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Since 9/11, internal security co-operation has grown into a major feature of transatlantic relations.
This article seeks to appraise both the achievements of the Bush administration in this field and the
prospects for President Obama’s period of office. Homeland security has been a new and difficult
area of co-operation to foster, yet both sides of the Atlantic have come to recognise their shared
interests in working together. The article cautions those European policy-makers who are hoping
for a major change in homeland security co-operation under the new president. It is likely that the
policies of the new administration will be characterised more by continuity than by change.
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Introduction
The end of the Bush administration and the inauguration of the 44th president of
the United States in January 2009 have implications for ‘homeland’ security
co-operation with Europe as well as transatlantic relations more broadly. Since
9/11, homeland security has been a growing form of US–European co-operation
that has encompassed law enforcement and judicial action, intelligence and data
sharing as well as border and transport security. The importance attached to this
issue looks likely to continue. In January 2008, US Secretary for Homeland Security
Michael Chertoff acknowledged that Europe could be a source of future vulner-
ability when he warned that it could act as a ‘platform’ for al Qa’eda to strike
America (Weaver 2008, 1).

The development of homeland security co-operation has been part of a major
reordering of transatlantic security priorities. With the end of the cold war the
threat of territorial aggression against western Europe ceased and with it went the
traditional ballast of the transatlantic relationship. Throughout the 1990s the US
continued to be engaged in the security issues of the European continent such as
over NATO’s adaptation process, the enlargement of European organisations and
the conflicts in the Balkans. But with the 2001 attacks Washington’s security
agenda has changed and it has focused increasingly upon global issues. These global
issues present a variety of new and complex security challenges, ranging from
sub-state actors such as terrorist organisations to more traditional threats from state
adversaries.

The 2003 war against Iraq was a symbolic moment in this changing transatlantic
security agenda. This was the high point of American unilateralism in foreign policy
that resulted in a crisis with several European states including France and Germany.
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The Bush administration regarded the conflict as a vital element in its wider ‘war on
terrorism’ and it expressed impatience with the need to try to mobilise support from
among its traditional European allies. Yet, paradoxically, at the same time as a
breakdown in foreign policy co-operation was occurring between the US and some
of its traditional allies, a new pattern of internal security co-operation was evolving.
These efforts to work together in homeland security matters were being cemented
between Washington and all its European allies. Remarkably these aspects of
internal security collaboration were insulated from the political fallout in the
foreign policy arena.

This article assesses the prospects for transatlantic homeland security co-operation
as President Obama enters the White House. In so doing it will review some of the
most significant achievements under the Bush administration and attempt to gauge
its ‘legacy’. Unlike other fields of analysis in this special edition, homeland security
is new and precludes comparison prior to 9/11. The article starts by explaining
different US–European assumptions and priorities towards countering transna-
tional terrorism. It proceeds to assess how these contrasting priorities have impacted
on the pattern of multilateral security co-operation achieved between the US and
the European Union (EU) during the two Bush administrations. It turns finally to
assess how President Obama’s administration may impact upon this rapidly devel-
oping area of US–European relations.

Differing Transatlantic Approaches to Homeland Security
The innovative nature of transatlantic homeland security co-operation should not
be underestimated. It has required two fundamental changes in thinking about
security. First, it has focused attention upon the domestic protection of the state
and its people. This aspect of security was given up as impractical during the early
stages of the cold war when it was acknowledged that there could be no viable
defence from nuclear attack. The emphasis switched from defence to a policy of
deterrence based upon a threat of mutual annihilation. Now, with a sustained risk
of terrorist attack, homeland security concentrates on measures of internal pro-
tection. The borders of the state, its critical infrastructure such as power, water
and transportation and the physical security of its people are all the subject of
renewed consideration.

The second change in security thinking has concerned the nature of international
co-operation. It is widely acknowledged that efforts by countries to counter the
contemporary phenomenon of transnational terrorism must include both a domes-
tic and an international dimension. The very openness of western societies, in terms
of freedom of movement, assembly and association, has created vulnerabilities that
can be exploited by extremists. In these circumstances, countries are highly inter-
dependent with one another and effective counter-measures against terrorism rest
upon the quality of co-operation that can be instigated with others. In the words
of Sir David Omand, Security and Intelligence Co-ordinator within the British
Cabinet Office, 2002–2005, ‘Security cannot be achieved within a single country.
Intelligence, police and military efforts need to be co-ordinated and information
exchanged’ (Omand 2005, 110).
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These two changes have impacted on the transatlantic security relationship in three
important ways. First, they have altered the balance of the security equation, away
from an exclusive preoccupation with foreign policy to matters of internal security.
Issues such as airline security, visa policies and extradition arrangements have
moved to the top of the agenda. Hitherto these were issues of marginal importance
but now they are the focus of concern. Second, they have reconfigured security
perceptions away from a state-centric approach to one that assesses the risk from
both state and sub-state actors. Lastly, they have required the US and Europe to
invest effort into fashioning novel forms of co-operation between internal security
agencies. Such agencies—domestic intelligence services, police forces and judicial
actors—have been unused to working systematically with counterparts overseas.
Now their work has a major international dimension and this has required a change
of organisational culture.

Perhaps unsurprisingly the transatlantic security relationship has struggled to come
to terms with the implications of these issues. As actors with differences in capa-
bilities, historical experiences of terrorism and strategic cultures, Europe and the
United States have reacted to the new security challenges with their own particular
threat perceptions and strategic priorities. Europe has not suffered an attack of the
scale and trauma of America’s 9/11. As a result, Europe has not prioritised terrorism
in the same way as the US and has tended to look at inter-state conflict, energy
vulnerability and climate change as its foremost sources of concern. Even in relation
to terrorism, Jeremy Shapiro and Daniel Byman observe that ‘the United States and
Europe disagree on ... the precise nature of the terrorist threat, the best methods for
managing this threat, and the root causes of terrorism’ (Shapiro and Byman 2006,
34).

Differing transatlantic threat perceptions have been moulded by historical experi-
ences. While European governments have experienced mainly nationalist terrorist
movements, the US has suffered from terrorism as a foreign policy phenomenon.
The Bush administration, consistent with its predecessor, has regarded terrorism as
representing a nexus of threats: alleged state sponsors of extremist movements, the
proliferation of weapons of mass destruction (WMD) and the terrorist groups
themselves. This stemmed from America’s experience of Syrian and Iranian support
for Hezbollah, Sudan and Afghanistan’s links with al Qa’eda and Libyan state
terrorism that culminated in the Lockerbie bombing (Byman 2005). Washington
fears that state support could lead to WMD reaching the hands of a terrorist
organisation, raising the scenario of an attack of catastrophic proportions. It was
illustrative of US thinking that at the time of the 9/11 atrocity, some leading figures
in the Bush administration believed that the attack could only have been carried
out with state support (Clarke 2004, 30). With its current position of invincibility on
the conventional battlefield, an asymmetric attack upon the homeland employing
unconventional weapons is one of America’s few vulnerabilities.

Because it used force against Afghanistan and Iraq, the US ‘war on terrorism’ has
been caricatured as solely military in nature. While no one can doubt the enormous
investment the US has made in military power, or its willingness to employ that
strength, it is misguided to portray America’s counter-terrorism strategy as nar-
rowly military. The US has drafted three principal policy documents in its ‘war on
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terror’: an overall security strategy (US National Security Strategy 2002), a counter-
terrorism strategy (US National Strategy for Combating Terrorism 2003); and a plan
for the security of the homeland (US National Strategy for Homeland Security
2002). These three documents have mobilised all government resources in the fight
against terrorism. The US created a dedicated Department of Homeland Security
(DHS) that merged a group of separate national agencies, overhauled its intelli-
gence system, granted new powers to its law enforcement community and engaged
actively with various elements of the private sector. The US has gone further than
its European allies in devising a counter-terrorism policy that integrates all com-
ponents of its national power into a coherent strategy.

Some European states have been uncomfortable with what they have perceived to
be a US predisposition to use force (Rees and Aldrich 2005, 914). This was exac-
erbated when President Bush agued in his speech at West Point that the US should
be prepared to act pre-emptively against emerging threats. European governments
have regarded military force as a blunt instrument, especially against non-state
actors. They have tended to assume that the US is threatening force against terrorist
movements and have not always understood the linkage in American threat per-
ceptions between these movements and their state sponsors. Europeans have
feared legitimising the terrorist struggle by designating it as ‘war’, arguing that
conflicts can only be declared between sovereign states.

In trying to build a common counter-terrorism framework among its members, the
EU has been wedded to a sense of itself as a civilian power, resolving problems
without recourse to the use of force. Consistent with its historical effort to fashion
a peaceful community among formerly hostile European states, the EU now seeks
to champion a model of non-coercive international relationships and multilateral
engagement. It treats terrorism as a crime that can only be managed, not defeated,
and advocates combating it by means of law enforcement and criminal prosecution.
The European Security Strategy of December 2003 reflects the different priorities of
the EU compared to the US (Biscop 2005, 60). It accepts that force might be justified
against countries in a crisis and that early intervention might be necessary. Never-
theless, it places emphasis on means other than the use of force, such as isolating
countries that violate international norms and providing aid and assistance to
prevent states falling outside the bounds of international society. Rather than the
pre-emptive use of force the document argues for ‘preventive engagement’.

European countries have also differed from the US in the importance they have
attached to the internal dimension of the threat that exists within their own
societies. This derives from small but significant pockets of second or third-
generation Muslim immigrants who have become alienated within European soci-
eties. They have been radicalised by a narrative about the persecution of their
fellow believers in the Arab–Israeli dispute, the suffering of Muslims in Bosnia-
Herzegovina and Kashmir and the brutal use of force by the Russians in Chechnya.
This narrative has been disseminated through Internet websites and extremist
clerics. It has gained further credence from the American-led invasion of Iraq
because it has appeared to bear out the argument that the west is conducting a
crusade against Muslims. The London bombings of July 2005 and the bomb attacks
using soft-drinks containers in August 2006 were illustrations of terrorist attacks on
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the civilian population by these domestic radicals. While external actors are likely
to present the most sophisticated threat, due to their training and level of outside
support, the home-grown radicals present the hardest challenge to the security
services because they may be ‘clean skins’, never brought to their attention hith-
erto. The EU ‘Strategy for Combating Radicalisation and Recruitment to Terrorism’
was folded into the 2005 Counter-Terror Strategy and has tried to address the
problem of domestic radicalisation. It focuses on addressing the root causes of
grievances within the Muslim community, disrupting the activities of extremist
networks and bringing to the foreground the voices of the mainstream (Dittrich
2007, 64–65).

In the face of such challenges, the search for the safety of the homeland may not
only concern the physical protection of a community but also less tangible aspects
of security, such as a sense of social solidarity and the preservation of a way of life.
Esther Brimmer argues that contemporary homeland security should encapsulate
values that contribute to societal cohesion, such as the rule of law and civil liberties,
rather than just the physical infrastructure of the state (Hamilton 2005, 181;
Brimmer 2006, 32). Such values help to hold a society together, provide it with
resilience and delegitimise the grievances of extremists. Yet such liberties risk
becoming casualties of new security measures during a counter-terrorism cam-
paign. The search to find the appropriate balance between civil liberties and the
protection of the citizenry has been at the heart of the transatlantic homeland
security debate.

What will a New President Inherit?
The new administration of President Obama inherits a patchwork of transatlantic
internal security agreements. In the immediate aftermath of the 9/11 attacks the US
turned first to Europe to develop co-operation. This was both a recognition of the
traditional patterns of transatlantic foreign and security policy co-operation and the
high levels of internal security interdependence between the two sides. In spite of
these facts, the evolution of this new form of co-operation has been fitful and slow,
reflecting the different counter-terrorism priorities of the two sides.

Achievements in transatlantic homeland security co-operation can be divided into
two categories: ‘bilateral/operational’ and ‘multilateral/strategic’. ‘Bilateral/
operational’ co-operation occurs between the US and individual European states,
especially those with long experience of combating their own national terrorist
movements, such as the UK, France, Germany, Spain and Italy. Operational
co-operation remains bilateral due to the fact that internal security services remain
under the control of national governments, which have been reluctant to cede
sovereign control over such issues. Furthermore, sensitive intelligence material is
normally only shared between close allies. Operational co-operation consists of
day-to-day efforts to work against suspected terrorists by like-minded professionals
in police and intelligence services, customs officials and interior and justice minis-
tries. These trans-governmental contacts have been built upon the foundations of
earlier patterns of collaboration, such as US–Italian efforts against organised crime,
US–French efforts against drug trafficking and US–UK intelligence co-operation.
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Multilateral/strategic counter-terrorism co-operation—on which this article
focuses—has arisen since 9/11 between the US and the EU. It is inherently more
challenging to develop because it requires agreement among a group of states and
aims to establish a long-term framework in which to work together. The task has
been made harder in the transatlantic context because of the different nature of the
actors involved: the US is a superpower and the hegemonic power within the
international system, whereas the EU is a complex, multi-level actor. The EU’s
enlarged competences have only, since the Treaty on European Union, given it the
power to act within the internal security domain. This has come about as EU
member states have recognised the added value that the Union can bestow in
combating phenomena such as organised crime, drug trafficking and terrorism. For
its part America has appreciated the efficiency it can derive from concluding an
agreement with 27 countries simultaneously.

In reality neither the EU nor the US are truly homogeneous in their decision-
making apparatus. The diversity is more obvious on the European side, between the
European Commission, Council, European Parliament (EP) and the national gov-
ernments. In the Lisbon Treaty, the powers of the EP were to be significantly
enhanced by granting it the right of co-decision in Justice and Home Affairs. The
Parliament has been a frequent critic of many of the homeland security measures
agreed between Brussels and Washington but with the voting down of the Treaty in
the 2008 Irish referendum it is unclear whether the Parliament’s powers will be
increased. Another problem has been achieving consensus among EU members.
This can be a laborious process and, once achieved, the Union is often committed
to upholding its position. It is thus difficult for a third party, such as the United
States, to negotiate with the EU because there is no obvious point at which to
intervene in the process: at the outset, it risks being accused of acting like the 28th
member, while at the conclusion it may appear to be trying to unpick the Union’s
fragile internal unity.

But diversity also dwells beneath the surface within the American system. Here
there are muscular bureaucracies that compete for influence and adopt policy
positions that are in tension with one another. For example, the Passenger Name
Records (PNR) agreement was designed to enable US Customs and Border Protec-
tion (CBP) officials to comply with America’s Aviation and Transportation Security
Act of 2001, by obtaining information from the reservations systems of European
airlines about passengers embarking on transatlantic flights. This strategic-level
agreement was thrown into confusion, however, by the operational powers granted
to US law enforcement and judicial agencies under the 2004 Intelligence Reform
and Terrorism Prevention Act. This Act allowed these agencies to share the Euro-
pean data in a manner incompatible with the terms of the PNR agreement (House
of Lords 2007, 24).

Border Security

Co-operation between the US and the European Union, since 2001, has fallen into
three broad areas. The first has been in enhancing the security of US and European
borders, a vulnerability that was the subject of considerable attention in the report
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of the 9/11 Commission (The 9/11 Commission Report 2004). From a very low base
the US government has invested considerable time and resources in improving the
security of its borders and identifying potential risks to the integrity of its territory.
Its strategy has been to push out its borders, consistent with trying to preserve its
national territory as a sanctuary. It has generated concentric circles of defence
radiating out from its own shores and policed by the CBP, the Coast Guard and a
new Northern Military Command.

In practical terms this strategy has been enacted through more stringent measures
for air and sea travel to the US, protection of the coastline and air defence of
national airspace. Both US and European transatlantic airlines have been expected
to enhance the security of flights and verify the identities of travellers. Information
demanded in advance of flights departing for the US enables the Department of
Homeland Security to profile passengers and assess the potential risk they may
present. Moreover, as part of the ‘United States Visitor and Immigrant Status
Indicator Technology’ (US VISIT), visitors entering American territory have been
required to provide biometric information. Even European countries with visa
waiver status have been expected to comply with the requirement since September
2004 for their nationals to have iris and fingerprint scans.

The Bush administration also implemented measures to improve the security of
goods crossing its borders. The Container Security Initiative (CSI) was introduced
on the grounds that up to 10 million containers arrive on US soil each year with
relatively little inspection. It was feared that a container could be used to smuggle
a chemical, biological, radiological or even a nuclear (CBRN) device into the United
States. In April 2004 an EU–US agreement was concluded that allowed American
customs personnel to sit in the ports of European countries, thereby ensuring that
containers were subject to scrutiny before they traversed the Atlantic. Some 20
EU ports are now incorporated in this extraordinary system that amounts to a
voluntary restriction in sovereign powers over trade. It has been followed by the
Customs–Trade Partnership Against Terrorism (C-TPAT) that has been designed to
enlist the participation of private shipping companies to enhance security
(O’Hanlon 2006, 106). It requires companies to submit details of the security
measures they are taking in relation to their cargo in return for faster processing at
US ports of entry.

The principal tension in transatlantic border security co-operation has been
between American unilateralism, on the one hand, and the reality of its interde-
pendence with allies on the other. The US has needed European countries to adopt
measures that would contribute to its own security. Yet America rushed into a series
of measures to remedy its vulnerabilities with a careless disregard for the impact
that such policies would have upon allies. This resulted from a number of pressures
within the American political system: the psychological impact of the 9/11 attacks,
the country’s own strategic culture and Congressional demands for action. Europe
found itself reacting to a series of White House policies that included more stringent
terms for the entry of goods and citizens and the threat of the withdrawal of landing
rights for passengers and delays in trade if there was no compliance with new US
procedures.
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Law Enforcement and Judicial Co-operation

A second area of co-operation has been in the field of law enforcement and judicial
action. While operational collaboration on individual cases continues bilaterally,
the US has recognised the need to complement this with strategic interaction with
the European Union. Counter-terrorism has contributed to the enlargement of the
Union’s competencies in Justice and Home Affairs, although not without contes-
tation by the member states. What has evolved is a somewhat chaotic pattern of
mandates for the EU’s role in fighting terrorism, characterised by the absence of
clearly defined legal bases, the overlapping of roles and functions between institu-
tions and the requirement for cross-pillar co-ordination. This contributes to a lack
of coherence on the part of the Union that is unattractive for the US. Even the
appointment of a Counter-Terrorism Co-ordinator has done little to resolve the
problem. The resignation of the first Co-ordinator, Gijs de Vries, is testament to
the frustration he encountered in the role. Nevertheless, the Bush administration
appreciated that the US would need to work closely with the EU if it wanted to
increase the efficacy of its law enforcement efforts in Europe, such as by overhaul-
ing its extradition arrangements and agreeing in whose jurisdiction complex ter-
rorism cases should be prosecuted (Interview, 2005).

Liaison arrangements have been established between the European Police Agency
(Europol) and various branches of the American law enforcement community
including the Federal Bureau of Investigation, the Drug Enforcement Agency and
the US Secret Service. A US officer is seconded to The Hague and, in turn, two of
Europol’s representatives sit in the European Commission offices in Washington
DC. Two agreements have been signed between Europol and the US: the first in
December 2001 to share strategic and technical information; the other in December
of the following year to exchange personal data. Europol is emerging as the hub of
a continent-wide criminal intelligence system (Occhipinti 2003) and the US is
desirous of operating more closely with the body as its databases expand.

Law enforcement co-operation between the US and EU has been replicated in the
judicial field. A US liaison attorney attends the meetings of ‘Eurojust’, a judicial
agency within the Union which comprises all 27 member states plus Norway and
whose remit is to co-ordinate prosecutions with cross-border dimensions. The US
shares an interest in terrorism cases that involve European countries. It brings to
these meetings its own considerable expertise in cross-border prosecutions, derived
primarily from conducting counter-narcotics cases in South America (Interview,
2008d). A US–EU ‘Agreement on Extradition and Mutual Legal Assistance’ was
signed in Washington in June 2003, transcending the individual arrangements
negotiated between America and European countries. This multilateral agreement
clarified the evidence that could be shared for criminal investigations and speeded
up the sensitive process of extradition. It enables witnesses to provide testimony by
videoconferencing and provides immediate access to the financial records of crimi-
nal suspects.

Law enforcement and judicial co-operation have brought their own forms of
transatlantic tensions. While both sides have adopted special measures in relation to
countering terrorism, the US has gone further than some of its European allies in
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the powers it has invested in its internal security agencies. The PATRIOT Act, for
example, provided extensive new authority to law enforcement authorities over
the confidential use of informants, various forms of electronic surveillance and the
confiscation of property. In addition, the US has dismantled the barrier between
material gathered for law enforcement purposes and intelligence information
obtained under its Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act (FISA). In contrast, Europe
has strived to preserve the distinction between criminal and intelligence informa-
tion, not least because it has been concerned about the implications for civil
liberties. These differences in approach have complicated transatlantic co-operation.
Prosecutions in European courts that have a US dimension may be put at risk by
drawing on evidence from US sources that would be inadmissible on this side of the
Atlantic. Such differences increase the need for the careful discussion of cases in
co-ordination frameworks such as Eurojust.

Data Sharing

The sharing of data has been the third area of transatlantic internal security
co-operation. It has also been the most sensitive issue for two reasons. First,
intelligence data are usually one of the most closely guarded assets of national
governments and are shared only after trust is built up over long periods of time.
Second, the EU has been inherently sceptical of American data protection standards
and this has been a consistent source of irritation. The US government has pressed
its EU allies to share information and has expressed strong interest in second-
generation European databases. These include the Eurodac database of the finger-
prints of asylum seekers and the Schengen Information System II. SIS II will
incorporate the 12 new central and east European members and contain data on
the movement of criminal suspects, firearms and vehicles across European borders.
It is intended to contain digital images and biometric data (Koslowski 2005, 95).

The controversy over PNR data has exemplified European mistrust of American
data protection procedures. After receiving US requests to share PNR data the
European Commission expressed concerns about the transfer of information to
third parties by the US authorities. Regardless of this fact a PNR agreement was
eventually achieved in May 2004. However, the European Parliament mounted a
legal challenge to the agreement through the European Court of Justice. This
necessitated a subsequent transatlantic agreement in 2006, that was negotiated
under the Union’s third pillar, and thereby excluded EP involvement (House of
Lords 2007, 22). For its part the US has regarded the EU as ‘fixated’ with data
privacy and insufficiently focused on the intensity of the threat from terrorism. It
has contended that the EU misunderstands the different procedures for the protec-
tion of personal information within the American system (Interview, 2008a).

What has been achieved by the end of the two Bush administrations is an
impressive framework of US–EU internal security agreements. But this has been
accomplished at the price of nurturing mistrust on the part of the European side.
Policy-makers in Europe, particularly in the European Commission, feel that the
US has pursued an ‘America first’ strategy that has resulted in major demands on
the EU, while providing relatively little in return. During the second Bush
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administration, DHS officials formerly from the Heritage Foundation, a right-wing
think tank, have been perceived to advance American interests at the expense of
those of its allies (Interview, 2008e). The EU has the impression that its views
have not been heeded in Washington and that it has lacked a meaningful input
into the US homeland security debate.

This sense of alienation on the part of the EU has been exacerbated by controversial
American policies that have undermined the legitimacy of the west’s response to
terrorism. The Iraqi conflict has represented the principal problem and has been
judged to stoke the fires of Islamic radicalisation. There has also been a palpable
sense of European outrage over the American policy of holding enemy combatants
in the legal limbo of the Guantánamo Bay detention facility. This contravened
Europe’s belief in the need for fair trials and the due process of law. A similar
wave of opprobrium was forthcoming when it became known that the Central
Intelligence Agency had engaged systematically in the practice of ‘extraordinary
rendition’. This amounted to moving terrorist suspects between locations outside
America where they might be interrogated using means unacceptable within the US
judicial system. The Bush administration has marred perceptions of America’s
standards of justice in the eyes of the world. It has also made it harder for Europe
to justify close collaboration with the US.

The Impact of a New President
This leads on to the question of whether a new administration is likely to have
much impact on this burgeoning area of transatlantic co-operation. At a superficial
level, the new president will have the attraction of not being George W. Bush. Even
though the tensions that characterised the US’ relationship with France and
Germany in 2003 have been smoothed over by President Sarkozy and Chancellor
Merkel, there will be no prolonged mourning in Europe for the demise of the Bush
administration. Its ideological perspective and abrasive use of language inflicted
unnecessary damage on US–European relations. The administration of Obama is
likely to enjoy a short-term ‘bounce’ for the simple reason that it represents a break
with the last eight years.

Yet, if there are expectations in Europe of a rapid transformation in American
security policies under President Obama then those are likely to be disappointed.
European countries need to be realistic about the limited room for manoeuvre
available to an incoming administration. Apart from the inevitable hiatus as new
political appointments are made inside the upper reaches of the bureaucracy, the
incoming president will inherit the foreign policy commitments of his predecessor.
The incumbent will have his hands full with other more high-profile security
matters than homeland security. Both presidential contenders made the issues of
Iraq and Afghanistan central to their campaigns and now Obama will be under
pressure to deliver on his promises. Obama argued for the withdrawal of US combat
forces from Iraq within 16 months and drew support from similar pronouncements
made by the Iraqi prime minister Nouri al-Maliki. Obama has justified this draw-
down in Iraq on the grounds that the conflict in Afghanistan is more pressing and
that greater attention needs to be devoted to defeating the Taliban insurgency.

SECURING THE HOMELANDS 117

© 2008 The Author. Journal compilation © 2008 Political Studies Association
BJPIR, 2009, 11(1)



Homeland security co-operation, by comparison, will not be the foremost priority
vying for attention. Even if it were, however, there is unlikely to be a major change
in US internal security policy that would align it more closely with EU priorities.
The assumptions that have underpinned US policy will not change: namely, the fear
of a catastrophic attack facilitated by the acquisition of WMD from a state that has
recently crossed the nuclear threshold. America remains committed to seeking
absolute security and will continue to push out its borders so as to minimise the risk
of attack upon the homeland. The threat from transnational Islamist terrorism looks
set to remain high and may even increase significantly. The source of this increasing
threat derives from trained and experienced jihadists returning to their own coun-
tries from the conflict in Iraq. To this must be added the danger posed by radicalised
groups in western societies; a threat the US sees as coming principally from large
Muslim communities in western Europe.

This is not to argue that the transatlantic homeland security agenda cannot be
improved under a new president—rather that it will not be transformed. There is a
need to re-balance the internal security relationship between the US and the EU
and to change its tone. The latter objective is fairly straightforward: both presiden-
tial candidates pledged to close Guantánamo Bay, end the use of torture and cease
the practice of extraordinary renditions. These measures in themselves will help to
set a new tone. As for re-balancing the relationship, this will require political will
from both sides. The relationship needs to find a new equilibrium based around the
principle of equality, rather than the Bush legacy of US hegemony and unilateral-
ism. To achieve this would require the US to include the EU in its thinking about
new security initiatives at an early stage and take note of European concerns. This
would enable European views to be fed into the American inter-agency decision-
making process, instead of the US taking action and then confronting the problems
caused to allies. Concomitantly, the EU needs to present itself more coherently on
the strategic level, offering a more meaningful potential partner to the US (Keohane
2005, 21). Such a change would amount to a new partnership between Washington
and Brussels and a genuinely co-operative endeavour.

As for a future agenda of issues, three priorities need to be uppermost in the minds
of policy-makers on both sides of the Atlantic. First, the US must choose between
policies that are either bilaterally or multilaterally orientated: it must not try to play
off its European allies against each other. When it has suited its purposes, the US has
disaggregated the member states of the EU and has negotiated bilateral deals on
matters relating to counter-terrorism. A recent example has been the US attempts
to reform its visa waiver arrangements. The 10 post-2004 accession states from
central and eastern Europe have not enjoyed visa waiver status and the Bush
administration sought to exploit the situation by extracting significant concessions
before granting them this status. The concessions were in the field of data sharing
and the US demanded much greater information than it receives from existing visa
waiver countries. Amid this policy of divide and rule the European Commission was
sidelined and the US made a mockery of its stated aim to construct a partnership of
equals with the Union (Interview, 2008c). The Czech Republic became the first new
member state to sign a Memorandum of Understanding over visa waiver status in
Washington in February 2008.
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Second, the two sides need to spend time agreeing upon broad principles that will
govern their forms of co-operation. When a new problem arises, past practices have
all too frequently been forgotten as the US and EU reinvent co-operation from
scratch. For example, as technology made it possible for the two sides of the Atlantic
to share data across a variety of fields, each time they confronted similar hurdles of
data protection and dissemination. This problem arose in the two US–Europol
data-sharing agreements as well as over PNR. It was not until the end of 2006 that
the two sides established a High Level Group on Data Protection to determine some
principles on which information could be stored and shared. This was a recognition
that data protection is a horizontal issue that requires a common set of arrange-
ments. A similar approach needs to be adopted across a broader field of issues if
co-operation is to be freed up from recurrent logjams in the system.

Third, the US and the EU need to work more systematically to convert their pattern
of regional internal security interaction into global patterns of co-operation (Rees
2006, ch. 6). Because of the degree of interdependence that has resulted from
globalisation, counter-terrorism measures will only be really effective when they
have been adopted by a wide swathe of countries around the world. The US and the
EU have a major role to play in acting as the vanguard of this process. As the leading
group of democracies and the most powerful economic actors, the US and the EU
possess both the legitimacy and the economic muscle to establish frameworks for
counter-terrorism action and to encourage adherents with these measures through
trade incentives (Interview, 2008b). Rather than wait for a plethora of competing
initiatives that lack standardisation to evolve around the world, the transatlantic
allies can take a lead in disseminating their own patterns of co-operation.

The departure of President Bush offers an opportunity for the reinvigoration of
US–EU global co-operation. The Bush administration was openly sceptical about
the value of international frameworks in countering terrorism, fearing that its own
national priorities could be constrained and frustrated by trying to work through
international channels. After the 9/11 attacks, the US took the lead in drafting
United Nations Security Council Resolution 1373 that declared terrorism to be a
threat to international peace and security, encouraged states to draw up legislation
against it and sought to restrict terrorist access to financing. The Resolution also
created a Counter Terrorism Committee (CTC) to monitor the compliance of its
members with practical proposals to freeze terrorist assets, prevent travel and share
information on suspects. But the Bush administration made no secret of its disdain
for the UN as an effective organisation and refused to give the weapons inspectors
sufficient time to complete their work in Iraq before authorising the coalition
invasion. If President Obama chooses to work proactively with the UN and other
international organisations, such as the Group of Eight (G-8), this would not only
improve international co-operation against terrorism but would also improve
America’s image in the eyes of the world.

Conclusion
Since the 9/11 attacks, homeland security co-operation has evolved into an impor-
tant area of transatlantic security activity. As traditional forms of foreign and
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security co-operation have become more strained due to the diverging interests of
the two sides, internal security collaboration has grown in importance. It has been
difficult to initiate and has been subject to numerous tensions. Nevertheless, the US
and Europe recognised their shared interests and found the pragmatism to adapt
their relationship to new security challenges. They have invested this co-operation
not in NATO, the established organisational framework for transatlantic relations,
but in the innovative US–EU relationship. This has reflected the Union’s growing
competences in internal security as well as in foreign and defence policy.

The last eight years have demonstrated how Europe and America have been able to
develop internal security co-operation in spite of an ideological administration in
the White House. They proceeded to insulate this activity from the chill winds that
accompanied the US-led invasion of Iraq and its disastrous aftermath. Yet as this
policy area gains maturity its profile is likely to increase and it will be harder to
insulate it from the vagaries of the broader transatlantic political relationship.
Internal security co-operation is likely to face a more testing environment in the
years ahead.

Those European policy-makers hoping for a dramatic sea change in homeland
security co-operation under President Obama will be disappointed. The policies of
the new administration will be characterised more by continuity than by change.
The most that can be hoped for is a new tone in co-operation, a commitment to
treat Europe as a partner rather than as a subordinate. This will only be achieved if
the two sides maintain a regular and open dialogue. The United States must be
prepared for a two-way street in which it reciprocates the co-operation it receives
from its allies.

Both sides of the Atlantic need to acknowledge that only by working closely
together can they address the challenges posed by contemporary Islamist terrorism.
The US and Europe have gone further than most countries in recognising their
interdependence; that the security of their own societies rests upon measures taken
by fellow governments. Multilateral co-operation will always be slow to construct
because it involves bringing together countries with different political and legal
systems and agencies unused to external collaboration and contrasting security
priorities. But in the case of the transatlantic allies, they share broadly similar
objectives and they recognise that the co-operation they establish will set an
example for the wider international community.

About the Author

Wyn Rees, School of Politics and International Relations, University of Nottingham, University
Park, Nottingham NG7 2RD, UK, email: wyn.rees@nottingham.ac.uk

Note
The author gratefully acknowledges the financial assistance of a Leverhulme Trust Research Fellowship in
the preparation of this article.

Bibliography
Biscop, S. (2005) The European Security Strategy: A Global Agenda for Positive Power (Aldershot:

Ashgate).

120 WYN REES

© 2008 The Author. Journal compilation © 2008 Political Studies Association
BJPIR, 2009, 11(1)

mailto:rees@nottingham.ac.uk


Brimmer, E. (2006) ‘From territorial security to societal security: Implications for the transatlantic
strategic outlook’, in E. Brimmer (ed.), Transforming Homeland Security: US and European Approaches
(Washington, DC: Center for Transatlantic Relations, John Hopkins University), 23–42.

Byman, D. (2005) Deadly Connections: States that Sponsor Terrorism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press).

Clarke, R. (2004) Against All Enemies: Inside America’s War on Terror (New York: Free Press).

Dittrich, M. (2007) ‘Radicalisation and recruitment: The EU response’, in D. Spence (ed.), The European
Union and Terrorism (London: John Harper Publishing), 54–70.

Hamilton, D. (2005) ‘Transatlantic societal security: A new paradigm for a new era’, in A. Dalgaard-
Nielsen and D. Hamilton (eds), Transatlantic Homeland Security: Protecting Society in the Age of Catastrophic
Terrorism (London: Routledge), 172–196.

House of Lords (2007) The EU/US Passenger Name Record (PNR) Agreement, European Union Committee, HL
Paper 108 (London: The Stationery Office).

Keohane, D. (2005) ‘The EU and international terrorism’, in Securing the European Homeland: The EU,
Terrorism and Homeland Security (Gutersloh: Bertelsmann Stiftung), 7–21.

Koslowski, R. (2005) ‘Border and transportation security in the transatlantic relationship’, in A. Dalgaard-
Nielsen and D. Hamilton (eds), Transatlantic Homeland Security: Protecting Society in the Age of Catastrophic
Terrorism (London: Routledge), 89–105.

Occhipinti, J. (2003) The Politics of EU Police Co-operation: Toward a European FBI? (Boulder, CO: Lynne
Reinner).

O’Hanlon, M. (2006) ‘Border protection’, in M. d’Arcy, M. O’Hanlon, P. Orszag, J. Shapiro and J.
Steinberg (eds), Protecting the Homeland 2006/2007 (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press),
96–112.

Omand, D. (2005) ‘Countering international terrorism: The use of strategy’, Survival, 47:4, 107–116.

Rees, W. (2006) Transatlantic Counter-Terrorism Co-operation: The New Imperative (London: Routledge).

Rees, W. and Aldrich, R. (2005) ‘Contending cultures of counterterrorism: Transatlantic divergence or
convergence?’, International Affairs, 81:5, 905–923.

Shapiro, J. and Byman, D. (2006) ‘Bridging the transatlantic counterterrorism gap’, The Washington
Quarterly, 29:4, 33–50.

The 9/11 Commission Report (2004) Final Report of the National Commission on Terrorist Attacks upon the
United States (New York: W. W. Norton).

US National Security Strategy (2002) (Washington, DC: The White House) (updated 2007).

US National Strategy for Combating Terrorism (2003) (Washington, DC: The White House).

US National Strategy for Homeland Security (2002) (Washington, DC: The White House) (updated
October 2007).

Weaver, M. (2008) ‘US considers tighter travel rules for European visitors’, Guardian Unlimited, 16
January. Available online at: http://www.guardian.co.uk/print),,332086192-332106710,00.html
(accessed 21 January 2008).

Interviews
Interview conducted by the author (2005) with official from the US Department of Justice, US Mission to

the EU, Brussels, February.

Interview conducted by the author (2008a) with official from the US Department of Homeland Security,
Washington DC, February.

Interview conducted by the author (2008b) with official from the US Department of Homeland Security,
Washington DC, February.

Interview conducted by the author (2008c) with official from the European Commission, Commission
Offices in Washington DC, February.

Interview conducted by the author (2008d) with official from the US Department of Justice, US Mission
to the EU, Brussels, April.

Interview conducted by the author (2008e) with former official from the US Department of Homeland
Security, Washington DC, March.

SECURING THE HOMELANDS 121

© 2008 The Author. Journal compilation © 2008 Political Studies Association
BJPIR, 2009, 11(1)

http://www.guardian.co.uk/print

