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The panel discussion titled "2024 and Beyond: Strengthening the Trans-Atlantic Bond Amidst
Global Shifts", organized by the New Frontier Foundation® and held under the Chatham House
Rule, explored the current state and future trajectory of the relationship between the United
States and Europe, with a specific focus on Croatia's role.

The discussion was framed within four main topics: 1) The current state of Trans-Atlantic
relations, war in Ukraine and energy security situation; 2) The potential consequences of
upcoming USA presidential and European Parliament elections in 2024 on Trans-Atlantic
relations; 3) Geopolitical implications of Trans-Atlantic relations and the war in Ukraine on energy
security in the USA and the EU; 4) Self-sustainability of the EU in the field of weapons research
and production and high-tech development.

The main highlights of the panel discussion were:

Geopolitical momentum

e The complexity of the geopolitical momentum entails the war fatigue in support of
Ukraine from both sides of the Atlantic, still unforeseen deep consequences of the Israel-
Hamas war, the uncertainty regarding Chinese next big move and increased danger of the
nuclear conflict. Rising global instability continues to test the transatlantic collective
resolve in addressing strategic regional and global issues. Multiple theatres (Ukraine,
Middle East, South China Sea, cyberspace) make coordinating politics and harmonizing
quick responses much more difficult.

Croatia's Strategic Progress

e Panelists emphasized Croatia's outstanding progress in Euro-Atlantic integration through
accomplishment of all its strategic goals. Croatia joined NATO in 2009 and EU in 2013,
completing its EU integration by joining the Eurozone and Schengen Area in 2023.
Croatia’s strong transatlantic momentum is going forward. The US Visa Waiver Program,
Global Entry Program membership, the US — Croatia Framework for Defense Cooperation

! The New Frontier Foundation as is an independent, non-profit and non-partisan Croatian think tank dedicated to
promoting strategic dialog between the private and public sectors in a globalized world. NFF is acknowledged for
establishing a much-needed platform for dialogue, and fostering and facilitating cross-sectoral collaboration for
better policy making at the intersection of business, policy and academia.
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(signed in 2023), and the soon-to-be-ratified Double Taxation Avoidance Treaty with the
US are further strengthening transatlantic ties and facilitating business and people-to-
people connections between the US and Croatia.

Importance of Euro-Atlantic Integration for the Western Balkans Region

e The discussion highlighted that the Western Balkans region will prosper the most when
firmly anchored in the Euro-Atlantic community. Croatia's successful integration serves as
a model for the region, confirming the unwritten rule that in this part of Europe the road
towards EU leads through NATO membership. The fact that three out of six WB countries
are NATO Member States (Albania, Montenegro and North Macedonia) significantly
strengthens strategic regional security.

Value of the Transatlantic Alliance

e The discussion underscored the critical role of the transatlantic alliance in ensuring
continued economic prosperity and political stability for Croatia and Europe as a whole.
The EU-US relationship boasts the world's largest bilateral trade and investment
relationship, with transatlantic trade reaching an all-time high of €1.2 trillion in 2021. This
economic integration is unmatched globally, accounting for one-third of global trade in
goods and services.

Shared Challenges and Responses

¢ The conversation centered on four key elements: energy security, the war in Ukraine,
election integrity, and immigration. Both the US and Europe acknowledge these internal
challenges and external pressures, albeit with differing approaches. As for challenges
arising from trade, economic and technology issues between the two, the European
Union — United States Trade and Technology Council (TTC) was launched in 2021. So far
there were five ministerial meetings held, the most recent in January 2021, addressing
green and digital technologies and coordination on the availability of critical raw materials
crucial for semiconductor production. The TTC remains relevant format which is yet to
achieve is momentum.

Spending on defense and military

e Against the background of Russia's war against Ukraine, the EU is set to see an
unprecedented expansion in defense spending in 2024. In September, the European
Parliament approved a European Commission proposal to set aside an additional €625m
for the European Defense Fund (EDF) and another €45m for military mobility. The
qguestion of ensuring EU defense autonomy and full sustainability grows in importance.
The share of EU companies in EU MS defense procurements is between 20-30%, and there
is still a strong transatlantic dependence. In high-tech defense industry the EU is still
dependable on the US, (and is weakened after the Brexit — without UK, France is the only
nuclear power in the EU.



Energy Security and the War in Ukraine

e Concerns mounted regarding European security in light of the war in Ukraine. Russia's
weaponization of energy emphasizes the critical importance of securing critical
infrastructure and diversifying energy supplies. From 40% of EU gas imports sourced from
Russia before Russia’s invasion to Ukraine, the share of Russia's pipeline gas in EU imports
dropped to about 8% in 2023. For pipeline gas and LNG combined, Russia accounted for
less than 15% of total EU gas imports. The drop was possible mainly thanks to a sharp
increase in LNG import and an overall reduction of gas consumption in the EU. Although
the share of renewables has been steadily rising, natural gas still represents about a
quarter of EU energy consumption, making it import-dependent. Thus, expansion of LNG
infrastructure plays a vital role in the EU diversifying strategy. Croatia's foresight in
completing the Krk liquefied natural gas terminal in 2021 has positioned the country as a
regional energy exporter and critical hub, contributing to stability of the whole region.

Upcoming Elections and Populism

e Looking ahead to the US presidential and European Parliament elections in 2024, the
transatlantic alliance remains an anchor of European security and strengthens US global
reach. Russia’s war against Ukraine has exposed Europe’s heavy security dependence on
the US, while at the same time continued US commitment to European security is
beginning to look uncertain with the possible return of Donald Trump to the White House.
As the presidential election approaches, US voters are becoming increasingly focused on
the domestic issues facing the US rather than linking their votes with the security support
to Ukraine and security commitments to Europe as a whole. The specter of populism
ahead of these pivotal elections raises concerns about protecting electoral integrity, a
fundamental pillar of democracy. An economic downturn in major EU economies,
brewing discontent in rural areas, climate change and migration are all set to be defining
issues for the campaign. The negative potential for deepfakes to manipulate voters, and
the negative potential of Al missuses, were also acknowledged.

Demographic Challenges

e For Croatia, demographic decline and its impact on the workforce were identified as the
biggest challenges that businesses have been facing. A strategic long-term approach to
migration, immigration, and integration policies, currently lacking in both Croatia and the
EU, were seen from the Croatia’s business perspective as a critical priority for post-
election lineup of the new Croatian government and the European Commission.

Conclusion: The NFF provided a valuable forum for examining the complexities of the
transatlantic relationship and its significance for Croatia. As the EU and US navigate upcoming
elections and a rapidly changing global landscape, putting arrangements in place that will help to



keep work on track at the technical, civil society, and business levels and prevent relations from
derailing in the event of deep changes in government on either side of the Atlantic is essential.

The next announced topic to be discussed in the panel organized by the NFF is the importance of
the Three Seas initiative and investment opportunities for strengthening digital and transport
connectivity projects and energy infrastructure in the region from the Baltic to the Adriatic and
the Black Sea.

For more information please contact us at: secretariat@newfrontier-foundation.org
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