
botond zákonyi

The US–Romanian Strategic Partnership 

 

E-2011/25H I I A  A n a l y s e s



HIIA ANALYSES
Series of the Hungarian Institute of International Affairs

Publisher:
Hungarian Institute of International Affairs

Editor and typesetting:
Andrea Tevelyné Kulcsár

Editorial office:
H-1016 Budapest, Bérc utca 13-15.

Tel.: +36 1 279-5700
 Fax: +36 1 279-5701

E-mail: titkarsag@hiia.hu
www.kulugyiintezet.hu

www.hiia.hu

© Botond Zákonyi, 2011
© Hungarian Institute of International Affairs, 2011

         



            
Botond Zákonyi                             The US-Romanian Strategic Partnership

On 13 September 2011 American and Romanian Ministers of Foreign Affairs Hillary 
Clinton and Theodor Baconschi concluded an agreement on the deployment of ballistic 
missile defence systems to Romania. US President Barack Obama had a half an hour 
discussion with his Romanian counterpart Traian Băsescu and congratulated him on 
the document titled “Joint Declaration on Strategic Partnership for the 21st Century 
Between the United States of America and Romania” which was also signed during the 
event. The agreement on the deployment of missile defence systems was welcomed by 
the Secretary General of NATO, the Russian partner moderately voiced its concerns 
over the development, while the Romanian media presented it as a momentous security 
policy event and as a clear evidence of Romania’s growing geopolitical importance. 
The background of the missile defence treaty and Romanian diplomatic thought as well 
as various elements of the changing political latitude of Romanian foreign policy are 
elaborated on in the following.

Missile Defence systeMs

The modernization of radar and target tracking in Romania was neglected at the end 
of the Warsaw Pact period as a result of Soviet distrust. The Romanian leadership 
was so much frustrated about this disadvantage in their defence that they have 

initiated discussions on possible cooperation in the field in the United States and Israel 
at the very beginning of the 90’s. In 2001 Paul Wolfowitz, then US Deputy Secretary of 
Defence proposed deployment of anti-missile systems to Romania among other countries. 
The greatest challenge for the United States Congress at the beginning of the century, 
however, was constituted by the nuclear weapons of Kaliningrad and the Kola Peninsula, 
therefore Poland and the Czech Republic were considered to be high priority partners – 
even though the US emphasized all throughout that this was not intended against Russia. 
Since Iran became the most significant challenge for the Obama administration in the 
greater Eurasian region, the US government tried to persuade Moscow in the framework of 
the “Progressive and Adaptive Approach” (PAA) (a programme specifically worked out to 
accommodate Russian fears) that deploying the Aegis Missile Defence System (AAMDS) 
to Eastern Europe is not for neutralizing the Russian nuclear strategic deterrent capacity.

Romanian bargaining position was strengthened by the heavy opposition of Czech 
public opinion to deploying radars and the fact that Dobruja falls within the 2100-km 
range of the Iranian Shahab-3 missile. Romanian diplomacy was eager to remind the US 
that there are American military bases in Dobruja as well as a nuclear power plant partly 
modernized applying American technology. Also, the Mihail Kogălniceanu military 
airfield situated on the Black Sea coast and the port of Constanţa are both used by the 
US for transiting shipments to Iraq and Afghanistan, thus this area needs increased 
protection.

In September 2010 the Romanian Supreme Council of National Defence, which is an 
advisory board of the head of state, decided that Romania would take part in developing 
the US missile defence system. On behalf of the US it was during Joe Biden’s Romanian 
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visit in October 2010 that Romanian participation was finalized in the project designed to 
develop a missile defence shield against Middle Eastern threats. According to the plan, 
the Romanian component of the SM-3 (Aegis BMD) missile defence system, which is to 
be deployed in 2015, will be the anti-missile battery at the Deveselu airbase in Oltenia, 
whereas the radar network will be placed in Turkey and the Aegis command and control 
system is to be operated from the units of the Mediterranean fleet of the US navy. The 
system would destroy incoming missiles over the Mediterranean Sea and the radar 
would cover not only Iran but also the southern part of Russia and Ukraine. Romanians 
obviously attribute great significance to the fact that an additional US military contingent 
comprising 300 servicemen will be deployed to Romania.

the security Policy

anD regional goals of roManian DiPloMacy

President Băsescu summarized his government’s foreign policy priorities in his 
second presidential inaugural speech of 2008 emphasizing the regional security 
policy elements:

participating in the US missile defence shield project;• 
participating in the security policy reform of NATO and the EU, establishing • 
security policy co-operation between NATO and the EU in the Black Sea region;
participating in preparing decisions as an expert of South-East Europe, initiating • 
work on a strategy for the East-European and Caspian region within the EU;
developing a Black Sea and Danube strategy, and working out an integrated policy • 
toward the Western Balkans;
special partnership with the Republic of Moldova, promoting the European • 
integration of the “brother” country;
extending the US “Visa Waiver Program” to include Romania before the next • 
presidential elections.

President Băsescu in Washington

Romanian diplomacy pursued the above-mentioned goals successfully and 
vigorously, and the president personally reaped the laurel on 13 September 2011 
when he took part in a half an hour discussion with Barack Obama who 

congratulated his partner on the missile defence agreement and the “21st century 
strategic partnership” between the two countries appreciated in the joint declaration. 
The Romanian president emphasized concerning the latter that this is the first document 
since Bill Clinton’s 1997 Bucharest verbal statement which recognizes the long-term 
US–Romanian strategic partnership. During the press conference on the visit and the 
agreement, the president highlighted that the document guarantees the highest level of 

http://www.presidency.ro/index.php?_RID=det&tb=date&id=11766&_PRID=search
http://www.presidency.ro/index.php?_RID=det&tb=date&id=12419&_PRID=
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security for Romania in the country’s history so far, yet it is not aimed at Russia. The 
Romanian president also noted that the agreement did not contain any secret clauses and 
he expressed hope that the parties would publish the documents some time in the near 
future. (This has already happened since then.)

According to the press release issued about the meeting, the two presidents discussed 
Romania’s potential role in promoting democracy in the Middle East and South-East 
Europe with particular attention to the Arab spring. Reacting to this, political analysts in 
Bucharest concluded that due to the changing Turkish foreign policy which treats Arab 
relations as a priority, Romania could become the future strategic partner of the US and 
NATO in the region. Romanian experts as well as the public opinion clearly evaluated 
the visit as the greatest foreign policy success of the last two decades that freed Romania 
from the Russian sphere of influence for good. According to press reports, the visit made 
Romania a particularly trusted partner of the US which enhances Romania’s position 
within the EU but in particular outside of it. Romania got closer to the status of Poland and 
Turkey which may make reaching regional leadership possible. Reports also highlighted 
the particular cordiality of the high-level US–Romanian relations and the possibility that 
the country may become significantly more important to US investors. It was also noted 
that Băsescu emphasized Romania’s commitment to the EU and to the introduction of the 
Euro all along.

russian reactions

Moscow was against the US missile defence project for a long time but before the 
2008 Bucharest NATO summit it demonstrated some willingness to accept it 
under certain conditions. The Russian party asked for a written guarantee that 

radars would not be able to track Russian targets, access for Russian inspectors to the base 
of the shield, and US relaxation of the issue of Ukrainian and Georgian NATO accession. 
Following the signature of the US–Romanian strategic partnership in Washington, Moscow 
expressed its fears in a statement over the deployment of the Romanian component of 
the US missile defence system as well as the Turkish deployment of an early warning 
radar. According to the Russian ministry of foreign affairs, these developments reflect 
the rapid European construction of the US missile defence system, whereas the earlier 
US–Russian dialogue concerning the issue did not bring results. The statement notes 
that the developments strengthen the need for legal guarantees from the US and NATO 
that European missile defence systems are not intended against Russian strategic forces. 
Moscow also urges working out a solution for dilemmas concerning the European missile 
defence structure within the framework of the NATO–Russia Council.

A number of developments have led to strained Romanian–Russian relations recently. 
Besides the missile defence agreement, president Băsescu’s August 2008 words were 
made public thanks to the WikiLeaks documents, according to which he suggested the 
possibility of Romanian involvement in a potential Transnistria armed conflict started by 
Russia. The Romanian president also made a number of statements which indicated that 

http://www.mae.ro/sites/default/files/file/tratate/2011.09_scut_ro.pdf
http://www.ln.mid.ru/bdomp/brp_4.nsf/e78a48070f128a7b43256999005bcbb3/537393b6602433a3c325790b00350b39!OpenDocument
http://www.ziare.com/basescu/presedinte/wikileaks-basescu-despre-implicarea-romaniei-intr-un-potential-razboi-in-transnistria-1121945
http://www.ziare.com/basescu/presedinte/wikileaks-basescu-despre-implicarea-romaniei-intr-un-potential-razboi-in-transnistria-1121945
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Romania has a “natural right” to Moldova. Despite all this, the Russian party did not want 
to get involved in an argument with Romania since the Romanian ministry of foreign 
affairs issued a statement that indicated that Theodor Baconschi had bilateral discussions 
with his colleague Sergey Lavrov during the UN Assembly sessions on September 21, 
2011. According to the issued statement, both participants highlighted the importance of 
the cooperation between their ministries, mainly regarding the issue of regional problems, 
European security, and global challenges. They also appreciated the improving indicators 
of economic cooperation as well as the start of the 10th Russian–Romanian economic 
forum.

conclusions steMMing froM the Missile Defence agreeMent

anD the strategic PartnershiP

Considering the fact that Bucharest’s goal is to set a new framework for Romanian 
geostrategy potentially resulting in Romania becoming a high priority US base 
for reaching into important directions and zones, the invitation to take part in the 

missile defence programme is clearly a security policy, diplomatic, military as well as a 
long-term strategic success.

From a security policy perspective, according to Romanian assessments, military 
threats stemming from Russia and the Middle East will decrease. Participation in the 
programme increases Romania’s significance in the eyes of the US and it may secure 
Romania a position in which it has the chance to take the initiative concerning negotiations 
on an integrated European defence system.

From a diplomatic perspective, it is possible that Romania may become a mediator 
in shaping relations between the US and the EU and it may try to transform its position 
secured in constructing an integrated defence system into short-term political gains in 
Brussels. Since Romania became an active participant in US global security policy, it may 
become even starker in asking for US support of its national goals based on its regional 
interests than before. This would mainly cover supporting the deeper incorporation of 
the Republic of Moldova in transatlantic politics and indirectly granting control and 
trusteeship status to Romania over Moldova as well as gaining influence in the Bukovina 
region of Ukraine and the Timok Valley of Serbia. Bucharest may now demand even more 
resolutely the speeding up of the extension of the US “Visa Waiver Program” to include 
Romania.

From a strategic perspective it is important to highlight that Romanian thinking sees 
the country as the potential regional powerhouse in the area between South-East Europe 
and Central Europe (more specifically the Black Sea region, the Danube Basin as well as 
the Balkans) and it could gain key positions in these geopolitical directions if Russia and 
Ukraine and its smaller neighbours did not keep Bucharest from doing so. Romania will 
try to clarify its political latitude in these strategic directions important to it. In order to 
have its regional leadership recognized, it will try to apply the US–Romanian strategic 
partnership in order to make the country the main ally (or one of the main allies) of the 

http://www.mae.ro/node/10308
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US in the greater Black Sea–Caucasus–Central Asian region. The ambitious plan could 
be built upon two US military bases in Romania, desired Romanian leadership in the 
Black Sea region, Romanian security and energy policies in Central Asia, strong support 
for Turkish EU accession as well as deepening of already intensive relations with Turkey, 
Azerbaijan, Georgia and Turkmenistan. This would be complemented by maintaining 
significant Romanian presence in war zones in order to support US efforts there. (The fact 
that Romania spent some $ 400 million in various theatres of war in order to support US 
interests in the past eight years and that it also lost dozens of soldiers received significant 
publicity during the Washington visit.)

One of the dilemmas arising from Romanian plans has to do with the possibility 
of economic gains. Obviously, Romanian susceptibility to threats from the East will 
decrease as a consequence of the missile defence treaty and the resulting free defence but 
at the same time it also comes with significant financial benefits. According to Romanian 
calculations, the strategic partnership, tighter alliance with the US, and the Romanian 
offer to take part in “managing” changes in the Arab world may result in economic gains 
– mainly in the form of lucrative orders in the energy and construction sectors – in the 
Middle East and maybe even in Central Asia. There has already been talk of Romanian 
energy industry investments to be realized with a US government guarantee, for example 
an LNG terminal in Constanţa and a wind power generator park in Dobruja among others, 
but construction of an additional nuclear power plant in Cernavodă is also constantly kept 
on the agenda. Similar plans have been considered for a decade now, but due to corruption, 
low number of qualified workers and weak purchasing power, US investors kept waiting 
with their Romanian investments.

conclusions concerning hungary

The Romanian treaty decreases Hungarian security from missile threats from the 
East and the South-East in the realm of missile threats but at the same time it does 
not cause the increase of the terror threat in Hungary. In the light of Romanian 

ambitions to become a regional leader, it is in the interest of Bucharest to maintain good 
relations with more of its neighbours in order to avoid, for example, potential Ukrainian–
Hungarian discussions on the issue of Moldova. Increasing Romanian foreign policy 
ambitions also provide latitude for Hungary in order to cooperate with and possibly influ-
ence its Romanian partner to shape the region’s security, energy and national minority 
policies.


