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The Issue: U.S. President Donald Trump welcomed German Chancellor Angela Merkel on 

March 17, 2017 to the White House. The two leaders represent conflicting positions on a set of 

issues ranging from free trade to immigration, yet their countries are allies of strategic 

importance. Accordingly, the meeting of the world’s most powerful man and woman could be 

characterized as restrained and reasonably cooperative. 

 

The background: The discussion between President Trump and Chancellor Merkel had 

generated mixed expectations. On the one hand, the United States and Germany have the 

strongest economies and greatest political clout within the trans-Atlantic world, and maintain 

important partnerships in the realms of commerce and security. On the other hand, in terms of 

politics the two heads of government could not be further from each other. After Trump’s 

election, several media outlets began depicting Angela Merkel as the heir to former President 

Barack Obama as leader of the free world. Specifically, Chancellor Merkel is viewed as 

possessing both the power and the will to carry forth the vision and the principles of the liberal 

world order established under American leadership after World War II. This order relies on the 

pillars of free trade, international institutions and the promotion of liberal democracy, with each 

component reinforcing the other. Several of Donald J. Trump’s remarks–both before and after the 

election–indicate that he plans to challenge these pillars. While the main subject of his criticism 

was the Obama Administration’s adherence to the liberal world order, he also commented on 

Chancellor Merkel’s efforts. Whereas in August 2015, Mr. Trump viewed Angela Merkel as 

“probably the greatest leader in the world today,” he more recently called German immigration 

policy “insane.” Similarly, after Trump issued his executive order on January 27 – more 

commonly known as the ‘travel ban’ affecting seven Muslim-majority countries – Chancellor 

Merkel reminded Trump about the 1951 Geneva Convention related to the Status of Refugees in 

order to critique Trump’s stance on the relationship between immigration and terrorism. 

 

The issue of immigration generated tension during the meeting between Trump and Merkel. 

Since Chancellor Merkel faces an election this fall, her remarks on the politically sensitive topic 

were cautious; while she acknowledged that the policy on receiving and integrating migrants has 

to be improved, she also emphasized the necessity of providing refugees “opportunities to shape 

their own lives where they are.” Although this approach includes addressing the root causes of 

migration in order to prevent it, Chancellor Merkel’s stance was unsurprisingly more liberal than 

that of President Trump, who regards immigration as “a privilege, not a right” and also maintains 

the view that “immigration security is national security”. Yet migration was not the core issue of 

the meeting. The leaders focused more attention on the issues of security cooperation and NATO. 

Just like other U.S. allies, Germany was “gratified” to once again hear President Trump’s 
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reconfirmation of U.S. support for NATO and its efforts in Afghanistan, for the peaceful 

resolution of the conflict in Ukraine along the lines of the Minsk Agreement, and for the fight 

against ISIS. As predicted, however, the financial burden-sharing of allied defense remained a 

matter of contention. Trump honed in on this issue, emphasizing the gap between the U.S. and its 

allies in national defense spending. After the joint press conference with Chancellor Merkel, 

President Trump tweeted that “Germany owes vast sums of money to NATO & the United States 

must be paid more for the powerful […] defense it provides to Germany.” This, however, is 

inaccurate. Germany does not owe money to the U.S., but instead–like most other NATO 

members–has yet to increase its own defense budget to 2% of the country’s GDP. The Trump 

Administration has good reason to criticize America’s allies in this regard, as the issue has been 

on table for decades. That said, the crisis in Ukraine served as a wake-up call for alliance 

members, who pledged to increase their respective defense budgets at the Wales summit in 2014. 

Most of them followed through by the time of their 2016 summit in Warsaw.  

 

The other significant topic of the meeting was trade. Again, on the surface the content of the 

discussions indicated that the two sides understood each other. While President Trump reiterated 

his view that the scales in American-German trade have tipped towards Berlin, he also expressed 

the view that by resetting their trade balance both sides could do “fantastically well.” President 

Trump also repeated his critique of international free trade agreements, emphasizing that 

“millions of hardworking U.S. citizens have been left behind by international commerce” and 

calling for more fair trade agreements. As for Chancellor Merkel, it was obvious that she chose 

her words cautiously and carefully. In addition to stating that politicians must represent their 

respective countries’ national interests, she emphasized the need for more fairness in free trade. 

At the same time, however, she maintained a more moderate stance on globalization. At any rate, 

the importance of trade to the bilateral relationship is undeniable; a separate meeting was held 

with the CEOs of several large stakeholders in U.S.-German trade and industry (such as Siemens 

and BMW). While Chancellor Merkel proved eager to increase trade across the Atlantic, 

President Trump hinted that he would reduce the U.S. trade deficit and strengthen American 

employment in manufacturing by imposing a 35% border tax on imported vehicles (including 

German cars). Meanwhile, Chancellor Merkel voiced her support for a free trade agreement 

between the U.S. and the EU Similarly to during his campaign, President Trump said little about 

TTIP, instead focusing on criticizing NAFTA. Although the host of the meeting emphasized that 

he is “not an isolationist” and is instead “a free trader,” it is noteworthy that the following day the 

G20 meeting of finance ministers could not pass a joint communiqué with the inclusion of the 

customary statement on resisting all kinds of protectionism–apparently due to objections from the 

U.S. Meanwhile, advocates of a U.S.-EU trade deal fear that Washington will jettison TTIP and 

make separate trade deals with countries in Europe on different terms. The exact details of the 

Trump Administration’s trade policy towards Europe remain to be seen. What is certain is that 

the U.S. and Germany – with its massive manufacturing sector and many exports – will go on 

searching for a compromise. 

 

 


