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January is a time for fresh starts, but this new year brings the official start of an election year in the
United States that is decidedly not fresh. While voting in the Republican primary battle among seven
candidates will not start until January 15 in lowa, today’s odds—premature as they undoubtedly are—
currently point toward a rematch between President Joseph R. Biden and former president Donald J.
Trump. The matchup may not be novel, but it is critically consequential for many of the issues most
important to Washington's European allies.

Support for NATO: Potential Shift Magnitude 8/10

The United States has been the indispensable member of NATO since the alliance’s founding, but this
standing is up for debate in the 2024 election. Biden’s support for NATO and a leading US role in it is
unquestioned. “Reinvigorating” key US alliances has been a central goal of the Biden administration, as
evidenced by its leadership in NATO allies’ response to Russia’s war in Ukraine. A second term should
be roughly consistent in terms of commitment to NATO, though calls for European allies to match and
exceed 2% targets, and generally carry a greater share of the alliance’s burden, will also be prominent.

Trump, in contrast, established his disregard for NATO during his presidency and has since floated

the idea of withdrawing from the alliance. Congress has taken these comments seriously enough

to introduce legislation that prevents any president from withdrawing from NATO without Senate
approval or an act of Congress. The measure was included in the National Defense Authorization Act
and approved by the Senate and House of Representatives with a strong bipartisan majority in mid-
December. While Trump will not have the option of withdrawing from NATO, he can be expected to
neglect and undermine the alliance, preferring bilateral and transactional cooperation. Trump can also be
expected to pressure European allies to increase their military spending while advocating for decreased
US engagement in NATO.

Of the other GOP presidential contenders, Vivek Ramaswamy is closest to Trump on NATO. He has also
said that withdrawing from NATO is a “reasonable idea”. Ron DeSantis is a NATO supporter, but a strong
critic of European under-spending. Nikki Haley, in contrast, resembles the pre-2016 GOP as a supporter
of US global leadership.

In one sentence: The election outcome has a strong impact on the United States’ NATO commitment,
but with varying potential outcomes among the GOP candidates.

Military Support for Ukraine: Potential Shift Magnitude 10/10

Recent developments have shown that the president’s ability to assure continued military support for
Ukraine is limited. The outcome of the congressional elections will therefore be just as crucial on this
issue. Considering all the variables, it appears unlikely that levels of financial support in 2025 will equal
those seen in the war's first 14 months. It is possible that support will be cut dramatically.


https://www.reuters.com/world/us/congress-passes-886-billion-defense-policy-bill-biden-sign-into-law-2023-12-14/
http:// 
https://www.politico.com/news/2023/10/23/ramaswamy-nato-us-un-membership-00123119
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The Biden administration has shown consistent commitment to and leadership on Ukraine support
(especially military, but also humanitarian). The president has pledged to support Ukraine for “as long as
it takes”, and recently has been in a battle with Congress over an additional $61 billion in supplemental
aid. On December 12th, the administration announced the 53rd tranche of security assistance to
Ukraine since August 2021, a $200 million package using previously authorized funds. A second Biden
administration will offer continued military support to Ukraine and push for high levels of aid, especially
if Ukrainian forces seem to be gaining ground. But the makeup of Congress will determine what gets
approved. Only with a Democratic majority in the House is continued support assured. However, even
Democratic support will taper with time, especially if the outlook for Ukraine's forces darkens.

A Trump victory would likely end White House support for Ukraine. Trump has claimed that he would
be able to finesse a settlement to the war “in one day. It'll take 24 hours.” He has also complained that
Biden is putting “Ukraine first”. Though in Trump’s first term his follow-through often did not match his
promises, the sentiment behind the claims remained consistent. Given this and Trump’s complicated
history with Russian President Vladimir Putin, there is every reason to expect that Trump would end US
support for Ukraine and push for a quick settlement, with little concern over Ukrainian territorial losses.

The picture is mixed with the other leading GOP candidates. Nikki Haley is the outlier. She is a strong
supporter of Ukraine and views the war as a battle to contain rogue states. A Haley White House would
resemble the Biden Administration’s on Ukraine. Vivek Ramaswamy’s position matches Trump's. He
has argued that he would end all spending on Ukraine and that the United States must force “major
concessions” from Ukraine in order to end the war quickly. Ron DeSantis has been less definitive. He
has said that NATO membership for Ukraine is not in the United States’ interest, as it only adds “more
obligations to us”. Although he has not clearly advocated for ending support, he has stated that the
Ukraine war is not a vital US interest. “It is for Europe”, he argued; “That is why Europe should be paying
far more than we are, or equal.” Thus, a GOP victory in November of 2024 of any candidate other than
Nikki Haley would leave Europe either largely or completely alone in supporting Ukraine’s defense and
reconstruction.

In one sentence: Even with a second Biden term, Europeans will be expected to carry more of the
Ukraine burden, while a Trump or Ramaswamy victory would leave Europe and Ukraine on their own.

US-Tiirkiye Relations and Support for Kurdish Armed Factions in Syria: Potential Shift Magnitude 5/10

Relations between Ankara and Washington have been tense and often fractious at least since the 2016
coup attempt in Turkiye. Washington'’s support for, and reliance on, the Kurdish militia in Syria has been a
central point of friction.

The Biden administration took a cool approach to Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdodan’s government
until it became clear that securing Ankara’s support for Sweden’s NATO bid required some public wooing
and high-profile deals. Although Erdogdan’s positive relationship with Russian President Vladimir Putin has
been helpful—for example, in negotiating the Ukraine grain deal—it does not foster warm relations with
the Biden team. Neither do Erdodan’s posturing in the region or his anti-democratic tendencies. Yet on
the contentious issue of Kurdish areas in northern Syria, there has been something of a begrudging truce.
A second Biden term would likely continue this pragmatic compromise, whereby Turkiye continues to
target Kurdish forces near the Turkish border in Syria, but abides by the 2019 agreement that delineates
Kurdish and Turkish territorial zones, while the Biden administration continues to support and work with
Syrian Kurds but agrees to ignore most of Turkiye's continued operations in Kurdish areas of northern



https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/3615582/biden-administration-announces-new-security-assistance-for-ukraine/
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/donald-trump-ukraine-putin-farage-b2331973.html
https://www.politico.eu/article/donald-trump-no-ghost-past-haunting-ukraine-present/
https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/vivek-ramaswamy-bring-back-trumps-trans-military-ban/story?id=99813290
https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/vivek-ramaswamy-bring-back-trumps-trans-military-ban/story?id=99813290
https://www.bnnbloomberg.ca/desantis-says-ukraine-joining-nato-isn-t-in-best-interest-of-us-1.1975358
https://www.bnnbloomberg.ca/desantis-says-ukraine-joining-nato-isn-t-in-best-interest-of-us-1.1975358
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/turkey/recep-erdogan-post-western-turkey
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Syria. Although the Biden administration understands Ankara'’s displeasure with US support for Syrian
Kurds—Turkiye claims they have ties to the Kurdistan Workers’ Party, which both Washington and Ankara
consider a terrorist organization—it will not abandon the Syrian Kurds without a broad solution for Syria.
Conflicts over weapons deals are unlikely to disappear. The recent deal to get Ankara the F-16 fighter jets
it has been wanting for years in return for approval of Sweden’s NATO membership should be considered
an exception to the rule.

The Trump-Erdogan relationship was warmer, and was at the root of one of the biggest congressional
revolts of Trump’s first term. Trump’s rapport with Erdogan led him to suddenly withdraw US Special
Forces supporting the Syrian Democratic Forces, the United States’ Kurdish partner in the fight against
ISIS, and effectively greenlight a Turkish offensive in northern Syria. Congress condemned the move
with a strong bipartisan supermajority of 354 to 60, leading the Trump administration to adjust course
and negotiate limits to the operation in Syria. If Trump returns to the White House, it will likely be with a
Congress less interested in opposing his foreign policy, leaving Erdogan more room for maneuver against
Syrian Kurds.

Ramaswamy would pursue a course similar to Trump's on this issue, with instincts toward
disentanglement, whereas Haley's posture would resemble Biden's. In response to Trump’s sudden troop
withdrawal in 2019, Haley tweeted: “We must always have the backs of our allies, if we expect them to
have our back. The Kurds were instrumental in our successful fight against ISIS in Syria. Leaving them to
die is a big mistake. #TurkeylsNotOurFriend.” DeSantis, who served with the US military in Iraq, has voiced
somewhat contradictory positions. In October 2019 he said the United States should “stand by the Kurds”.
However, he also guestions US troop deployments in the region and has opposed arming Syrian rebels. It
is thus unclear whether DeSantis would be more like Trump or Biden in his posture on the Turkish-Kurdish
question.

In one sentence: A Trump or Ramaswamy presidency would bring a significant shift in US posture
toward Ankara and Syrian Kurdish militias, while under Biden, Haley, or DeSantis, more of the same tense
instability seems likely.

In sum, in two out of three cases, Americans’ decision at the ballot box in 2024 will have momentous
consequences for NATO allies, while the significance for US-Turkish relations are a bit foggier. There will
be more to come in our coverage of the foreign policy implications of the 2024 US elections, including
more of the allies’ top issues, from economic competition to EU integration and conflict in the Middle
East.


https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/turkey/2020-01-10/dangerous-unraveling-us-turkish-alliance?check_logged_in=1
https://edition.cnn.com/2019/10/07/politics/nikki-haley-donald-trump-syria-troops-brett-mcgurk/index.html#:~:text=%E2%80%9CWe%20must%20always%20have%20the,Carolina%2C%20wrote%20in%20a%20tweet.
https://twitter.com/GovRonDeSantis/status/923558358887600129
https://floridapolitics.com/archives/642073-sitting-ducks/
https://www.politico.com/news/2023/03/23/ron-desantis-republican-foreign-policy-00088583
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