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Introduction

I n August 2020, in the face of a  second wave of the coronavirus 
pandemic and the democratic uprising in Belarus, the European 
Parliament (EP) and the United States Congress issued two joint 

statements in support of transatlantic responses to these crises. The 
extensive statement on the pandemic used the opportunity to call for 
transatlantic solidarity in a  changing geopolitical environment 

1 The author is a policy analyst in the European Parliamentary Research Service (EPRS). She is writing 
here in a personal capacity and any views expressed do not represent an official position of the European 
Parliament. The author would like to thank Alexandros Karides for his comments and review of this 
chapter.
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particularly by reinvigorating multilateralism, countering authori-
tarianism and disinformation, bolstering transatlantic defence and 
fighting climate and nuclear threats. The signatories emphasised 
that, while transatlantic relations on the executive level had been 
problematic in recent years, the legislative track would remain “an 
open channel of cooperation and trust.”

President Trump’s ‘America First’ for-
eign policy has challenged some of the fun-
damental assumptions that underpin the 
transatlantic alliance in recent years. His 
scepticism towards NATO and criticisms 
of multilateral security arrangements have 
created a  sense of a  widening gap across 
the Atlantic. These recent divergences on 
the executive level have brought to the fore 
the relevance of relations among legisla-
tors as a second level of diplomacy. The wording of joint statements 
between the two parliaments, issued approximately twice a  year as 
part of the Transatlantic Legislators’ Dialogue (TLD), suggests that 
legislators have been quick to assume their role safeguarding the 
centrality of a  values-based transatlantic bond and highlighting 
transatlantic commitment to common values and a shared approach 
to global issues.

In this context, this chapter looks at how parliamentary diplomacy 
could help shape transatlantic relations in security and defence as the 
world moves into a new decade of geopolitics. The chapter takes as its 
point of departure the intensification of transatlantic parliamenta-
ry diplomacy in recent years to illustrate that the parliamentary level 
can build long-term political trust; help defuse crises; dismantle false 
preconceptions and add democratic accountability to transatlantic 
policies. This is particularly the case in an environment where diplo-
macy and foreign policy are no longer the sole prerogative of unitary 
state actors, but include a diverse set of stakeholders and issues. The 
chapter begins by discussing the nature of parliamentary diplomacy 
and its development in the transatlantic context. It then focuses on 
the TLD as its key manifestation at the EU level. It concludes by out-
lining proposals which could improve the effectiveness of transatlan-
tic parliamentary diplomacy in security and defence.

Trump’s 
‘America First’ 

foreign policy has 
challenged some 
of the fundamental 
assumptions that 
underpin the 
transatlantic alliance.



62 Turning the tide  | How to rescue transatlantic relations

Transatlantic  
parliamentary diplomacy

While legislatives bodies have varying degrees of power to conduct 
foreign and security policy, the primacy of the executive in this area 
is relatively undisputed. This is particularly the case in the EU, given 
the intergovernmental nature of EU foreign policy. Whereas the leg-
islative branches of the EU member states hold diverging, and often 
important, roles in the foreign, security and defence policies of their 
countries, the role of the EP has only gradually and recently been rein-
forced in this domain, arguably since the Lisbon Treaty (2009). In the 
area of security and defence, in particular, the EP, unlike other par-
liaments, lacks the ‘power of the purse’ given the absence of a com-
mon EU defence budget (with the notable exception of the recently 
launched European Defence Fund and its predecessor programmes, 
PADR and EDIDP). In spite of this shortcoming – or perhaps because 
of it – the identity of the EP in security and defence policy has been 
moulded through the other tools available to legislators, not least its 
active parliamentary diplomacy.

Parliamentary diplomacy refers to activities undertaken by parlia-
ments and their members to increase mutual understanding between 
countries. It can refer to engagement between parliamentarians or 
with other actors (eg. executive, local government, civil society) in 
a  third country. Its main objective is twofold: to promote interests 
and values in relations with third countries and to exercise addition-
al influence on the executive’s foreign policy decisions. It also adds 
transparency and democratic legitimacy to foreign policy. In essence, 
it is a feature of an expanded foreign policy paradigm where a diversi-
ty of actors and stakeholders becomes relevant in diplomacy.

Compared to traditional diplomacy, the added value of parlia-
mentary diplomacy may lie in the increased flexibility to establish 
contacts with various local stakeholders and in the ability to com-
municate with fewer constraints as elected politicians rather than 
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technocrats and bureaucrats.2 However, its impact often depends on 
the relationship between the legislative and the executive and on the 
scope for autonomous parliamentary action.

The TLD: structured 
parliamentary diplomacy 

par excellence
In the transatlantic context, parliamentary diplomacy is carried out 
on several levels. Congressional delegations visit EU countries and 
vice-versa and engage with a  variety of stakeholders. While inter-
parliamentary exchanges between the US and member states are, as 
a rule, carried out in an ad hoc manner, what is notable about US-EU 
interparliamentary relations is the degree of institutionalisation and 
of the establishment of a coordinated process.

Interparliamentary relations between the US and the EU (former-
ly the EEC) go back several decades and have since evolved to an in-
stitutionalised dialogue. In this structured context, parliamentary 
diplomacy across the Atlantic has repeatedly produced joint support 
or criticisms of executive action across several policy domains. Given 
the longstanding EU-US strategic partnership, foreign and security 
policy is a prominent topic of exchange. Members of the EP and the 
Congress have been meeting on a  regular basis since 1972, making 
this the longest interparliamentary relationship in EP history.

As part of the 1995 New Transatlantic Agenda (NTA), the EU and 
US committed to enhancing their parliamentary ties. The NTA aimed 
to transform the transatlantic relationship to one of joint action; giv-
en the link between action and legislation, the rationale for the inclu-
sion of the parliamentary dimension seems evident. Subsequently, in 
1999 the EP and the US House of Representatives agreed to launch the 
Transatlantic Legislators’ Dialogue (TLD). Nowadays, TLD activities 

2 Ionel Zamfir, “Connecting parliamentary and executive diplomacy at EU and Member State level, “ 
European Parliament Research Service (EPRS), Brussels, 2019.
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include two interparliamentary meetings (IPMs) per year, video con-
ferences and direct exchanges between legislative committees.3

The TLD is co-chaired by the two bodies. On the EP side the co-
Chair is always the Chair of the Delegation for Relations with the US 
(D-US), currently Radoslaw Sikorski (EPP, PL), for the first time ever 
a former minister of defence and foreign affairs. Within the EP, D-US 
is one of the oldest and, with 63 members and 63 substitutes, the 
largest delegation. Members of the delegation meet on average nine 
times a  year to discuss transatlantic issues with visiting US politi-
cians, senior diplomats, experts, and officials from the EU executive.

The TLD Co-Chair on the US side is appointed by the Speaker of the 
House. On the EU side, the delegates to the interparliamentary meet-
ings are drawn from the US delegation with the addition of relevant 
members depending on the agenda, which is set by the co-chairs. 
The US delegation is more ad hoc, essentially chosen by the co-Chair 
and on a volunteer basis, but it is usually bipartisan and based on the 
agenda. Representative Jim Costa (D- CA), the current co-Chair, has 
sponsored legislation to establish a more permanent membership for 
the TLD delegation and to include representatives from the Senate.4 
Such an upgrade could provide the biggest boost to the dialogue in 
years in material and symbolical terms. Transatlantic parliamentary 
diplomacy is also conducted during visits of ad hoc parliamentary or 
congressional delegations to the capitals.

While the TLD focuses on areas where the two parliamentary bod-
ies have legislative power, in the previous parliamentary term secu-
rity and defence issues often featured in its meetings (see Figure 1), 
although less so than trade-related issues where the EU has full com-
petence. In defence, parliamentary diplomacy should be seen in the 
context of the EU’s ongoing efforts to build its identity as an interna-
tional actor and as part of the EP’s quest for an empowered role and 
institutional autonomy.

3 Information provided by the Secretariat of the Delegation for Relations with the US, European 
Parliament.

4 US Congress, “H.R.4105 - Transatlantic Legislators’ Dialogue Enhancement Act (116th Congress),” 
July 2019,https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/4105/text?r=5&s=1.
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FIGURE 1 | Meetings of the EP Delegation  for Relations with the US
2014−2019

Data: European Parliament, 2020

The US Congress undoubtedly carries great power in foreign, secu-
rity and defence policy. Unlike the EU, the US is a unitary federal actor 
in this area. Congress approves the US defence budget (the largest in 
the world) which allows it to limit executive power and to impose 
preferences. Congress oversees foreign policy and can act as “a coun-
terweight to the dominant executive when 
pursuing national interests”.5 For exam-
ple, in the summer of 2020 Congress moved 
to block President Trump’s decision to 
move troops out of Germany, unless prov-
en that this is in the US national interest. 
Congressional formal powers also include 
declaring war, ratifying international 
agreements, approving arms sales and 
confirming ambassadorial appointments. 
In addition, Congress holds hearings and 

5 Peter Bajtay, Shaping and Controlling Foreign Policy - Parliamentary Diplomacy and Oversight, and the 
Role of the European Parliament, European Parliament, Brussels, 2015,https://www.europarl.europa.
eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2015/549045/EXPO_STU%282015%29549045_EN.pdf
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often expresses its opinion on foreign affairs and international secu-
rity by debating and adopting resolutions (so-called ‘sense of the 
House’ or ‘sense of the Senate’). Sense of the House resolutions, in-
troduced or passed during the Trump presidency, indicate strong 
support for transatlantic security, including for NATO, Eastern 
European security and cooperation in the Western Balkans. Like the 
EP’s own initiative reports, these are followed by international and 
national media and public opinion and can indirectly impact the ad-
ministration. Overall, much like the EP, Congress perceives its mis-
sion as that of promoting a democratically accountable foreign policy 
through oversight.6

Congressional diplomatic activities date back to the mid-twenti-
eth century. However, Congress holds a tradition of being very selec-
tive in the establishment of formal and institutionalised long-term 
cooperation with other parliamentary bodies. Transatlantic relations 
are a notable exception, with Congress participating in the NATO and 
OSCE parliamentary assemblies and holding formalised dialogue 
with the EP.7

Parliamentary diplomacy in 
a time of geopolitical uncertainty

Faced with the unconventional approach of the US administration to 
international affairs and a  perceived dismantling of bilateral trust, 
parliamentarians have stepped up to support the transatlantic agen-
da. The Delegation for relations with the US has assumed the mis-
sion of reinforcing ties with Congress, clarifying and explaining de-
cisions and policies made on the EU level such as the new European 
defence initiatives (especially PESCO and the EDF), demonstrating 
the added value of cooperation and reacting to US policy when re-
quired. Intensified parliamentary diplomacy is also illustrated by the 

6 Ibid.

7 Zlato Sabic, “Parliamentary Diplomacy and the US Congress: The case of the NATO Parliamentary 
Assembly,”The Hague Journal of Diplomacy, vol.11,no. 2-3, March 2016, pp. 235-52. 
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numerous letters written to 
Congress on behalf of the 
EP, by written public dec-
larations and by the num-
ber of resolutions relevant 
to transatlantic relations 
adopted, many of which 
on security aspects (see 
Figure 2).

In Congress, biparti-
san support for EU-US re-
lations continues to be 
strong. House and Senate 
Members have sought to 
reassure EU officials and 
member states of US com-
mitment; this has included 
intensified parliamenta-
ry diplomacy, for example 
through visits to Brussels 
and key EU capitals, and 
the reestablishment of the 
EU Caucus in the House. In 
2017 approximately five 
Congressional delegations 
visited the EP, up from zero 
in preceding years.8 When 
in 2018 President Trump 
moved to downgrade the 
diplomatic status of the EU 
Ambassador to Washington, 
MEPs and several Members 
of Congress urged the ad-
ministration to reinstate 

8 Information provided by the 
European Parliament Secretariat. 

FIGURE 2 | The 8th 
 parliamentary term
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Data: European Parliament, 2020
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the EU diplomatic mission’s initial status, a process that had a pos-
itive outcome.9

Preceding the coronavirus pandemic, yet reinforced by it, the 
quest for America First in DC, and for strategic autonomy in Brussels, 
has raised concerns about the state of transatlanticism. Parliaments 
on both sides perform their respective budgetary and legislative roles 
in security and defence in the context of these visions. But beyond 
their formal roles, own initiative reports on the EU side and Sense of 
resolutions in Congress indicate that legislators are concerned about 
influencing the strategic direction of security and defence policy, in-
cluding the future of partnerships and alliances.

Expressing support for NATO is one of the clearest examples. 
Following statements by the US President that caused concern about 
his commitment to the alliance, in 2019 the House passed the NATO 
Support Act,10 which constrains the president’s ability to unilaterally 
withdraw from the alliance, as does the FY2020 National Defense 
Authorization Act. In 2019, Congress dedicated a number of hearings 
to the future of the alliance, coinciding with NATO’s 70th anniversa-
ry.11 Proceedings and joint statements suggest that, among other 
things, those concerns had been raised in the interactions with the 
EP. Experts have viewed this emphasis, including the bipartisan 
House-Senate invitation to NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg 
to address a joint session of Congress in April 2019, as a demonstra-
tion of Congressional commitment to NATO and an effort to reassure 
concerned allies. Support for NATO has been continuous in the TLD 
which in August 2020 emphasised the need to ensure that “the eco-
nomic downturn does not lead to serious cuts in our defense budgets 
and our commitments towards the NATO Wales Pledge […] We have 
no choice but to spend more strategically and more efficiently to meet 
the challenges by our adversaries.”12 Support for transatlanticism was 

9 Kristin Archick et al., “Transatlantic Relations: U.S. Interests and Key Issues,” CRS Report, 
Congressional Research Service, 2020, https://fas.org/sgp/crs/row/R45745.pdf. 

10 US Congress, “H.R.676 - NATO Support Act,” January 2019, https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-
congress/house-bill/676/text

11 Kristin Archick, “U.S.-European Relations in the 116th Congress,”” CRS Report, Congessional 
Research Service, 2020, https://fas.org/sgp/crs/row/IF11094.pdf.

12 TLD Joint Statement, August 24, 2020, https://www.europarl.europa.eu/
cmsdata/210904/20200824-tld-jointstatement-final.pdf.
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reiterated in the Munich Security Conference 2019, which featured an 
unprecedented number of Congress members. The NATO 
Parliamentary Assembly (PA), where US members engage with repre-
sentatives from EU/NATO member states’ legislatures, has also 
served as a  forum for declaration of commitment to transatlanti-
cism.13 Members of the assembly were instrumental in the passing of 
the NATO Support Act in Congress, while the Speaker of the House, 
Nancy Pelosi, addressed its members twice (in 2019 and 2020) as part 
of the “reassurance drive.”14

While Trump’s stance towards NATO has 
alarmed Europeans, the development of EU 
defence cooperation through initiatives 
such as the European Defence Fund (EDF) 
and Permanent Structured Cooperation 
(PESCO) has been met with scepticism in 
Washington. Here, too, interparliamentary 
contacts aim to disperse misunderstand-
ings. Following several exchanges, in 2019 
transatlantic legislators jointly recognised 
the importance of European defence efforts 
and their complementarity with NATO as a contribution to transat-
lantic burden sharing and to enhancing their common security.15

Cybersecurity is another area of convergence, with successive TLD 
statements promoting cooperation on cyber diplomacy, on counter-
ing online disinformation and on influencing international norms 
of responsible state behaviour in cyberspace. TLD members ac-
knowledged the passage of the Cyber Diplomacy Act in the House as 
a demonstration of “commitment to cyber cooperation with Europe” 
in a clear expression of the direct impact of transatlantic parliamen-
tary contact.16 In 2019, the TLD expanded cooperation on cyberspace 

13 NATO Parliamentary Assembly, “NATO Parliamentarians Explore the State of Transatlantic 
Relations at Annual Forum in Washington D.C.”, NATO PA Website, December 2019, https://www.
nato-pa.int/news/nato-parliamentarians-explore-state-transatlantic-relations-annual-forum-
washington-dc. 

14 Exchange with NATO PA Secretariat. 

15 TLD, Joint Statement, February 27, 2019, https://www.europarl.europa.eu/cmsdata/161320/83rd-
TLD-Washington-Joint-Statement-Signed-27-February-2019.pdf.

16 TLD, Joint Statement, June 30, 2018, https://www.europarl.europa.eu/cmsdata/150392/joint-
statement-82nd-tld-30-june-2018-signed.pdf.
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issues to include “a com-
mon approach to the ac-
countability of digital plat-
forms to ensure they are not 
misused by hostile actors”.17

The need for joint ef-
forts is identified in a range 
of areas, including climate 
change, nuclear prolif-
eration, European ener-
gy dependence, 5G and 
Huawei, the security risks 
of Chinese acquisition of 
critical infrastructure and 
technology, and alignment 
on regional and global cri-
ses (see Figure  3). Where 
positions diverge, as on the 
Joint Comprehensive Plan 
of Action (JCPOA), parlia-
mentary diplomacy has 
been leveraged to identify 
a  positive agenda for col-
laboration. In 2018, TLD 
members acknowledged 
their differences, but iden-
tified Iran’s ballistic missile 
programme, regional activ-
ities and human rights vi-
olations as areas for a  joint 
approach. However, the 
JCPOA is notably absent 
from subsequent state-
ments, as the reimposition 
of US sanctions on Iran 

17 TLD, Joint Statement, February 27, 
2019. 
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threatened the EU with secondary sanctions and the EP called for the 
EU to “be prepared to adopt countermeasures against any country 
that harms the EU’s legitimate interests through the means of sec-
ondary sanctions.”18

Parliaments are spaces of convergence among political views, so 
the impact of exchanges is highest when there is both convergence 
between the EP and Congress and a high level of bipartisan support 
for a  position. The cases of support for NATO and cybersecurity, 
which are largely non-partisan issues in Congress, serve as examples. 
This also explains the limited effects of parliamentary diplomacy on 
the JCPOA, where Congress tends to align with the scepticism of the 
executive. It is worth noting that the NATO Support Act was passed 
in the House following the 2018 midterm elections, when the House 
came under Democrat control. This suggests that, even when bipar-
tisan support exists, politics plays a role in determining when and if 
parliaments speak up to contradict executive rhetoric. In turn, this 
can facilitate or impede the impact of parliamentary diplomacy.

The future of transatlantic 
parliamentary diplomacy

The impact of parliamentary diplomacy is hard to assess as the ideas 
exchanged may or may not find their way into legislation, oversight 
and scrutiny functions. For many of its members, the TLD’s value lies 
in the mutual comprehension of positions and in the opportunities 
for socialisation that it affords. Rather than function as spaces for 
persuasion and bargaining, meetings serve more as debates which 
dispel stereotypes and misperceptions occurring at the executive 
level. From the EP’s perspective, the TLD also serves as a  mecha-
nism to help counterparts better understand the nature of the EU, its 

18 European Parliament, “Resolution of 15 January 2020 on the implementation of the common 
foreign and security policy – annual report (2019/2136(INI),” Strasbourg, January 15, 2020, 
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2020-0008_EN.html.
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competences and its role in security and defence policy – often found 
perplexing in Washington.19

Looking forward, while diplomacy remains the prerogative of the 
executive, transatlantic parliamentary diplomacy in foreign, security 
and defence policy could play a bigger role, as the demand for more 
democratic legitimacy, transparency and accountability grows in the 
face of challenges to democracy. In the EU, Parliament’s role has been 
reinforced by the introduction of defence industrial issues (EDIDP, 
EDF) in the co-decision agenda and the expected greater EP involve-
ment in external policies under the new Commission and the poten-
tial for more EP agenda-setting power in international security.

The 2020 US elections will clarify many 
unknowns on the US side, but congression-
al commitment to transatlanticism should 
continue to play an important role in influ-
encing foreign policy. The bipartisan con-
sensus on the threat posed by China and the 
EP’s emerging strategic outlook on China, 
reinforced by human rights and privacy 
concerns, could continue to push US and 

EU legislators closer. A  common agenda on standards for strategic 
technology transfers as part of multilateral export controls, currently 
on both legislative agendas, could be envisioned as an initiative that 
both a Republican and Democrat administration would welcome. Yet, 
even in these issues of convergence, politics will always play a role. 
Radoslaw Sikorski acknowledges that the fact that his counterpart in 
Congress is a Democrat, at a time when there is a Republican admin-
istration in the White House, “does not make for an easy interface 
with the administration and with the Pentagon.”20

A new administration could offer a new perspective in the debate 
about European defence. Here, the TLD could serve to further com-
municate to Washington that initiatives such as PESCO could lessen 
the burden for the US and that, according to Radoslaw Sikorski, an EU 

19 Emmanuelle Blanc, “The EU in Quest for the Recognition of its Institutional identity: The case of 
the EU-US dialogues,” Ph.D. thesis submitted to the Department of International Relations, The 
London School of Economics, March 2018, http://etheses.lse.ac.uk/3784/1/Blanc__the-EU-in-
quest--redacted.pdf.

20 Radoslaw Sikorski, interview with the author, September 2020. 
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which is “more serious” about defence could procure more, including 
from US defence companies.

For parliamentary diplomacy to deliver on security and defence, 
longstanding issues between the executive and legislative need to be 
addressed. More access to classified information is demanded by both 
Congress and the EP as vital for parliamentarians to formulate their 
positions. Expert knowledge, including on artificial intelligence (AI), 
energy and cyberspace, must be available to legislators on both sides 
as they establish specialised bodies in these new areas (e.g. the 
Congress-mandated National Security Commission on AI and the EP 
Special Committee on AI).21 The development of in-house expertise 
and the exchanges between in-house support services is paramount. 
Finally, enhancing TLD, through permanent membership on the US 
side and through additional resources, would benefit the process and 
its results.

More synergies between TLD and the 
NATO PA would ensure continuity rather 
than duplication. In the context of clos-
er EU-NATO relations, a  parliamenta-
ry dimension makes more sense today 
than ever before. Within the EU, further 
strengthening parliamentary links be-
tween the national and EU levels, notably 
through the CFSP/CSDP interparliamenta-
ry conference, would furthermore ensure that when the EP speaks to 
Congress, it also carries the voice of national parliamentarians, given 
that security and defence issues remain largely in the hands of mem-
ber states. Going further, a potential move towards Qualified Majority 
Voting (QMV) in areas of security policy (e.g. sanctions), would en-
hance the EP’s position as the legislative branch of a more cohesive 
foreign policy actor.

As foreign policy becomes the playing field of ever more di-
verse actors, so will parliamentary diplomacy. The recent efforts by 
Congress to block the withdrawal of US troops from Germany was, by 

21 Daniel Fiott, “The Scrutiny of the European Defence Fund by the European Parliament and national 
parliaments,” Study requested by the SEDE Subcommittee, European Parliament, Brussels, 
April 2019.
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some accounts, motivated by German officials’ appeals to Congress.22 
Looking to the future, parliamentarians could focus more on links 
between subnational and parliamentary diplomacy. In the case of 
a second Trump administration, climate security would be an area in 
which the EP could engage directly with the US state level (including 
state legislatures).

Conclusion
While the military power asymmetries between the US and the EU 
persist, the changing nature of power and security threats are fun-
damentally altering security and defence policy in ways that require 
more parliamentary input. Growing demand for accountability also 
creates more space for parliaments. In this context, the possibilities 
to leverage transatlantic parliamentary diplomacy in security and de-
fence are expanding and more thought is needed on the ways forward. 
Resources, expertise and a recalibration of executive-legislative rela-
tions should be the main pillars in this pursuit.

22 “German states appeal to U.S. Congress not to withdraw troops,” Reuters, July 19, 2020. 
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