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AMERICA IN QUESTION 
 

By Ilona Teleki 
 

T he United States is a popular topic of conversation 
across Central and Eastern Europe (CEE). Yet, the 

dialogue is not centered on the ideals of American democ-
racy and the worldwide quest of spreading liberty. Instead, 
discussions focus on more chafing subjects such as violence 
in Iraq, the uneasy coziness of U.S.-Russia relations, and the 
nightmarish restrictions on travel to America. These are the 
subjects on the minds of Washington’s newest allies in 
Europe. 
 
A cursory glance at public opinion polls shows that disap-
proval of the United States and the war in Iraq is holding 
steady across the CEE region. For example, 64 percent of 
Czechs surveyed in March disapprove of the U.S.-led mis-
sion in Iraq and 52 percent view U.S. policy negatively. Sixty-
seven percent of persons surveyed agreed with the assertion 
that the United States “prefers its own power and economic 
interests in its foreign policy.” And close to two-thirds of the 
population agreed that the U.S. “does not respect the opin-
ion of the international community.”  (Czech News Agency, 
24 March 2005).  
 
The death of a Bulgarian soldier in March, killed in a 
“friendly fire” incident by U.S troops, rekindled the debate in 
Bulgaria’s parliament over Sofia’s participation in Iraq. 
Though Bulgaria is one of Washington’s stronger allies, 71 

percent of Bulgarians disapprove of their troops’ participa-
tion in Iraq, up 9 percentage points since January.  
 
In Slovakia, a February poll found that 72 percent of Slo-
vaks want their country’s troops removed from Iraq. Fol-
lowing the Bush-Putin summit in Bratislava, one survey 
showed that more Slovaks view Putin as a guarantor of 
democracy than George W. Bush with 43 and 35.9 percent 
respectively (SME, 22 February 2005). This is just a smat-
tering of opinion from the CEE region. 
 
While some have argued that anti-Americanism is an easy 
and unifying theme within the European Union, it should 
not be lightly dismissed. The issues dividing the Alliance 
are increasing in number, but is it too late to reverse the 
damage?  
 
CEE politicians and parties that gave their full support to 
Washington, both verbally and in action in fighting interna-
tional terrorism have moved beyond the initial solidarity 
and are now asking when, where, and how Washington will 
reciprocate, with some questioning whether the U.S. will 
reciprocate at all. While governments only express guarded 
support for Washington’s policies, opposition parties are 
viewing the transatlantic relationship in terms of election 
campaigns.  
 
Bulgaria’s Atlanto-skeptic Socialist Party is poised to form 
part of the ruling coalition following elections in June this 
year. Poland will likely see the government change hands in 
September. Hungary will hold parliamentary elections in 
April/May of next year with Slovakia following in Septem-
ber 2006. With public support for the United States already 
at low levels, anti-Americanism could become a campaign 
theme not just for opposition parties, but also for those in 
power who may also sense that there are benefits to towing 
an anti-U.S. line. 
 
Skeptics may argue that these states are not big partners in 
the war on terror. Yet, Poland has proven time and again 
its capabilities and solidarity with the United States. Hun-
gary, Slovakia, and other new democracies may be smaller 
allies, but Washington should not forget that they can form 
a significant community of support inside the European 
Union.  
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Perhaps in anticipation of more fickle politics, Washington 
smartly stepped up its diplomacy efforts in Europe since 
Bush embarked upon his second term.  

 
Bush’s pre-summit meetings with CEE leaders prior to his 
rendezvous with Putin in Bratislava sent a signal to politi-
cal elites of their importance to the United States, but the 
extent of that importance remains unclear. U.S. policies 
toward the CEE region are increasingly perceived as direc-
tions handed down from a superior power to lesser enti-
ties. These countries feel dismayed following their strong 
support for U.S. action in Iraq and their troop contribu-
tions despite public opposition. They also feel embarrassed 
over the mirage of Iraqi Weapons of Mass Destruction 
(WMD).  
 
Central Europeans have appreciated the symbolic gestures, 
such as Bush’s choice of NATO Secretary-General as the 
first foreign dignitary hosted at the White House, the 
European tours undertaken by Bush and Secretary of State 
Condoleezza Rice, and Deputy Secretary of State Robert 
Zoellick’s fourteen-nation tour in April. But will this be 
enough? 
 
Anti-Americanism or anti-Bush sentiment in the region do 
not stem solely from the Iraqi imbroglio, but from other 
issues as well. 
 
For example, the necessity of costly and uncertain U.S. 
visas has occupied news coverage and remains a nuisance 
for CEE citizens. There is decreased interest in traveling to 
the United States jeopardizing important person-to-person 
contacts. Cost, hassle and humiliation are directing more 
Poles, for example, to travel within the EU. Polish citizens 
are asking how can an ally such as Poland, leading a multi-
national military deployment in Iraq with 1700 of its own 
troops, be treated as a second class ally behind those who 
have opposed U.S. policy, such as Belgium or France? 
 

Other issues include criticism in the February 2005 U.S. De-
partment of State’s Report on Human Rights regarding the 
inability of several CEE states to enact positive policies to 
integrate their Roma minorities. The report was not entirely 
well-received. Politicians questioned Washington’s knowl-
edge of how to solve a problem that it has not faced itself. 
 
Additionally, the rejection of Bush’s proposed Solidarity 
Fund by the U.S. House of Representatives to grant aid to its 
allies for military hardware modernization was a slap in the 
face to Poland who needed the promised $100 million from 
the Fund. The bill moved on to the Senate where it met ap-
proval in April, yet with a sizable reduction. Though the 
White House can blame Congress for the slight of hand, the 
finger-pointing will only engender more non-partisan anti-
U.S. sentiment, which will impact relations with Washington 
as a whole. 
 
U.S. unilateralism, both perceived and real, has engendered 
disappointment among CEE governments and forced them 
to distance themselves from U.S. policies. Such trends could 
place bilateral relations in jeopardy. A change in U.S. visa 
policy to promote exchange, increased bilateral communica-
tion between governments at less senior levels, and positive 
recognition of the CEE allies’ sacrifices in fighting the war 
against terror could help to generate more positive feelings 
toward Washington.  
 
 
 
 

MIXED RESULTS FOR  
PRESIDENT BUSH IN EUROPE 

 

By Janusz Bugajski 
 

P resident George W. Bush’s recent visit to Europe was 
intended to achieve three key objectives: to rebuild 

U.S.-EU relations, to cement solidarity with the Central- East 
European (CEE) countries, and to address rising concerns 
about Russia’s slide toward authoritarianism. In all three en-
deavors, the U.S. President can only boast limited results. 
 
The transatlantic divide was only partially bridged at the EU 
and NATO summits in Brussels. While all sides agreed that 
Iraqi reconstruction was essential for stability in the Middle 
East, only limited pledges of assistance were forthcoming 
from EU member states.  
 
All sides agreed that they needed to work together to resolve 
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“U.S. unilateralism, both perceived 
and real, has engendered 
disappointment among CEE 
governments and forced them to 
distance themselves from U.S. 
policies.” 
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the numerous insecurities confronting both Europe and 
America, whether in Iran or North Korea. However, while 
the EU focused primarily on “soft power” strategies, Wash-
ington reserved the right to use “hard power” where neces-
sary. As Bulgaria and Romania are poised to join the Euro-
pean club, they too will be torn between a diplomatically 
oriented EU approach to resolving regional insecurities and 
a more assertive U.S. strategy. 
 
The months ahead will indicate whether U.S.-EU coopera-
tion will bear fruit in the Middle East. Suspicions in the EU 
have not been fully appeased that the Bush team will act 
unilaterally and even provocatively where it sees American 
interests directly endangered. And the White House contin-
ues to cast a worried eye at the EU’s embryonic security and 
foreign policy, trying to ascertain whether it will comple-
ment the NATO alliance or challenge American interests.  
 
The long-awaited Bush-Putin summit in Slovakia provided 
an opportunity for both leaders to explain their foreign pol-
icy priorities and to calculate where they can cooperate and 
where tensions are likely to persist.  
 
In one key domain, Bush and Putin are clearly moving in 
opposite directions. Bush has indicated that for his second 
term in office he is committed to expanding the boundaries 
of democracy in various parts of the globe, including Rus-
sia's neighborhood and even in Russia itself. The President 
underscored that democratic systems are more capable of 
ensuring and generating security and coinciding with Ameri-
can interests.  
 

PHOTO FROM TASR/SLOVAK  SPECTATOR 
 
Putin endeavored to convince Bush and international public 
opinion that Russia is strengthening the state in order to 
ensure political stability, foster economic growth, and com-
bat international terrorism. Putin continues to argue that the 

Russian psyche is not prepared for a Western-type democ-
racy because uncontrolled freedom allegedly results in chaos 
and anarchy. Hence, the President needs to be a patriarch 
who manages society and steers it in the desired direction.  
 
Up until now, 
Russia has bene-
fited more sub-
stantially than the 
U.S. from the bi-
lateral relationship 
because Bush has 
for several years 
overlooked the 
Kremlin's domes-
tic policies and 
international goals. 
During the last 
year, however, the 
incons i s t enc i e s  
between Russia's professed objectives and its observable 
policies have become too glaring even for the White House 
to ignore. The Kremlin continues to centralize the state and 
sideline sources of effective political opposition. 
 
President Bush declared in his inaugural address in January 
that America “will encourage reform among other govern-
ments by making clear that success in our relations will re-
quire the decent treatment of their own people." An awk-
ward contradiction has therefore emerged between Bush's 
stated support for global freedom and his cooperation with a 
Russian regime which has registered a marked regression in 
civic democracy at home and which supports dictatorial re-
gimes along its borders.  
 
With regard to America’s new European allies from Estonia 
to Bulgaria, Bratislava provided an ideal venue for Bush to 
express Washington's solidarity with the CEE countries. This 
also included post-election Ukraine, which seeks to move 
westward and forge closer links with the U.S. Bush also em-
phasized that democracy, as the basis of stability and secu-
rity, should have no eastern borders.  
 
Putin no doubt privately disparaged several of the new 
NATO and EU members as injecting "anti-Russian" posi-
tions into both organizations and thereby undermining his 
country's alleged national interests. Such arguments are 
unlikely to have impressed Bush and may actually reinforce 
concern that Russia seeks to undermine the new democra-
cies, which have proved their loyalty with Washington. 
 

“American policymakers 
have yet to determine in 

detail the long-term impact 
of an enlarging EU, an 

emerging European security 
and foreign policy, and 

shifting political currents 
within each CEE country on 

transatlantic relations.”  
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The Bratislava summit produced a joint communiqué re-
garding the struggle against international terrorism and cur-
tailing the spread of mass destruction weapons. But differ-
ences over Iran, Syria, and other trouble spots will continue 
to lurk beneath the surface.  
 

Bush was unlikely 
to embarrass 
Putin by declaring 
Russia as a semi-
authoritarian state 
with destabilizing 
aspirations toward 
its neighbors' for-
eign and security 
policies and even 
some of their ter-
ritories, in the 
case of Moldova 
and Georgia .  
Likewise, Putin 
was unwilling to 

embarrass Bush by asserting that Moscow views the US as 
a unilateralist hegemon and that Russia is intent on counter-
ing American influences across “Eurasia” and constructing 
its own “strategic pole.”  
 
In sum, the struggle between the two states with differing 
political systems and international objectives will continue 
regardless of summits and joint statements. Undoubtedly, 
there will be areas of collaboration in combating interna-
tional terrorists, but even here Washington will need to 
closely monitor whether Moscow is upholding its side of 
the tenuous partnership. 
 
Following the summit, the Bush administration must also 
reflect on how to strengthen and ensure the loyalty of its 
new allies in CEE. American policymakers have yet to de-
termine in detail the long-term impact of an enlarging EU, 
an emerging European security and foreign policy, and 
shifting political currents within each CEE country on 
transatlantic relations.  
 
In order to maintain strong U.S. influence in Europe and 
promote enduring support for American policies in various 
unstable regions, the Bush administration needs to reinforce 
ties with the new European democracies, as well as with its 
more traditional partners.  
 
Appropriate military, commercial, and social benefits must 
be forthcoming to pro-American stalwarts such as Poland 

and Bulgaria who have put their troops in harm’s way. And 
this should be accompanied by political support on issues 
that are a priority for these countries - whether it is Russia, 
the Commonwealth of Independent States, the western Bal-
kans, or the Black Sea region. This will help ensure more du-
rable commitments to the transatlantic relationship on the 
part of Washington’s new European allies.  
 
 
 

THE BUSH-PUTIN SUMMIT:  
A VIEW FROM SLOVAKIA 

 

by Robin Shepard 
 

I t was Slovak Prime Minister Mikulas Dzurinda’s crowing 
success. Just over six years after bringing Slovakia back 

from the brink of disaster at the hands of Vladimir Meciar, 
his authoritarian minded predecessor, Dzurinda became the 
first Slovak leader ever to welcome an American president 
on native soil. 
 
He did so as prime minister of a country which last year 
joined both NATO and the European Union, a state of af-
fairs which could not fail to add a certain piquancy to the 
occasion of President Bush’s visit – the first U.S.-Russian 
summit since Bush was sworn in for his second term of of-
fice.  

PHOTO FROM TASR/SLOVAK SPECTATOR 
 
Slovakia, a country which was once part of the Soviet sphere 
of influence but is now part of the democratic West, pro-
vided the setting for a meeting between Vladimir Putin, a 
man widely criticized for backsliding on democratic reform 
at home, and George W. Bush, a president who has made the 
spread of democracy worldwide the center-piece of his for-
eign policy agenda. 

“In order to maintain strong 
U.S. influence in Europe and 
promote enduring support 
for American policies in 
various unstable regions, the 
Bush administration needs to 
reinforce ties with the new 
European democracies, as 
well as with its traditional 
partners.”  
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It was that kind of meeting. The Bratislava summit between 
the two leaders in February opened a new chapter in U.S.-
Russian relations, a chapter in which the saga of Vladimir 
and George, as they continue to call each other, looks likely 
to feature some decidedly testing times. At the press confer-
ence following the summit, every single question focused on 
democracy. For Bush it was a victory for quiet diplomacy. 
He could simply stand back, offering fatherly advice on the 
virtues of democratic rule while leaving a visibly uncomfort-
able Putin to soak up the criticism as best he could. 
 
The wider backdrop to the meeting made this summit a 
very different affair from previous ones. President Bush’s 
overwhelming victory in Novem-
ber’s U.S. presidential elections 
strengthened his hand domesti-
cally, removing all first term nig-
gles over his failure in 2000 to win 
an unambiguous mandate in the 
popular vote. Elections in Iraq, 
more successful than anyone had 
dared hope, have simultaneously 
given Bush renewed confidence as 
an international statesman and at 
least partially undermined the con-
fidence of his critics. This has al-
lowed him to make a charm offen-
sive in Europe, convincingly urg-
ing his erstwhile West European 
partners to draw a line under disagreements over the Iraq 
war and rebuild the transatlantic relationship. The days 
when Russia could credibly pursue a strategy of divide and 
rule between Western Europe and the United States have 
been overtaken by events.  
 
Other developments inside Russia and its “near abroad” 
have also served to accentuate the power disparity between 
the two countries. Putin’s clamping down on democracy at 
home has severely hurt his image in the West. Those forces 
in western Europe that still remain hostile to the Bush ad-
ministration will now think twice about rubbing shoulders 
too closely with a Russian president whose contempt for 
western values is becoming more evident by the day. Putin 
is starting to look isolated.  
 
Although he is not under threat at home, Putin’s domestic 
position is also a lot weaker than it may appear on the sur-
face after a series of humiliating policy failures. His disas-
trous misreading of recent events in Kyiv is perhaps the 
most serious among them. He no longer looks credible as a 
man who can restore Russia’s lost imperial pride. And to 
Putin’s chagrin, it is countries like Slovakia and its northern 

neighbor Poland that are now at the forefront of efforts to 
get Brussels to draw Ukraine towards the West. 
 
This in turn raises the question of what Russia can really of-
fer the United States: which cards can Putin realistically play 
to hold the global hegemon in check? As the world’s second 
largest stockpiler of nuclear, chemical and biological weap-
ons Russia will, of course, always occupy an important place 
in the thinking of U.S. strategists. But this is a matter of mu-
tual self-interest. The war in Chechnya against both national-
ists and Islamist militants means Russia could ill afford to see 
weapons of mass destruction fall into the wrong hands. Mos-
cow is a potential target too. Moreover, the dynamics in the 

wider war on terror have changed. 
The Bush administration’s decision 
to take that war to the heart of the 
Islamic world does not exactly make 
Russia irrelevant. But it does mean 
that that war has moved on from the 
immediate aftermath of 9/11, when 
President Putin became the first 
world leader to offer his condo-
lences and to pledge his country’s 
support. Putin has less to offer and 
Bush has less to ask of him. And 
then there was President Bush’s de-
cision to make global democratiza-
tion the center-piece of his foreign 
policy agenda. 
 

Russia’s relationship with America and Russia’s relationship 
with democracy have now become deeply intertwined. Of 
course, there are vital geopolitical issues that will always al-
low Russian and American leaders to talk over the issue of 
democracy. But President Bush has now made the spread of 
democracy part of his political personality. He cannot com-
promise too far with an increasingly undemocratic Russia 
without ruining his own credibility. 
 
This all sets the stage for problems ahead. The key question 
in Russian politics over the next three years is whether Presi-
dent Putin will step out of the political fray after his term of 
office expires in 2008 or whether he will attempt to stay on.  
The constitution limits the president to a maximum of two, 
four year terms. Putin has said he will respect the law. But 
there is mounting speculation in Russia that the Kremlin has 
other plans. A February 8 Associated Press report quotes 
Stanislav Belkovsky, head of the National Strategy Institute 
think tank in Moscowand a man seen as having close links to 
Putin’s inner circle, as saying moves to change the 
constitution were afoot. Putin himself has repeatedly said he 
will step down. But as Vladimir Pribylovsky, president of the 

“The Bratislava summit between 
the two leaders in February 

opened a new chapter in U.S.-
Russian relations, a chapter in 
which the saga of Vladimir and 
George, as they continue to call 

each other, looks likely to feature 
some decidedly testy times.” 
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Panorama think tank, said in The Moscow Times on February 
25: “Let's not forget that in 2002 to 2003, Putin pledged at 
least six times not to suspend direct gubernatorial elections. 
But then in 2004, he did just that.“ 
 
There is also another option for Putin, now being widely 
touted in Moscow: He does change the constition but not 
to allow himself to remain president. Instead, the powers of 
the presidency are largely eviscerated and transferred to the 
prime minister – an office, which under this scenario, Putin 
would then occupy after stepping down as president.  
 
Suffice it to say that if either of these two options are 
pursued, Russia will have ceased to become a democracy in 
all but name. The Bush administration will have no choice 
but to issue vocal protests, straining the relationship to a 
breaking point. If Putin does move in this direction, the 
process will start within the next 18 months. That could be 
the lifespan of the U.S.-Russian relationship as currently 
constituted. 
 
President Bush bought some time at the Bratislava summit 
in his relationship with Vladimir Putin. His stock answer to 
questions about Putin’s commitment to democracy was to 
say that he had indeed relayed his concerns and that Putin 
was a man who could be trusted at his word: “This is the 
kind of fellow who, when he says, yes, he means, yes, and 
when he says, no, he means, no.“ 
 
The problem is that all the available evidence suggests that 
on democracy, President Putin’s word cannot be trusted at 
all. His best line of defence, that he was not taking Russia 
back to totalitarianism, should convince no one. There are 
many forms of authoritarian government other than 
totalitarianism. Alexander Lukashenko’s Belarus is not 
totalitarian.  Moreover, that statement was followed up with 
an ominous warning that “establishing democratic 
principles should not cause the state to disintegrate or 
reduce the people to poverty.“ 
 
The Bratislava summit will be seen as a new departure in 
U.S.-Russia relations. President Bush was able to throw 

crumbs at his Russian counterpart – pledging to help Russia’s 
accession to the World Trade Organization for example, and 
continuing to call him by his first name. But it was clear that 
something had changed. Just how far the relationship 
deteriorates will be determined by events in Russia that are 
just about to unfold.  
 

 
CSIS, FRIENDS OF SLOVAKIA  

AND FRIENDS OF THE CZECH REPUBLIC 
CAPITOL HILL VISA DISCUSSION 

 
The East Europe Project at CSIS, in cooperation with 
Friends of Slovakia and American Friends of the Czech Re-
public, held a forum on visa issues on Capitol Hill on 11 
February 2005. The meeting focused on the impact of cur-
rent U.S. visa regulations on political and public relations 
with the Central and Eastern European (CEE) countries. 
Panelists Mark Brzezinski, Pavol Demes, and Ivan Gabal 
offered analysis and recommendations on the asymmetrical 
status of the visa issue and its implications for transatlantic 
relations. The current visa regime must be modified to reflect 
the cordial nature of the relationships between the CEE 
countries and the U.S. At a minimum, a clear ‘roadmap’ 
should be established to inform each country what steps 
need to be taken in order to meet the necessary criteria for 
entry into the Visa Waiver program.  
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