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---------------------------------------------------------------- 
[Begin Transcription] 

 

LEONG: I am LaiYee Leong for the Southern Methodist University Center for 

Presidential History, and I'm with Mr. Jan Petersen, former foreign minister of 

Norway.  Today is November 30th, 2017, and we are in Oslo.  Mr. Petersen, you 

were party leader of the Conservative Party before you became foreign minister.  
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As party leader, what were your thoughts before you came into office in terms of 

relations between the United States and Norway? 

PETERSEN: Well, ever since 1948 the Atlantic Alliance has been of utmost importance 

to Norway.  As we were then a neighboring country to the Soviet Union, now to 

[00:01:00] Russia, and in the immediate years after the war it was really important 

to consider where do you belong and decide on where do we belong.  And, of 

course, we decided that we belong in the Atlantic community, and the United 

States is, of course, the most important country of this alliance.  So for our 

security, it has always been important to have as close ties as we can to the United 

States.  This is a matter of almost consensus in Norway.  You will always have 

groups on the very left being opposed to this, but the majority is soundly behind 

such an approach, which means that there is -- you could say that it is a consensus, 

actually, on this, some parties perhaps being more committed than others.  But in 

the end [00:02:00] of the day, it's a consensus.  I think that my part of the 

Conservative Party has been one of the or perhaps the most vocal party when it 

comes to maintaining the trans-Atlantic relations and recognizing the importance 

of this.  So this actually belongs to our political DNA, if I may say it this way. 

LEONG: What is it about the Conservative Party that makes you more committed? 

PETERSEN: Well, we have always been, from an ideological point of view, we have 

always been -- for us, the Western way of organizing societies has been very 

important.  There is a value-based relationship between all the countries of the 

Atlantic Alliance, which is close to our heart.  [00:03:00] And we have always been 

strong on the defense issues, which means that this has been at the very top of our 

priorities.  So I think that is why, but, as I said, in the end of the day most parties 

will be behind such a line.  But you need to have someone really taking an interest 

in this, and that's why my party has been in the forefront when it comes to issues 

like that.  We have, of course, differences on some issues with other parties -- for 

example, the Labour Party -- but that has not been about the fundamental 
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question.  But it has been about very important issues like the Double-Track 

Decision of the early '80s, for example, where we had different approaches. 

[00:04:00]  

LEONG: So as you were coming into the election, your election in 2001, what were 

your thoughts about the status of US-Norway relations, and what were your 

thoughts in particular given that George W. Bush was president as opposed to, say, 

Al Gore?   

PETERSEN: Well, actually, at that stage, which was before 9/11 -- well, we didn't get into 

office before 9/11 -- 

LEONG: Right. 

PETERSEN: -- but, actually, we won the elections the day before, on September the 10th.  

And if I remember correctly, the president -- well, actually, he hadn't been in office 

for very long, and he was then reluctant to engage in things like state building and 

things like that.  All of this changed [00:05:00] after 9/11.  I would say that quite a 

lot of Norwegians would probably prefer Al Gore.  I don't belong to that line, 

actually.  We are members of the so-called International Democratic Union, IDU, 

which is an organization of center-right parties created by Margaret Thatcher and 

Ronald Reagan some decades ago.  So we are part of that, so we didn't -- I don't 

think my party had any definitive opinion on this, but we had quite a lot of people 

who would like to see Bush as the president.  But to our -- I think it's important to 

understand that our relations with the US has, [00:06:00] and should not have 

anything to do about the president in office.  This is about the fundamental ties 

between Norway and the US, which means that we are and we should be prepared 

to work with any President of the United States because it is the relationship 

between the two countries which is important.  And that is the kind of approach 

we carried into the government, and that is to strengthen these relations. 
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 As I said, we won the elections on the 10th of September.  When I say "we," it 

means that my party increased the number of votes or our share of the votes quite 

substantially, actually by 50 percent.  So we were perceived as the winner of the 

elections.  [00:07:00] The Christian People's Party maintained their, historically 

speaking, rather strong position, which was about half the size of our party, but, of 

course, this was not enough for a majority.  But then, the Labour Party lost so 

heavily -- actually, one of their worst defeats ever -- so it was quite clear that they 

would have to go into opposition.  So we spent the next couple of weeks, actually 

quite a lot of them, exploring whether we could establish a minority coalition 

government.  And what we did was to -- after a couple of weeks of exploring this 

idea, we had a very brief suspension of [00:08:00] discussions.  We didn't simply 

agree, and that was on the issue of the prime minister.  My party and I decided 

that, "Okay, it would be nice to be a prime minister, but it's more important to get 

into government."  So I accepted, instead of being prime minister, to be the foreign 

minister even if my party was double the size of the prime minister's party.   

  And then, we formed the government, and then we started working on our 

government platform, which was quite extensive, actually, because it's important 

to go through all the political issues.  And since we hadn't made any preparations 

before the elections, this was a reaction to the election result.  Then, we spent 

quite some weeks on exploring all avenues.  But if you read this platform, you will 

see that [00:09:00] this -- that the trans-Atlantic ties -- that concept, that priority 

is really very clearly spelled out.  If I remember correctly, I wrote most of it myself, 

and I had no problems having it accepted by the two other parties.  So this is a 

fundamental issue, and it goes beyond the question of the sitting president, 

whether being Clinton or Bush or Trump or whoever.  And I think that is -- 

presidents come and go, but this relationship has got to stay.  We understand, of 

course, that Norway is a small country, and the US is a big country with worldwide 

interests.  So one of [00:10:00] the challenges would always be simply to keep the 
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interest of Washington and being relevant to the priorities of the Atlantic 

community.  We, of course, understand that there had to be a shift towards Asia, 

for example, because of new challenges, but still to recognize that this 

fundamental question of where do we belong is answered. 

  Actually, I have two answers to the question of where do we belong.  One is 

the Atlantic community, which is something we have got to work on every day to 

keep as relevant as we can.  The second is that I would have loved Norway to be 

closer to the European Union.  We are not a full member.  We are member of the 

European Economic [00:11:00] Area, and that gives us -- actually, we are quite 

close, but we are not a full member, not sitting around the table in the ministerial 

meetings or anything.  But it gives us -- we are pretty close to the union.  They see 

us as contributing to solving different issues, but it is more than about solving 

these issues.  It is a gain to stay close to our European allies or the Atlantic 

community, so the Atlantic community and European Union should be -- those 

are the two fundamentals.  I don't think it's realistic to think about Norwegian 

membership in the union.  If it was realistic, I would just leave just now and start 

campaigning, but I recognize that's not the case.  [00:12:00] But we have been able 

to -- with the constraints, we have been able to really make quite a lot out of this 

relationship. 

LEONG: You have said a lot that I would like to follow up on.  So the first follow-up 

I'd like to ask you is, in terms of the fundamentals with the United States, was 

there any concern -- especially because Norway is a small country -- that in the 

post-Cold War era the United States would become and act like a hyper-power, 

that it would be unchecked.  Was there any concern with that?  And this was 

before 9/11. 

PETERSEN: Yeah. 

LEONG: Was there any concern with that? 
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PETERSEN: Well, of course, it is a big power, and, of course, not any power should be 

unchecked.  And that is why we always have been very strong on multilateral 

issues and multilateral [00:13:00] organizations.  And I guess we will come back, for 

example, to the Iraqi issue later on, but the key question for us then was that we 

need a Security Council resolution if we should move forward.  So in our dialogues 

with American politicians on all levels, I think they're almost tired about hearing 

about urging them to go along with the multilateral approach.  That doesn't always 

happen, but, if I may say so, it is not as bad as a lot of people perceive because we 

see American engagement in a lot of different multilateral organizations.  But still, 

this is something that is important to us to bring everyone into the process. 

LEONG: Now, President Bush, when he was on the campaign trail as a candidate, 

[00:14:00] was at that time -- had projected a unilateralist image.  And, of course, 

in the first few months in office he also spoke quite dismissively about some of 

these international agreements including Kyoto, for instance, which was a big 

controversy.  What were your thoughts?  What were your impressions of what this 

presidency was going to be like, at least in the first few months? 

PETERSEN: Yeah.  Well, actually, I thought that he would be much more of a 

unilateralist than he turned out to be, perhaps a little bit -- not a little bit -- but to 

be more withdrawn than he turned out to be.  But I think 9/11 changed a lot of this.   

LEONG: Nine-eleven, then, as a follow-up, you talked a little bit about it already, but 

I want to get some [00:15:00] personal recollections on your part.  Where were you 

on 9/11?  Of course, your party had won the election, and you were beginning the 

process of government formation, but where were you on 9/11?  What did you do 

when you heard the news, and what happened afterwards? 

PETERSEN: Well, actually, we hadn't then started forming government.  It was just the 

day after our election, so we tried at that stage to sum up what had happened, to 

evaluate it, and to thank the staff for all their work.  And actually, that is when I 

understood what had happened because we had just -- our immediate staff in 
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Parliament, we just wanted them to come along, come over into one of the 

meeting rooms, and then be thanked and then have a small party.  And someone 

turned on the television because we were a little early for that meeting, and then 

we saw what had happened.  [00:16:00] And I must say that we had -- we saw what 

had happened, but we didn't know what we didn't see.  I mean, we had problems 

really understanding fully what had happened and if there was something which 

we hadn't seen on the television, so what was behind it, who were they, would 

there be more attacks, things like that.  So the interesting -- I mean, for us, then 

everything just turned around, and we forgot about the elections and focused on 

this.  And this was, of course, on everyone's mind in the -- during the following 

days and weeks, which actually -- it is quite strange, but it actually left us a little 

bit of quiet to think about the formation of the government and the political issues 

[00:17:00] because the focus was different.   

  As I said, we then had -- we spent a couple of weeks on exploring whether 

we should go, really go into negotiation on the platform after -- so that, first with a 

no and then with a yes after a couple of hours, then we did so, and then we formed 

a government and took over.  And when you hand over the keys of a ministry you 

always say a few words, and it was quite interesting that my predecessor, 

Thorbjørn Jagland, who is now the secretary general of the Counsel of Europe, he 

spoke only about the need to be united in the face of terrorism.  And, actually, in 

my response to him, I touched [00:18:00] -- I just spoke about the same issues, and 

the purpose was -- of course, this was something that we improvised then and 

there because you don't have time to prepare speeches, but we knew what we 

wanted to say.  And it was important to us, I think, from the outgoing government 

and from the incoming government, both of us, to stress that this is the topic of 

the day, how to fight terrorism.  And we wanted to say that, of course, we are 

onboard, and what has happened in all the years after 9/11 shows that this is, of 

course, one of the major issues which we got to address, constantly, I guess.   
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LEONG: Now, of course, 9/11 was unexpected in the United States, and there has 

been a lot of work done, research done, studies done since then to figure out, did 

the Americans know that [00:19:00] it was coming, were there signs and warnings, 

and so on.  From the Norwegian perspective, was it -- how did it strike you?  

Because Europe, of course, isn't completely unfamiliar with terrorism, so was the 

impact a little bit different here? 

PETERSEN: The impact?  Well, actually, terrorism has never been entirely new.  I'm just 

reading the Montefiore book on the Romanovs, and if you go back to the 

nineteenth century then you really had a lot of terrorism and attacks against the 

czar and everything.  And if you go to the recent European history, you had, for 

example, the bombing of the Conservative Party congress [00:20:00] done by the 

IRA, and so -- and that was a terrorist attack, actually.  So this is not something 

which we were unfamiliar with, but, the scale and everything was new to everyone, 

I think, on both sides of the Atlantic. 

LEONG: What about Norway itself?  Did you, did Norway turn inward as well in 

terms of asking?  Did Norwegian leaders ask themselves, "What about Norway?  Is 

Norway prepared to fight terrorism?"  Was it a question you asked? 

PETERSEN: Well, to fight, to contribute -- that was answered in the affirmative pretty 

early, no doubt about that, and there are always two [00:21:00] reasons for that.  

One is that terrorism itself is a challenge, and you never know where it will hit.  It 

might as well hit Norway, and, as we had our own homegrown attack on the 

government building and on the Labour Party youth at Utøya, which was -- it can 

hit everywhere in every form and shape, and some of it by lone wolves, some of it 

by an international terrorist organization.  So it might hit, and that is why we need 

to fight against this.  But the second reason is the question of solidarity in the 

Atlantic alliance.  This hit one of our allies, the most important, and, of course, it is 

natural for us to come to [00:22:00] -- to contribute and be as helpful as we can, 

keeping in mind that we're a very small country, but still to make a contribution, 
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because we have -- during all the Cold War years, we have been a net importer of 

security because of our close position to the Soviet border and with all the Soviet 

naval activity in the waters of Norway.  We have always relied on possible allied 

assistance if something should happen.  The big muscle of NATO has been 

important to us.  But then, of course, if we had been importing this security for 

decades, then it is natural that if you can contribute the other way, of course, we 

should do it.  That's how you [00:23:00] build solidarity.   

LEONG: Did the United States reach out to you in the days immediately after 9/11 to 

ask for anything?  Or what were the communications like between the United 

States and Norway at that time? 

PETERSEN: Well, I think that is something -- when it came to modern military issues, 

you would ask the defense minister, I think.  And you may have been interviewing 

her already. 

LEONG: Yes. 

PETERSEN: So she will be better placed to answer those questions.  But it was quite 

natural for us to show that kind of solidarity.  Of course, this happened before we 

came into office, and I'm sure that Thorbjørn Jagland, my predecessor, would be 

able to say how it worked.  But when I started my tenure in the ministry, of course, 

then we had a lot of relations with the Americans, and it was done deal already 

that we [00:24:00] were onboard.  Article 5 was already -- it was clear that this was 

considered by NATO, which includes Norway, as an Article 5 issue.  So to be able -

- confirming that we would contribute, that was a done deal when we took over, 

and, of course, for us it was only to confirm that and then go into the more 

detailed issues of what might our contributions be.  And then, of course, it was 

also the responsibility of the defense minister.   

LEONG: From your point of view as foreign minister, you were, I think -- I believe 

you were quoted in the book we were talking about earlier by Kristoffer Egeberg as 
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saying that it was important to show concrete support for the United States.  So in 

your mind, what is concrete support? 

PETERSEN: Well, concrete [00:25:00] support might be a lot of different things, actually, 

because fighting terrorism would mean, anything from more traditional 

international assistance, I mean, development assistance.  It might be peace 

mediation, which we, by the way, did in Sri Lanka at that time.  We put quite a lot 

of resources into that.  It might mean other ways of establishing dialogue between 

parties, but it might also mean the use of military forces, and this was, of course, 

the priority early on to fight back in Afghanistan.  And I belong firmly to the group 

of people saying that using military means is important to [00:26:00] establish 

peace so there is no contradiction between -- I mean, if you are serious about 

peace, you have got to use military means from time to time.  And this was the 

time when we had to do it, and then we contributed the military means.  But as 

you also know, it has also been difficult, really, to find the right resources, which 

might be useful, but I think that even if our contributions might seem small, I 

think, from a qualitative point of view they have been pretty important.  And I've 

never had any problems with recognizing that military means are important, but 

never the only means.  This is part of something [00:27:00] bigger, but that will 

vary from conflict to conflict, actually.   

  And if I perhaps could say a few words about Sri Lanka -- which might 

sound strange to you, but that conflict was extremely important during my time -- 

we didn't succeed, actually.  But you should never avoid going into things if you 

think you might make a difference even if you risk not to succeed.  If you only do 

the risk-free things, then it's probably not necessary to do it.  So this was risky.  We 

didn't succeed, but we made quite a lot of efforts to try to mediate in this conflict.  

And, actually, this was one of the main contributions, I think, we made because I 

always [00:28:00] got the understanding [laughs] that what really interested 

Washington was not necessarily our national issues, but it was, "Okay, what's the 
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news on Sri Lanka?  What's the news on the Middle East?"  Those contributions, 

perhaps limited, but still they were very useful.  So they were considered useful to 

the other side of the Atlantic.  So when I had a discussion with Colin Powell, then 

Sri Lanka was almost always part of it.   

LEONG: In terms of contributing militarily in the post-9/11 days, did you meet 

resistance from other government leaders? 

PETERSEN: Well, the question is really to find some -- what to do, to identify the 

resources.  [00:29:00] I wouldn't say that we had any resistance because it was 

already made clear during our -- from our predecessors that something will -- we 

need to contribute something.  We want to contribute something.  Of course, it 

would always be a problem on the left, but, it was not a problem establishing a 

majority in favor of contributing.  During the years, we had some discussions on 

where to deploy forces, the emphasis between more civilian contributions and the 

military, and we had some discussions with our -- with the opposition parties on 

where.  And we didn't agree on that.  I think my party [00:30:00] was a little more 

forward-leaning when it comes to contributing, but the important thing is that we 

had a majority in favor of what we wanted to do and what we possibly could do, 

keeping in mind our resources.  But we had discussions in the last year of the 

period as to where to deploy our military contributions, and our successors limited 

the number of places in Afghanistan where we could go.  That was a controversial 

issue, so I would say that we were perhaps contributing a little bit more 

meaningfully in our time than our successors allowed.  But, of course, that was a 

coalition government with the Socialist Left Party [00:31:00] part of that coalition, 

and that limited, really, what they could do. 

LEONG: Am I correct in understanding that this was also about the time when the 

Norwegian government was looking into reforming your military, your armed 

forces and actually putting a lot more money into it? 
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PETERSEN: Well, actually, we -- it was quite necessary to start a reform process because 

we had the structure, which required much more resources than we possibly could 

give them.  So we needed to restructure and to focus, and the defense minister, she 

was very, very clear on that and made that her priority.  So, yes, the answer is yes.  

[00:32:00] Of course, this process has taken a long time, and I would say that our 

armed forces now are in much better shape than they were in then.  They will be in 

even better shape in the years to come, so I think we have been able to carry 

through this process quite successfully.  But in those days, there were discussions 

about which contributions can we really make given the resources we have.  But I 

think we may have identified some useful resources and provide them. 

LEONG: Did the war on terrorism, against terrorism, did that in some ways affect the 

direction that the reform took, or did it affect it in any way? 

PETERSEN: Well, yes, I -- well, this is beyond my [00:33:00] expertise, actually, because 

this belongs to the defense minister's expertise.  But seen from my perspective, yes, 

of course. We needed -- what we had was more traditional defense against 

invasion.  We needed the capacity of being able to go out and make a contribution 

then and there, and that is perhaps more useful when it comes to defense against 

invasion as well.  So, actually, this was the most modernizing, having the necessary 

capacities to -- so this was -- I think it was two processes, which actually went 

hand in hand, as I see it from the outside of the defense ministry. 

LEONG: So, in terms of the war in [00:34:00] Afghanistan itself, Operation Enduring 

Freedom, let's focus on that for a little while.  Did Norway see the war as an 

intrinsic part of a larger war against terrorism? 

PETERSEN: First of all, I don't think we liked, to quote, "war against terrorism," not 

because we don't recognize that it has a very, very strong military component but 

just to make it clear that we need something beyond, quite a lot beyond, the use of 

military means.  And actually, that is why we -- pretty quickly, I think, all of us 

started to somehow assist the Afghan society in delivering some [00:35:00] 
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improvements to their population.  That part has, of course, not been by far as 

successful as it should have been.  But still, well, the concept of war against 

terrorism implies perhaps that there is one strong force behind the scenes, but 

what we see is that, of course, terrorism will come in different forms and shapes 

with different purposes, actually.  One was the use -- was Afghanistan and 9/11.  A 

very different thing was the use of suicide bombers in the Sri Lankan conflict.  So it 

is so complex and requires complex responses.  So even if I didn't have a big 

problem [00:36:00] with calling it the war against terrorism, somehow it sounds a 

little bit too limited to me because this is extremely complex. 

LEONG: So, following up on that, then, did you see -- did Norway see the war in 

Afghanistan as a necessary war? 

PETERSEN: Yes.  Sure.  Sure.  That's why we contributed, actually. 

LEONG: Why was it necessary? 

PETERSEN: Because sometimes military means are necessary, and this was about 

limiting the geographical area where a hostile force can train, regroup, and we 

wanted simply to limit that, to give the Afghan government necessary space to 

[00:37:00] develop.  And there was no other way, actually, to do that but by using 

military means, so that is why we thought it was quite necessary.  And if you go 

through what has happened later on, we have been making contributions 

elsewhere as well.  And actually, I'm just now starting to head a working group 

evaluating the bombing of Libya, where we made a contribution, because the only 

way to -- as the government then saw it, it was the only way to limit Gaddafi's -- 

limit his way of -- what do you say in English?  [00:38:00] I mean, you know what I 

mean.  I mean, his actions against his own people was simply to stop him by 

military means, so it is necessary from time to time.  But as I've also been saying 

repeatedly, in other cases there are other ways of doing it.  That's why we did 

peace mediating in Sri Lanka. 
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LEONG: Now, in terms of the war in Afghanistan, even though it was, compared to 

what would come later, the war in Iraq, much less controversial.  The United 

States chose not to involve NATO at the very beginning.  The United States still 

chose to go with a coalition of its own making even though NATO had invoked 

Article 5 on its behalf. What did you make of that? 

PETERSEN: Well, we would, of course, prefer that they went as multilateral as they 

could, [00:39:00] but you also have to be practical.  And we recognized that 

different countries will have different approaches to this.  They will not be able -- 

not all will be able to contribute the same, so that is why I sometimes use this 

perhaps more vague concept about the Atlantic community.  It is fine when NATO 

does something like they did in Libya, but if we -- if close allies work together 

(inaudible), well, that's okay with me as well.  We just need to find a practical way 

of organizing our contributions.   

LEONG: I ask that because, if NATO is so important from the Norwegian perspective 

as a crux of a security framework, I just wonder what you make of the United 

States [00:40:00] not choosing to use that framework in this instance. 

PETERSEN: Well, actually, I think it is a very pragmatic approach from the US.  They 

need something which can work, can work fast, and the point is that they got 

contributions from members of the Atlantic community.  That is what it is all 

about, and, of course, NATO is an important expression of the Atlantic 

community, but I'm pretty pragmatic when it comes to things like this as long as 

this is something which is carried out by close allies and that the allies really stand 

together and make a contribution.  And this is the context.   

LEONG: Did you get any feedback from the United States for Norway's contribution 

to the war in Afghanistan? 

PETERSEN: Well, I [00:41:00] think -- well, we had a lot of discussions, of course.  I 

guess we are always urged to contribute more, but I hope that the US really did 

appreciate what we contributed with.  So I think, because of our (inaudible) 
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Afghanistan, we had -- I think we're very happy with -- we were all happy with our 

relations.  The real problem in this way was, of course, the Iraqi issue.  It was a very 

different issue, but given that we ended up with different conclusions that one 

actually ended quite well, as well as it could, actually.   

LEONG: Right.  Yeah, I'm going to ask you a lot more questions about that in just a 

second. 

PETERSEN: Yeah, I guess so.  I guess so. 

LEONG: But let me just finish off with the war in Afghanistan.  [00:42:00] When you 

say that the United States always would, of course, like more contributions, were 

they asking for anything specific? 

PETERSEN: Well, actually, that's too long ago to remember what our discussions were, 

where they urged us to and we had to say no.  But if we said no to any of the 

requests, that would be simply because forces have to rest, regroup.  We had to be 

practical to see what at any given stage was available.  That's the way it is, but, 

again, you use the expression "war in Afghanistan."  Well, the war in Afghanistan 

was only part of our contribution in Afghanistan.  It was also a civilian component, 

which -- without that, I think the use of military means would just be too 

[00:43:00] narrow an approach.  So I underline that we contributed on a broader 

scale than the military but also on the military, and I had absolutely no problems 

with using military means in Afghanistan. 

LEONG: It's really interesting that you emphasize the civilian component, because 

one criticism that has been leveled against the Bush Administration is that they 

were too focused on military means, whether it's in Afghanistan or later in Iraq or 

just the general -- what they would call, what the administration called, the global 

War on Terror. In fact, President Bush himself used that term.  Did you notice 

that?  Was that an observation that you would agree with? 

PETERSEN: Well, I would say that the military means which were used, that was 

necessary. So the question is really not -- we couldn't reduce  [00:44:00] our 
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military components in any way.  What we could have done is -- and I say "we," 

not knowing what I mean by "we," because "we" could mean the US, NATO, the 

UN, the EU, whatever.  But perhaps we didn't have a strong enough political 

component there.  So without reducing the military component, we could perhaps 

have done more on the civilian side, but that means -- that is, of course, really a 

tall order because Afghanistan is an extremely difficult country. 

LEONG: Yeah.  I guess what I'm trying to get at here is do you think -- do you recall 

if you thought that the United States was providing sufficient leadership in terms 

of the civilian component of that effort. 

PETERSEN: No, neither.  [00:45:00] None did, actually.  Perhaps it should have been 

more of a UN challenge to really bring it into the political, and of course, it 

contributed but not anywhere close to what we really needed. 

LEONG: Let's move on to the war in Iraq.  Actually, I'm sorry.  Let me step back.  I do 

have a few more questions about Afghanistan.  It was in Afghanistan that Norway 

had troops involved in active combat, and it was significant for Norway because it 

was the first action of that sort since World War II.  Was that something that  

generated controversy in this country?   

PETERSEN: I [00:46:00] guess, yeah.  Well, among some people, yes, definitely.  To me, 

it was just the way it was.  I had no -- it was necessary, and it was done, and I think 

we've just got to be honest about -- such things do happen.  I think it took a little 

bit of time for people to adjust to this reality of life, but, as I said, to me it was 

quite understandable that it happened.  It had to happen, actually.   

LEONG: Did --  

PETERSEN: And if I may say so, it has been -- over time, I think we had been adjusting 

to this reality of life in a different way. 

LEONG: Did it surprise you that Norwegian [00:47:00] public opinion of the US 

turned so quickly even when the war -- even when the war effort in Afghanistan 

was going on, because, if I remember right, Aftenposten had a public opinion 
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survey done in 2002, and already there was a lot of negative opinion even among 

Conservative Party voters against the US in Afghanistan?   

PETERSEN: Yeah. 

LEONG: Why do you think that was? 

PETERSEN: Well, I'm never sure how much we should rely on public surveys like this 

because it might be a reaction to something immediate.  But actually, the 

fundamental issue about the relations across the Atlantic was never challenged, so 

people somehow squared to be critical on the daily, [00:48:00] day-to-day issues 

but not on anything which affected the fundamental relationship between Norway 

and the US.  I was never worried about that.  I knew that we had very, very firm 

support behind our relations with the US.  But, of course, on the day-to-day issues, 

things might turn out differently.  I was not very worried about it, to be frank.  I 

can't really remember even that it turned around in twenty-two, but if you say so it 

probably happened.  But I didn't worry very much about it, actually, and to me it 

was important to stay the course.  So you're probably right, but never mind. 

[00:49:00] 

LEONG: So let's move on to Iraq then, because that, of course, proved to be even 

much more controversial. When was the first time that you got an inkling that the 

United States was considering an invasion of Iraq, and what were your thoughts?   

PETERSEN: Well, actually, I couldn't -- that I can't -- I will check in my notes.  I couldn't 

really tell you because these things develop constantly.  There were a lot of factors 

here.  Of course, we had heard constantly rumors that they wanted a regime 

change regardless of what, because then we had this issue about the weapons of 

mass destruction.  The IAEA inspectors were inside the country, and if [00:50:00] 

there were weapons of mass destruction that would be, of course, a violation of the 

UN Security Council resolution.  So there were many factors here.  Of course, this 

turned out to be a major, major issue.  We, of course, had some -- we had a lot of 

discussions with the American side.  The issue of weapons of mass destruction was 

SMU I CENTERFOR 
® PRESIDENTIAL HISTORY 



 
 

18 
 

always at the very top of this.  The discussion about whether they wanted to invade 

regardless of what was not perhaps that much focused on then.  There was 

[00:51:00] actually no way to check on that as long as this weapons of mass 

destruction issue was there.   

  I kept my options open longer than most because the inspectors were still 

inside.  We didn't -- we heard what Colin Powell said to the Security Council.  If 

the facts had been right, it would have been a very strong performance.  It was a 

strong, compelling performance, and my thinking was that, okay, if the inspectors 

establish that there are weapons are part of -- if there is a weapons program, 

weapons of mass destruction, then the Security Council will not fail to act.  

[00:52:00] So this boiled down to would the Security Council establish that fact.  If 

they did, they would have a resolution, but we were also clear that if military 

means should be used then we needed a Security Council resolution, which would 

be based on that the facts were there.  And then, of course, time just went by, and 

no proof really came forward.  And when the invasion came, we then had to say 

that, "Well, this is about the question of weapons of mass destruction.  It should be 

established by a Security Council resolution.  It didn't happen, so, sorry, we are not 

able to join you on this mission." 

LEONG: I wonder if you could take me behind the scenes a little bit here, [00:53:00] 

because the broad outline that you have just given is well recorded in many places.  

But in terms of behind the scenes, do you remember when or how you were first 

approached by the US for possible contribution to an invasion in Iraq? 

PETERSEN: No, actually, I can't do that because we always met on different levels all the 

time, and this developed over time.  And, of course, we met many times when the 

US side tried to get the message through that something had to be done, but we 

always were on this basic question, should military means be used or not.  And we 

never got beyond, actually, [00:54:00] the question of the UN resolution.  And as 

long as we didn't have a UN resolution, there was no idea to -- obviously no point 
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in discussing the concrete follow-up because we never got beyond the basic issue 

of should we contribute at all.   

LEONG: Did -- 

PETERSEN: But, of course, there was quite a lot of, from the US side, trying to get us 

onboard, and, as I said, I kept my options open longer than most.  You have 

probably seen from the press or from others that the prime minister closed his 

options earlier than I did, and he will certainly be able to defend why he did so.  

But I found it prudent to -- as long as the inspectors were there, there was no point 

in trying to sum up, [00:55:00] because in difficult issues like this, then events 

might turn around, and then we might have had to turn around.  This, of course, 

cost -- politically speaking did cost quite a lot because a lot of people concluded 

well before I was prepared to conclude, and that carries a political cost.  But I was 

prepared to do that simply because -- but the burden of proof was on the US side, 

and they never provided the proof.  But Colin Powell was pretty close to doing that 

in the Security Council when -- was it February?  Wasn't it?  I think so.  But still, it 

was not enough, and then it turned out that he didn't have [00:56:00] the facts 

either. 

LEONG: In later writings about that period, it has become quite clear that the 

United States seemed to have provided -- the administration seemed to have 

provided at different times different reasons for a possible invasion.  At that time 

when you were experiencing those events, do you remember thinking to yourself 

or wondering or if any of your colleagues mentioned this, that there seemed to be 

different reasons being offered at different times?  Was that something that struck 

you at that time? 

PETERSEN: Well, there were different reasons.  Some wanted simply regime change.  

For some of us, this was an issue of the weapons of mass destruction, but it's 

natural in politics that people have different motivations for their -- and 
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Washington [00:57:00] is a very diverse place, so we heard, of course, many 

different voices on issues like this.   

LEONG: I haven't had the chance to speak to him yet on camera, but I'm hoping to 

speak to Ambassador Vollebæk at some point.  Do you remember -- you were, of 

course, the foreign minister.  Do you remember communications with him about 

what type of messages he was receiving in Washington, DC, in those days? 

PETERSEN: Well, I think you should ask him, actually, on this, but it's my clear 

understanding that he was closer than I was to concluding that Washington would 

use military means regardless of what.  There really was a decision that the 

invasion would come.  [00:58:00] So he was probably closer to the truth than I was, 

because I kept my options open much longer.  But that was because of his reading 

of the situation, and I think you should ask him about how he saw these issues. 

LEONG: Sure.  In Oslo, though, the US ambassador at that time, Ambassador John 

Ong, was perceived to have been playing a very active role in trying to pressure 

Norway to participate in this invasion. What was your experience of that time and 

your interactions with him? 

PETERSEN: Well, he was pretty strong on this, of course.  I think I perceived this as, 

"Well, this is his job."  His job was to [00:59:00] urge us to participate, and my job 

and our job was to say that, "Well, we need, A, the proof, B, the UN Security 

Council resolution," and it more or less stayed on -- the other positions were very 

clear, so this was -- the key issue was not in the discussion between us.  The key 

question was about whether the proof could be provided or not. 

LEONG: I think the -- 

PETERSEN: But he was seen as putting a lot of real pressure, also public pressure on us, 

and a lot of people were upset by that.  Actually, I was not, because it's -- his job is 

to push us, and our job is to resist as he says that. 
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LEONG: I guess some people were upset because, as I understand it, he was 

[01:00:00] seen to be undiplomatic -- he was also your diplomat -- where he was 

undiplomatic in his way of exerting pressure. 

PETERSEN: Yeah.  Yeah. 

LEONG: Was that -- but it didn't upset you. 

PETERSEN: No.  Actually, if he -- people have different ways of expressing themselves, 

and he was pretty clear, and that's okay.  That's his choice.  I don't need anyone 

really to put their words into some -- then it's more difficult to read them anyway.  

It was very clear that -- he was very clear, and we could read him easily.  And that's 

okay.  The point is, as I said, that that's his opinion, and we have to state our 

opinion, and that's why we -- this is politics, actually.   

LEONG: Now, he put it very starkly, though, didn't he?  He said that -- 

PETERSEN: Yes.  Sure. 

LEONG: -- he said that if Norway doesn't come onboard [01:01:00] the relationship 

between the US and Norway, which has traditionally been very close, might 

change.  I think he put it in something to that effect. 

PETERSEN: Yeah, yeah, yeah. 

LEONG: Was that something that concerned you in terms of the implications of 

what might happen should Norway say no? 

PETERSEN: No.  Actually, I liked Ong quite a lot, so I had a good relationship with him, 

but, actually [laughs] my thinking about that is, "Well, this is really above your pay 

grade."  This is about the fundamental issues, and, of course, this is a very concrete 

challenge.  It might be a short-term problem, but the fundamental issues here, 

those ties are strong.  But there is an important thing here, which -- and that is 

that, yes, we can disagree [01:02:00] on an issue like that, but the question is how 

do you handle this.  And actually, there was a very important telephone 

conversation with President Bush and Prime Minister Bondevik where they -- well, 

as I said, as fellow Christians, they could agree to disagree on issues like that.  And 
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for me, it was very important not to fall into what I call the German trap, because, 

if you remember, Chancellor Schröder was very much against the use of military 

force and the invasion.  And he constantly voiced this and perhaps was seen as 

making this a kind of German domestic policy at that time, standing up, and that 

didn't go well.  We [01:03:00] didn't use this for Norwegian domestic purposes.  

When we said no to participating, it was to say that allies even on important issues 

like that, we can disagree, and we can respect each other.  So we didn't try to get 

any political domestic mileage out of it, and I think that might have been an 

important factor, because if you -- because we didn't really -- it would have been 

probably popular and made life easier for me if I had delivered some very strong 

speeches against President Bush and the trans-Atlantic relations and Iraq and 

whatever.  And I think by not doing it we managed to keep [01:04:00]it on the level 

of "Friends can disagree."  It was not a challenge to the US as such.  It was a 

concrete disagreement, and that is why -- my perception may be wrong, but my 

perception is that our relationships were good before the decisions were taken and 

were good after the decisions were taken.  And as a part of this, we also 

contributed, as you may know, military force for stabilizing the country after the 

invasion simply because, yes, we disagreed on the invasion, the prudence of it, but 

when Baghdad had fallen we would all benefit from stabilizing Iraq as soon 

[01:05:00] as we could.  That would benefit everyone.  A lot can be said about that, 

but that's a different matter.  But the intention to contribute towards the 

stabilization of Iraq was important to underline that, yes, we disagree on the 

invasion, but we are still friends, so let's make the best out of it. 

LEONG: That, of course, makes sense from the Norwegian point of view. 

 Did you get the sense that the Americans recognized that position as well? 

PETERSEN: Yes.  We never had any -- we maintained good relations.  Otherwise, we 

would have probably had the -- we would have felt it immediately, but we never 

felt that Washington in any way didn't accept or understand our position.  And I 
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think they appreciated [01:06:00] that we didn't try to get some political mileage 

out of it.   

LEONG: Was there any pressure, though, after the invasion to get Norway to 

contribute more, perhaps? 

PETERSEN: No, I can't recall that, and I think that Washington appreciated that we did 

contribute, and that was the important thing.  Our contribution would be small 

and minor anyway, so it was more the fact that we did it than if it was half or twice 

the size of what we actually provided.   

LEONG: Many people have pointed out that, perhaps because Norway did not 

contribute early on to the Iraq War and came in later, and even then not -- in a 

small way, [01:07:00] that Norway tried to make up for it by contributing more to 

Afghanistan.  Is that a fair comment in your view? 

PETERSEN: I can't remember.  I don't think we changed that much in Afghanistan, but 

maybe we did.  But it was always a point before or after to make a contribution to 

Afghanistan because the basic thing is that even if we agreed on Iraq that was not a 

challenge to the Atlantic community or the US.  Our fundamental relations are 

still there, but we've got to work on them every day, and that is why we made 

these contributions. 

LEONG: Sure.  This is just a curious question.  Prime Minister Bondevik has recalled 

on different occasions [01:08:00] that time when he had his conversation with 

President Bush when he had to say, "No, Mr. President, I'm sorry.  We will not be 

able to participate in the war in Iraq."  Were you in that room? 

PETERSEN: No, I was not. 

LEONG: Oh, okay. 

PETERSEN: No.  No.   

LEONG: So I'm curious to know, as foreign minister, one would have expected you to 

be there.  How was it that you weren't there? 
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PETERSEN: No, we were -- I can't remember actually, but we were very close all the 

time because we sensed that he had concluded a little earlier than I had, so we 

always made a point of working together on all these things.  We had the press 

conference together and things like that, so I was pretty close, but in the actual 

conversation it is usually him and the people just taking the notes during that. 

LEONG: I see. 

PETERSEN: You can't make these conversations a public meeting. 

LEONG: Sure.  Sure. 

PETERSEN: So that's -- and, of course, I trusted him to -- I didn't have to check on him, 

to put it [01:09:00] that way. 

LEONG: Sure.  Well, I ask because, of course, it was -- 

PETERSEN: I've never thought about that actually, this angle.  

LEONG: I ask because, of course, it has been described in such a dramatic fashion. 

PETERSEN: Yeah, because Bush might have reacted differently.  He might have been -- 

he might have gotten furious, and really urging and putting a lot of pressure on 

him, so the way the president responded was quite important.  But, of course, I 

always felt that Bondevik would give the correct account of the conversation 

anyway, so I didn't need to sit there to check on him. 

LEONG: Did you have to do any prep work in terms of prepping either American 

officials to say, "You know what?  This is likely going to be our [01:10:00] answer," 

or did you have to do any follow-up work to maybe soothe ruffled feathers after 

that conversation? 

PETERSEN: We do that kind of work every day, all the time.  I mean, this is politics.  It's 

about the constant relationship where sometimes you have formal meetings.  

Sometimes you meet people in passing, and you speak about, of course, the topics 

of the day.  So there are always preparations, and there are always follow-ups. 

LEONG: So nothing that unusual. 
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PETERSEN: Nothing I recall especially, no.  I am not quite sure whether I understand 

your question, but if your question is did I have to go to Washington to have a 

meeting with them or something, no.   

LEONG: You, of course, are well aware that during the Bush Administration there 

was a good deal of rivalry and tension between the State Department and [01:11:00] 

the Defense Department. Was that something that came through in terms of your 

interactions with US officials?  Did you get a sense that there were -- that they 

were pulling in different directions? 

PETERSEN: Oh, yeah.  Sure.  Sure.  We had an excellent relationship with Colin Powell. 

And, to answer your question this way, I think a lot could have been different if he 

had been listened to more extensively than he was.  Our sense was that the 

Pentagon and the vice president's office perhaps carried more of the weigh than 

the State Department, which all of us, I think, were pretty unhappy about because 

Colin Powell was such an excellent [01:12:00] man, understanding, knowledgeable, 

had a command of every issue.  So I think that life might have been easier for all of 

us if he had been listened to more than he was listened to. 

LEONG: Would have been easier in what way? 

PETERSEN: Well, I think perhaps that the -- well, this might be wishful thinking, but 

perhaps -- it's difficult for me to spell it out really because this is counterfactual.  

Well, I'll leave it at that, and then you can interpret it the way you want to.  But, of 

course, it was a problem that the State Department had its own international 

relations, the [01:13:00] Pentagon different.  And I remember I met Secretary 

Rumsfeld once.  I've just spoken with him once.  That was in the summit meeting 

in Prague.  And then, I said that, well -- because there were just a couple of us at 

the beginning of a reception, so we had to talk to each other.  So I said to him that, 

"I've been to Washington many times and tried to get in touch with you.  I'm sorry 

I hadn't succeeded."  And then he said, "I never speak with foreign ministers." And 

that was the way it was.  And that is perhaps unfortunate because we didn't have 

SMU I CENTERFOR 
® PRESIDENTIAL HISTORY 



 
 

26 
 

the full understanding of the Pentagon, and the foreign defense minister probably 

not a full understanding of what happened in the State Department.  But 

Washington is a big place.   

LEONG: Now, of course, your defense minister at that time, Kristin Krohn Devold, 

was a good friend of [01:14:00] Secretary Rumsfeld. 

PETERSEN: Yes, she had a very, very special relationship with him, and we are very 

happy about the access she had, because that has always been very important, I 

think.  So I'm very happy about the way they developed a relationship. 

LEONG: Did the two of you -- of course, you were also from the same party. 

PETERSEN: Yes. 

LEONG: So did the two of -- to what extent did the two of you try to coordinate in 

order to get around the mixed messages, perhaps, that were coming out of the 

State and Defense Departments? 

PETERSEN: Well, actually, I think we coordinated all of this pretty well, and I don't 

think we had any major disagreements between our two ministries.  So we were 

able to work out this pretty well.  We had, of course, our different responsibilities.  

[01:15:00] I didn't meddle into her decisions about which capacities went into 

Afghanistan and things like that, and I had my responsibility, and she kept out of 

that.  But, of course, in a small country, in a small cabinet, you meet many times a 

week, so we were able to smooth out any kind of differences which might emerge. 

LEONG: Were there ever any occasions when you had the sense that she had heard 

something from Secretary Rumsfeld and you had heard something different from 

Secretary Powell, and there was maybe a little bit of confusion as to where the US 

was going with a particular policy? 

PETERSEN: Well, that was quite evident even if you use open sources.  As I've said a 

couple of times, Washington is a big place.  But, of course -- 

LEONG: How did you -- 
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PETERSEN: -- if you -- for those who stayed in close touch with the Pentagon, then 

[01:16:00] perhaps the understanding that it was a done deal would have been 

firmer than for those of us who were in contact with the State Department.  But 

that's just -- after 15 years, it gets a little blurred, these things. 

LEONG: Did you ever find yourself in a situation where you really had some trouble 

trying to figure out what was going on? 

PETERSEN: Well, I think we all had all the time because there were a lot of unknowns, 

and some of the unknowns were actually -- the intelligence here, the big unsolved 

question, unanswered question, was are there weapons of mass destruction or are 

there not.  That was the big unknown, and it all revolved around that, actually.    

LEONG: So once they invasion of Iraq happened, at that [01:17:00] time, did you have 

a sense of whether the way that the United States was approaching the 

reconstruction efforts was going to encounter problems? 

PETERSEN: Say it again.   

LEONG: Yes.  Let me rephrase that.  So once the invasion happened without 

Norway's participation -- and you began to observe what was going on, did you 

have a sense of whether the United States was approaching reconstruction in Iraq 

in a successful way, or did you have a premonition that maybe the United States 

was not approaching it quite correctly? 

PETERSEN: Well, I don't think quite correctly.  Obviously, it didn't happen, but what I 

remember -- we asked even before the invasion, "Okay, even if we now find 

weapons of mass destruction and there is a UN [01:18:00] Security Council 

resolution, and then you have the invasion, what then?" And we never got any 

answers to that question, actually, and that worried some of us because, of course, 

it could be that they wouldn't at that stage tell us about the plans, but we got the 

sense that it was -- that may be wrong, but there were not all that many plans for 

doing it, and that worried some of us quite a lot, I would say.    

LEONG: Was that something that you communicated to the United States? 
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PETERSEN: Well, we asked questions, and, of course, when you ask question and look 

worried, then I think we send a message.   

LEONG: So when Norway did contribute through the UN [01:19:00] afterwards, what 

were some of your concerns?  Were there concerns about where this might lead, 

how useful -- 

PETERSEN: Yes.  Sure. 

LEONG: -- might this actually be? 

PETERSEN: There were a lot of unknowns, but we knew, of course, that time is short.  

So when Baghdad fell, then you know that you don't have half a year to sit through 

and commission a report on what to do.  You have to go for it because time is 

short, and things might develop in different directions.  And I think that's 

characteristic with many important and difficult decisions, that time is never on 

your side, so you need to simply take a decision now.  Postponing is almost one of 

the worst [01:20:00] answers you can give to a question like this.  And if I may give 

you a parallel: the question about the bombing of Libya, the issue before the then-

prime minister was, "Okay, what do I do?  I just have one day, two days to decide.  

I can't commission a lot of experts to come in and brief me.  I simply have to use 

what I have and make a decision yes or no."  And if you don't make a decision, you 

have in many ways made a decision.  So, of course, we could have probably had a 

much better background for sending our men and women into Iraq, but we simply 

had to work on the basis of what we had. 

LEONG: Now, when you did send some staff officers in 2004, there was still strong 

opposition at home, here against that.  [01:21:00] Why did you go ahead to do it 

anyway? 

PETERSEN: Because I thought it was the right thing to do, because stabilizing Iraq was 

very important.  And actually, on that I think I was right, because we didn't 

succeed in stabilizing Iraq, but we see what happens if Iraq went wrong.  That we 

have had ample proof of.   
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LEONG: From your perspective as a Norwegian leader, to what extent did the Iraq 

War destabilize the Middle East? 

PETERSEN: Well, this is beyond my expertise, actually, so now I'm saying things which I 

might regret.  But, of course, it was definitely destabilizing the Middle East, but 

I've [01:22:00] thought about what if -- we have no proof, but what if Iraq still had 

Saddam Hussein as a leader during the Arab Spring?  Given the fact that he 

belonged to the rather small Sunni minority, is it conceivable that, yes, Syria would 

erupt into what it did erupt into, but Iraq would remain peaceful under the thumb 

of Saddam Hussein?  Well, as an amateur, probably not, and then we would have 

some of the same trouble as we have now because the fundamental trouble, one of 

the fundamentals, is, of course, that [01:23:00] the small minority had governed the 

big Shia majority for decades, for 1,000-plus years.  But could we really believe that 

the regime of Saddam Hussein would be stable for eternity?  Maybe the answer is 

yes.  I'm not sure about it.  So, yes, I think that the invasion destabilized the 

Middle East.  My question is simply wouldn't Iraq sooner or later be destabilized 

anyway.   

LEONG: Now, in part to justify the war against Iraq, the Bush Administration had 

come up with something that came to be called the Bush Doctrine, the notion of 

preemptive war.  [01:24:00] What were your thoughts on that?  Was that a -- well, 

first of all, was that a doctrine that was talked about here in Norway?  And if it 

was, what were some of your responses to that? 

PETERSEN: I think, well, sometimes it might be justified, but the point is, of course, 

that if you're going to do something you need a Security Council resolution, which 

defines that there is a threat against international peace and security.  Then, you 

might use military means, and I think that in many ways will solve the problem.  

You simply take action because there is a threat against the international peace 

and security.  So you don't need an invasion [01:25:00] for the Security Council to 

trigger that. 
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LEONG: So did you see the Bush Doctrine as really this sort of hyper-power or this 

superpower flexing its muscles?  Was it something that concerned you? 

PETERSEN: Yes, because we needed the -- if you want to use military means, then you 

need to do it in accordance with international law, which means that it will either 

be an attack on your country in some ways, like 9/11, or it has to be a Security 

Council resolution stating that there's a threat against international peace and 

security.   

LEONG: Now, President Bush also called the terrorists "evil," and he also used 

rhetoric like, "You're either with us, or you're against us."  What was the reaction 

in Norway at that time to that type of [01:26:00] language? 

PETERSEN: I think that most people thought this was really too much of a good thing, 

making divisions.  Actually, I had no problem with it, to be frank.  These three 

countries, which were given the label of Axis of Evil -- 

LEONG: Evil. 

PETERSEN: -- well, actually, the question is, of course, the word "axis," because there 

were three different countries.  But that you could describe the regimes as "evil," of 

course you could.    

LEONG: Well, did you not -- President Bush has been criticized, of course, for using 

such language because it as seen as overly simplistic. 

PETERSEN: Yeah.  Yeah. 

LEONG: But you didn't -- you don't think so? 

PETERSEN: Well, [01:27:00] not simplistic.  Sometimes as a leader you've got to focus on 

the basic choices, and the other thing you mentioned, "Either you're with us or 

against us," well, actually, isn't that what it is about?  Sometimes you can't just 

hide and avoid, and if you hide and avoid you've got to think about what that 

means.  And what a lot of people probably wanted was simply to have a gray zone 

where they could avoid making the hard choices.  So, actually, maybe I belong to a 

small minority, but actually I didn't react negatively to either of those two, neither 
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the "Axis of Evil" or the "for or against," because sometimes you've simply got to 

make a decision and take a stand.   

LEONG: Why do you think France and Germany and Belgium reacted so differently?  

[01:28:00] Why do you think they became so opposed to US action? 

PETERSEN: Well, I haven't studied this fully and sorted through it, actually, fully.  There 

might be different reasons for that.  Of course, one of the basic things here will be 

that they might be -- it might be a question of intelligence, that they simply were 

not convinced about the basic issue that there were weapons of mass destruction 

in Iraq.  And then it's quite natural that they oppose it if this is the reason for 

taking action.  You have some more fundamental issues, of course.  The Germans 

are very reluctant to use military means anyway.  [01:29:00] We should remember 

that they, for example, abstained in the Security Council when they came to 

Resolution 1973 on Libya, and that is because it's in their national DNA not to use 

military means.  The French do not have that problem.   

[Break in video] 

LEONG: I'm sure it won't be a contradiction.  That was a -- the question about 

France and Germany and Belgium. 

PETERSEN: Yeah.  Yeah.  Okay. 

LEONG: Okay?  So let me know when you're rolling. Okay.  So why do you think 

France, Germany, and Belgium came out so strongly against the US? 

PETERSEN: Well, I really do not know because I haven't studied this closely, and I guess 

there might be different reasons here.  One might, of course, be that they simply 

were not convinced that there would be any weapons of mass [01:30:00] 

destruction.  So the intelligence issue was there, and that probably united them.  

Then, anyway, in the German case, they are always very reluctant to use military 

means.  That is in their political DNA, and you see that in many -- you have many 

examples of that.  For example, they abstained when the Security Council 

mandated the action against Gaddafi in 2011.  So I think that's a reason.  Probably, 
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also, partly political reasons because there was strong opposition, and Schröder 

really wanted to gain from that opposition and build his own popularity in 

Germany, which, of course, made him rather unpopular in Washington.  So I think 

he [01:31:00] would have been better and wise to be a little bit more careful in that 

respect.  The French do not have this problem with using military means, so I 

guess it was for them more the question of will this really work and aren't we 

meddling in something which is unpredictable, which, of course, it turned out to 

be, because Iraq has been a mess for so many years. 

LEONG: Were you concerned -- again, given the importance of NATO to Norway, 

were you concerned about how these tensions would undermine NATO unity? 

PETERSEN: I wouldn't say "undermine."  Of course, strong differences in an alliance is 

never a good thing, but I have always been convinced that the fundamentals are so 

strong that we will survive temporary [01:32:00] strong disagreements between 

members.  And when we see what has happened after, I think the unity among 

allies is as strong as it has been.  So, no, I was not really worried about that, but, of 

course, the less tension the better. 

LEONG: So you didn't observe -- as foreign minister at that time, you didn't observe 

a sort of sense of crisis or anything like that? 

PETERSEN: I think we use the word "crisis" way too often.   

LEONG: So you did not. 

PETERSEN: No, I did not.  I am maybe a little bit laid back, but I wasn't worried, 

because the fundamentals were there. 

LEONG: Did you at any time play a mediating role -- 

PETERSEN: No.   

LEONG: -- in terms of trying to draw the different sides together? 

PETERSEN: No.  No, we had more than enough with sorting out our own position 

because [01:33:00] establishing the facts, the jury was out for a long time.  And as I 
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said, the prime minister probably concluded before I was prepared to conclude 

that that was the important thing, to sort out our own views.   

LEONG: Because of Norway's participation in Afghanistan, Al-Qaeda -- one Al-

Qaeda leader actually named Norway as a target for terrorism.  When you heard 

that, do you remember being concerned?  Did that lead to any regret about what 

you did? 

PETERSEN: No.  No, we were participating.  Of course, we could always be mentioned 

in ways like this, so I was not -- the way you ask it is did you really come to a stage 

where you said, "Oh, [01:34:00] I hadn't thought about that."  Well, actually, I think 

we had thought about that.   

LEONG: Fair enough.  Do you think that Bush succeeded in rebuilding relationships 

in his second term? 

PETERSEN: Well, we were out of office by then, and then we had some problems, which 

probably originated in Oslo.  There is this famous telephone conversation between 

Bush and Stoltenberg, which didn't turn out well, so it took some time.  So it was 

not fully reestablished, but I don't think it has anything to do with the Iraqi War or 

anything because our relations stayed healthy.  That's a main point.  So the 

problems we had after the phone conversation between Bush and Stoltenberg was 

[01:35:00] something new, which was after our time in office.  And that could have 

been handled better, but if you look at it now the relations are really good, really 

good.  And Stoltenberg is the Secretary General of NATO. 

LEONG: That's right.  That's right. 

PETERSEN: So it turned out well. 

LEONG: Do you have any recollections of meetings with President Bush?  Did you 

ever meet him? 

PETERSEN: Well, I met him a few times, but briefly, actually.  You meet him just for 

photo opportunities, and I met him a couple of times in the White House.  I joined 

the king when he was there for lunch in -- it must have been 2005, I think.  There 
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was also a [01:36:00] party leaders' meeting in the IDU where I happened to be at 

the same table as President Bush, yes.  But this was not a one-to-one.   

LEONG: So not enough to have really any strong impression of him? 

PETERSEN: I think the most -- the impression you get will be from the media.  but, of 

course, I got an impression of him, but it might be superficial.  But he came 

through as a very nice, down-to-earth person with quite a lot of humor, actually, 

and self-irony.  That's my impression.  It might be wrong.  It might be right. 

LEONG: What about with Colin Powell?  You had more interactions with Colin 

Powell. 

PETERSEN: Yes, much more. Extremely nice man, and I was really, really [01:37:00] 

impressed by the way he handled everyone he was in contact with but also by his 

youth and his knowledge and his empathy.  That was -- actually, I just have happy 

memories of my conversations with Powell.   

LEONG: So, looking back now at your term in office as foreign minister and relations 

with the US, did it turn out as you might have expected?  If you had to do it again, 

were there things that you wish had been different? 

PETERSEN: Well, actually, it didn't turn out as I had thought because we had no way of 

really -- when you started of understanding that we would be through the Iraqi 

issue, for example.  So, of course, politics is always about the unpredictable, but 

[01:38:00] if I would have made something different -- well, it may be arrogant, but 

the answer is no.  I don't think so.  And if you sum up, I think that the basic thing, 

which you see reflected in the government platform, that this is about -- our 

relationship is about where do we belong, and we belong in the Atlantic 

community.  Then, I think we can say we did the utmost to keep the relations well, 

and I think we managed to keep them as well as we possibly could.  So I don't 

think you can say that it was popular in all quarters, but I'm happy with the result.  

Yes, we've managed to stay on good terms and keep those relationships.   

LEONG: Okay.  Well, those are all the questions I've got. [01:39:00]    
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PETERSEN: Okay.  Happy to do more. 

LEONG: Have you?  Did I skip over anything that -- 

PETERSEN: No, I don't -- 

LEONG: -- maybe you feel is important? 

PETERSEN: No, I don't think you did.  I think we've covered well those key questions 

which we -- so, actually, I don't have anything which I need to add to this.  No. 

LEONG: Okay.  All right.  Well, thank you very much. 

PETERSEN: Thank you very much.   

LEONG: Oh, I have kept to time for you.   

 

[END OF AUDIO/VIDEO] 
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