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Introduction
Prime Minister Tony Blair’s decision to send Royal Marine Commandos to Afghanistan in the spring of 2002 resulted in the deployment of the largest military force assembled by Britain since the Gulf War of 1991.  In 1991, Britain took a leading role among European nations in the United States (US)-led coalition responsible for driving Iraqi forces out of Kuwait.  Just as then, Britain once again stood shoulder-to-shoulder with the US, although this time in a hunt for Osama bin Laden and the destruction of the al-Qaida network, recognised as having been responsible for the terrorist attacks that took place in the US on 11 September 2001.  

In the immediate aftermath of those attacks, the British government unreservedly offered its support to the US: Prime Minister Tony Blair was present in the gallery when President Bush addressed a joint session of Congress on 20 September 2001, and Britain was initially the only other nation that was involved when attacks subsequently commenced against the Taliban and al-Qaida.  Mr Blair additionally played a leading role in ensuring that other European governments were equally supportive of the US, and at the same time attempted to reassure Arab opinion about the impending US-led attacks on Afghanistan by travelling to the Middle East.  As some commentators have noted, the Prime Minister acted as ‘roving ambassador’ for President George Bush.  A direct outcome of Mr Blair’s efforts was to further cement Britain’s relationship with the US and to raise the profile of Britain within the European Union.  In essence, Britain acted as a linchpin between the US and Europe.

This concept of Britain acting as a linchpin or bridging force in EU-US relations is not a new development.  Former Prime Minister John Major commented that Britain ‘straddled the divide between the US and Europe’ (Major, 1999: 578).  In December 2001 Peter Hain (the Minister for Europe) stressed that Britain could play a ‘pivotal role’ in this relationship: ‘Britain can be a leading member of the EU and be proud to be a European power, while still valuing and benefiting immensely from our special relationship with America’ (Hain, 2001).   This has meant that every British Prime Minister and US President in recent history has had to address the nature of the ‘special relationship’ between both countries.  This is a factor that has been particularly true since the start of the Second World War and is despite the existence of close relationships between the nations prior to 1939.  As one observer has reflected: ‘Although the roots and origins of the relationship can be traced back into history, it was only during the 1939-45 war and afterwards that the partnership became so close, intimate and informal in such a wide spectrum of political, economic and especially military fields that terms like “exceptional”, “unique” or “different from the ordinary” can be applied’ (Baylis, 1984: xvi-xvii).

In practical terms, this has meant that each leader has had to consider whether this relationship has been so special as to necessitate it taking priority over those relationships that have existed with other countries.  It is a point that has rested heavier on the minds of policy-makers in Whitehall than their colleagues in Washington, with Britain being a net benefactor of the Anglo-American special relationship.  For Britain, a closeness of ties with the US has helped to ensure that it maintains an influence on world affairs, and as a result the maintenance of the special relationship has been a key objective of successive governments. By contrast, for the US, the special relationship with Britain has sat alongside other close and sometimes equally special ties with other countries, such as Canada, Israel and Mexico.  Thus, although the special relationship has been beneficial to the interests of both Britain and the US, British policy-makers have consistently viewed it to be of greater importance in its relations with other states than the US has.  But in attempting to balance the special relationship with European commitments, British governments have rarely been able to satisfy either party; a hesitancy to fully commit to EU initiatives has caused just as much anxiety in Washington as it has in European capitals.  For Britain this has meant that it has ‘tended to see America and Europe as exclusive choices’ (Cradock, 1987: 209).

This short article takes a closer look at the nature of Britain’s relations with the US and the EU, and examines the extent to which these relationships have acted both as an opportunity and at the same time a constraint on British foreign policy.

The role of Britain
Of the EU member states that play a key role in EU-US relations, Britain is one of the most important (Forster and Blair, 2002: 27; Battle, 2001). From a purely statistical standpoint, Britain’s relationship with the US distinguishes it from other EU states:
·	Britain and the US share the world’s largest investment partnership.  Britain is the largest foreign investor in the US, and vice-versa.  In 1999 US investment in Britain was $213.1 billion, while British investment in the US was $183 billion.
·	British investment has created 1 million jobs in the US.  This is approximately one-quarter of all overseas investment in the US.
·	Britain has received over 40 per cent of US investment in Europe.
·	Britain is the fourth-largest US market after Canada, Japan and Mexico.
·	London and New York are two of the World’s leading financial centres.

Yet, it is also true that membership of the EU is central to British interests:
·	Since joining the Community in 1973, British trade with the EU has grown at a rate that has been twice as fast as that with the rest of the world.
·	The EU accounts for more than 50 per cent of Britain’s trade in goods and services, while eight of Britain’s top ten trading partners are in Europe (the others being Canada and the US).
·	The EU is the source of some 3.5 million British jobs, while a seventh of all British income and production is dependent on sales to other EU nations.
·	The EU is the world’s largest single market, accounting for 38% of world trade.

But it is not just trade that is a factor of this relationship.  The strength of Britain’s relations with the US has been evidenced by the alliances that have been forged during the Second World War, the Korean conflict and the Gulf War.  Linkage between the two nations has been further bolstered by the sharing of a common language and the fact that Britain’s ideals, instincts, cultural background and democratic practices have often had a greater similarity with the US than with Western Europe.  And while the sheer economic, political and military strength of the US ensures that it is the dominant partner in this relationship, it is nonetheless the case that Britain continues to be of great importance to the US.  Britain still has a considerable defence presence in many parts of the world and has collaborated with the US in bombing raids over Iraq.  The legacy of its imperial past has ensured that Britain has access to many strategically placed bases such as that of Diego Garcia in the Indian Ocean, while the Commonwealth means that it is able to exercise influence in many places that the US finds difficult to establish relations, such as in Africa and the Middle East.  Britain additionally plays an important role in formulating American policy towards the European Union.  This is largely a matter of Britain’s long time role as a two-way Ambassador between the continents.  Not only are the British like-minded with America on a number of transatlantic issues, such as the removal of barriers to trade, they are also easily accessible to American policy makers in both the US and the UK.

Opportunities and constraints
For Britain, the dual importance of EU membership and close ties to the US presents Whitehall-based policy-makers with a series of opportunities and constraints.  As far as the Anglo-American relationship is concerned, its ‘special’ quality can partly be traced to the bonds that have existed between a succession of leaders on each side of the Atlantic, ranging from Roosevelt-Churchill, Kennedy-Macmillan, Reagan-Thatcher, Bush-Major, Clinton-Blair, and presently Bush-Blair.  There has in addition existed an even closer working relationship at official level which has ensured that the vitality of these ties have continued at times when national leaders have been less enthusiastic, as was the case with Edward Heath.  The net outcome is that for Britain the quality and breadth of this relationship has not been duplicated on the European stage, as in the manner of the Franco-German axis.

One of the reasons for this absence of a ‘special’ relationship with an EU country can be traced to the tendency of British governments to view EU policies on a pragmatic ‘case-by-case’ basis.  To this end, alliances have been cultured depending on the issue being discussed, such as with the Netherlands on the importance of maintaining the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) link.  Yet, at the same time, Britain has traditionally been opposed to the desire of the Netherlands to deepen EU integration and to transfer power to EU institutions away from member states.  This picture becomes clearer when focus is concentrated on the distinctive nature of EU membership as opposed to maintaining a close cooperation with the US.  For Britain, the former poses a number of limitations on the ability of government to act independently that are not true of the link with the US.  EU law, for instance, takes precedence over domestic law and member states have to absorb a whole raft of EU legislation, from controls over the environment to hours of work.

Britain’s relations with the EU have as a consequence been framed in a more hotly contested political climate centring on a fear over the loss of sovereignty.  And while it is true that the US link has not encroached on British interests in a way similar to the EU, it is nonetheless the case that concessions have been made to America.  As Heuser notes, the British have traditionally ignored that they ‘...have lost any sovereignty from granting military bases to the United States on British soil, with what de facto amounts to total US control over them.  Much lesser concessions to the European Union, on the other hand, are loudly proclaimed by Britons to be completely unacceptable infringements of their sovereignty’ (Heuser, 1996: 21-22).

It is therefore evident that there is a distinction between the nature of Britain’s relationship with the EU and that with the US.  First and foremost, while EU membership necessitates a great deal of contact between government officials and ministers in all of the member states, the nature of this relationship has not always extended to the exchange of intelligence material.  By contrast, UK-US relations have for the most part been based on the sharing of key intelligence data relating to security and defence matters.  To this end, ever since the secret 1947 UKUSA treaty linked the intelligence communities of each country together, successive governments have had direct access to the intelligence gathering resources of the other (Baylis, 1984: 190).  This has notably been centred on a linkage between the British General Communication Headquarters (GCHQ) and the US National Security Agency (NSA), and the closeness of these ties have generally not been replicated in either country’s relations with EU member states.  Britain’s willingness to be supportive of US interests has been demonstrated by the existence of American intelligence gathering bases in Britain, such as Menwith Hill.  But at the same time, Britain’s global ‘eavesdropping’ operations have been of great assistance to US interests, with the British base in Cyprus providing much needed material on Middle East activities.  

The ‘special’ nature of UK-US relations can thus be primarily attached to security and defence issues, of which one commentator has referred to as the ‘special defence relationship’ (Baylis, 1984: 182).  Over the years, this has been demonstrated not just by Britain gaining privileged access to US technology, such as the Polaris and subsequent Trident nuclear delivery systems, but also through the exchange of intelligence material.  Moreover, just as Britain has usually been the first to support US military actions, as in the case of the US bombing raid on Libya in 1986 (when other European nations such as France were opposed to this action), so too has the US offered crucial support to Britain, as during the 1982 Falklands crisis (when US interests in South America were put at risk by this strategy).  That is not to say that the interests of each country have always sat side-by-side as differences of opinion have existed.  This has been reflected in bilateral relations between Britain and the USA and broader disputes between the EU and the US.  Thus, as far as purely bilateral disputes between Britain and the US are concerned, notable examples have included Britain’s refusal to support the US boycott of the 1980 Moscow Olympics and the lack of consultation by the US when it invaded the Commonwealth nation of Grenada in 1983.  But on other occasions, Britain has been part of a broader EU common stance against US policies.  This has included Britain offering its support to the other 14 EU member states in pledging to ratify the Kyoto Protocol on climate change (which the US rejected) and Britain recent unity with other EU nations in expressing dismay over George Bush’s 2002 Middle East Peace Plan which called for the removal of the Palestinian leader, Yasser Arafat (Wintour et al, 2002).  But despite these differences of view, there has nonetheless been a strong resilience in UK-US relations that has been based on the reality that the interests of each country are aided by close relations with the other, which are generally of an instinctive nature.

Such common interests have been particularly noticeable in the area of defence and foreign affairs, with there being a closeness of ties between defence and foreign ministries in London and Washington that has not been replicated by either party in terms of their ties with other European nations.  In the case of Britain, this has been further highlighted by the fact that virtually every post-war British government has emphasised the importance of maintaining a close relationship with the US as opposed to further European integration in this policy area.  In the first instance, this has been demonstrated by Britain being an advocate of the option that keeps Europe’s defence firmly based in NATO.  But secondly, a privileged access to US security and defence material has been somewhat replicated by British governments having a stronger tendency for Whitehall-based defence procurement chiefs to favour links with the US rather than Europe.

Britain has therefore been quite reluctant to support a closer EU defence identity and at the same time a closer EU defence industry.  Consequently, as pressures have mounted in recent years for a stronger European dimension in each of these fields, British policy-makers have been faced with far harder choices than in earlier years when a European identity was not such a reality.  Moreover, as European integration has advanced beyond the single market programme to the creation of a single currency (of which Britain is not a member), Prime Minister Blair has increasingly found it necessary to demonstrate his government’s European credentials.  The net outcome of this situation is that Britain has been a keen supporter of a stronger European defence identity and the creation of a Common European Security and Defence Policy (CESDP).  A removal of Britain’s long-held resistance to a European defence identity was therefore determined by the need for Britain to show some form of commitment to the EU in the face of non-participation in the single currency.

The very fact that Britain has been somewhat isolated from key EU policies has been a source of frustration to US governments who have in recent years become evermore concerned over the unwillingness of Britain to fully commit to the European cause.  A direct impact of this has been that US administrations have increasingly found other EU governments to act as important interlocutors in the face of Britain’s unwillingness to fully engage in key European policies such as Economic and Monetary and Union (EMU).  This situation stems from the fact that the US and the EU are the two largest economies in the world, accounting for approximately 54 per cent of world income.  They are each other’s largest trading partner and the most important source of, and destination for, inward investment.  In 1999 the EU exported $193 billion worth of goods to the US, while US imports totalled $174 billion.

Relations between the EU and the US are therefore based on a strong element of interdependence that ensures companies and governments take an extremely close interest in developments outside their own country.  For instance, although we may consider that EU legislation principally has an impact on interests within the EU, it is in fact the case that it has an impact on a range of US companies, from Microsoft to Levi Jeans.  What this means is that US government secretaries of departments and officials are therefore just as likely to contact their opposite numbers in Berlin and Paris as part of an effort to influence EU policies.

Conclusion
The position of Britain is not exactly clear. In the first instance, the nation continues to enjoy a closeness of ties with the US, notably through military operations and the gathering of intelligence data.  Secondly, the significance of the relationship is characterised by the sheer volume of financial trade and investment that flows between each country.  Thirdly, the American and British economies share a similar approach to the reduction of trade barriers and a commitment to the free flow of capital.  Finally, Tony Blair is the latest in a line of British Prime Ministers who have advocated the need for the EU to adopt more flexible working conditions that are reflective of US employment practices.

But while we consider that such developments are demonstrative of a healthy Anglo-American ‘special’ relationship, this does not remove the fact that British interests are predominantly shaped by European rather than US developments.  Thus, although certain aspects of the UK-US relationship are characterised by an intensity that is not always duplicated in UK-EU relations, such as in the sharing of military intelligence, this level of contact does not have an impact on every aspect of British government.  By contrast, EU policies have a greater direct impact on Britain, ranging from all echelons of government through to companies and the general public.  In this sense, failure by government to engage sufficiently in EU debates as a means of protecting the national interest has a greater immediate and direct impact on Britain than for instance a deterioration in the UK-US relationship.  Thus, while the negotiation of an opt-out from the social chapter (1993-1997) and single currency have ensured that Britain has not had to face new forms of European integration, it is nonetheless the case that ‘extensive opt-outs come at the price of the general sense of diminished influence, especially in areas where the British government has chosen not to participate’ (Forster and Blair, 2002: 187). 

It is thus evident that Britain continues to act as a link between the US and Europe.  Back in December 1998 Prime Minister Blair highlighted this very position when he stressed that ‘Britain does not have to choose between being strong with the US, or strong with Europe….Britain must be both; that we are stronger with the US because of our strength in Europe; that we are stronger in Europe because of our strength with the US’ (Blair, 1998). Yet, it is nonetheless apparent that until Britain fully commits to the EU, including the adoption of the single currency, there will remain a question mark over whether the country can continue to exercise influence in the US in the manner that it has so far been able to do.  This is because policy-makers based in Washington will increasingly turn to colleagues in Berlin and Paris to glean information that might not be available in London.

The net effect of this is that while the EU relationship receives the dominant share of the government’s attention, policy-makers are nonetheless unable to ignore the US linkage, which offers privileged access to a whole range of resources.  But for Britain, a close alliance with the US also raises the possibility of it being perceived to be supportive of policies that are not necessarily held by other EU governments and domestic parliamentarians.  Most recently, this has been emphasised by Tony Blair offering words supportive of US hostility towards Iraq.  The real dilemma for Britain is the extent to which the government’s support for the US impacts on its domestic credibility and its standing within the EU and other international bodies such as the Commonwealth.
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