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The consequences of climate change, humanitarian catastrophes, the war in Ukraine, strengthened authoritarian re-
gimes, weakened multilateralism, and disruptions in global trade threaten the liberal international order. After four 
years of frosty transatlantic relations during the Trump presidency, the foreign policy agenda of US President Joe Biden 
has committed the US to strengthening the transatlantic partnership in order to respond in a united fashion to these 
unprecedented challenges. The coalition document of the German ‘traffic light’ government led by the Social Democrat-
ic Party (SPD) together with the Green Party and the Free Democratic Party (FDP) also outlines the need for closer and 
deeper cooperation with the US.1 Their outlined policy goals for transatlantic cooperation include a wide policy span 
from economic and technological cooperation, climate and energy policies, geopolitical interests to an exchange with 
civil society. However, Putin’s war against Ukraine has taken center stage in the political discourse in Berlin and domi-
nates discussion and policies in the transatlantic partnership. Developing a unified response will be decisive to building 
a trusted transatlantic partnership capable of achieving results in other policy areas. 

The transatlantic partnership – limited in this article to the 
bilateral relationship between the US and Germany – is often 
treated as a static concept to describe their unique relation-
ship defined by common values and interests. Specifically, a 
European narrative considers this transatlantic partnership as 
an immovable guarantee for European security and economic 
prosperity. Yet, since the US self-declared war on terror follow-
ing the 9/11 attacks in 2001, misunderstandings and distrust 
in military cooperation have defined the transatlantic partner-
ship. The recent unilateral military withdrawal from Afghanistan 
has further deepened this resentment. During Trump’s pres-
idency diverging national interests, security perceptions, and 
multilateral commitments further strained the transatlantic 
partnership. Nonetheless, the current administrations empha-
size their trustful and reliable partnership. Recent statements 
by Chancellor Scholz and US Secretary of State Antony Blinken 
expressed their commitments to jointly promote liberal values 
and strengthen multilateralism.2 Yet, the mutual goal to rebuild 
trust and deepen common policies within the transatlantic part-
nership is tested by the unprecedented foreign policy challeng-
es. The future of transatlantic relations is furthermore heavily 

influenced by the upcoming US midterm elections, which very 
well could leave the American government in gridlock. What are 
the prospects of a trustful and strong transatlantic partnership 
for the upcoming two years?

ECONOMIC PROSPERITY THROUGH COOPERATION 
A profound aspect of the transatlantic partnership is economic 
cooperation. In 2021, the US was the biggest importer of Ger-
man goods and Germany’s third largest trading partner globally 
considering the total value of traded goods.3 Trade and eco-
nomic cooperation between Germany and the US must also be 
seen within the larger framework of the European Union (EU) 
due to the EU’s competence in trade. A similarly strong eco-
nomic relationship is visible as the EU and the US share the 
largest trade and investment partnership globally. Combined, 
the two economies amount to 40% of the world’s GDP and 
more than 40% of global trade in goods.4 Thus, economic co-
operation is decisive for trusted transatlantic relations and has 
substantial influence on shaping international standards and 
values. Further, the looming recession is likely to bolster eco-
nomic integration and cooperation. 
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After the failed negotiations on the Transatlantic Trade and 
Investment Partnership (TTIP) in 2016 and the imposition of 
US tariffs on German goods during Trump’s presidency, deeper 
economic cooperation appeared unfeasible. However, together 
with the EU, the Biden administration launched the Trade and 
Technology Council (TTC) in 2021. The TTC aims to coordinate 
approaches to trade and technology while ensuring that liberal 
democratic values are respected.5 Although the German coali-
tion document does not mention the TTC, some objectives of 
the TTC chime with the goals of the Scholz government. The 
most prominent is data sovereignty.

International data transfers are a substantial part of our glo-
balized world. However, as national borders become blurred in 
data exchange, unharmonized data protection laws raise legal 
concerns about data security. Specifically, it concerns sharing 
personal data without control over one’s data. While the EU’s 
concept of data sovereignty dismisses this notion, the US 
CLOUD ACT allows US companies to treat the data of any client 
outside the US as if the data were on US servers.6 Ultimately, 

US companies can access data from anyone relying on US ser-
vice providers. The coalition document, therefore, proposes to 
reach an agreement with the US that is legally compliant with 
the EU data-protection law. Further, the FDP calls for re-nego-
tiation of the EU-US Privacy Shield. However, policy proposals 
from Scholz’s government on how to reach new agreements on 
data security are still notably absent after one year. To reach 
the goal of data sovereignty, the German government faces the 
hurdle of reaching an agreement with the US. It must create an 
infrastructure that allows EU-based companies to become in-
ternationally competitive to reduce dependence on US service 
providers. To overcome the former hurdle, the TTC could serve 
as a promising framework for dialogue on data governance. The 
latter could be overcome by the Gaia-X initiative and the EU 
Digital Market Act.

Beyond fostering bilateral economic and technological coopera-
tion, the EU and US aim to shape global trade standards. Some 
of these objectives are challenging to fulfill especially because 
the US is hindering success. Such is the case with reforming 

Putin’s war against Ukraine has taken center stage in the political discourse in Berlin and dominates discussion and policies in the transatlantic partnership. Pictured is a 
German PzH2000 howitzer. Germany delivered ten of these howitzers to Ukraine earlier this year. In September Germany delivered four extra to support the Ukrainian war 
effort (photo: Wikimedia Commons / 7th Army Training Command / CC BY 2.0)
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the World Trade Organization (WTO). The WTO continues to be 
paralyzed by the absence of its Appellate Body, which is elect-
ed, by concerns over dispute settlement. However, the US is not 
agreeing to the dispute settlement because of concerns about 
its viability and credibility.7 Thus, without an agreement, the 
Appellate Body cannot be appointed. Consequently, the WTO 
cannot settle internal disputes nor efficiently represent the val-
ues of the international order in global trade. While criticizing 
the US’s actions, Scholz’s government has not taken steps to 
cooperate with the US on reforming the WTO despite outlining 
this goal in their coalition document. Disagreements over the 
paralyzed WTO highlight that despite common goals, the ideas 
on the policy implementation can differ immensely leading to 
discord in the transatlantic partnership.

During the second TTC meeting in May in Paris the urgency of 
closer cooperation on economic and technology issues was 
also discussed regarding the ongoing war in Ukraine. Several 
Council members highlighted the importance of the EU and the 
US actively promoting the values of the global economy. This 
includes protecting the dignity of the individual and securing 
supply chains to boost global food security. The goals of the TTC 
go beyond deepening bilateral transatlantic economic coopera-
tion. Rather, this economic cooperation intends to stabilize and 
protect the values and rules of our global economy. Though the 
ambitious goals of the TTC require time to reach results, the 
regularity of meetings underscores the willingness to achieve 
progress by all involved parties.

DEFENDING LIBERAL VALUES IN UKRAINE 
A significant section in the coalition document on the trans-
atlantic partnership outlines goals to strengthen the liberal 
international order by restoring democratic values and counter-
ing authoritarian regimes. Similarly, the Biden administration 
stresses the necessity of jointly protecting the values-based 
international order. The ongoing war in Ukraine requires these 
united actions from the transatlantic partnership: restoring 
democratic values and countering the Russian authoritarian 
regime. So far, the transatlantic partners have jointly support-
ed Ukraine in defending its national sovereignty. Collective 
decisions were taken on sanctioning Putin’s regime. During 
the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) summit mem-
ber states committed to providing military and political aid for 
Ukraine. However, the war in Ukraine also highlights longstand-
ing discrepancies between Germany and the US.
 
One of these discrepancies is Germany’s military dependence 
on the US. Germany’s defense budget is repeatedly below the 
NATO requirement of 2% of the national GDP. As the war re-
newed NATO’s importance as a defensive alliance to safeguard 
its member states’ territorial integrity, Germany’s limited mili-
tary capabilities became apparent. While Germany continues 
to consider the US as the underwriter for its military security, 
the US expects a partnership of burden-sharing. Thus, Germa-

ny’s unwillingness and inability to deliver a significant amount 
of military supplies to Ukraine irritates Washington. The US 
welcomed Scholz’s announcement of the one-time payment of 
100 billion euros to the German military and his commitment 
to allocate more than 2% of Germany’s GDP to the military 
budget.8 Until results from these measures are visible, Germa-
ny’s inability to provide the necessary support for Ukraine will 
strain the transatlantic partnership.

Germany’s dependence on Russian energy supplies has com-
plicated the transatlantic partnership since the Obama Ad-
ministration. The sanctions against investors and construction 
companies of the Nord Stream 2 pipeline serve as an exam-
ple of the US opposition to these energy imports. The war in 
Ukraine brought these simmering tensions back to center stage 
as Germany’s gas imports helped finance Putin’s war for the 
first few months. However, German efforts to diversify the en-
ergy supply and the decrease in Russian energy exports have 
resonated in Washington. Although a lack of understanding of 
Germany’s Russia policy remains, the disputes over Germany’s 
energy dependence on Russia are resolved.
 
Because of the war’s atrocities and dramatic global conse-
quences, finding a united response will be decisive for the fu-
ture and credibility of the transatlantic partnership. A prolonged 
war, however, could disrupt the united response toward Russia. 
The economic implications might shift the policy orientations 
away from Ukraine and towards national priorities. Yet, the con-
tinued immediate nuclear threat and the possibility of further 
Russian mobilization could also maintain the war in Ukraine 
as a transatlantic priority. Either way, to strengthen the trans-
atlantic alliance, Germany must become a strong and reliable 
partner to the US by bolstering its military capabilities to defend 
shared interests.
 
A UNITED APPROACH TO CHINA? STABILIZING THE RULES-BASED 
INTERNATIONAL ORDER 
China is another important actor that must be considered in 
reaching the goal to stabilize the rules-based international 
order and counter authoritarian regimes. Though the goal for 
a united approach with the US towards China is not explicitly 
mentioned by either the US or in the coalition document, sta-
bilizing the rules-based international order certainly requires 
finding a way to integrate China. The Green Party describes 
China as a competitor, partner, and systemic rival in their elec-
tion program.9 These contradictory terms underscore the com-
plex relationship. On the one hand, combating climate change, 
finding humane responses to pandemics, and strengthening a 
rules-based order can occur only with China as a partner. On 
the other hand, China’s authoritarian regime, its Belt and Road 
Initiative, and heightened military activity make it a competitor 
and systemic rival to the liberal democratic international order 
upheld by the US and Europe.
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The US and Germany have taken measures to counter China 
geopolitically and economically. Departing from Merkel’s prag-
matic and economic interest-driven approach to China, the 
‘traffic light’ coalition pursues a values-based approach strong-
ly criticizing Chinese human rights violations in the Xinjiang re-
gion, the military operations in the Indo-Pacific and the South 
China Sea, and the forestallment of Taiwan’s independence. 
Concerning the protection of Taiwan’s sovereignty, the election 
programs of the Green Party and the FDP promote coopera-
tion with the US and other states. The US is already involved 
in such cooperation called Quadrilateral Security Dialogue or 
‘Quad’. Despite the German Indo-Pacific strategy document, so 
far, the ‘traffic light’ coalition has not taken initiative to become 
involved.
 
Germany and the US pursue similar economic strategies to-
ward China. Though China is the largest trading partner for 
goods for Germany and the US, both countries aim to diversify 
their trade to reduce their raw-material dependence on China. 
Recently, German economic minister Robert Habeck presented 
a new China trade policy promising ‘no more naivety’ by closely 
examining Chinese infrastructure investments, reducing export 
guarantees, and terminating trade fairs.10 This is in line with 

President Biden’s initiative of the Indo-Pacific Economic Frame-
work for Prosperity (IPEF) aiming to diversify trade in Asia.
 
The values-based policies towards China of the German gov-
ernment align Germany closer with the US and allow for taking 
a more united stance towards China. Certainly, exogenous fac-
tors like the disruptions in supply chains due to the pandem-
ic and China’s relationship with Putin’s regime also enhanced 
the need for Germany to reconsider its approach toward Chi-
na. Nonetheless, with a likely economic recession underway, 
it remains to be seen whether the US and especially Germany 
can decouple economically from China. Further, the absence of 
specific policies on integrating China into the rules-based inter-
national order coupled with China’s disinterest raises questions 
about whether a proclaimed close cooperation between Ger-
many, the US, and other allies will be sufficient to stabilize the 
international order as we have known it in the past decades.
 
TRANSATLANTIC PARTNERSHIP AFTER THE US MID-TERM 
ELECTIONS
The Trump presidency demonstrated the transatlantic partner-
ships’ dependence on the US foreign policy agenda. Many of 
Trump’s political attitudes like prioritizing US national economic 

Recent statements by Chancellor Scholz and US Secretary of State Antony Blinken expressed their commitments to jointly promote liberal values and strengthen multilater-
alism.  Pictured are both during a meeting in Berlin earlier this year (photo: Flickr / U.S. Department of State)
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interests, disregarding multilateralism, denying climate change, 
and siding with authoritarian leaders still find resonance across 
the Republican party. According to current polls, the narrow ma-
jority that the Democratic party currently holds in both the US 
House and Senate could shrink or be lost. Thus, the question 
arises about the impact of a Republican Party majority in ei-
ther the US House or Senate on the transatlantic partnership. 
Despite the midterm election outcome, a drastic change in the 
US foreign policy direction will most likely not occur. The sepa-
ration of foreign policy powers between Congress and the Pres-
ident allows Biden to maintain control over the US foreign pol-
icy agenda. However, a Republican majority in the House and 
especially the Senate could jeopardize any foreign policy deci-
sions requiring legal ratification. This could negatively impact 
transatlantic cooperation, especially on policies where Demo-
crats and Republicans have differing opinions such as climate 
legislation, disarmament, the Iran deal, or the pandemic treaty.
 
All German coalition parties are outspoken about promoting 
negotiations on international disarmament. Atomic-weapons 
disarmament is a particularly profound national interest of 
Germany that has also gained new importance since the war 
in Ukraine. The coalition document advocates renegotiation 
of the START treaty signed by the US and Russia on prohibit-
ing atomic bombs with global reach as the treaty has lost its 
significance and objective given the war. Further, other states 
with nuclear weapons and China as a growing military power 
were not involved in the original treaty. While Biden welcomes 
negotiations on disarmament, the Republican Party promotes 
military strength and has repeatedly criticized Biden’s defense 
spending as insufficient.11 Thus, it is highly unlikely that with 
a Republican majority any treaty on disarmament will be rati-
fied. Similarly, the Scholz administration and President Biden 
support the efforts to renegotiate the Iran nuclear deal called 
JCPOA. Although negotiations appear to have again reached a 
deadlock, it is unlikely that should an agreement be reached 
a Republican majority would ratify this agreement given that 
Trump withdrew from the JCPOA.
 
Finding approaches to combat climate change is another im-
portant topic in the transatlantic partnership. The US-German 
Climate and Energy Council highlights the states’ commitment 
to deepen collaboration on developing sustainable technolo-
gies. Yet, not only are the outlined goals not legally binding and 
lack concrete policy ideas, it is unlikely that Biden will be able to 
pass more concrete laws with a Democratic minority. Republi-
can House Representatives and Senators have often disregard-
ed sustainable energy policies favoring cheap energy solutions.
  
The result of the midterm elections will have an impact on the 
policies that President Biden and the Democratic party can im-
plement. Laws on disarmament and policy results within the 
US-German Climate and Energy Council will likely be jeopard-
ized by a Republican majority. However, the TTC or support for 

Ukraine will most likely not be affected by the election outcome 
as they are in alignment with Republican Party interests. Either 
way, the midterms will not affect the mutual commitment to the 
transatlantic partnership in the upcoming two years. Nonethe-
less, responding to the war in Ukraine persistently and unitedly 
and achieving results within the TTC will be decisive. At least 
until the next presidential elections, the continual dialogue and 
mutual interests allow for optimism on a trustful and coopera-
tive transatlantic partnership.
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