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COPENHAGEN — Mette Fred-
eriksen has never tolerated bul-
lies.

When she was in high school,
Ms. Frederiksen, Denmark’s
prime minister, stood up to a pack
of skinheads for teasing immi-
grant kids.

It didn’t go so well. She got
socked in the face.

But this past week, she ducked
a punch, a big one.

After escalating threats from
President Trump about seizing
Greenland, Denmark’s gigantic
overseas territory, Mr. Trump
seems finally to have backed
down.

In a speech to the world’s finan-
cial elite in Davos, Switzerland,
Mr. Trump said he would not use
force to take Greenland. Later he
said he and NATO leaders had
worked out “the framework of a
future deal” that would make ev-
eryone happy. That remains to be
seen.

Of course, there were other fac-
tors to Mr. Trump’s reversal, like
rising congressional opposition
and falling stock markets, but
there’s no doubt that Ms. Frede-
riksen’s carefully crafted defense
helped block Mr. Trump from get-
ting something he really wanted.

For months, Ms. Frederiksen
has played a nervous game of
brinkmanship with Mr. Trump,
and it looks like she has won — for
the moment.

As negotiations continue, Ms.
Frederiksen remains locked in an
unwanted struggle, trying to cali-
brate how to make clear to the
mercurial Mr. Trump that the an-
swer to his demand that the
United States have Greenland is a
hard no, without antagonizing him
into threatening to snatch it away
again.

Already, she has signaled her
resistance to one of the compro-
mises that Mr. Trump appeared to
be considering: the establishment
of American sovereignty over mil-
itary bases on Greenland.
Sovereignty, she insists, remains
a “red line.”

We spent time with Ms. Frede-
riksen this fall, in Greenland,
where she agreed to a rare sit-
down interview in an old house
overlooking the sea. We asked her
if she felt Mr. Trump was acting
like a bully.

“He is able to speak in a very
clear way,” she replied.

“So am I.”
That quiet resolve, rather than

flattery, has set her apart from
other European leaders when it
comes to handling Mr. Trump. It
has made her extraordinarily pop-
ular at home. Opinion polls in Den-
mark show her party surging.
Elections are later this year, and
the polls suggest she’s primed to
win a third term.

Her rising support reflects just
how much Greenland means for
her country, let alone for Mr.
Trump and Greenlanders them-
selves.

For Mr. Trump, the island repre-
sents the extreme of his imperial
ambitions: seizing an enormous
land from a NATO ally in what
would be the biggest territorial ac-
quisition in American history.

For the 57,000 Greenlanders, a
mostly Inuit population with long
and complicated ties to Denmark,
their future is at stake.

And for Ms. Frederiksen, who
swept into office in 2019 as the
youngest prime minister in Dan-
ish history, the dispute is undeni-
ably existential, threatening her
country’s very identity, composi-
tion and stature on the world
stage.

This past week’s fast-moving
developments demonstrated her
tactical skills. After Mr. Trump de-
clared that since he didn’t win the
Nobel Peace Prize he was giving
up on peace and would push
ahead on Greenland, she rolled up
her sleeves, too.

She imported troops from her
own coalition of the willing — in-

cluding Britain, Germany, France
and Iceland — to Greenland. She
rallied Europe to speak out in
Denmark’s defense. She resisted
Mr. Trump’s threats of tariffs.

Until that moment, many Danes
had resigned themselves that
there was little their country could
do if indeed Mr. Trump moved on
the island.

Ms. Frederiksen’s risky strat-
egy to call in foreign military and
law enforcement personnel, albeit
a tiny contingent of a few dozen
and ostensibly part of an Arctic
training exercise, was a signal
that any military action that Mr.
Trump took “would be very nasty
and ugly,” said Bent Winther, a
Danish political commentator.

Her point was that “if you’re go-
ing to take Greenland by force,
you’d have to put British and
French and German officers in
handcuffs,” Mr. Winther said. “I
think that was part of the game.”

Ms. Frederiksen’s sparring
with Mr. Trump has come to de-
fine her leadership. It started
from her very first weeks in office
in 2019, when she arrived at the
age of 41 as the head of the center-
left Social Democrats.

That summer, during his first
term, Mr. Trump suggested that
the United States buy Greenland,
which has been part of Denmark
for more than 300 years.

Ms. Frederiksen dismissed it as
“absurd,” which provoked Mr.
Trump to cancel a trip to Copen-
hagen and call her remarks
“nasty.”

Does she regret saying that?
“It’s a closed chapter,” she said

in the interview.
But Mr. Trump reopened that

chapter again, on Jan. 7, 2025,
even before his inauguration,
when he said for the first time that
he wouldn’t rule out using military
force to get Greenland.

The next week, Ms. Frede-
riksen held a heated phone call
with Mr. Trump. According to Eu-
ropean officials who were briefed
afterward, Mr. Trump berated her
for 45 minutes. She did not want to
talk about that one either.

“A phone call between two col-
leagues has to be a phone call be-
tween two colleagues,” she told us.

Mr. Winther, who co-wrote a bi-
ography about her — “Mette F” —
in 2019, traces her cool self-as-
suredness and penchant for un-

derdog causes to her childhood
home.

Her father, Flemming Frede-
riksen, was a typographer, union
leader and active member of the
Social Democrats. He worked in a
newspaper production room as
the paper was transitioning into
the automated era and stood up
for workers about to be rendered
obsolete.

“When people ask me, ‘When
did you get interested in politics?’
I don’t know what to say,” Ms.
Frederiksen said during our inter-
view. “I cannot remember not be-
ing interested in politics.”

She was shy, she said, but also
strident. After recounting the run-
in with the skinhead in high
school, she said, “I don’t know if it
tells something about my charac-
ter, maybe it tells us more about
his.”

The first political party she
joined was the youth wing of the
African National Congress. She
rapidly rose through the ranks of
the youth wing of the Social Dem-

ocrats, winning a seat in 2001 to
Denmark’s Parliament. Mr. Win-
ter said she arrived with “extraor-
dinary confidence, you know, the
confidence you can only feel when
you are very young.”

She was 24.
Back then, she had a different

look — casual clothes, spiky hair.
She quickly gained a reputation as
a strong public speaker unafraid
of taking on party elders.

Her tenure has been marked by
crisis. During the Covid pandemic
her government abruptly ordered
a cull of millions of minks (raised
for fur), fearful they could spread
the virus. It was a controversial
decision and resulted in several
high-level resignations.

She survived the fallout and ul-
timately was credited with guid-
ing Denmark through those years
with relatively low infections
while keeping public services as
open as possible.

After Vladimir V. Putin ordered
the invasion of Ukraine, she called
for Europe to act. She was among
the first on the continent to com-
mit F-16 fighter jets to the Ukrain-
ian military and boosted weapons
production for Ukraine.

On immigration, she has put in
place some of Europe’s harshest
asylum rules — including utilizing
camps abroad and family separa-
tions. The moves have been criti-
cized by human rights groups but
have sharply reduced arrivals and
shored her up politically.

When we spoke with her in Sep-
tember, she was visiting Green-
land to apologize for Danish doc-
tors’ forcing contraception on
Greenlandic women and girls,
part of a long abusive colonial leg-
acy.

Most Danish political analysts
give her high marks for how she
has handled Greenland.

“It’s difficult for me to really
find any major errors,” said Ulrik
Pram Gad, a respected academic
on Greenland.

Mr. Gad said that as Mr. Trump
began to get aggressive about
Greenland, Ms. Frederiksen did a
good job of coordinating with
Greenlandic officials and rallying
European capitals, such as Lon-
don and Paris, “trying to get our
message out of other people’s
mouths.”

The reason? Denmark needs
Greenland. With it, Denmark is
the world’s 12th largest sovereign
state. It sits on the Arctic Council,
the leading international forum
for Arctic affairs. It keeps its spe-
cial (though now troubled) rela-
tionship to the United States,
which has been protecting Green-
land since World War II and main-
tains a military base at the north-
ern end of the island.

“When they don’t have Green-
land anymore, they will lose 98
percent of their area,” said Pele
Broberg, the leader of a Green-
landic political party that has been
critical of Denmark.

“So it’s very simple,” Mr.
Broberg said. “They’re important
as long as they own us.”

Ms. Frederiksen, for her part,
has supported Greenland’s auton-
omy.

“The future of Greenland be-
longs to the Greenlandic people,”
she said. “It’s more two countries
now working together than an old
colony, with all what is included in
that.”

Throughout the 50-minute in-
terview, Ms. Frederiksen was
more comfortable talking foreign
affairs than about her own life.
She is on her second marriage,
with a Danish cinematographer,
Bo Tengberg, and together they
are raising five children.

Outside politics, she finds
respite in spending time at the
family summer house, cooking
and preserving food, and staying
fit through spinning.

She said one of her most impor-
tant guiding principles was keep-
ing Europe’s alliance with Amer-
ica strong — or at least intact. As
recently as 2024, she said that she
wouldn’t allow “a single piece of
paper” to slip between the two
sides.

In the past week, she has said
that she still believes in a close re-
lationship with the United States,
citing “a common interest in en-
suring our security.”

She said she wasn’t one of those
Europeans who loved the United
States because of “ ‘Dallas’ and so
on.”

“That’s not how I am,” she told
us. “I really believe that every-
thing would have gone wrong for
Europe if it wasn’t for D-Day and
for the big role of the U.S. in end-
ing the Second World War.

“You saved us,” she said. “And
by the way, you have done that
again and again.

“So my starting point is that I
will do whatever I can to keep us
together in this world, and there-
fore I’m not starting a conflict,”
she said. “I’m trying to solve a
conflict.”

Denmark’s prime minister, Mette Frederiksen, in her office in Copenhagen. Polls show her party, the Social Democrats, surging.
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Leader Stands Between Trump and Greenland
By JEFFREY GETTLEMAN

and MAYA TEKELI

Demonstrators protesting this month at City Hall in Copenhagen
against President Trump’s designs on taking over Greenland.
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Members of an American-Canadian YouTube group, known as
the Nelk Boys, handed out $100 bills in Nuuk, Greenland.

IVOR PRICKETT FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

Sparring that has
come to define a
premier’s leadership.

less well in much of the rest of the
world.

“There’s a real danger that the
market for U.S. carmakers is go-
ing to largely to be the U.S., and
only that part of the U.S. market
that wants big S.U.V.s and trucks,”
Mr. Gordon said.

The number of Chinese vehicles
eligible for low tariffs in Canada
will be small — less than 3 percent
of the Canadian car market. Still,
“it is very symbolic and signifi-
cant to the industry,” said Lenny
LaRocca, who leads the auto in-
dustry practice at the consulting
firm KPMG. The U.S. automakers,
he said, “are taking it very seri-
ously.”

The deal with China, which was
announced Jan. 16 in Beijing by
Prime Minister Mark Carney of
Canada, was the latest example of
how President Trump’s policies
have disrupted the U.S. auto in-
dustry. His hostile rhetoric toward
Canada and 25 percent tariffs on
cars imported from Canada have
devastated the Canadian auto in-
dustry, which is highly inter-
twined with U.S. automakers and
parts suppliers.

Last year G.M. ended produc-
tion of an electric van at a factory
in Ingersoll, Ontario, after Repub-
licans in Congress ended tax cred-
its for buyers of electric vehicles,
undercutting demand. G.M. is cut-
ting a shift at a pickup factory in
Oshawa, Ontario, at the end of this
month. Stellantis abandoned a
plan that had been subsidized by
the Canadian government to
produce a Jeep model at a factory
in Brampton, Ontario, and moved
production to Illinois.

Canada has had little choice but
to move closer to China, said Mike
Murphy, a veteran Republican po-
litical consultant and co-founder
of EVs for All America, an organi-
zation that promotes electric vehi-
cle ownership. The president’s
trade policies “pushed them into a
corner and the corner is Beijing,”
Mr. Murphy said.

Chinese electric cars are effec-
tively barred from the United
States by 100 percent tariffs. Can-
ada imposes roughly the same
tariff, but plans to lower it to 6.1
percent for 49,000 Chinese-made
cars per year. In return, China
agreed to lower tariffs on Canadi-
an canola products.

Many of the Chinese cars arriv-
ing in Canada might be Teslas
made in Shanghai, where the com-
pany has a large factory. Chinese
brands like BYD that are new to
Canada would face a safety ap-
proval process that could take
more than a year.

Still, Canadian buyers might
eventually get a glimpse of cars
like the Xiaomi SU7, a sporty se-
dan that has earned grudging ad-
miration from established West-
ern manufacturers. The car exem-
plifies the styling and technology
that has allowed Chinese models
to sell a growing number of vehi-
cles in Asia, Europe and Latin
America.

Mr. Carney also announced that
China would make a “consider-
able investment into Canada’s
auto sector” within three years,
suggesting that Chinese compa-
nies would ultimately manufac-
ture cars in the country.

Americans already encounter
Chinese models on trips to Mexico
and will soon begin to see them on
visits to Canada or when Canadi-
ans drive them across the border.
It may become increasingly diffi-
cult for U.S. policymakers to ex-
plain to Americans why they can’t
buy the same attractively priced
Chinese electric vehicles avail-
able to Canadians and Mexicans.

“I don’t think people like being
left out of cool technology,” said Al-
bert Gore III, executive director of
the Zero Emission Transportation
Association and the son of the
Democratic former vice presi-
dent.

Mr. Gore said Republican poli-
cies have undercut efforts to cre-
ate an electric vehicle supply
chain independent of China. Cana-
da has significant deposits of
lithium and other critical ma-
terials.

“We’ve pushed one of our clos-
est allies, diplomatic and trade al-
lies, into a deeper and more robust
trade relationship with China,” Mr.
Gore said.

Mr. Trump on Saturday threat-
ened Canada with steep tariffs if it
“makes a deal with China.” There
is no indication that Canada and
China are in discussions about a
broad trade agreement, though he
may have been referring to the
E.V. deal.

In a recent visit to Detroit, Mr.
Trump claimed credit for reviving
the American auto industry and
said that the United States did not
need cars made in Canada or Mex-
ico.

Ford declined to comment on
Canada’s deal with China. G.M. re-
ferred to a joint statement by the
American Automotive Policy
Council and the Canadian Vehicle
Manufacturers’ Association, two
groups that lobby on behalf of
Ford, G.M., and Stellantis, which
also owns Ram and Chrysler.

The decision to let in Chinese
cars “has the potential to under-

mine Canada’s auto sector and
presents risks to the future of the
integrated North American auto
supply chain,” the organizations’
statement said. Doug Ford, the
premier of Ontario, home to many
Canadian auto factories, has also
objected to Mr. Carney’s agree-
ment with China.

Flavio Volpe, president of the
Canadian Automotive Parts Man-
ufacturers’ Association, said that
the deal exposes the industry to
Chinese manufacturers that sell
at artificially low prices made pos-
sible by government subsidies.

“Chinese cars are cheaper for a
reason,” he said. “All of those rea-
sons are available only to the Chi-
nese.”

Canada could serve as a valu-
able test market for Chinese au-
tomakers, giving them an oppor-
tunity to learn about North Ameri-
can preferences. Canadians are
fonder of small cars than Ameri-
cans, while also buying lots of
pickup trucks and S.U.V.s. But
electric vehicles are growing in
popularity.

“Although E.V.s are not a big
deal today, they are going to be the
big deal,” said Mr. Gordon, the
Michigan professor. “China is
probably ahead of the U.S. in E.V.
technology and ahead of the U.S.
in electric vehicle manufactur-
ing.”

Ford and G.M. scaled back
plans to develop electric vehicles
after the elimination of tax credits
and other clean energy incen-
tives. Ford, for example, canceled
production of the F-150 Lightning
even though it was the best-sell-
ing electric pickup last year, ac-
cording to estimates by Cox Auto-
motive.

Mr. Trump’s plans to cut emis-
sions standards have also encour-
aged automakers to sell more gas-
oline pickups and S.U.V.s that earn
the most profit. But those kinds of
vehicles sell poorly in Asian and
European countries with rela-
tively high fuel prices.

The U.S. automakers say that
they are aware of the threat from
China and remain committed to
designing electric models that can
compete. Ford is developing a
midsize electric pickup that the
company says will sell for about
$30,000 when it arrives in show-
rooms next year. G.M. offers an
array of electric models, including
an electric version of the Silver-
ado pickup truck and a $35,000

S.U.V., the Chevrolet Equinox.
The overseas operations of U.S.

automakers have been shrinking
for years. G.M. sold its Opel unit in
Europe in 2017 to Peugeot, which
later merged with Fiat Chrysler to
become Stellantis. Sales outside of
the United States, Canada and
Mexico accounted for only 8 per-
cent of G.M.’s revenue in the third
quarter.

Ford remains a leading car
brand in a few countries, like Brit-
ain and Australia, but it has lost a
lot of ground in Europe. The com-
pany had 3 percent of the Euro-
pean Union market last year,
down from 5 percent in 2020, ac-
cording to the European Automo-
bile Manufacturers’ Association.
Last year Ford closed a factory in
Saarlouis, Germany, a city near
the French border.

Chinese carmakers have been
gaining customers in the places
that Ford and G.M. are losing
them. BYD tripled its share of car
sales in Europe last year to almost
2 percent, surpassing Tesla, ac-
cording to the manufacturers’ as-
sociation.

But some analysts said that los-
ing sales in foreign markets, while
unappealing, might not amount to
a big financial loss for U.S. au-
tomakers. That’s because it was
already hard for the companies to
make money in many countries
because they are competing for
customers against a lot of other
manufacturers, including Chinese
ones.

Lately, the U.S. automakers’
best opportunities for growth are
in new businesses like self-driving
taxis or financial services, said
Mr. LaRocca of KPMG. Ford pro-
vided an example last month
when the company said it planned
to begin manufacturing large bat-
teries that can be used to store re-
newable energy.

“The U.S. auto market is the
most profitable auto market,” he
said. “Outside of the U.S. it’s very
difficult.”

But industry experts say the
U.S. carmakers are not moving
fast enough to respond to Chinese
competition. During the last dec-
ade, 50 percent of the patents in
automotive technology were filed
by Chinese companies, according
to research by Greig Mordue, a
former Toyota executive who is a
professor at McMaster University
near Toronto.

“You can ignore it for a while,”
Mr. Mordue said of Chinese com-
petition, “but ultimately you will
get engulfed.”

Canadian Deal With China
May Sting U.S. Carmakers
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Extending a foothold
in North America and
an edge with E.V.s.


