-standing reform processes require urgent finalisation, 
namely the reform of the UN, including the Security Council,154 and the reform of the WTO Appellate 
Body. Director-General of the WTO, Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala, has underlined155 the political deadlock, 
stressing that 'current problems are not solely of a technical nature', because 'if they were, they 
would have been solved long ago.' 

The EU and the USA could also possibly agree on how to deal with authoritarian regimes claiming 

global or regional leadership and undermining, inter alia through disinformation,156 the fundament 
of democracies. This would require a common approach towards China, something that the recently 
introduced US-EU dialogue on China at expert level could potentially help to achieve. The European 
Council was successful in building and maintaining unity on a common position on Russia as well 
as, most recently, on Belarus in the case of sanctions, introduced after the illegal annexation of 
Crimea in 2014, 157, and respectively, following the forced landing and arrest of a journalist in May 
2021. The common transatlantic front158 in the case of Belarus sent a strong message of unity and 
could potentially inspire greater joint efforts also to shape a common strategy towards Russia. In the 
case of Turkey, a NATO member, the EU and the USA are bound to succeed in agreeing on a common 
approach.159 Finally, the EU and the USA could possibly articulate a common approach on Iran, and 
the Biden administration's willingness to 'return to diplomacy' might help to reach common ground.  
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Figure 9 – EU-US cooperation for renewed multilateral engagement  

 
Source: EPRS, based on the Commission's communications on multilateralism and EU-US agenda. 
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5. Avenues for closer transatlantic parliamentary 
cooperation 
As the only directly elected body in the EU, the European Parliament is a 
decisive player in achieving an ambitious transatlantic agenda for global 
common goods. The Parliament is an active player in shaping the policy 
debates discussed in this study. It has also been an active international player, 
complementing the traditional intergovernmental character of foreign and 

security policy mandated by the Lisbon Treaty through proactive diplomatic engagement – 
including with the US Congress, with whom it shares 'the longest interparliamentary relationship in 
EP history', since 1972.160 Interactions between Parliament and the House of Representatives take 
place primarily in the framework of the Transatlantic Legislators' Dialogue (TLD),161 launched in 
1999, as well as through official visits to both sides of the Atlantic. Transatlantic parliamentary 
exchanges tend to be more institutionalised and regular than those between national parliaments 
and the US Congress. Transatlantic parliamentary dialogue persisted even during the Trump 
administration, where contacts with other EU institutions suffered.  

The topics approached in this study are important agenda items for the two parliaments, as the 
legislation they draft and adopt will affect generations to come and determine the legal and political 
opportunities for transatlantic alignment. The TLD joint statement of August 2020 confirms that it is 
'imperative to nurture and improve our EU-US partnership' to overcome the health crisis, to renew 
bilateral and multilateral economic cooperation, to invest in multilateral organisations, and to 
provide transatlantic leadership in an era of great power competition. Democratic principles are at 
the heart of the transatlantic relationship and embodied in the work of both parliaments. As this 
study shows, numerous challenges, from environmental damage to hybrid threats, and from 
digitalisation to the crisis of multilateralism, are testing the foundations of democracy. Yet each 
could be most effectively tackled through a democratic response. Transatlantic parliamentary action 
is key for nurturing democracy at home and abroad and ensuring its enduring resilience. 

Fighting climate change is an ardent priority for legislators on both sides of the Atlantic. In 2018, 
the European Parliament argued that 'the fight against climate change should become a strategic 
priority in all diplomatic dialogues and initiatives' and in 2019 officially declared a climate and 
environment emergency. In the US House of Representatives, a resolution was introduced in 2021, 
urging the declaration of a national climate emergency and arguing for a 'collaborative response to 
the climate crisis' in cooperation with international actors. Experts argue that legislatures 'are in a 
crucial position when it comes to converting agreements or aims to action in domestic politics' and 
therefore the TLD provides ample space for the two parliaments to identify synergies for a common 
way forward.162 The Parliament's demand to seize opportunities offered by the recovery packages 
to transform and build resilient European economies resonates with President Biden's ambitious 
climate agenda in his 'build back better' plan.163 A strong parliamentary dimension on climate 
diplomacy could prove essential in the transatlantic push for multilateral renewal and for codifying 
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political pledges into law. In 2021, Members of the European Parliament adopted a resolution urging 
the EU to 'place a carbon price on certain imports from less climate-ambitious countries'. While 
President Biden has yet to move forward with the carbon border measure he called for on the 
campaign trail, frank parliamentary exchanges on climate-proof trade policies could be key to 
assessing the prospects and challenges of transatlantic cooperation. 

As torch-bearers of democracy, both legislatures are deeply concerned about the impact of social 
media and disinformation, violent extremism and disruptive technological developments on the 
rule of law and democratic institutions. President Biden himself argued that delivering results 
through democracy is 'a defining question of our time'. The European Parliament has consistently 
emphasised the need to strengthen the EU's response and capacity to counter disinformation with 
solid political consensus, having created a temporary special committee on foreign interference in 
all democratic processes (INGE) in 2020.164 In the US House of Representatives, various committees 
and subcommittees have dedicated numerous hearings on the subject and notable initiatives 
include creating the Congressional Task Force on Digital Citizenship and the COVID-19 
misinformation and disinformation task force. In 2019, the TLD discussed the accountability of tech 
platforms and diplomatic resilience as relevant current and future topics for parliamentary dialogue. 
With the European Parliament regarded as a 'champion of European values and the rule of law' and 
with the Biden administration's ambition for a global democracy summit, there is potentially space 
to strengthen the parliamentary arm of the transatlantic consensus to protect democracies.165 
However, reaching this goal could rely on an aligned transatlantic digital policy. Both the European 
Parliament and the US Congress are invested such matters: considering legislation such as the 
digital services act as an opportunity to shape the global digital economy while, respectively, 
prioritising issues such as digital markets and antitrust policies. As the USA and the EU tend to 
maintain distinct approaches to 'big tech' and competition policy, parliamentary engagement on 
these matters is ever more pertinent.  

The January 2021 Capitol Hill riots illustrate how these aspects converge, and their potential to foster 
violent extremism, leading several Members to express Parliament's readiness to 'work hand in 
hand with the US Congress to promote an alliance of democracies in the face of authoritarian rule'. 
The wave of Black Lives Matters protests in the USA and European cities in summer 2020 reflects the 
common recognition of police brutality and structural racism as a threat to democratic societies 
and values. Parliament strongly condemned the death of George Floyd in the USA and called for 
'closer interparliamentary cooperation' to combat racism and discrimination through the TLD. 
Following a joint hearing, Parliament's Committee on Civil Liberties, Justice and Home Affairs and 
Subcommittee on Human Rights, the US Congress and the US Helsinki Commission issued a joint 
declaration that commits to 'working together towards legal frameworks that ensure respect for our 
common values of equality, equity, and justice'. This commitment aligns with the proposed EU-US 
Action Plan on Racial and Ethnic Equality and Inclusion in House Resolution 256. In the context of 
the societal debates on both sides of the Atlantic, as well as of the Conference on the Future of 
Europe,166 there is momentum for a deeper parliamentary exchange.  

Future crisis response is expected to become more 'holistic' by transcending health and foreign 
and security policies and to be underpinned by effective multilateralism. Parliament has consistently 
stressed that 'transatlantic cooperation remains crucial and is paramount in the EU's common 
foreign and security policy' and that defence cooperation is one of its pillars. Transatlantic security, 
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NATO, and EU-US relations have enjoyed staunch bipartisan and bicameral support in the US 
Congress, which was also confirmed through the work of the bipartisan Congressional EU Caucus in 
2019.167 Transatlantic law-makers also exchange on security and defence matters through the NATO 
Parliamentary Assembly, where both are represented. Considering the ongoing strategic 
reflections in the EU, NATO and the USA,168 it could prove timely to intensify transatlantic 
parliamentary exchange to ensure convergence and debate on geopolitical competition, burden-
sharing and the changing nature of war. In this context, health has been propelled to the top of the 
security agenda by the Covid-19 pandemic. In a joint statement issued in August 2020, TLD 
members called for stronger partnership across four objectives, the very first priority being to fund, 
develop and distribute Covid-19 vaccines while practicing transatlantic and international solidarity 
to overcome the health crisis. 

Multilateralism is in the European Parliament's DNA. The Parliament expressed support for 
reforming the multilateral system and rendering international organisations more resilient and has 
staunchly opposed human rights violations and challenges by authoritarian regimes. It considers a 
robust and renewed transatlantic partnership key to promoting multilateralism and for dealing with 
international challenges. Congressional decisions regarding the role of the USA in the international 
rules-based order 'could have significant implications for numerous policies, plans, programs, and 
budgets'.169 While the actual reform of multilateral institutions lies with the executive branch, the 
two legislatures could potentially enhance exchanges on key issues related to foreign policy 
priorities. For example, as both have consistently condemned Russian aggression and either urged 
or enacted sanctions on Russia, this is a key issue of common interest. Additionally, the multi-faceted 
issue of dealing with China, particularly since it has imposed sanctions on a number of Members of 
the European Parliament, Members of Congress and parliamentary bodies, would appear to warrant 
further transatlantic parliamentary scrutiny and exchange at all levels. Identifying synergies on 
distinct foreign policy items could go hand in hand with reforming the multilateral system in a way 
that reflects transatlantic values and principles.  

The breadth of a robust transatlantic parliamentary agenda is wide. The Parliament insists on a 
reinvigoration of the transatlantic partnership and on the need to 'find a new basis for cooperation' 
that reflects mutual respect and a strong joint agenda. This paper shows not only that the EU and 
the USA would currently appear to agree on much more than they disagree, but that by working 
together in many fields, they can become active partners in solving humanity's most pressing 
challenges, while promoting peace, security and prosperity.  
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The transatlantic relationship has been witnessing a 
significant injection of renewed enthusiasm and policy 
activity since Joe Biden became President of the United 
States in January 2021. This paper focuses on three 
important issues on the rapidly evolving transatlantic 
policy agenda, exploring their potential for generating, 
in effect, new 'common global goods' during the Biden 
presidency. First, it looks at pathways towards 
developing some kind of 'transatlantic green deal', 
taking climate action, trade and climate diplomacy in 
the round. Second, it analyses the comparative fabrics 
of US and European societies through the triple lens of 
violent extremism, the rule of law and technological 
disruption. Third, the prospects for 'crisis-proofing' the 
transatlantic space for the future are examined by 
looking at defence, health security and multilateralism. 
The paper also explores some potential avenues for 
closer transatlantic parliamentary cooperation, building 
on the already strong relationship between the 
European Parliament and the US Congress.  
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