A New Look at Transatlantic Relations
With His Excellency Jukka Valtasaari, Ambassador of Finland 

EMBASSY OF FINLAND, Tuesday, July 15 -- In the sunlit hall overlooking the small woods behind the embassy famous for its modern elegance and innovation, His Excellency Jukka Valtasaari, Ambassador of Finland, entertained nearly two hundred World Affairs Council members, addressing the rift sown after September 11 and the recent trend toward reconciliation in the transatlantic relationship. 

Noting that tensions have spotlighted the relationship since January 2002, when President Bush described an "axis of evil" in his State of the Union Address, Mr. Valtasaari said that, until three weeks ago, the U.S.-European relationship had been in dire straits, with fundamental differences occurring in areas of trade, finance, security, and diplomacy. Europe understood the deep psychological impact the U.S. incurred on September 11, 2001, from a past of wars and international terrorism. Yet, only recently have the European states come to the same consensus as the U.S. in their assessment of the need for new initiatives in international security. 

Mr. Valtasaari approached an understanding of this turnaround by synthesizing major developments in the past eight months. The transatlantic understanding peaked in November and December, 2002, when NATO and the EU enlarged to include the Baltic states, Poland, and several former Soviet satellite states. Consensus was reached in UN Security Council resolution 1441, positing Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein and his country's weapons of mass destruction as a menace to international security. Yet, when the U.S. prematurely judged the possibility of finding a smoking gun in Iraq, division arose as the Security Council's role changed from that of an alliance to that of a court house. International relations hit rock-bottom in February and March as the Bush administration further alienated Council members by circumventing their role in international threat assessment and undermining their legitimacy by going to war with Iraq. Two months later, a unanimous resolution passed determining Saddam Hussein in possession of chemical and biological weapons and thirsting for nuclear capabilities. In the aftermath of the war, tensions linger over who will be involved in the reconstruction of Iraq.

Comparing prescient intelligence of an attack in 1941 on Pearl Harbor, Mr. Valtasaari observed that such evidence was lacking before the U.S. adduced the presence of a smoking gun in Iraq. 

He delineated a few patterns which would help in understanding the choices made by heads of states prior to and after the war in Iraq. First, he noted how the September 11 terror attacks shook the 250-year-old tradition of relying on sovereignty for security in international affairs. Second, he proclaimed the preeminence of the U.S. an unquestionable reality. And third, he observed American leadership requires that others follow, and that Europe, because of its myriad political organs, has been slow to follow. Yet, now retrenchment appears on the horizon as both sides of the Atlantic decide who will participate in the reconstruction of Iraq. 

Turning to Europe, Mr. Valtasaari explicated continental efforts to coalesce under a supranational government, mentioning how Germany, Italy, Spain, and Finland quickly adjusted their economies to meet EU standards and now face the challenge of realizing the international policies of the EU domestically. He said the EU intends a Europe free and whole and, indeed, the global economic trends forged in the 1990s have now redefined the transatlantic dialogue: 50% increased trade, 3% higher investment, 32% more mergers. In just a few years, he noted, Finland's economy has grown extremely global and the country's luxury fashion industry skyrocketed, ranking Finland as the most economically competitive country second to the U.S. The country ranks first in the world on environmental health indices, technological industry rankings, and literacy ratings in general education.

Mr. Valtasaari attributed this success to the country's dearth of corruption and narrow income difference. Along with excellent education standards, this social environment fosters a highly competitive market. As a result, the government has tripled its RGNP, has one of the highest levels of industrial productivity with a population of five million, and boasts more investment per capita than any other country. 

When asked about Estonia's economic troubles, Mr. Valtasaari replied that Finland has successfully assisted high tech entrepreneurs, especially in southern Estonia. Twelve hundred Finnish offices are based in the former communist country and exchanges between the two countries have brought prosperity to certain regions. Most importantly, recent EU integration has secured regulatory investment, auguring well for the global prospects of telecommunications companies Ericsson and Nokia. 

Another questioner asked Mr. Valtasaari to address Finland's policy toward the Republic of Karelia, a former province along the northeastern border with Russia. The disputed region, newly emerged from a history of neighboring rulers, became a Finnish province in 1917 and returned to Soviet oversight after the Paris Peace treaty in 1947. However, 400,000 evacuated the region to Finland, leaving their ethnic relations and creating a 10% displacement in the Finnish population. Finland now seeks to stabilize the region, with no hope of regaining the independent territory. 

Praising Finland's peacekeeping capabilities, another person suggested NATO become the military arm of the UN. Mr. Valtasaari asserted the vitality of NATO as an independent forum for building common transatlantic defense strategy, but stressed the necessity of reforming the NATO charter. 

When asked whether Finnish peacekeeping forces were requested in the reconstruction of Iraq, Mr. Valtasaari said Finland cannot supply the magnitude of troops sought by the U.S. for such a "long-winded" process, but added that three forensic experts and half a dozen civilian peacekeepers are stationed in Iraq to assist in policing the country.

