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Summary Anna-Maria and Stephen M. Kellen-Fellowship - Simon Book 

 

Berlin, February 2017 

To whom it may concern, 

 

in October 2016 I was selected as one of the Kellen-Fellows for this year. I traveled the 

United States from January 3rd to January 26th 2017 with multiple stops in Washington, 

D.C., New York, Detroit, Atlanta and San Francisco. In this summary I will try to give some 

conclusions and insights of my experiences during my stay in the US. In order to rather tell a 

story then writing a diary I will structure this document in chapters: 

 

1) The idea of my fellowship 

2) Putting together an itinerary  

3) First lessons 

a. Washington and its institutions 

b. Transatlantic trade and relations 

4) Conclusions 
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The idea of my fellowship 

 

When I first noticed the Anna-Maria and Stephen M. Kellen-Fellowship awarded by the 

American Council on Germany I was in the middle of a long-term investigation about the 

upcoming protests against the Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership TTIP. It was 

the spring of 2016. Former US-President Barack Obama was about to visit Germany in order 

to give an opening-reception at the Hannover Fair, one of the biggest industrial shows in 

Europe. Back then hundreds of thousands of people had signed declarations against TTIP and 

its little brother CETA (Europe’s trade agreement with Canada). The police in Hannover was 

about to prepare for a huge rally in the streets, they expected several thousand protesters 

from all over Europe in the small city.  

When I arrived in Hannover the scenery couldn't have been more beautiful. It was a mild 

day, spring was almost there and we were out of the city on a beautiful spot where 

President Obama gave a press conference on the lawn of the Hannover Castle. I was 

impressed by his speech. He made it very clear that Europe and the United States would 

need TTIP in order to foster the transatlantic relationship, to strengthen their economy, to 

create jobs and wealth. He provided a good narrative. Germanys Chancellor Angela Merkel 

was at his side, she nodded - and added something about industrial standards. It seemed to 

me that she always was looking for protesters and riots around the corner. But there were 

just birds and journalists.  

It is maybe a little unfair to put it like this. But here's what I felt in this very moment: Obama 

made the big “trade-is-beautiful”-show, Merkel was not more than his side-kick - and I first 

started thinking about a story on the reception of TTIP in the United States.  

At this time in Europe there were hundreds of stories being published about the protests 

and riots against TTIP in Europe. But there was little coverage about the mood and the 

feelings on TTIP in the United States. That's what I got interested in after witnessing Obama 

and his TTIP advocacy in Hannover. Only days later, I noticed the Kellen-Fellowship for 

Berlin-based journalists. I wouldn't lose a second to apply.  

My Name is Simon Book. I am 31 years old, married, living in Berlin and working as a 

reporter for Germanys biggest and most influential business weekly WirtschaftsWoche. After 

finishing journalism school in Munich I started my career six years ago with the Financial 

Times Germany. I was based in Hamburg covering news-stories and being responsible for the 
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front page of the newspaper. After the shutdown of the German FT I was asked by 

Handelsblatt to become a reporter in Düsseldorf. Handelsblatt - by the way - is Germanys 

biggest business-daily and belongs to the same publishing group as WirtschaftsWoche. For 

Handelsblatt I covered a variety of topics in all over Germany and Europe. But it turned out 

very quickly that my interest lies in stories on the very gap of business and politics: like 

European single market, international relations, security etc. That's how I got into trade. 

I covered the German G7-Presidency with its highlight, the G7-meeting in 2015 at Schloss 

Elmau for Handelsblatt. TTIP was one of the key-issues there. So I wrote a lot about the 

protests against free trade, about the negotiations and the missed opportunity of Germanys 

CEO's advocating pro TTIP. Shortly after, the editor-in-chief of WirtschaftsWoche, Miriam 

Meckel, asked me to join her team. 

At WirtschaftsWoche we did some very large reports about the future of the German 

economy which is highly related to trade and open markets. After World-War-II Germany 

became one of the strongest economies in Europe. But also the one with the highest trade-

surplus. Our relations to other countries, especially to the United States, are always shaped 

and defined by trade. That’s why trade and TTIP for me is not only an economic topic but a 

crucial question for the stability of the transatlantic relations between the U.S. and Germany 

in general. I think it is crucial to understand why the reception of TTIP differs on both sides 

of the Atlantic.  

At WirtschaftsWoche we saw a debate in Germany that is very much shaped by a well-

informed public audience.  It seemed that nearly everybody in Germany was able to talk 

about highly complicated issues like courts and trade-surplus over coffee. These people were 

very critic about TTIP, too. So in the end we raised the question on our cover-story: is TTIP 

dead? It was Germanys economy-minister Sigmar Gabriel who answered this question when 

I met him for an interview: "From my opinion", he said, "TTIP is dead - at least until we get a 

new US-President". Only a few weeks later I had been selected as one of the Kellen-Fellows. 

By then everybody in our parliamentary bureau in Berlin - and probably nearly everybody in 

Germany - assumed that Hillary Clinton would be the next commander in chief of the United 

States. So I started my research about Clintons campaign, her speeches about free trade and 

her position on TTIP. This was in October 2016. Nobody could imagine (or even think of) 

Donald Trump being the next president. Only few weeks later our world turned upside 

down.  
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Putting together an itinerary 

 

When the American people voted Donald Trump into the Oval Office it was clear to me that 

this would be - from a journalistic perspective - a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Clinton had 

been critical about trade on the campaign-trail. Trump was completely opposed. Not only 

that: during the campaign he made it very clear that his policy is protectionism, not building 

relationships. His slogan “America First” would also mean "Europe Behind" for the old 

continent. His announcements on Mexico, his criticism on the trade-agreements Nafta and 

TPP and also his immigration-policy showed that his presidency would mark a new era in the 

transatlantic relations. So I decided to travel to the U.S. in January 2017 with my fellowship 

in order to see and attend the inauguration and the pre-inauguration mood in the States. 

Given the short time for preparation (there were only eight weeks between the election and 

my departure) and the highly-uncertain mood it was very difficult to get people on the 

phone or having them answered via e-mail. My plan was to spend a couple of days in 

Washington in order to meet people from the new and old administration, lobbyists on K-

Street, CEO's from companies and scientists from think tanks.  

When I started to reach out, a lot of people told me that they would be more or less unable 

to meet and speak on the record because nobody had a clue what to expect at that time. It 

took me a while to get around it but eventually I understood: talking politics those days was 

only possible for a lot of people by assuring them not to quote them and not being on the 

record. This was the opener for many conversations: Having confirmed a meeting once, I 

walked up the ladder, asked everybody for recommendations who to contact and speak to. I 

also reached out to the German-American-Chamber of Commerce in New York and Atlanta, 

to the American Chamber of Commerce in Germany (where Ford-Germany-CEO Bernd 

Mattes is the president) and of course to the American Council on Germany, where Robin 

Cammarota and Steve Sokol were great guides and helped me a lot. 

So in the end I was able to put together an itinerary consisting (more or less) of meeting 

politicians, think tanks and lobbyists in Washington, banking-guys in New York, CEO's and 

companies in Detroit and Atlanta and Start-ups in San Francisco. Especially the meetings in 

D.C. were extremely helpful for better understanding the new administration and what to 

expect in terms of transatlantic relations, security and trade. We did three cover stories on 
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the new President while I was in the US. I contributed to all of them and could provide our 

audience with a lot of good insights.  

I can't put all the names of my appointments here, but I would love to share two highlights: 

The first one is a meeting on my very first day in Washington. I came together with Anna 

Schneider who is a chief lobbyist for Volkswagen North America. Over the last years she had 

a lot to do by managing the Diesel-issue for VW.  When I met her in her office on 

Pennsylvania Avenue she was upset, because Trump had just announced his border-

adjustment tax which would harm VW a lot more than other motor-companies. Anna was 

extremely helpful. She shared great insights and made a lot of contacts to other automakers. 

In the end she was like a door-opener to the Washingtonian lobby-community. 

My second highlight was more or less a coincidence. My bureau-chief back in Berlin was able 

to establish a contact to Robert Kimmitt, who is a Republican, the former US-ambassador to 

Germany and now very close to the transition team of Donald Trump. At the same time, I 

met ACG-President Steve Sokol in New York for the first time. I told him about our efforts to 

meet Mr. Kimmitt, who is also the Chairman of the ACG. Steve helped me by introducing us. 

A few days later I was able to meet Kimmitt in Washington for an interview on the incoming 

administration. 

 

 

First lessons 

 

Talking about findings at this early stage is very difficult. My fellowship just ended and 

President Trump is about to show the world that he will turn things upside down – and it 

may turn out that the transatlantic relations, which shaped the western world over the last 

decades, are hit hard by him and his presidency. At this very moment I am writing this 

summary two of Trumps cabinet-members are in Germany to attend the Munich security 

conference and negotiate about GM’s efforts to sell Opel to Peugeot. We don’t know much 

about them and their policy yet. They are as new on the political stage as Trump is himself. 

But what I did learn during my weeks in the United States is the meaning of “uncertainty” 

and its implications for politics and business. I would love to show that by laying out some 

key-findings of my research. 
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 Washington and its institutions 

“Checks and Balances” – not only for me but for the whole western world these 

principals were the key to understand the political system of the United States, the 

best democracy in the world. The idea that democratic institutions hold accountable 

one another and show each other the limits of power shaped the world. But when I 

went to Washington and New York, to Detroit, Atlanta and San Francisco, I met 

several people who were concerned that “checks and balances” is not working 

accurate. I heard this in think tanks and companies, from Democrats and 

Republicans: Donald Trump captured Washington, the political system and its 

institutions. He has the power to name several judges, he and his party have control 

over the senate and the house, he bends the rules and the common ground by 

twittering on CEO’s, appointing his buddies to the cabinet and signing 18 executive 

orders within 10 days. By writing on Twitter about the “so called judge”, by 

questioning the findings of the intelligence community on Russian hacking during the 

campaign or calling up the CEO’s of IBM, Ford and Carrier even before he took office 

Trump is shortcutting the democratic institutions which are supposed to hold him 

accountable. He is undermining their authority and their reputation. In the end he is 

shaking the confidence of the people in their democratic system.   

What really strikes me during my visit in the US is that (at the same time) so many 

people seem to blindly trust the checks and balances. Sometimes it seemed to me 

that there are two groups of people in the US: Immigrants and people from outside 

(especially from Europe) who are extremely concerned about the incoming 

administration and foresee a meltdown of the whole political system. And “native” 

Americans, people from the inside who grew up in the US and rely extremely on the 

constitution and its instruments to hold presidents accountable. Not only one time I 

heard sentences like this: “This nation got over so many things. We got over the Civil-

war, we managed the race-question and the great depression. We will get over 

Donald Trump, too.” 

The grand-old liberal monthly “Atlantic” just did a tremendous cover story explaining: 

“How to build an autocracy”. At WirtschaftsWoche we asked one week after 

inauguration day on our cover: “Who can hold him?” The answer was not easy. But I 

found it during my fellowship.  
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Transatlantic trade and relations 

Donald Trump campaigned as a political outsider who would disrupt the Washington 

establishment. Capitalizing on popular frustration with an economic order that had 

seemingly left the working class behind, Trump promised to create jobs and raise 

revenue through unconventional, even radical, new policies. As president-elect, he 

continues to call for a retreat from globalism – the planning and execution of 

economic and foreign policy on a worldwide scale – and evidently sees international 

trade as a good place to start.  

I first heard sentences like this when I visited Michael McKeon at the Bertelsmann 

Foundation in Washington. He is Bertelsmanns trade expert – and he is very critic 

about Trumps trade policy. In a paper he forwarded me after our talk he wrote: “The 

path forward under president-elect Trump is more uncertain than under any 

administration in modern U.S. history. Except for select, specific objectives, Trump 

has provided few details on his plans to enact a range of policy goals, from creating 

jobs to securing U.S. borders. His trade policy proposals are no exception, and many 

of those he has put forward could have deep and lasting consequences.” 

During my weeks in the United States I met several people all over the country who 

were as upset as Michael. They are deeply concerned about his picks for the key-

trade-positions: Robert Lighthizer, Peter Navarro and Wilbur Ross. Some of them are 

seeing a trade war with China and Europe on the horizon. And literally nobody 

expected TTIP being pursued under the new administration. Instead most of my 

interviewees assume that we will see a new ice age between new and old world 

when it comes to trade. The German Ambassador in Washington even told me that 

his perception of the Trump administration is that he and his team don’t understand 

the European Union, the meaning of multilateral-organizations and the importance of 

the EU for assuring peace and freedom in Europe. Some people even assume that 

Trump would rather follow the path to do bilateral agreements and de-stabilize the 

EU in order to having a more powerful US-position in future negotiations. Assuming 

just for one moment that this comes true – it would be a nightmare for Europe. Ten 

years after the meltdown of the financial system the European Union is still at stake 

and kept with debt-crisis, Brexit and right-wing-populist parties rising all over the 

continent. It is a bad time for having to re-negotiate transatlantic trade and relations. 
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Conclusions 

 

It may turn out that I am wrong (and I hope so because from my opinion it would be better 

for all of us), but in the end the key-findings I took from my fellowship are these: 

 

 TTIP is not a topic for Trump at all. If we are lucky it is just in the deep-freezer and 

can be put out with the next administration. There is no political will on both sides of 

the Atlantic at the moment to re-start the negotiations. Europe’s attention in 2017 

will be soaked up by getting its own homework done: upcoming elections in the 

Netherlands, France and Germany, Brexit-negotiations and a new relationship with 

Russia. In the United States even the NGO’s are not prepared for the Anti-TTIP-fight 

at the moment. They have enough to do with handling the new president and his 

ideas of re-negotiating Nafta and TPP. It seems that trade is an issue for the United 

States – but rather in terms of raising taxes and trade-barriers with China than easing 

trade with Europe. 

 

 German companies and politicians in the US are extremely concerned of what’s going 

on under the new administration. The good transatlantic relations (especially the 

friendship between Germany and the US, which was a personal friendship between 

Angela Merkel and Barack Obama) are at stake. Trump leads not only to protests in 

America but could also lead to a new anti-Americanism in Europe. There are many 

people in Europe that are critical about his administration, his cabinet and his new 

foreign policies on Europe, Russia, Iran and also Israel. This could likely turn out into a 

new transatlantic ice age. Our job as journalists will be to explain and understand the 

United States better than ever before. From my opinion we have to do everything to 

foster the relations and strengthen the ties between our nations. 

 

 America and its institutions are seeing hard times. It seems to be a showdown and it 

is not clear yet who is likely to be the winner in the end. What we do see is that the 

institutions (the congress, the courts and the public) are willing to fight: the media 

fights against fake news, the courts against Trumps unconstitutional immigration-
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laws, and the congress against his unconventional politics by twitter. It may turn out 

in the end that these institutions are strong enough to hold him accountable. But we 

all have to be prepared: populism, fake-news and undermined institutions are poison 

for our way of life. We need trust and faith in our democracy. Otherwise autocratic 

regimes like Russia and China will win the upper hand. That’s why it is so important 

for all of us to protect our values and believes – and to protect the global 

relationships between our countries. The biggest mistake we could do is to 

underestimate what Trump is standing for: it is not only his presidency. He is just on 

the very end of a long-term evolution: globalization has produced too many losers. 

The western world wasn’t able to spread the gains, to deliver growing profits and 

margins to everybody. That’s why people are so skeptical about trade and global 

economies. Not only in the United States but also in Europe. If we don’t provide all 

people with better solutions for sharing the profits they will largely vote for populists 

like Donald Trump in the US, Marine le Pen in France, Frauke Petry in Germany – 

people who promise to bring back the “good old times” for everybody by ruling-out 

their protectionism-policies. 

 

 

Dear reader: I hope that this summary could show a little bit what my three weeks in the 

United States where all about. I am so grateful for this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity the 

American Council on Germany and the Kellen-Family gave to me. I owe them so much and 

hope I was – at least a little bit – able to reach their expectations. My special thanks go to 

Robin Cammarota and Steve Sokol from the ACG who supported me and my project 

tremendously and helped in countless ways: your work is so important and needed more 

than ever. I will spread the word and encourage journalist to apply for your programs.  

 

I would love to take the opportunity and inspire everybody who reads this to get in touch 

with me. You will find my contact details below. It would be an honor for me to provide you 

with further explanations, insights and impressions from my trip.  

 

 

Simon Book 


