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Author’s Note


This book reflects my own personal views and does not commit in any way other persons or institutions, and certainly not those with and for whom I worked. It is made from memory and notes, including personal recollections of single facts and events, and is an attempt to contextualise them in their contemporary reality and to put them in perspective against the current global landscape. It comprises my personal impressions of events at the time and my personal reflections today, acknowledging that what has happened in the meantime might have had an impact on the assessment I make of past situations. For all these reasons I appeal to the indulgence of my readers and those who are directly or indirectly mentioned or quoted in the book for any involuntary misrepresentation of facts, dates or statements.


Regardless of how they react to my own opinions and comments, I hope readers will find here ingredients for a better understanding of the current global context and an urgent reflection on how it could evolve, in the light of what has happened in the first quarter of the twenty-first century. The relative weight of each of the issues covered reflects their relevance in my professional experience and not necessarily their historic importance.


This book was written in different periods in 2023 and 2024 in Brussels, New York, Cambridge and Vilamoura. With the exception of the afterword, the drafting was concluded on 21 July 2024, the day US President Joe Biden announced his decision no longer to seek re-election – a significant date, among many, in a highly eventful first quarter of the century.









Introduction


No Century for the Old Order




As children, learn good manners. As young men, learn to control the passions. In middle age, be just. In old age, give good advice. Then die, without regret.


Greek inscription from 300 BC at Ai-Khanoum, an ancient city in Afghanistan





These are alarming and puzzling times for each of our countries and for the world as a whole. As the first quarter of the twenty-first century wraps up, we have a clear sense of disruption and often feel in despair. It is hard to understand how and why we got here. And even more difficult to predict what to expect.


What we know for sure is that when the world needed convergence and joined-up efforts to shape a new century and address global challenges, the international order did not help – it broke down. We also realise that in our countries public opinion is more polarised and extreme views are gaining ground. There is tension in the air. And sometimes even politically motivated violence.


Historians will one day accurately describe and interpret the last eventful twenty-five years, with the benefit of hindsight, critical distance and full access to documents. While we wait for their assessment, first-hand accounts and personal, fresh memories – even if necessarily subjective and partial – are useful contributions to the full grasp of events and can provide inspiration for action.


As a European diplomat, I have had the opportunity to hold a front-row seat for some significant geopolitical moments in recent decades. As a citizen, I have lived through unique changes in our societies, on both sides of the Atlantic and beyond. Now is the time to follow the old Greek inscription and to try to ‘be just’ and ‘give good advice’. It is time to revisit events and share my contemporary impressions as the European Commission president’s chief of staff in Brussels and as the European Union (EU) Ambassador to the USA, to the United Nations (UN) and to the post-Brexit UK, and to reflect, from an assumed Euro-Atlantic perspective, upon what the future might bring.


This personal testimony of how nations – and indeed the world – have been sleepwalking towards what could become an ‘Age of Divorce’ is my contribution to raising awareness and urging action to prevent it.


• • •


Rather than following a rigorous chronological order, the lens of the book’s narrative often zooms in, then out, bringing together single events and big-picture analysis, as well as mixing anecdote with more elaborate reflection, with the purpose of making it easier to identify the roots of the challenges facing our societies and the world today. Chapters can be read in isolation if so wished, as each of them attempts to put comments into a wider perspective, although collectively they aim to provide a comprehensive overview of the period.


The initial chapter provides a snapshot of the first quarter of the century and how it differs from the last one of its predecessor. I then go ‘behind the scenes’ to share an inside view of relevant events I attended and key personalities I met or closely observed, which somehow shaped the period, before looking at curious calendar coincidences and the main landmarks of four significant years in this period. Brexit, as the ‘mother of all divorces’, deserves both a personal and colourful recollection of the first 1,000 days and an analysis of the reasons behind it and its consequences. The EU’s accomplishments as well as its underperformances at home and abroad and some of its most relevant actors are observed against the background of the evolving geopolitical and geoeconomic realities, with a sympathetic but also critical eye, considering the EU’s global relevance and untapped potential. The last chapter before the afterword looks at the future with concern – but also with hope – and provides recommendations for what the EU and the West in general can and should do to avoid a global divorce. The afterword provides an assessment of the most recent, and worrying, events against the backdrop of the book’s main assertions.


• • •


As its first quarter winds down, how has the ‘young’ twenty-first century governed the world so far? How did it manage to ‘control the passions’?


On balance, not well. Particularly in recent years. So far, the century’s record is not flattering.


On the global front:


• Russia unlawfully invaded Ukraine and war returned to the European continent and to its political lexicon.


• The Middle East peace process and the Arab Spring frustrated the hopes they had raised, and open conflict and violence returned to the region with unpredictable consequences.


• China and the USA deepened their great-power rivalry.


• The Group of Seven (G7) and its challengers (China, Russia, Iran and others) grew as antagonising blocs, while countries in the South were tempted by a transactional approach, hedging their bets between rival axes.


• Jihad-inspired terrorism marked the beginning of the century and introduced non-state actors to the international relations landscape.


• Brexit proved to be more of a self-inflicted wound than a liberating act for the UK and weakened the EU and the West’s collective global clout.


• Nuclear proliferation was given a freer ride, again risking international security.


• Globalisation thrived before it stalled, while new threats of de-coupling, protectionism and trade wars appeared on the horizon.


• The Covid-19 pandemic revealed the fragility of global responses to shared threats within an interconnected and interdependent world.


• The multilateral liberal order entered stress territory and the UN dangerously approached irrelevance, precisely when both were needed most.


At national level:


• Populism increasingly ravaged the USA, the EU countries and other liberal democracies, and promoted domestic polarisation, undermining governments’ willingness and capacity to act on the global stage and damaging the overall reputation of democratic systems.


• Levels of inequality blamed on free trade and unfair sharing of wealth became intolerable for many and triggered anti-globalisation sentiment.


• Culture wars boosted by often manipulated social media exacerbated tensions, prejudice and violence in our societies.


• Sustainable development and climate action became top global priorities but began losing public support as their immediate cost became more visible than their long-term benefit.


• Breakthrough technological innovations promised new solutions for old problems but threatened existing jobs and skills, and could defy human control.


This is only some of the most recent evidence of the unfolding of a process of national and global fragmentation, which is unlikely to stop here. Today, all signs point in the wrong direction: if not corrected, the current trajectory will lead to a divorce both within and among nations and between humankind and planet Earth.


How and why did this happen? Where did we go so wrong?


The deep underlying trends that explain today’s global context have been building up in recent decades, reflecting widening gaps in the way countries and populations perceive the world and would like to see it moving forward.


From the 2001 attacks in downtown Manhattan to the 2022 attacks in downtown Kyiv, throughout the deepest ever process of globalisation and technological revolution and an accelerated redistribution and dispersion of power among and within nations, the tensions that resulted in the current volatile context can be traced back at least to the dawn of the twenty-first century.


Brexit was the clearest illustration of how the convergence of exogenous and domestic factors can produce unexpected radical separations. The UK is not, however, an isolated case – far from it. The truth is that in each of our countries, distance and mistrust have grown – and are still growing – between globally minded liberal elites and those who feel left behind, shocked by the evidence of inequality and the emergence of new moral values, and anxious about what the future will bring. Populists take advantage of uncertainty and fear, and impose their simplistic and divisive narrative, without providing any feasible solutions. Short-term domestic priorities and national political polarisation increasingly determine foreign policy options and limit the margin of manoeuvre of leaders and their effectiveness on the global stage.


Divorce literature is consistent in identifying the warning signs of trouble in personal relations: breakdowns in communication, negative feelings associated with the partner, constant financial disagreements, lack of respect, loss of happiness, loss of intimacy, loss of trust, poor conflict resolution. Defensiveness, criticism and contempt are considered critical predictors. Applying this analytical tool to diagnose relations within nations and among nations could seem inadequate. Surprisingly, it is not. Parallelism is striking. Maybe because, after all – be it politicians or anonymous citizens – we are all human beings, even if some carry more responsibility than others.


That is precisely why we should not totally despair. It is impossible not to admire human inventiveness, creativity and ingenuity, and the range of technological innovations that have materialised during these last few decades or are announced for the coming ones. One cannot ignore the extent to which the international community has come closer together thanks to the ‘digital, mobile and remote’ technological revolution, to new infrastructures of all kinds, and to the opening of markets and the sophistication of supply chains. It is impossible not to recognise and rejoice in the fact that millions of people have been taken out of poverty, have gained easier access to sources of information and education, and have been blessed with new economic opportunities and better living standards. The world has become narrower, flatter and wealthier.


Ten years ago, the UN adopted seventeen far- and wide-reaching Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and a platform to fight climate change was agreed upon in Paris, proving that it is possible to establish a common agenda for humankind. It took scientists and industry less than two years to conceive and produce a vaccine for the most devastating virus of this century. In Europe, we made enormous progress in integrating the continent through the deepening of the EU and its enlargement to more than a dozen new member states, mostly coming from behind the former Iron Curtain. The EU and what it has accomplished, against all historical odds, is the most comprehensive peace, security and prosperity-building operation in recent history.


We should be – and I certainly am – extremely proud of all these global and European achievements of recent decades. The question remains, however, whether all these positive developments and our collective political will are capable of halting the current slide towards fragmentation and confrontation. It is too soon to answer this with certitude but high time to start working on it. What we can say for now is that underestimating the seriousness of the current challenges would be suicidal and that collective awareness and resolute action are mandatory.


What should we do now? The first task is to try to understand better this polarisation, otherwise we will not be able to overcome it – and prevent the unpredictable consequences of a global divorce. The next is to set out a vision and a plan to adjust the international order, preserving the essence of what we built in the last century while adapting it to the realities of the new one. Countries in the ‘Western world’ will need to do this with modesty and without naivety or arrogance, in frank dialogue with the emerged and emerging powers and with the ‘South’, but also with confidence in our values and determination to protect our interests. The new powers and the emerging ones have a particular role to play, assuming the responsibility that comes from having access to the ‘high table’ – and with full awareness of how much an integrated global landscape, as opposed to a de-coupled one, is indispensable for their own economic and social upgrading. All should provide common sense, moderation and a constructive attitude at home and abroad. All should try to be adults in the room. All should engage in a serious conversation. The planet Earth and all who live in it would thank them.
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Rebel Without a Cause


At the age of 25, and with a flare of belated juvenile rebellion, the new century is actively challenging the patterns of international behaviour it inherited from its predecessor. Worryingly, it has not yet been able to design a credible, better alternative.


THE END OF THE END


The nature and pace of events have been surprising. How many times in recent years have we not said to ourselves: I never expected this to happen! And how often have we not concluded: nothing should be taken for granted!


One by one, several consensuses on how nations should engage with each other, and on how governments and citizens should interact, have gradually been eroded. Since the beginning of this century, we have been witnessing a continuous process of deconstruction of conventions that had been established in the 1990s, in the wake of the end of the Cold War.


Even earlier elements of the organisation of global governance, agreed upon immediately after the Second World War, are being challenged: the principles, values and operational tools of the multilateral institutions, the vital role of the UN and its Security Council and the system they oversee, as well as the sanctity of international law and of the territorial integrity of states.


Some of these consensuses were more ‘consensual’ than others, but they all reflected a build-up of patterns of behaviour that, for better or worse, have contributed to a period of relative peace and growing prosperity, which compares positively with the bloody first part of the twentieth century. Whether we call it Pax Americana or prefer to describe it as a bipolar world turned into a unipolar one, the fact remains that the output of the post-Second World War order, consolidated by the fall of the Berlin Wall and of the Soviet Union, was better for humankind than any available alternative. Not perfect, but certainly better. And that is what we should not forget in times of doubt.


The most obvious and consequential victims of this erosion have been the patterns of behaviour among major players established after the end of the Cold War. Some of those patterns were codified, others not, at a time when we all thought we were starting a new era, a new age of security, prosperity and democracy, after the fall of the Soviet Union. Idealistic expectations, first articulated by Francis Fukuyama,1 that a solid and consensual international rules-based order, combined with a sound and unchallenged model of liberal representative democracies, would become the default operating system for humankind, have faded.


We have almost forgotten how encouraged we were by the fall of the Berlin Wall and the advent of democracy behind what had been known as the Iron Curtain or, more recently, by the Paris agreement on climate change and Agenda 2030, which provided welcome co-operative platforms to set SDGs and address some of the most pressing global challenges. The international agreement to prevent Iran from acquiring nuclear weapons capability, the 2015 Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA)2, was a rare example of close and effective co-operation between Western powers and China and Russia for the sake of preventing nuclear proliferation.


Geopolitical calm and mutual respect of norms and conventions – and of international law – allowed open trade and technological innovation to usher in a new global middle class and to ‘narrow’ and ‘flatten’3 our planet. Creatively paraphrasing Winston Churchill, never had the world changed so much for the better in such a brief period of time, positively affecting such a large segment of humanity.


And yet, unfortunately, the reality is that, today, the conditions that allowed that to happen – call it international liberal order if you like – are being seriously threatened. Its opponents – and those who felt that it had not been designed by them and for them – abandoned earlier discretion and tacit acceptance. They no longer hesitate to criticise it and feel strong enough to push back. Worryingly, even some of its proponents seem tempted to disrespect it. We are now witnessing a dramatic challenge to a global order that we once took for granted.


Today, the positive trends in global governance risk being reversed (be it on climate action or SDGs) or are already being reversed (nuclear proliferation is again a real threat and democracy and respect for human rights are in retreat), and the negative ones have regained strength (the challenging of territorial integrity, the claiming of zones of influence and the surge in authoritarianism, not to mention the global rise of populism and nationalism).


The 2022 invasion of Ukraine and the war that followed came after similar earlier violations of those consensuses by Russia elsewhere in the country (Crimea) and before that in Georgia. A permanent member of the Security Council has thus been actively and openly violating the letter and the spirit of the Charter of the United Nations, with the assumed purpose of erasing from the map another member of the same UN. Unthinkable just a few years ago.


China has moved from a process of gradual and remarkable internal economic change, combined with discretion and strategic patience, to an assertive discourse increasingly perceived as a means to modify the assumptions of the current order, with the goal of gaining global leadership. From Deng Xiaoping’s ‘hide our strength and bide our time’ to Xi Jinping’s ‘dare to fight’, there is a sea change.


Extending the metaphor literally, the South China Sea has returned to the front pages. Given Beijing’s growing self-confidence and assertiveness, it could well be the theatre of an escalation in the great-power rivalry that now dominates the political narrative in Washington and Beijing and has a huge impact on global security and prosperity.


Russia aims at creating a zone of influence and dictating the rules of the game in its close environment, but it has no sophisticated vision for an alternative global order, apart from the protection of a narrow concept of national sovereignty and an obsession with reducing the USA’s and the West’s clout. China’s is a power project, not of a colonial, territorial nature (apart from the issue of Taiwan), but one that fundamentally challenges American hegemony and the universal values behind the international order that the UN has upheld – and that is what has turned these two ‘frenemies’ into tactical allies.


In order to reinforce its credibility and more effectively fight back against these revisionist efforts, the so called ‘West’ could use some retrospective self-criticism. Individual or collective action by Western countries, not wholly supported by international law, in Iraq, Afghanistan, Kosovo and Libya – as justifiable or indispensable as it may have been judged, in order to safeguard human rights and prevent human suffering or to protect national security – has had a negative impact on how others view our consistency and coherence with the principles and values we uphold. In contrast to our inaction in other crisis theatres, some of our foreign interventions have dented the perception of our moral leadership and weakened our capacity to influence and convince, and ultimately to act further when needed. Bearing in mind that nothing will ever justify Putin’s actions, that he should be held fully to account, and that our focus should be on ensuring Ukraine’s sovereignty and territorial integrity, when the context is more appropriate we could retrospectively ask ourselves whether we have exhausted all opportunities to prevent Russia from drifting away.


Some of the critics of the West are eager to conclude that a degree of hubris after the fall of communism may have clouded our judgement. That is a disproportionate accusation, but the sad fact is that we are today less willing and less capable of coming to the rescue of those who need us, or confronting those who oppress others, because our past record often haunts us.


New and old conflicts have irrupted or resurfaced with a particular degree of intensity and violence in the Middle East and parts of Africa, for example, and the international community appears today largely incapable and sometimes even unwilling to help reach solutions. Conflict prevention and conflict management are dramatically underperforming. We are living through times of uncertainty, volatility and change, while our planet is confronted with existential challenges requiring – more than ever – international co-operation. Divorce comes at the worst possible moment for planet Earth.


Some may think that I am too obsessed with ‘divorce’, having had direct contact with the traumatic Brexit as EU Ambassador to London, or that I may be overlooking the fact that divorce is sometimes the best solution for strained relationships. To that I reply that it is exactly because I witnessed how it was possible for nations to approach the cliff edge without preventing the fall that I am so worried and suspicious of divorces with global implications. In international relations, divorce can only exacerbate tensions, not relieve them, and the chances are that divorce creates the bedrock for a further stage of acrimony and possibly hard confrontation. We should not take that chance.


Polarisation and fragmentation are not limited to geopolitics. They also, unavoidably, impact the economy.


The turn of the century has witnessed the amazing deepening of globalisation and the emergence of unprecedented technological advances. Their combined effect gave new hope to hundreds of millions of people – and this is a tremendous success that cannot be underestimated. The problem is that it also threw millions into despair and identity loss. We created new middle classes but also new poor. In too many parts of industrialised countries we were not able to find new jobs for those whose skills were no longer needed because others, elsewhere, were more competitive. We were blessed with breathtaking technological innovation and created jobs that had never existed before, but we came to realise that technology, and the capital investment associated with it, did not necessarily create new jobs in the places where they had previously destroyed them. Regrettably, in line with the contemporary dominant economic thinking, governments did not do enough, and did not act early enough, to fill the gaps where needed.


Global wealth grew and the gap between the developed and the developing world narrowed. However, revenue disparity also grew in many parts of the globe and people blamed trade or imports, foreign powers or simply ‘the rich’ for it. Particularly important in our information age is the fact that inequality became much more visible. You cannot hide inequality any more, or its effect on less privileged citizens who feel even more left behind. This affects the public perception of open markets and open borders.


Demographic asymmetry between North and South created increasing migratory tensions, but international efforts to deal with them consensually fell flat. Migration flows are necessary and justifiable from a human and economic perspective, but they are extremely difficult to manage politically. They risk becoming a lose–lose phenomenon if not adequately governed.


On the ground, we made enormous gains in the efficiency of supply chains and in productivity, but some of our nations allowed external dependency to reach dangerous levels, to the point where trade started to be seen as a threat to national security. Protectionism, closed borders, localism, onshoring, reshoring, friendshoring and other old and new concepts have penetrated the policy and political lexicon. ‘Economic security’ became an intrinsic element of ‘security’. The jury is still out on whether it will bring more wealth and less inequality than what it wants to replace, but it is definitely the ‘flavour of the month’.


The combined effect of all of these developments is that globalisation as an economic model has lost the reputation battle (public opposition started already back in 1999 with the protests in the streets of Seattle, in the margins of a World Trade Organization ministerial meeting, as people of my generation will remember), and it now needs revamping.


More politically, we used to expect that trade, open markets, technology, increased economic interdependence and the emergence of a new global middle class would change the paradigm of relations among nations and particularly between the ‘new kids on the block’ and the ‘old hands’ of the neighbourhood. Regrettably, all that looks naive today, as we witness the return of old reflexes and ‘basic instincts’ to international relations, amidst a war of narratives and renewed competition between value systems and models of national and global governance. Geopolitics trumps geoeconomics. This time ‘It’s politics, stupid!’


Then there is a critical factor, often underestimated: culture. Not in the strict sense of the word, but in a wider one that connects to civilisation, identity and more. Politics and economics are not enough to understand this century’s context. Gaps in values and beliefs have widened. Fast-evolving concepts of family, gender and ethnicity are liberating but also anxiogenic. Echo chambers exacerbate apprehension and animosity, and enhance tribal reflexes. Tolerance is becoming a rare commodity in public space; a dialogue of the deaf is spreading. And so is politically motivated violence. ‘The world I knew is disappearing’, many citizens complain – but their default comfort reflex is not to try to understand and adjust, nor to open up and reach out; it is too often to close down. Radical political forces capitalise on all this.


The first quarter of the twenty-first century tells an eloquent story of the end of the ‘end of History’. We need to acknowledge it if we want to launch a new beginning.


2001 AND 2022: THE BOOKENDS


Life is made of moments we will always remember, for good and bad reasons. Like many, I know exactly where I was on 11 September 2001, when the terrorist attack on the Twin Towers signalled the delayed beginning of the twenty-first century. For more benign reasons, the same goes for the day, in April 1974, when my country, Portugal, regained democracy and freedom. The first time I met my wife, when I became a father and grandfather, and the day I lost my own father, are of course at the top of my hierarchy of memories, but they are only relevant for me and a reduced number of people. In contrast, the latest addition to the list of moments I am unable to forget is as universally meaningful as the 2001 attack on downtown Manhattan: Vladimir Putin’s invasion of Ukraine on 24 February 2022.


In an unexplainable coincidence, I woke up in the middle of the night at my London apartment only ten minutes after the public announcement of the beginning of the invasion. In the early hours of that fateful day, I was still unaware of what was happening not too far away on continental Europe. As I checked my iPhone and Twitter feed – an inescapable part of my regular middle of the night practice – the news I read shocked me even more than I could have expected. After all, there was a relatively high probability that Putin would take that fatal step and I should not have been too surprised. But the confirmation on screen really struck me. There it was, blunt and dramatic: we had war in our near neighbourhood, triggered by a permanent member of the UN Security Council that happens to hold one of the world’s biggest nuclear arsenals.


So much for the ‘end of History’, I said to myself, then already watching the BBC. Still half asleep, my mind tried to focus on the magnitude of the unfolding events: this was the end of a reality – a post-Cold War ‘order’ – that we had maybe taken too much for granted. This was the beginning of a chapter of our history yet to be written but which looked far from promising – a multipolar ‘disorder’?


A few days later, I scribbled down in my notebook a message, obviously never sent, that reflected well, in assumed innocent and even naive terms, my deep personal feelings:




Vladimir Vladimirovich,


I address you in this colloquial Russian way not because I want to sound friendly, far from that, but because I want to send a message to you as a man who was born five years before me, a man of my generation.


This is actually more than a personal message. I am addressing it on behalf of the generations after ours, those of my sons and of my grandchildren. In their homes, offices, schools and even in their kindergartens, the thunder of your bombings and the suffering you are imposing on the streets of Kyiv and Kharkiv reverberate as a threat on their own future. And they wonder: why? And I wonder what to reply to them.


Wasn’t this the generation that had learned the lessons from two world wars that devastated Europe, which killed millions of Europeans and, yes, sacrificed many courageous Russian soldiers and civilians? Wasn’t this the generation that committed to security and co-operation in Europe through organised dialogue and confidence-building structures, that promised never again to violate the rule of law, to respect human rights and jointly agreed conventions and to uphold international order? Wasn’t this the generation that solemnly voted in New York to implement the UN agenda for Sustainable Development Goals?


How come that you are now inflicting on innocent Ukrainians the exact same pain that others inflicted on our parents and grandparents for exactly the same unjustified reasons, in total disrespect for commitments made? How come you are now triggering instability, insecurity and economic pain upon your people, our peoples and peoples around the world when what we all need now is to recover from the worst pandemic in our lifetime, build back better and save the planet from the devastation of climate change? How come you have learned nothing from the generations before us? And what lessons do you expect us to convey to the generations ahead of us?


Vladimir Vladimirovich, stop now.





Today things are clear: 24 February is the opposite bookend to 11 September. They uphold and contain the first quarter of a new century that gradually annihilated the consensus inherited from its predecessor on how nations should treat one another. Between these bookends we have seen an incredible sequence of events, resulting from the interaction of domestic and external factors, the weight of historical grievances and unresolved disputes, the prevalence of an immutable geography, the unbalanced impact of economic globalisation and climate change, the disruption of technological advances, and the rise of populism favoured by the behaviour of both strong and weak leaders. Some call it the revenge of history. Others the revenge of geography. I choose to call it the ‘divorce of nations’.


All this has produced a sharp acceleration of events. Unfortunately, not one that has consolidated the benign post-Cold War balance but rather one that risks destroying it without yet being capable of replacing it with any workable global operating system.


I see in this cycle, spanning at least twenty-five years, a sort of ‘long adolescence’ of the century, heavily loaded with contradictory impulses, anxieties, dreams and nightmares. All exploited and magnified in our countries by the internal enemy of democracy: populism.4


At 25 years old, the new century is still a rebel without a cause.









2


Behind the Scenes


Before making more elaborate comments about this ‘global divorce’, it is useful to identify precursive and warning signs – and detect trends. Private and semi-public moments among global actors can tell us a lot about how the divorce of nations has been building up. Putin, Russia and the West; the financial crisis and global capitalism; Bush, Obama, Trump and the USA’s place in the world; Hu, Xi and China’s new assertiveness; the pandemic and the blurring of lines between domestic and foreign policies and the overall global role of the European Union – these are some of the stages of this short personal journey behind the scenes.


PUTIN, THE RED THREAD


Konni saluted us even before her master did, and more effusively. She reminded me of our own family dog at the time, also a black Labrador retriever, like Vladimir Vladimirovich’s favourite pet. President Putin came right behind his dog and shook hands with José Manuel Barroso, then President of the European Commission, and me. He then introduced my counterpart, his EU adviser, Sergey Yastrzemski. Konni stayed in the room until something more interesting happened in the kitchen, where dinner was being prepared. A Russian interpreter joined us as we sat down around a small table.


There was no one else in the room on that dark afternoon of 17 March 2006, at one of Putin’s residences in the outskirts of Moscow. Of all the close to fifteen times I have met Vladimir Putin, in bilateral meetings with the President of the European Commission and in EU/Russia, Group of Eight (G8) and Group of Twenty (G20) summits, this intimate gathering at Novo-Ogaryovo was to be the most revealing one.


Putin’s words and body language conveyed his deep feelings of humiliation and non-recognition by the West and his desire to set things straight. In the early hours of 24 February 2022, sixteen years later almost to the day, what he said and what he hinted at in Novo-Ogaryovo came back to my mind as a tragic premonition. But I also felt that Putin’s personality had become darker with time.


During almost four hours of uninterrupted conversation, Putin outlined in detail his grievances, his obsessions and his frustrations with the West as well as the difficulties of governing such a large and multifaceted country as the Russian Federation. He used our criticism of recent arbitrary, top-down changes of governors in the provinces of the Federation to justify Moscow’s iron fist:




You must bear in mind that in Russia we have more than 130 ethnic groups. We need ten hours’ flight to reach the Pacific coast but only eight hours to get to New York. Also: we have 254 million ethnic Russians living abroad. This is a total catastrophe, and nobody seems to care or consider its implications for us. In Ukraine only we have 17 million ethnic Russians.1





And he added: ‘We do not want to maintain an empire. We want to keep the state in place. You do not understand our domestic political scene. The changes we are making are as good as those in democratic countries.’ He was growing in impatience. ‘And still, everybody wants to teach us something!’


He certainly did not refrain from ‘teaching’ his interlocutors when talking about energy, and gas in particular. We were in the middle of several serious crises regarding the supply of Russian gas to and via Ukraine. On that evening in 2006 and on every other occasion when the issue was discussed, Putin was incredibly detailed about the respective contractual obligations of parties and even about the technical specifications of the pipelines. At one point I had trouble understanding his extremely technical comments about the different diameters of the pipelines and the reverse flows of gas. His deep knowledge of the gas file struck me at the time. I noted down: ‘Putin speaks as if he is the CEO of Gazprom …’


José Manuel Barroso emphatically rejected any insinuations of hostile treatment by the West and instead laid out a forward-looking agenda centred on common interests, founded on a shared geography and economic complementarity, and reflecting Russia and the EU’s role in Europe and in the world. The Russian leader seemed, however, more obsessed with the past than interested in the future, more deeply focused on the way his country had been and still was being treated and perceived by the West than on what it could do to contribute to good neighbourhood relations or global wellbeing.


Putin had kicked off with his usual ironic, sometimes cynical and in any case always dismissive remarks about the state of the EU. Faithful to well-known Kremlin tactics, he sought (unsuccessfully) to destabilise his interlocutors from the very start. A year earlier, we had given him good reason to doubt the EU’s health when French and Dutch voters rejected a draft Constitution, but Barroso fought back and highlighted our bold steps in preparing a new treaty (which would be signed a year and a half later in my hometown, Lisbon) and the fact that the EU had moved on from that setback.


This time the criticism of internal EU matters did not last long as Putin clearly wanted to speak more generally about Russia’s relationship with the West. And he was bold and blunt: Russia is Christianity’s bridge to Asia and the Pacific, but the West refuses to recognise it. Looking straight and intensely into his interlocutors’ eyes, he said:




Russia has European culture, historical power, and the capacity to prolong European radiation until the Pacific Coast. We are natural allies with the EU and the USA in an unpredictable world. The Christian ideology is common to all of us; this is even obvious for atheists (it runs deep, for centuries). We should be natural partners with a long historic perspective.





He continued:




The problem is that we have changed drastically but the West has not changed: it keeps a block-type mindset. The USA wants to maintain a block-type discipline in the West. I told it to Bush. As the world is restructuring, we are ready to play with natural partners a common game with common rules, but with respect for national interests.





Putin mentioned Chechnya and the role of Al-Qaeda there, and the lack of understanding by the West. Then, even more upbeat, he asserted: ‘I don’t like us to be seen as big and ugly, but neither as idiots!’


We now know that Putin was particularly upset with the way the USA had reacted to the Beslan massacre in 2004. Following a Chechen terrorist attack on a school in northern Ossetia, and Russia’s particularly robust intervention thereafter, more than 300 people, including many children, had died. The reaction of the West was not as supportive as Putin had expected and he felt that he could no longer trust Bush, accusing him of cynically supporting the terrorists in order to weaken Russia. In the same year, the election of Viktor Yuschenko as President of Ukraine, replacing Putin’s ally Viktor Yanukovitch, would represent a major addition to his grievances against Europeans and Americans. At the time, in 2006, the expansion of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) was still being tolerated and was not yet a cause for complaint. The fact that Ukraine was getting closer to the EU through a trade and association agreement that reflected the wishes of large parts of the Ukrainian population was Putin’s main concern.


The restricted meeting at Novo-Ogaryovo was only the first of several encounters with Putin scheduled in 2006. It was followed by the first of the twice-yearly EU/Russia summits, which took place at Sochi, Putin’s favourite Black Sea resort.2 A few weeks later, in mid-July, we would meet again in St Petersburg, where an annual G8 summit provided him with a moment of global recognition as host of the most important gathering of world leaders.


In all honesty, the atmosphere in the Sochi villas or at the Constantine Palace in St Petersburg did not fully anticipate the total breakdown of relations between Putin and the Western leaders that would happen in the years to come. As they prepared to check in at the individual dachas reserved for them at the compound around the G8 summit building, Bush, Merkel, Blair, Chirac, Koizumi, the Canadian PM Harper, Prodi, the Finnish PM Vanhanen (rotating President of the European Council) and Barroso were genuinely giving Putin a chance to show he deserved to sit at the ‘high table’ of global governance.


None of them had any doubts about what separated them from the former Committee for State Security (KGB) agent or about the quality of Russian democracy, but they saw the need at least to try to have Putin share the terms of engagement that bonded the group and behave accordingly. Over dinner among only the leaders, the conversation became looser – and tougher. Putin introduced the discussion of Russian democracy and Barroso, as was often the case with the subject of human rights, took the lead for the European camp. He used his own personal experience as a Portuguese young man growing up under a dictatorship to emphasise the importance of freedom:




The problem is not having a strong Russia. What is relevant is to have not only a strong state but a strong and stable country. And for that you need mechanisms of control and the freedom to express different views. For instance, a free press is the best way to fight corruption and fighting corruption is a necessary tool to have a strong and stable country.





Putin defended his alleged ‘democratic’ credentials. ‘If I wanted, I could be president for life but I respect the Russian Constitution’, he said, according to a participant, before criticising Western non-governmental organisations (NGOs) for their interference in Russian internal affairs. As the meal went on, and Russian food and drink flowed, the levels of sincerity went up and at least one national European leader could not hide his own misgivings about some NGOs in the West.


The Europeans in the room were all also aware of how much Russian oil and gas had been – and still were – critical for the EU economies, and all leaders had in mind the relevance of current and future Western investments in Russia. We knew how much longer our border with Russia had become after the latest enlargements of the EU and how much our overall security depended upon the quality of relations with our big eastern neighbour. We knew that geography could not be changed. Our economies complemented each other quite significantly, and changing that paradigm – and particularly our energy dependence – was hard to do, certainly without huge costs. Some of us may have overlooked the fact that Putin also knew all that. Some of us may have underestimated how serious he was about using it to his advantage. However, in all honesty, no one predicted how radically Putin’s personality would change, for the worse, in the next decade and a half.


The Russian president played his role as G8 host efficiently, capitalising domestically on the international recognition it had given him, but deep in his soul – despite what George W. Bush may have seen in his eyes the first time they met3 – Putin was not ready to change gear. A few months later, at the Munich Security Conference, he would translate his grievances into an overly aggressive speech ‘pre-announcing’ the invasions of Georgia in 2008 and Crimea in 2014, not to mention his move of February 2022. The Atlantic alliance was now the main problem: ‘NATO has put its front-line forces on our borders. We have the right to ask: against whom is this expansion intended?’


To be historically correct, Putin’s grievances have their source a long way back, well before his ascent to power. They originate in the events of the 1990s, following the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and of the Soviet Union in 1991. As brilliantly described and explained by Professor Mary Esther Sorotte in Not One Inch,4 it was about the management of the moving tectonic plates liberated by the seismic end of the Cold War. It is no exaggeration to say that the brief experience with democracy in Russia in the last years of the twentieth century, because of its chaotic nature and the traumatising effects it had on the Russian economy and on Russian citizens themselves, may well have curbed the enthusiasm for further opening up of the country. It is also fair to conclude that it renewed an aspiration for strong leaders, a crucial feature of Russian history. Putin capitalised on the Russian people’s disappointment with democracy and their nostalgia for authority.


In 2006, in St Petersburg, the West ‘proposed’ to Russia. In 2007, in Munich, Putin set a high price for the ‘marriage settlement’. In 2008, the US-inspired open offer of Ukraine’s NATO accession, even if without a roadmap, and the Russian invasion of Georgia made the Euro-Atlantic–Russian ‘break-up’ ultimately unavoidable. The invasion of Crimea in 2014 led to Russia’s expulsion from the G8. ‘Divorce’ had started. The rest is history. And not a good one.


Vladimir Putin has been in power in different iterations at the top of the Russian Federation since 2000. No other leader present at the 2006 G8 summit in St Petersburg, let alone those on duty when Putin started, is in power anymore and some have even passed away. Putin is the only major global leader who has survived since the dawn of the millennium. He is the red thread of the first quarter of the twenty-first century.


‘W’ AND THE CRACK IN THE CEILING


At least one other G8 leader hosted by Putin at the Constantine Palace owned a dear pet dog. Barney stood for Bernard, Bernard Bush. Not a member of George W. Bush’s family as such, obviously, but a particularly important element of his entourage. Barney, one of the presidential Scottish Terrier dogs together with Miss Beazley, was not around at Camp David on Saturday, 18 October 2008, but we knew how fond ‘W’ was of him. In any case, it did not really matter because the mood on that bright autumn afternoon was not for ‘dog talk’.


We arrived at the Virginia country residence of the President of the United States in the early stages of what was to become the Great Recession, a defining moment of the early twenty-first century. The rotating President of the European Council, French president Nicolas Sarkozy, and the President of the European Commission, José Manuel Barroso, had only one issue in mind that they wanted to discuss with Bush: Lehman Brothers had dramatically imploded on 15 September, a month earlier almost to the day, and action was urgently needed to address its global consequences.


Since then, European capitals, already active on their own turf in defining a counter-strategy to avoid a painful recession, had been pressing Washington for a more global response to what increasingly looked like an acute worldwide financial crisis. They did not meet with immense success at the beginning. Bush was at the very end of his mandate, tired by what had been an excruciating experience, and his successor would be elected on 4 November. He was not necessarily eager to assume new responsibilities so close to the end of his term, and some in his entourage tended to diminish the gravity of the situation, while others resisted drawing too much attention to the American financial system’s role in triggering the crisis.


Inside the EU, we were adamant that the USA and its president had to rise to the occasion. If not for more noble reasons, the fact that the crisis originated in California’s subprime mortgage market should have been enough to justify it. We could not ignore either that Bush’s Treasury Secretary, Hank Paulson, also present at Camp David, had basically let Lehman fall, ignoring the systemic impact of that decision. However, what was even more important now was that the potential magnitude of the crisis required a forceful global response and that could not be achieved without strong US–European leadership.


Bush finally came to realise that he had to act. Stepping out of the ‘Marine One’ helicopters that had taken us from Andrews Air Force Base, Sarkozy and Barroso lined up on the Camp David tarmac side by side with George W. Bush for a short press call. Before taking the wheel of a golf buggy to drive his invitees to his log cabin, Bush announced to the media that he was ready to call an international leaders’ gathering to tackle the crisis. He mentioned no date and no location. Sarkozy wanted it to be held symbolically in New York, at the centre of American capitalism, and he said so publicly, to the astonishment of many. Barroso recalled recent EU decisions but insisted that the crisis required ‘global solutions’, to be agreed upon at an urgent international summit.


Camp David is a countryside setting and Bush, the Texan, was particularly happy and at home there. His two immediate successors – Barack Obama and Donald Trump – as different as they are, never enjoyed it as much. George Bush’s informal style and friendly attitude – which should not be taken as a sign of lesser rigour and knowledge – melded perfectly with the log cabins and narrow pathways among the tall trees, made even more pleasant by the beautiful autumn colours. The whole atmosphere was very informal and relaxed. And so was dinner, starting at the very early time of 6.30 p.m. that was typical in the USA. We had a home-made country buffet of fried chicken, mashed potatoes, sautéed green beans and carrots, fresh dinner rolls and the unavoidable American standard of home-style gravy. We finished off with a double coconut layer cake.


Before and during the family-style meal, however, the conversation could not avoid the reason why we had flown directly from Quebec, where we had just held an EU–Canada summit and participated at the ‘Francophonie’ leaders’ gathering. It was about the financial crisis and how to respond to it, but also about whom to involve in the process. Sarkozy was on the offensive, as he always was, Bush on the defensive, for obvious reasons, and Barroso opted for a conciliatory, results-oriented mode, as his hands-on role advised. We wanted a clear American commitment to act. And soon. The situation was serious and required swift action. The future would prove us right.


Since the fall of Lehman there had been different schools of thought regarding both the degree of structural relevance of the crisis and the format of any event that should trigger an international response to it. The analysis of the origins and magnitude of the crisis was still in its early stages and those present at Camp David did not go too deeply into it, all sharing the feeling that, whatever the diagnosis, the perception of the markets and the level of distress were such that something had to be done about it. In our view, there were two major dimensions to consider: the direct impact on the financial system, with a serious risk of implosion and meltdown; and the overall economic effects of the crisis, namely the potential for a global recession.
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