
Interview with Leo Michel

 “The transatlantic defense relationship has evolved into a virtual “Rubix cube” 
of interlocking organizations and arrangements”

« The strength of transatlantic relations 
cannot depend solely on NATO’s perfor-
mance », you wrote1. What else could im-
pact the transatlantic link?
NATO remains the primary multilateral 
mechanism for US political-military engagement 
in Europe. Yet, NATO’s capability and political 
will to take collective action depends, in part, 
on a network of bilateral and other multilateral 
arrangements, which are not under NATO’s 
purview. 

For example, agreements on the basing, access, 
and activities of US military personnel stationed 
in, or passing through, Europe are generally 
negotiated on a bilateral basis. Most sales of 
American military systems to Europe, as well as 
our purchases of European systems, also take 
place on a bilateral basis. In addition, American 
and European forces (including French) have 
played vital roles in “coalitions of the willing” 
outside NATO, from Operation Desert Storm in 
1991, which ousted Iraqi forces from Kuwait, to 
the current Operation Inherent Resolve, which is 
combating Daesh in Syria and Iraq. 

And while it has not received much publicity, 
the Pentagon initiated, during the Barack Obama 
administration, a new dimension to transatlantic 
defense cooperation in the form of pragmatic 
bilateral relations with the EU. In addition to three 
formal accords – a 2011 agreement allowing US 
civilian personnel to participate in EU operations 
(such as EULEX in Kosovo), a 2015 agreement 
authorizing information sharing and other mutual 
support activities between the US European 
Command and the EU Military Staff, and a 2016 
“Acquisition and Cross-servicing agreement” to 
facilitate mutual logistical cooperation, which 
will certainly help the EU during its military 
deployments and operations – we can observe 

that informal contacts between the US Africa 
Command, EU Military Staff, and EU operational 
commanders in Africa are being strengthened by 
EU liaison officers in certain US Africa Command 
staffs.

In sum, the transatlantic defense relationship has 
evolved into a virtual “Rubix cube” of interlocking 
organizations and arrangements. In theory, this 
should not work, but it can work in practice.

How do you assess the consequences of 
the Brexit process for both NATO and the 
EU ?
In the near term, I do not foresee much impact 
on British participation in NATO operations – 
for example, its leadership of a multinational 
battalion in Estonia, or its contribution (about 
500 troops today) to Operation Resolute Support 
in Afghanistan. And there is no obvious reason 
why the UK’s level of participation in NATO’s 
military structures and international staffs should 
be affected.

Leo Michel (left) and Jean-François Morel in the premises of the review Défense .
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The UK’s future bilateral relationship with the 
EU in the security and defense area remains to 
be worked out. It might take the form of a treaty 
arrangement, as Prime Minister Theresa May 
has suggested, or be managed through a set of 
pragmatic but less formal ties with EU structures, 
such as the European Defense Agency and the 
EU Military Staff. Ultimately, I believe the United 
Kingdom will conclude, like the United States has, 
that it does not want to see its European partners 
(most of whom are NATO Allies) fail or suffer 
needless casualties in an EU-led mission. The 
British decision in January to provide additional 
helicopter assets to France’s Operation Barkhane 
reflects, in my view, a broader recognition that 
their cooperation with Europe should not be 
restricted to NATO.

My greater concern is that the economic 
consequences of Brexit might prove to be 
more negative than its proponents could have 
imagined, putting serious downward pressure 
on defense expenditures while, at the same time, 
the cost of acquiring European and American-
made “kit” increases due to a weakened British 
currency.

The US-French military relationship has 
really strengthened in the last couple of 
years. How does the Pentagon see the 
current French efforts in favor of a Euro-
pean defense ?
Unquestionably, France’s decision to return to 
NATO’s military structures in 2009, after a 43-year 
absence, proved very beneficial for bilateral ties 
between Paris and Washington. The installation 
of highly-talented French officers in top posts in 
NATO, including as Supreme Allied Commander 
for Transformation – whose headquarters in 
Norfolk, Virginia, are a few hours drive from 
Washington – provided new opportunities for 
consultation with US defense and military officials 
inside and outside formal NATO channels.

Today, most French military operations in the 
Middle East and northern Africa – and even some 
in the Pacific – involve, directly or indirectly, 
coordination with and/or support from the US 
military. Soon after taking office, Secretary 
of Defense James Mattis reaffirmed the Joint 
Statement of Intent signed by his predecessor, 
Ash Carter, and then French Defense Minister 
Jean-Yves Le Drian in November 2017, which 
intensified US-French bilateral cooperation in 
several very important areas, including military 
intelligence. And I hope that, before long, the 
Chief of Staff of the US Army and the CEMAT 
will be able to implement their predecessors’ 
agreement, in 2015, to place a French brigadier 
general in the deputy commander position of a 
US Army division, with an American brigadier 
assuming an equivalent position in a French 
army formation.

Some American officials recently sounded a 
cautionary note on European defense, essentially 
saying that it should “complement, not compete 
with, NATO”. However, I do not think we are 
headed back to the days, particularly during 
2003-2006, when there was outright hostility 
from the George W. Bush administration –and, 
in particular, then Secretary of Defense Donald 
Rumsfeld – toward French advocacy of “strategic 
autonomy” for the EU. This certainly does not 
exclude instances of bruising competition 
between American and French defense industries, 
particularly in the aeronautics sector. But it would 

A French soldier of the operation Barkhane in a Tiger helicopter in Mali . The recent British 
decision to provide additional helicopter assets to this French operation shows that the UK 
cooperation with Europe should not be restricted to NATO .

©
 P

as
ca

l G
uy

ot
 /

 A
FP

 

N°191 - Mars - Avril 2018
54

Défense

European 
defence
vision



be equally foolish, in my opinion, to erect new 
“Buy American” and “Buy European” obstacles 
to transatlantic defense industrial cooperation. 
Ultimately, that would be a losing proposition for 
both sides of the Atlantic.

As a result of Russian behavior, Sweden 
and Finland seem tempted to move closer 
to NATO. More generally, is the European 
defense policy going to “re-Atlanticize”?
It is certainly true that Russian behavior, especially 
since its intervention in Ukraine in 2014, has 
led both Sweden and Finland to improve their 
defense readiness, increase military spending, 
and deepen their defense cooperation with the 
United States, their regional partners (especially 
Norway and Denmark), NATO, and the EU. And 
the debate, at least within the political class of 
both countries, on whether to seek membership 
in the Alliance is now more open and honest 
than even a few years ago. It was striking to 
hear Swedish Defense Minister Peter Hultqvist 
state last May that “the European security order 
is no longer in place as we know it because of 
Russia’s aggressive behavior…And it is only 
together with the United States that European 
countries can balance the Russians”. Moreover, 
just four months later, Sweden conducted its 
largest territorial defense exercise in decades, 
Aurora 17, involving 19,000 Swedish military 
plus contingents from the United States, France 
– two of the three “nuclear Allies” – as well as 
four other European Allies plus Finland. Thus, it 
would seem inaccurate to characterize this as “re-
Atlanticizing” the defense policy of these once – 
but no longer – neutral states.

The National Defence Strategy 2018 em-
phasizes the importance of alliances for 
the US. However, it does not specify the 
evolution of the American posture in Eu-
rope to meet the current challenges. How 
do you see this posture, according to the 
facts ?
Whatever one thinks of President Donald Trump 
– and I admit that I am not a fan of his – one 
must acknowledge that his administration has 
implemented the plans initiated by the Obama 

administration to strengthen the US military 
posture in Europe – for example, by deploying 
an additional armored brigade combat team 
and combat aviation brigade, plus additional 
prepositioned stocks – in response to Russia’s 
military intervention in Ukraine and its assertive 
military activities, especially in northern Europe. 
Today, there are 93,000 US military in Europe, 
an increase of about 10 percent since the end 
of the Obama mandate. Remarkably – for this 
Administration – there is also strong bipartisan 
support in Congress for the increased US 
military activities in Europe.

Yes, I was heartened by the National Defense 
Strategy (a document prepared by the 
Pentagon), which does put a very strong 
emphasis on alliances, especially Article 5 (the 
collective defense provision) of the NATO Treaty, 
in contrast with the “America first” mantra used 
repeatedly by the President.  But I think the 
remarks last autumn of Secretary Mattis were, 
in some ways, equally noteworthy. In describing 
the vital contributions of allies and of diplomacy 
to an audience of military personnel, Mattis 
observed :  “We must be willing to do more than 
to listen to our allies. We must be willing to be 
persuaded by them…Not all the good ideas come 
from the nation with the most aircraft carriers”.

Interview by Jean-François Morel 
& Caroline Gorse-Combalat*

Leo Michel is a Nonresident Senior Fellow of the Atlantic 
Council’s Scowcroft Center on International Security in 
Washington.

Secretary of Defense James Mattis : “We must be 
willing to do more than to listen to our allies . We must 
be willing to be persuaded by them” .
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