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Yetiv: The Transatlantic Dimension of Persian Gulf Security

The Transatlantic Dimension of Persian
Gulf Security

Steve A. Yetiv

STRATEGIC AND POLITICAL changes in Europe and the Persian Gulf
bode well for the future security of both regions. However, while the
unification of Europe into one political-secunty system may not be an un-
reasonable long-term ambition, it faces significant short-term problt:ms.l Hence,
it is not a realistic current-term option for the assurance of European security.
With respect to the Persian Gulf, while the U.S.-led military victory over Iraq
has created some opportunities for regional peace, threats to Western interests
could arise again. Therefore, the need remains to develop a long-terin security
framework for Europe and the Gulf which accounts for the inter-connected
security concerns of, and changes in, both regions. This article considers the
costs and benefits of one such option which heretofore has received little
attentionn.

The Present Option: A Transatlantic Quid Pro Quo

To date, the United States has been heavily involved in the protection of
Western Europe; and European states have participated in the protection of Gulf
security. But major global and regional changes necessitate a rethinking of ways
to protect transatlantic interests, particularly at this ime when the allies are
deciding how to remodel their force structures. The present option is based on
the notion that for future purposes, overall Nato (transatlantic or Western)
interests would be best served by a transatlantic quid pro quo of the following
type: Washington would plan for Gulf contingencies, thereby decreasing the
need for the European allies to deploy forces there. In exchange, the allies would
relieve the United States of certain duties related to European security, and
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would contribute more financially than militarily to any future conflicts in the
Gulf. In this sense, the allies would cooperate on how best to plan independent
national efforts within the alliance to meet evolving Western objectives.

To be sure, compensatory efforts of the general type described above are not
without precedent. European compensation for American intervention in the
Gulf was considered in early 1980,% and during the Iran-Iraq war West Germany
increased its naval presence in the Mediterranean to cover for U.S. deployments
to the Gulf.” Some observers even asserted that Nato had accepted in principle
the notion of compensation for U.S. efforts in the Gulf." However, the present
option is sweeping enough to represent a break with past practices.*

To be clear—the purpose here is not necessarily to advance the option
described above, but to introduce it as an alternative to conventional wisdom.
Indeed, even as we look to the future, the European states, including possibly
Germauy,s are considering a more active out-of-area role. They have given
serious thought to the creation of a European rapid deployment force on the
model of the French Force d’action Rapide.’ For his part, Nato chief General John
Gavin suggested that Nato review its treaty to enable it to respond to out-of-area
conflicts or, in other words, conflicts that occur outside the purview of the Nato
charter.” And the signing of the Transatlantic Declaration in November 1990
by European Community and U.S. officials laid the groundwork for a common
security policy.® But would a more active out-of-area European role benefit
Western interests?

The analysis here is based on Western military involvement in the Gulf from
1987-1991, with a particular emphasis on transatlantic naval deployments to this
region.” However, it considers issues central to the development of any workable
post-cold war security-political framework for in- and out-of-area strategic
planning,.

Background: The European Dimension of Gulf Security

Nate'’s members have been forced to wrestle with the out-of-area issue
probably more in the last ten years than at any other time in the past. And in no
region has this been more the case than in the Persian Gulf where the allies share
the interest of ensuring the flow of oil at reasonable prices.

The threat to Western interests in this region increased significantly in 1979
when the Shah of Iran was overthrown and the Soviets invaded Afghanistan.
The United States tried to meet these challenges with numerous defense eftorts,
one of which was an unsuccessful attempt to forge a common allied defense
strategy toward the Gulf 1 ‘Washington again requested European assistance in
Gulf security in 1981, bue attempts to coordinate independent national efforts
toward the goal of overall Nato security failed “for lack of implementation”
despite the endorsement in 1981 of the Nato Council.'® Little progress on this
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issue was made until the Iran-Iraq war pushed the allies into taking some action
in 1987,

As is well known, the United States agreed to reflag eleven Kuwaid tankers
in June 1987. In doing so, it wished to improve its credibility with Arab Gulf
states, to deny Moscow a more extensive protective role,'® and to ensure Gulf
stability.

However, once in the Gulf, U.S, naval forces found themselves deficient in
minesweeping capability, and subsequently requested ininesweeping support
from Britain, France, [taly, Belgium, the Netherlands and West Germany. The
American request was handily rejected.'* Although this was an embarrassment
to Washington, it was not entirely unexpected. The allies wanted to avoid the
escalatory potential and the costs of naval deployment to the Gulf,'” and they
were reluctant to confront Iran. By 15 September 1987, however, the allies,
except for West Germany, had reversed their decisions and agreed to support
U8, minesweeping efforts, Thereafter, the European naval presence in the Gulf
increased tb approximately 30 ships.!®

[raq’s brutal August 1990 invasion of Kuwait set the stage for the second major
international deployment to the Persian Gulf. This time the allies had more
reason to cooperate closely. [ndeed, whereas they had taken an officially neutral
stance during the Iran-lraq war, Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait gave them an
unambiguous adversary against which to align.

The present option is considered with reference to the Iran-Iraq war and the
Kuwait invasion cases. The option’s political, strategic and economic advantages,
and its drawbacks, are discussed in this scudy in that order.

Political Advantages

What political advantages might the present option have over a multilateral
strategy involving European and American forces for Gulf contingencies?

A brief review of the Iran-Iraq war and Kuwait invasion cases suggests that
in some respects the coordination of multilateral forces for future purposes would
be no easy task. In response to the Iran-Iraq war crisis, discussions among five
European states for the formation of a joint European force!” failed to produce
agreement.'® European forces did engage in some bilateral and multilateral naval
cooperation during the Iran-Iraq war. For instance, Ducch and Belgian mine-
sweepers received tactical support from British warships on a bilateral basis. **
And efforts were made to coordinate a joint European naval force for the Gulf
within the framework of the nine-nation Western European Union (W EU).%
However, other than an agreement in early 1988 among Britain, the Nether-
lands, and Belgium for some mutual cooperation, European forces were general-
ly uncoordinated. !
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European naval participation during the Kuwait Gulf crisis was considerably
more cootdinated. Indeed, unlike during the Iran-Iraq war crisis, the WEU
ministers agreed formally to coordinate their respective areas of operation in the
Persian Gulf, and to exchange intelligence and engage in mutual protection of
forces. They also provided mutual logistic and operational support.??

It is of course possible that the WEU can build on this positive experience.
However, one must wonder whether the Kuwait case was an anomaly. That is,
should strategy planning be based on a case involving an unambiguous and
serious threat to all Western interests? One might argue that future crises will
not present so obvious a threat to allied interests and, therefore, will be more
difficult to deal with multilaterally.

Another consideration is that the decreased Soviet threat and changes in the
European political landscape will contribute to a divergence of political-security
perspectives within the alliance. Thus, for future purposes, the possibility of
achieving a unified and eflective transaclantic approach to the Gulf would be
reduced by the increasing diversity of domestic political imperatives and foreign
policy outlooks within the alliance. Public® and governmental opposition in
Europe would pose additional stumbling blocks to out-of-area involvement.
And, in Germany's case, such involvement would still face counstitutional
prohibitions.*!

To be sure, some Americans would also be opposed w plans for foreign
intervention, particularly given recent changes in East-West relations. But their
opposition, on the whole, would be less severe because they tend ta view the
American role in the world more in global than in regional terms, whereas
post-colonial Europeans tend to view their role in opposite terms.

Furthermore, the United States, unlike most of its European counterparts,
has been less reluctant to use its muscle in the Middle East to realize its
()bjcctivcs.25 To Europeans, Gulf security has been less a defense macter than a
social, political, and economic ane; unlike Americans, they have tended to
ignore or play down challenges to Western interests.”® This became evident
during the first few months of the Kuwait crisis. Indeed, Germany and France
appeared quite willing to strike a deal with Iraq’s Saddam Hussein, even if it
meant making certain political concessions to him.

To some extent, however, the transatlantic allies did achieve a higher level
of political cooperation during the Kuwait crisis than one might have imagined.
But, once again, this might have been because Hussein made it easy for them to
do so. Had he been more crafty, and perhaps withdrawn from Kuwait fully or
partially, differences in the American and British position on the one hand, and
that of other European states on the other, would have probably become more
clear,

Indeed, even as it went, some differences in viewpoint in the Western alliance
became quite apparent. At the outset, transatlantic strategic planning was
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adversely affected by national differences.”” Had the allies not had six months to
prepare for the crisis, these differences might have had more serious consequen-
ces, not only in terms of protecting Gulf security, but also in terins of transatlantic
relations.

As time passed, Dritain became disenchanted by Europe’s weak support of
the coalition in the Gulf and tended back toward the Umted States as a world
partner. A senior Dritish minister even went so far as to say that the Europeans
were at best “reluctant partners” against the Iraq challenge and at worst “next
to useless.”*® Germany appeared to view the war as an unfortunate distraction,
despite the interests it had at stake.?” Belgium refused Britain's request for
ammunition for the Gulf. And, at fimst, France sought to pursue its own
independent policy toward the crisis; only when this failed did it join the United
States more carm::il'.ly.?'0

For its part, the United States decided to double its military presence in the
region in November 1990 without consulting the European allies. This created
some resentiment in Europc.?'l In partial response to America’s ambitious
approach, Germany and France joined to block an American call for a Nato
resolution of support for the war effort.*?

In the final analysis, while transatlantic cooperation proceeded better than
one might have expected, enough differences arose between the allies to cast
doubt on whether such cooperation could be achieved should potentially more
difficult circumstances arise in the future. Indeed, during the Iran-Iraq war, a
case in which there was no accepted unambiguous threat, European states were
wary of associating with American out-of-area defense efforts. To be sure, there
were some notable forms of transatlantic cooperation. For instance, France and
the United States did to some extent replace and change screening and stationing
commitments.™ By and large, however, transatlantic cooperation was wanting,

Both Italy and France, and to a lesser extent Britain, deployed their naval
vessels to the Gulf less in response to American requests for support than to
attacks on their own vessels.™ Once in the Gulf, Britain stressed that its
minesweepers would not accompany U.S. protected ships.‘15 French and West
German officials endorsed the U.S. attack on Iranian oil platforims but, like
Britain,*® the French took care to keep their regional presence distinet from
that of the United States.> And a British naval captain even emphasized the
separateness of British and American ()l_';t:ral:ions.‘18 As will be discussed later in
this study, the allies alsc adopted divergent rules of engagement.

This ad hoc arrangement of Western forces did seem to work in helping
restore regional stability. This might he because any state’s naval deployments,
even if uncoordinated with the other allies, tended to benefit all allies involved,
and because the strategic threat was not as great as anticipated.™ But the Iran-Iraq
war case also raises questions ahout the Jimits of transatlantic cooperation under
more difficult political and strategic circumstances. And the ad hoc arrangement,
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which will be discussed later in this study, also proved less than economical. In
planning strategy, one might want to consider these points even if one accepts
the recent Kuwait case as more suggestive of the potential for future transatlantic
cooperation than the lran-lraq war case.

Strategic Advantages

The political side of any security framework is obviously tied to its strategic
side. From a standpoint of strategic coordination, the present option offers the
advantage of simplicity. While U.S. forces would have to coordinate security
operations among themselves, they would not have to do so to any great measure
with the forces of other nations. Strategic coordination in an option involving
European states in future Gulf security operations would require that the allies
have closely shared objectives, a similar approach, and also an effective level of
military coordination. These three factors would be particularly important in
the Gulf where environmental pressures are more intense, constant, and poten-
tially divisive than they have been in Europe. Each of these three factors is
discussed below.

First, the allies shared the view that the U.5,S.R.. posed the primary military
threat to Western Europe. By contrast, threats to their interests in the Gulf have
been multi-dimensional and remain ill-defined-—the Kuwait case notwithstand-
ing.

Second, strategic coordination would benefit from a shared security approach,
at least in terms of rules of engagement. The Kuwait case is promising on this
score, But the lran-lraq war case teaches a possibly different lesson. Indeed,
France demonstrated the broadest engagement by pledging to fire in defense of
all merchant vessels,*” but also was wary of sending its minesweepers into Gulf
waters.*! By contrast, Britain restricted itself to an escort of British and com-
monwealth-flagged merchants.*> And Washington broadened its commitment
from its initially circumscribed role of protecting reflagged Kuwaiti tankers, to
assistance for Nato warships which came under attack, and finally to potential
support for all neutral shipping.** Each country defined and altered its commit-
ment according to its domestic imperatives, military capabilities and specific
regional interests,

Third, an effective strategy involving U.S. and European forces would also
require military coordination. This poses some potential command and control
problems, but, as will be addressed later in this paper, it also faces likely future
difficulties of the interoperability of transatlantic forces.

The present option also presents some advantages from the standpoint of
deterrence. Like the Gulf, Europe is protected by both conventional and nuclear
deterrence. But in Europe, deterrence has worked. In the Gulf'it has failed, and
military forces have been called upon. The potendal for conflict in the Gulf
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makes it more important to plan a strategy that would operate effectively under
tense condicions. [n this respect, the present option has advantages over the
multilateral option. Should deterrence fail in the Gulf, American forces could
coordinate with less difficulty than multilateral forces.

The option which could best deter conflict in the first place, however, also
should obviously be favored. If deterrence requires that the threat of retaliation
be credible, then how does one define and apply the notion of credibility? For
these purposes, credibility will be defined as based on the adversary’s perceptions
of the deterrer’s military capability and the will to exercise that capability. Tt is
recognized, however, that challenges can occur, even against nations whose
capability and will is undoubred. Having said this, which option would best meet
the requirements of capability and will?

A mix of American and European naval forces could exercise military
capability, but could they muster the necessary support to present a deterrent as
credible as that of a unified American force? Both American and European forces
would have necessary U.S. backup support capabilities such as U.S. Central
Command (CENTCOM},M but one could imagine scenarios in which the
United States might be reluctant to use its backup forces to support European
actions, and European states would be reluctant to accept such support,

Arguably, an American force would present the adversary with a less am-
biguous challenge and with more certain retaliation backed up by definite and
sufficient firepower and support forces than would a nultilateral one. Conse-
quently, the adversary would probably risk more for its adventurism in challeng-
ing this force than in challenging a multilateral one.

The second requirement of credibility is the will to exercise military
capability. In tenms of will, the multilateral option presents one primary ad-
vantage: A joint allied effort in the Gulf could create the impression of unity and
resolve. The mere fact that the allies could agree on a common approach to a
region such as the Gulf would add credibility to their efforts. By contrast, the
present option could be interpreted to reflect a high degree of division within
transatlantic ranks.

On the costside, a muleilateral strategy would increase the number of diverse
targets that an adversary could hit, and probably decrease the likelihood that any
one nation would feel it necessary to retaliate. By contrast, unified U.S. forces
would symbolize the resolve of one nation, and they would probably be
perceived as more willing to use their military capabilities than would be
European forces. The Iran-Iraq war is perhaps suggestive of this point.

In the words of a senior American diplomat, the Europeans saw a real risk in
“actually having to confront the Iranians,”*® and they were reluctant to do so
during the war.’® This was not surprising, given their general aversion to
out-of-area involvement and, in certain cases, their substantial yearly trade with
[ran of an overall $4.8 billion compared to $59 million for the United States.*’
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Though Iran was less than daunted, at times, by U.S. forces, at other times the
opposite seemed to hold true. For example, by the end of 1987, U.S. forces
escorted twenty-three convoys without attack from either Iran or Iraq.*® The
U).S. helicopter attack which crippled an Iranian minelaying ship in September
1987 also seemed to deter Iran for several months,*’

While the Europeans by and large have been reluctant to exercise their muscle
in the Gulf, they have also been apprehensive about the possibility that an
unchecked American presence would simply exacerbate tensions.™ Though this
is not an unreasonable concern, one must also note that future European
deployments to the Gulf would not necessarily reduce tensions. An uncoor-
dinated presence could even worsen them. Meanwhile, the present option,
backed up by a European sanction, could deter conflict or impose disincentives
to its escalation,

Economic Advantages

Though economics is concerned primarily with profit-maximization, and
whereas military strategy is concerned more with security maximization, both
require that resources be allocated effectively among competing objectives and
that comparative advantage be utilized. Given this, a case can be made that the
Europeans are best able to protect European security, particularly given the
decreased threat from the U.S.8. L., whereas Washington is best suited to protect
Gulf securiry.

First, since 1979 the United States has gone to great lengths to improve its
defense posture in the Persian Gulf. U.S. rapid deployment forces have been
developed and improved, U.S. intelligence and communication capabilities have
been enhanced, military access arrangements with local regimes have been made,
and a regional military infrastructure for U.S, forces has been built.” Thus, U.S.
naval forces could be supported by broad political-military security arrange-
ments. Though the Europeans could complement ULS. efforts, this might not
yield significant enough strategic benefits to justify the cost. Meanwhile,
European deployments would draw resources away from European security
efforts where they could yield more security per dollar.>

To be sure, European minesweeping support for U.S, forces and European
assistance in enforcing the embargo against Iraq was quite valuable during the
[ran-Irag war and Kuwait invasion crises respectively. However, it should also
be noted that the mine threat during the Iran-Iraq war proved to be less
significant than expected.53 And, for future purposes, one might wonder
whether major European participation in Gulf security will be so needed.
Indeed, America is more able now than it was before the Iran-Iraq war and
Kuwait crises to handle future mine warfare® and other threats to Western
interests. Moreover, Arab Gulf states, whose stake in Gulf security is at least as
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high as that of the West, also could increase their role in ensuring unimpeded
Gulf shipping.*®

Second, the force structures of most European states are set up more to protect
Europe than the Gulf. They would have to shift their resources and develop
their force projection capabilities to prepare effectively for ofcrations in the Gulf.

While some observers have promoted such a policy,” they have done so
against some trends in European strategy. OF Nato’s non-American members,
only France, Britain and Turkey have notable deployment capabilities.”” How-
ever, Britain has been restructuring its forces in a way which conflicts with an
out-of-area role.”® Turkey is averse to involvement in Gulf contingencies, and
France has traditionally approached such matters independently, although it is
true that the French are in the process of upgrading their rapid intervention
forces.”

Beyond this, European power projection capabilities for Gulf contingencies,
the case of France being a possible exception, have decreased in the last two
decades.®” And as retired Admiral Sir Peter Stanford of the Royal Navy has aptly
put it, “the evolution of command, control, and comnunications systems at
different rates and in different directions could speedily weaken the closest allies’
already tenuous interoperability with the U.S. Navy.”®! That the allies will
probably have difficulty keeping up technologically with the U.S. Navy might
suggest a less ambitious out-of-area role for their forces.

In brief, one might argue that it would be economically impractical for the
Europeans to plan for the defense of the Gulf, particularly if America is doing
so as well. The planning itself, regardless of actual deployment, would divert
resources from European security and political concerns.

Third, in terms of economies of scale, the present option seems most efficient
since one strategic infrastructure (America’s) could be specifically designed to
undergird all strategic operations. A multilateral approach, by contrast, would
involve several infrastructures working on smaller scales of operation, which
would probably create rising costs. For their part, the Dutch, who played a key
coordinating role during the Iran-Iraq war, tried to persuade the British and the
Belgians that a smaller, better organized naval force could do the job as well as
a loosely organized one.? The Dutch estimated that less than half the mine
countermeasures and support vessels would have been needed were it not for
political inhibitions among the European allies.®®

Another aspect of the economic issue to consider is opportunity cost.
European force deployments to the Gulf, as in France's case, would require U.S.
strategic lift support. This would entail the opportunity costs of preventing the
United States from deploying some of its forces, which are more effective than
are France’s.* In addition, if European vessels were operating in the Gulf, they
obviously could not perform duties elsewhere. Such a drain on Nato forces, as
noted, could reduce European efforts to ensure certain security interests in
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Europe.®® For instance, twenty percent of the Royal Navy’s total destroyer-
frigate force was involved in Gulf security in 1987, % To be sure, an argurnent
could be made that U.S. deployments to the Gulf would also divert resources
away from security interests in Europe. However, while Washington would be
heavily involved in Gulf security even if the Europeans were present there, the
opposite would be less true,

Drawbacks Considered

The present option also has some drawbacks which should be considered.
First, some Europeans might view it as providing America carte blanche to play
with their interests in the Gulf. The Europeans might want to circumvent this
obstacle by endeavoring independently to protect their vital interests in the
Persian Gulf. This would certainly hold for France which has the ability and
interest to play a significant regional role.

The present option, however, also would ofter some European states benefits
which may lessen their opposition to it. The allies could accommodate
longstanding domestic opposition to out-of-area involvement. They would also
avoid some of the high costs of planning for, and possibly engaging in, long
distance deployments and the potential of future military escalation with impor-
tant and well-armed trading partners.

Second, in the United States, the present option could be viewed as another
extension of U.S. responsibilities in the Gulf with little in exchange from the
allies. This would be particularly problematic given recent changes at the global
level which might enforce the isolationist impulse in some quarters in America.
In addition, the American public might be reluctant to support U.S. intervention
in the Gulf in future conflicts without some European military involvement.
Indeed, the participation of European forces in the lran-Iraq case helped the
Reagan administration obtain congressional approval for its policic-s.(’-'I

However, just as Europe could gain from this strategy, so could Washington.
A valid quid pro quo would decrease U.S, responsibilities in areas where
European nations have comparative advantage. Hence, Washington might save
some monies and placate domestic pressures for a decreased U.S. presence in
Europe, pressures that will probably only worsen with time. In addition, by
decreasing their financial expenditures on the political-security infrastructure
required to send forces to the Gulf, and by avoiding such deployments, the
Eurapean states would have greater financial means to support U.S. military
efforts there in the event of future regional conflicts.

Third, if the American profile in the Gulf increased visibly, the USSR,
Iran, China, and even American regional allies might see it as an American
attempt to secure the Gulf for a future when dwindling oil supplies heighten its
importance as a critical strategic chokepoint. This, then, could push them to
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take measures they might otherwise not take to position themselves better for
long-term influence in the region. The fact that states in international relations
tend to have difficulty distinguishing offensive from defensive intentions would
only increase the potential for such a development.

Fourth, the Arab states of the Gulf have generally preferred a more limited
U.S. presence in the region. Indeed, during the Iran-Iraq “Tanker War,” these
states welcomed proposals for the creation of an international naval force to
protect civilian shipping in the Gulf%® A larger than needed U.S. profile,
particularly in times of less instability, could pose more political costs than
strategic benefits. Arab Gulf states, however, have been supportive of a low-key,
“over-the-horizon™ American presence in the region and they would probably
want a strong U.S. presence in the area should any regional power again become
a major threat. This has only been reinforced by the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait.

Sixth, to the extent that a state’s economic-political influence is related to
perceptions of its military capability, some elements in European states might be
reluctant to reduce their leverage in the Gulf by diminishing their security role.
[t is no coincidence that the states that participated in Kuwait's liberation are
also benefiting economically in the rebuilding of Kuwait and in improved
associations with oil-rich Arab states, Based on the same logic, a U.S, force
structure shift away from Europe could potentially reduce Washington’s
economic-political influence there at a time of European transformation.*’

Seventh, one might argue that the United States will be dependent on
European naval support in the future, and ground and air support as well. Indeed,
during the Kuwait crisis, the United States asked the European states to provide
cargo ships to move Arab troops and weapons to the area. According to one
estimate, foreign ships provided forty-seven percent of the sealift for the U.S.-led
effort.”” And the Europeans also helped enforce the embargo against Iraq and
guard against inines. [ndeed, Britain’s role in mine countermeasure operations
was crucial. While this study suggests that the United States and Arab states could
potentially handle future threats themselves, this point clearly needs more intense
study.

Eighth, while interoperability of allied forces is quite difficult, it mighe be
plausible with respect to certain force missions between particularly suited states.
For instance, one observer has argued that France and the United States might
benefit from joint naval operations between potentially interoperable battle
groups.’"

Conclusion

Strategy planning for Europe and the Persian Gulf in a period of global and
regional change will be both quite difficult and necessary. This study has
presented the costs and benefits of one option which is worth considering in an
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effort to devise an optimal strategy for the protection of transatlantic interests in
the future, As things now stand, it appears that the European allies will assume
a greater role in the protection of Gulf security. But at a minimum this study
suggests that the allies should give this strategy more thought in terms of its
potential political, strategic, and economic shortcomings.
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