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The American campaign to enlist European governments in their plan for a continental missile defense has divided Europe while irking Moscow.   The program has nothing to do with Russia, though, or with a strategy for thwarting European unity.  Missile defense is all about Iran. The rest is collateral damage – or collateral gain.

For Bush officials, the missile shield aims at reinforcing the credibility of the U.S. in confronting Iran without being hampered by nervous European allies within reach of its conjectured long-range weapons.  The President’s recent restatement of his conviction that the Iranians are hell-bent on building a nuclear arsenal to use against their enemies is the clearest signal that Bush’s thinking remains unchanged by last November’s revised National Intelligence Estimate.  A nuclear armed Iran is judged intolerable.  Bush’s declaration, coincidental with the sacking of Admiral Fallon (the arch skeptic within the Pentagon of a coercive policy), suggests that this administration still contemplates possible military action before it departs. 

 Logically, a preventive strike that destroys Iran’s nuclear facilities should make the missile shield a moot question.  For what is the point of building a defense against missiles that Washington never will allow to be deployed?  There are two reasons for pushing ahead.  One is to provide existential reassurance against any possible missile threat, nuclear or non-nuclear, emanating from the Greater Middle East, thereby steeling the Europeans for tests that may lie ahead.  The other consideration is to anticipate the state of affairs when the next American president could face either a renewed Iranian nuclear challenge or a threat posed by someone else.  In effect, the Bush people aim to shift the odds in favor of a tough American, and Western, response to whatever danger might emerge at whatever future date.  The logic of that line of thinking is not overwhelming.  After all, a Europe that feels secure behind its missile shield may see less need to run other, more conventional risks in confronting would-be evil doers.  That circle can be squared only if one believes that the shield can make Europeans braver vis a vis Iran et al even as they remain scared enough to deem it imperative to eliminate the source of the danger.  Such a feat does not now look to be in the cards.
 The German government of Chancellor Angela Merkel, atypically, has most forcefully expressed deep misgivings which are widely held elsewhere.  Merkel is forthright in questioning the Bush administration’s justification for the project while she points with concern at the sharp retort from Moscow.  The latter has alarming implications as seen from Berlin.   Foreign Minister Frank-Walter Steinmeier bluntly put it, “we don’t want a new arms race in Europe.”  Equally troubling to German leaders is that disaccord among the Europeans, sharpened by French President Sarkozy’s pronounced pro-American instincts, could jeopardize the fragile strategic consensus so arduously reestablished after the dust-up over Iraq.  

Washington from the outset sought to bypass the multilateral processes of NATO by focusing on a set of bilateral deals with instinctively deferential leaders in the Czech Republic, Poland and Britain.  It counted on the inhibitions of skeptical leaders like Merkel to keep them from starting a fracas.  Once the shield was on its way to becoming a fait accompli, political inertia would carry it through.  There were four errors in the Bush administration’s game plan.  First, it underestimated the intensity of German opposition and Merkel’s skill in turning missile defense into a NATO issue.  Second, it took the Poles for granted and could not foresee the rise of a missile-skeptic Premier Tusk in Warsaw.  Third, it assumed that European dread of a nuclear Iran was roughly commensurate with American fears.   Finally, and most important, it failed to appreciate either the depth of continuing distrust in the probity of American leadership or how the exaggerated assessment of the Iranian threat would be undercut by the NIE report.

Contentious debate over missile defense has become the surrogate for a candid debate on dealing with Iran.  American intractability together with Iranian refusal to forego the nuclear option has discouraged European leaders from facing squarely their stakes, risks and options.  Simply put, their dilemma is encapsulated in two questions.  First, is an Iran that is indisputably in a position to build nuclear weapons tolerable?  If the answer is 'no,' then the EU faces a stark choice of its own.  Either Europe does all it can to convince the Bush administration that a 'grand bargain' with  Iran is the only reasonable option or it must be prepared to endorse air strikes intended to destroy critical facilities and/or to 'decapitate' the Iranian state.   Were the White House to decide on an attack, there is no assurance of advance consultations with its allies before the fact, or request for a UNSC enabling resolution.  In any eventuality, European attitudes would not be the determining element.  What this logic suggests is that EU member governments could find themselves impotent observers of events of paramount importance to them.  To avoid that, they would have to undertake the daunting task of bringing Washington and Tehran together to negotiate some kind of comprehensive modus vivendi.
 
If a nuclear Iran is tolerable, then the cutting issue is how to prevent precipitous action by the United States with its predictable dire consequences across the Greater Middle East.  For the priority then becomes avoiding another war rather than doing everything possible to foreclose an Iranian nuclear option.  The uncomfortable truth is that in order to achieve the goal of conflict avoidance with Iran, Europe would have to abandon conflict avoidance with the United States as its preeminent goal.  Enormous investments have been made in European capitals to close the rifts opened in 2002-2003 during the run-up to the Iraq invasion.  They are understandably loath to see them reopened.  Still, to shy away from even considering policies that could do so is tantamount to leaving Europe's high stakes in the Iran affair hostage to the calculations and impulses of leaders in Washington and Tehran.
                                                                                 
An admittedly weak and vacillating Europe does not trust American judgment and leadership, especially on Middle East issues.  The responsible course is to see that decision-making by, for, and of the Alliance is as imperative now as ever before.  
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