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Peter Rough: 

Hello and welcome to today's event. My name is Peter Rough. I'm a senior fellow at Hudson 
Institute and I'm delighted to welcome you to the premier of Hudson Institute's new center on 
Europe and Eurasia. Those of you who have followed Hudson's events over the past months 
and years will know I'm not at Hudson Institute today. Instead, we're on Capitol Hill. And there 
goes my first word of thanks to Senator Joni Ernst of Iowa for welcome us into her office. And 
we could think of really no better person than Senator Ernst to inaugurate our center and to get 
us going. So thank you so much for Senator Ernst for being here and for welcoming us to your 
office. 

Joni Ernst 

Absolutely, and thanks, Peter, because this is an incredible opportunity to talk about issues that 
are important to both of us, and of course those that follow the Hudson Institute as well. So I'm 
glad to be with you. 

Peter Rough: 

Thank you. Senator Ernst obviously is a prominent voice in national security, so rather than go 
through her list of accomplishments, I just thought I'd focus on a few points if you'll indulge me, 
of Senator Ernst's background that really embody what I think we're trying to accomplish at the 
center, really, what is at the heart of Hudson's new center on Europe. And the first is that 
Senator Ernst is a combat veteran, in fact, the first female combat veteran to be elected to the 
United States Senate. The first female elected to Congress from the state of Iowa generally. 
And she serves on the Committee on Armed Services in the US Senate. And so I think for 
Hudson, which goes all the way back to Herman Kahn's days, focusing on deterrence, hard 
power and military matters, she really, in a way, I think, in focusing on those issues tracks a lot 
of what we're trying to accomplish at the center. 

And secondly, I think she's shown a great deal of interest in Europe and her travel schedule 
over the past year really demonstrates that. She attended the very important summit that NATO 
held in Spain in June, where a new strategic concept was decided. And the roadmap was laid 
out for Finland and Sweden to join NATO. That process isn't complete yet. We're in the 
ratification stage, but we're close. She spent the July 4th holiday with Iowans deployed to 
Kosovo, also had meetings with European command in Germany and also at NATO 
headquarters in Brussels, was part of a congressional delegation to Poland and Germany, and 
most recently was in the United Kingdom where she gave an important talk at policy exchange. 
So cares about military deterrents and hard power just like Hudson, cares about Europe, which 
our center is focused on. 

But I thought I'd start with a third point in your biography, which is rather interesting and I think 
peaked a lot of interest. And that is when the war broke out in Ukraine, of course it's been going 
on for some time, but let's call it the full scale invasion on February 24th, some members of 
Congress might have to go to a map and find exactly where Ukraine is and what is going on, but 
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you of course have a long history in Ukraine. So perhaps you could tell us a little bit about your 
experiences with Ukraine dating all the way back to the Cold War. 

Joni Ernst 

I do. Thank you, Peter. So this segment of my life started in 1989 when I was between my 
freshman and sophomore year at Iowa State University. Go cyclone, Peter. 

Peter Rough: 

That's right. 

Joni Ernst:  But I was able to attend an agricultural exchange in Ukraine, and it was part of the 
Soviet Union, of course, in 1989. So there were a number of students from Iowa that attended 
this exchange. We lived on a collective farm with a number of our host families. So I learned 
what it was like living in Ukraine at that time. And again, it was still part of the Soviet Union. So 
the interesting thing that I took away from that exchange was the determination that the 
Ukrainian people had on their own independence. When we attended as a group, the first 
evening event where the collective came together at the community center, we expected them 
to ask us about American agriculture. But what we talked about was what it was like to be 
Americans and what it was like to be free. And that left a lasting impression on me, which did 
eventually lead me into the military, just seeing how this other world superpower treated its 
people and the lack of opportunities they had when here in the United States, anything, our 
future was in front of us. 

Peter Rough: I was just a Ukraine two weeks ago. And that spirit was really palpable, the sort 
of tenacity, the toughness as they fight for their own sovereignty, as they fight for their own 
freedom. Why is it important in your mind that Ukraine emerge victorious from this conflict, that 
we support Ukraine, that we stand on its side as it tries to push back Russian aggression? 

Joni Ernst: Well, this is extremely important, and I try and press that issue with not just Iowans, 
but all Americans. The invasion of Russia into Ukraine was one of the most significant events in 
the last 30 years. And what we have seen over the past several decades is a Europe that had 
become complacent. They had not been living up to their NATO obligations, they had not been 
developing their militaries as they should. They became very heavily reliant upon Russia for 
their energy sources. And so what we saw was a complacent Europe, a Ukraine that was very 
vulnerable, and a Russia that decided to take advantage. 

What is important about this is that when we see that there are holes or areas lacking around 
the globe, we can either fill them with American leadership leading other countries, or we can 
leave them vacant and they will be filled by Russia or China. So as we watch Europe, do we 
want to see Europe, starting with Ukraine, fall to the might of Russia, or do we want to help 
them push back on that? So what is at stake is, do we want and value freedom around the 
globe or do we want authoritarian regimes to rule the day? 

Peter Rough: And I suppose that takes us back to the theme of hard power and deterrence and 
really investing in those tools that we require in order to really be able to execute that mission 



The Importance of US Alliances in Europe: A Conversation with Senator Joni Ernst| December 2, 2022 

4 
 

and rally our friends and allies. Suppose that takes me to, how are we doing in that mission set? 
Just last week, you led, co-authored and organized a letter with 15 of your colleagues to the 
administration on unmanned aerial vehicles that you would like to see the administration or at 
least explain to the Senate and to the Congress why they have yet to send these Gray Eagles. 
These are advanced unmanned aerial vehicles that can play an important role in ISR 
intelligence, surveillance, reconnaissance, but also be able to help the Ukrainians to really reach 
behind Russian front lines, hit supply depots, provide a variety of capabilities. I suppose my first 
question is how are we doing? That's clearly one angle you focused on. What are some of the 
others? Maybe you could get into that a bit. 

Joni Ernst: Yeah, and thanks for bringing up the Gray Eagle, the unmanned aerial vehicle that 
we are proposing go to Ukraine, the Gray Eagle can provide air dominance. We see Russia 
using Iranian made drones, and we can't allow them to dominate that space. So our proposal is 
to push forward Gray Eagles, allow the Ukrainians to use those, minus the technology that we 
think might be vulnerable if the Russian should capture it, but we have ways around that. But to 
provide them with that opportunity would be extremely significant in their fight against the 
Russians. So I think that platform is very, very important. 

The administration is always very lukewarm on providing new technologies to Ukrainians. It 
seems to be more about the status quo than actually winning, which would bleed me into some 
of these other areas where we're trying to outfit the Ukrainian military with what they need to 
defeat the Russians. At least that should be the goal. But unfortunately, our administration and 
President Biden has been very weak on this, and we're just trickling items into Ukraine, 
sometimes not what they're asking for, not what Ukrainians think they need, but what the 
American leadership believes they needs. What we need to do is make sure that we are 
defeating Russia soundly using the Ukrainians. They can do this and they will fight to the last 
man and woman. They have said that time and time again. 

Peter Rough: It's been my observation that the pattern of American assistance has been when 
the Ukrainians face a setback, we begin to rush weapons systems to them. But then when they 
begin to break through Russian lines, the administration gets a bit hesitant and pulls back on 
certain lines of assistance, almost as if we'd like to keep the conflict at boil, in country to reach 
some sort of equilibrium leading to a cease fire or some other political negotiation, rather than 
empowering the Ukrainians to fight for their homeland, to achieve victory and to push the 
Russians out. 

But since we just talked about that letter, maybe more generally, I know foreign policy is an 
Article Two power assigned to the President, and it is the president's foreign policy, it's the 
Presidents State Department, it's the president's Department of Defense, but you have an 
oversight role and Congress takes that rather seriously. How do you think relations are between 
the administration and Congress? Are you satisfied with the amount of briefings, the amount of 
information, the cooperation you've gotten for the administration on the war in Ukraine? 

Joni Ernst: I would not say entirely satisfied. And we do push the administration heavily. When 
we push, we do get interaction with the various departments, whether it is Department of 
Defense, whether it is USAID, you name it. When we push, eventually we get a response, but 
it's not an ongoing conversation where the administration is coming to us voluntarily and saying, 
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this is what we are doing. We just wanted to provide you with an update. It's not like that at all. It 
is only when we're demanding and we're exercising, flexing the muscle of oversight that we 
actually get the information that we are asking for. 

So it has been a back and forth of push and pull with the administration. Generally, when we get 
them to visit with us, it's very cordial. They will explain their position, we will state ours. But yes, 
to your point though, typically when there is a war that is being waged, and we see that in 
Ukraine, we would want a definitive defeat. I think about the days of shock and awe, whatever 
happened is shock and awe? The Ukrainians want to have that shock and awe capability, 
defeat the Russians, send them back to Russia and not allow it to happen again. But we're not 
enabling that. 

Peter Rough: I think that also gets to a point that clear messaging on Ukrainian victory would 
help boost support for the war back home because Americans can, I think implicitly, intuitively 
understand what victory means right now. I think it's a bit difficult to discern exactly what the 
administration's end policy or strategy really is in Ukraine, and that I think makes it harder to sell 
it at home. Not to mention, if we go back to shock and awe, I mean say what you will about the 
wars in Iraq, the first Gulf War, the second Gulf War, both presidents and commanders in chief 
regularly went to the American people and explained to them the stakes and why they were 
there. And I think we're missing that a little bit from the administration. But that takes me to 
domestic support for the war. And I think one critique we've heard from some Republicans in 
particular has been about transparency and accountability of money that's going to Ukraine. 
And of course we're making a big investment in Ukraine. I would argue it's pennies on the dollar 
given the strategic effects we're achieving. You are known as somebody who's rather hawkish 
also about fiscal issues, where famously making them squeal in the campaign ad back in 2014. 
And I noticed when you walked into your office, you have a brochure. That theme is still alive. 
It's on your website. Are you comfortable with the accountability that's in these packages? Are 
you comfortable in the way we're spending this money? 

Joni Ernst: I would say that I am more comfortable now than I have been in the past. So when 
we first saw Russia invade Ukraine, of course there was this outcry of support for Ukraine, both 
in military aid and humanitarian aid. A lot of that we did not, as Congress, understand where 
those dollars were going, what types of platforms were being deployed to Ukraine, how they 
were being used, what was the humanitarian aid situation. I feel much better now. But again, 
I've had to demand of the Department of Defense, send us spreadsheets. We want to know 
what articles are going into Ukraine. So they do provide that and they provide that, we can go to 
the SCIF and read that as members of Congress. That's important that we follow that. 

Another area though, as I mentioned, was humanitarian aid. So we have allocated billions of 
dollars for humanitarian aid. The United States has deployed 10 billion of humanitarian aid, but 
most of that is going from USAID, to the UN, to the UN where Russia sits on the security council 
and on a number of their executive boards. So how do we know that our dollars are actually 
going to benefit the Ukrainian people? That's what the American taxpayer expects. So we do 
have to do more to make sure our dollars are going where they are supposed to. 

And I think as long as we are talking about the issues, like you said, presidents going out there 
and telling the American people why it's important that we're engaging in this particular fight, we 
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need to do that. But then also to be able to explain this is where your money is going and why it 
matters to you. And this administration does not do a good job at that. That's where we're trying 
to fill a gap, is to explain, we want to do right by you and make sure that you as the American 
taxpayer are being protected. But national security is of key interest. Russia poses a threat. 

Peter Rough: Well, Ukraine is obviously the center of the action. It's where the future of 
Europe's being decided, but Europe is also larger than Ukraine. So perhaps we could just spend 
a minute or two on that. And maybe there, I would just start with the very simple question, why 
does Europe matter to a senator from Iowa? I know you have federal responsibilities, you sit on 
important committees, but when you're back home and in Red Oak or just driving around Iowa, 
if somebody were to say to you, "Why should America care about Europe?" And perhaps just 
this context, I would say, there are strains I think in both parties that are a bit skeptical of 
American internationalism, right, US remaining strongly engaged abroad. And perhaps you 
could just, I know this was asked of you also when you were in London, I'm sure you get this a 
lot when you're traveling abroad, address that a bit for us. 

Joni Ernst: Well, we are all interconnected, and I think Iowans really understand this quite well, 
whether it is through energy, whether it is trade, Iowa has so many commodities that are pushed 
out to the world, whether it's corn or soybean exports, they pay attention to that and where 
those goods are going. So remaining interconnected is extremely important. Whether you look 
at microchip technology, whatever it might happen to be, we as a globe work together in that 
space. We can't just pretend the rest of the world doesn't exist. We can't stick our heads in the 
sand. We will always be connected to other countries. 

Europe is extremely important. Just going back to my trip to the UK, the United Kingdom is one 
of our best allies, and I would say the best ally we have. One of our strongest partner nations. 
The UK is second behind the United States in the dollar figures of what we have supplied to the 
Ukrainians. They have really stepped up to fill that void that maybe some other countries have 
created. But it is important that we maintain these relationships, whether it is through trade, 
whether it is through various means of other types of diplomacy, military support, military 
exchanges, we are all interconnected. We will always be interconnected. We cannot just again, 
step back and let the world either excel on its own or implode on its own because we are going 
to be tied to the outcome. 

Peter Rough: And at the risk of committing a cardinal sin as a think tanker and promoting 
another organization, although I think we are sort of brothers in arms, I think you're affiliated or 
established or set up or associated with an institute, the Bastion Institute, which is meant to go 
out into the country and basically make this case. Can you tell us a little bit more about that and 
what you're doing with it? 

Joni Ernst: Absolutely. So the Bastion Institute was founded to go out, and it's a roadshow. It's 
truly a roadshow with different policy experts in the military space, in the foreign policy space, in 
the trade space, the energy space, you name it. And what we do is discuss with those policy 
experts why it's important that America remain engaged around the globe, the implications of 
not being engaged, whether it's this overarching theme of freedoms and value sets around the 
globe or down to the nitty gritty on how do we provide a cost effective fuel or energy source for 
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our Americans. Whatever it might happen to be, we are showcasing why it's important that 
America retain leadership, provide that leadership for others to follow. 

Peter Rough: In other parts of Western Europe, we've covered the Far East Ukraine and then 
the Western Edge in the United Kingdom, you were at the NATO summit in Madrid, obviously 
also some of the other travels I mentioned at the outset. Can you give us a flavor of how you 
think the relationship's going? Maybe tell us some secrets that will get your security clearance 
revoked from the NATO summit to spice it up for the audience at home. 

Joni Ernst: Yeah, absolutely. So there were a few takeaways, and I was honored to be on that 
bipartisan delegation to the NATO summit in Spain. And there were a couple of takeaways, and 
then I'll end on a very positive note. The first is that I feel there is a wake up call with our NATO 
members on committing to the 2% of their GDP to their own national defense. That is extremely 
important that they do that. A number of those members are diligently working towards that 
goal, but currently only nine of the 30 NATO countries actually meets that 2% standard. That's 
not right. So we continue to push that they need to do more. Again, they become so 
complacent. So that was a big takeaway, not only for the United States, but also for those 
member nations that we met with. The second area was energy security and making sure that 
we have supply security, because as I stated earlier, Russia supplies so much of Europe's 
energy, their natural gas, 40% of what Europe uses for natural gas came from Russia.  

It is a bad day when you're dependent upon an adversary for something that is so important to 
your wellbeing and your economy. So that was another takeaway from that summit is that the 
Europeans need to find other sources. So whether that is coming to the United States and 
working on negotiations for energy, working with closer nearshore partners for those energy 
needs, we hammered home that you have to have supply security. Let's not depend on China, 
Russia, Iran. Okay. So that were the two big takeaways that we had, just 2% GDP and energy 
security.  

But the positive that I will share with you, and I think it's important that a number of the folks that 
are listening and watching take away, is that every bilateral meeting we had with those 
European members, when they came in as leaders and sat down with us, every last one of 
those countries stressed us how important it was for America to lead. And they didn't say take 
on all of the burden. They said, we need American leadership. And that means providing a 
voice, a discussion about the direction we go, whether it's NATO, whether it's any other space 
that's out there, the world needs American leadership. 

Peter Rough:: I don't know if the story might be apocryphal, but I'll share it anyways. I heard 
from a national security official a couple years ago that during the Clinton era, the Clinton 
administration thought they would try something new and go to NATO and basically on the 
agenda items say, why don't you all come up with what our priorities should be and assign 
missions and rules as a way to sort of be deferential, but also build kind of collegiality. And 
when they went and did this, everyone freaked out and said, "Oh my goodness, the Americans 
need to be kind of in charge". And I do think leadership doesn't mean slapping around your 
allies, nor does it mean, though, completely subordinating yourself to them. And I would argue 
that we've maybe swung from one pendulum to the next, sometimes in extremes. And we need 
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to lead and thereby also nudge, maybe sometimes even cajole our allies to do more to pick up 
some of the slack because we have other geopolitical priorities as well. 

And that takes me to the one big country, which any foreign policy discussion today has to have 
in it, which of course is the People's Republic of China. United States exports 48 out of 50 
American states, including all the Pacific Coast states, export more to Europe than to China, 
which I think just demonstrates the importance of the transatlantic alliances for the American 
economy, for the American worker and all the rest. But China looms large over everything, and 
they're increasingly insinuating themselves in the European economies trying to, I think, subvert 
Europe. As we think about Washington and Beijing, Sino-American competition, the Sino-
American relationship, how does Europe fit into this and what should we ask of the Europeans? 
Where should we ask them to position themselves? I mean, how do you think about this in your 
role? 

Joni Ernst: Well, one, I think we are still all tied together. So I think it's extremely important that 
we emphasize to the American public that what we see happening in Europe could obviously 
happen somewhere else around the globe. What we have seen with President Biden is 
President Biden operates under a doctrine of appeasement. And so if we are appeasing certain 
factors, in this case, Vladimir Putin in Europe, he's going to move in excess where he sees an 
opening. The same would be true in China. When we are not leading with our friends and allies, 
there are authoritarian regimes that will see an opening. They will say, America is soft, Europe 
is soft. We have an opening. So China, Taiwan, Russia, Ukraine. I mean, there are so many 
avenues that we need to take a look at, make sure that we are providing that leadership. 

So the same would be true in the Indo-Pacific, making sure that we have appropriate 
leadership, but engaging all of these members, whether it is Japan, whether it's Australia, New 
Zealand, you name it, we have to come together and make sure that we are talking about 
certain situations that could happen in the future, making sure that there is American leadership 
and American presence, but also calling on our partners and allies to step up. If you have a big 
maritime force, we want you engaged in the Indo-Pacific. If you have other skills and abilities to 
bring to the table, we want you engaged. Cyber is your thing, cool, bring it on. But those are the 
discussions that we have to have. We have to have leadership in order to do that. 

Peter Rough:: Well, that's a wonderful note to close on, and I think everyone at home can see 
why we were so hopeful that Senator Ernst would kick us off and get our Europe Center on the 
right path, whether you catch her on a roadshow with the Bastion Institute or on her website to 
see her activities here in Washington, Senator Ernst is obviously a big voice on national 
security. We hope you'll follow her and us at hudson.org. Thanks so much for joining us, and we 
look forward to seeing you again next time. 

Peter Rough:: Thank you. 

Joni Ernst: Thanks, Peter. 

 


