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FOREWORD
MIKULÁŠ DZURINDA
The year 2019 is a year of significant anniversaries. In particular,
we commemorate the 30th anniversary of the fall of the Iron Curtain,
which divided Europe geographically, geopolitically, and in terms of
values and the overall quality of life of its people. The Velvet Revolution in the former Czechoslovakia also marked the desire of Czechs
and Slovaks to re-enter Europe, both symbolically and literally.
We were successful in this endeavour after 15 years. In 2004, Slovakia
became a member state of both NATO and the EU. This step ensured
the strongest guarantee of security and the best opportunity to find a
path to prosperity.
Today, we are part of the developed Western world. The world is constantly changing, and we devote a great deal of attention to assess how
it is evolving, as well as our place in it. We appreciate the flourishing
prosperity and peace, and take full advantage of technological progress. But at times we are also concerned, worried, or anxious. This
stems mainly from the crises brought by life. During our coexistence
in a reunited Europe, we have been troubled by the economic crisis,
and terrorist attacks outside and inside our community, as well as
faced the phenomenon of massive immigration, and climate change.
We perceive that the unity of the Western world has suffered cracks.
This is true both within the European Union and the Transatlantic Alliance. These cracks are symbolic of developments in the United Kingdom since 2016, and the current tone of the EU-US dialogue—as if the
Western Alliance was to undergo a severe test.
Such tests are a part of life. We experience them in personal life, in
families, and in various communities. As a rule, we come through with
flying colours if we pursue essential, shared, universal values. The values of liberal democracy. It was these values that created the Transatlantic Community, which commemorates 70 years of its existence in
2019.
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I believe it was a good, successful era. Both for the world, and for our
homeland. When we assess how the world should evolve, we will have
diverse opinions. Politicians will come up with various formulas. It is
both natural and necessary in the free world. But the key to maintaining peace in the world, to coping with challenges, and to promoting
prosperity is to have the ability, capacity, will and strength to constantly recognize what is true and false. And, moreover, to carefully examine what has good prospects and what will lead us up a blind alley.
Mikuláš Dzurinda
President of the Wilfried Martens Centre for European Studies
and Former Prime Minister of Slovakia
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FRIENDS OR FOES: NATO-TURKEY
STRATEGIC RELATIONS
AT A CROSSROADS
PATRÍCIA ARTIMOVÁ
Introduction
In the 21st century, NATO faces a credibility issue throughout
most of the Middle East and North African (MENA) countries. NATO
relations with countries in this ‘Southern Flank’ are troubled; leaders
in this region do not view NATO as a democratic and liberal security alliance, but rather as a regime change tool and destabilizer unable
or unwilling to tackle issues of concern to individual MENA states.
Several examples of the latter issue include the expansion of Iranian
influence in the Persian Gulf region (a concern of Gulf Cooperation
Council countries), the threat from Lebanese Hezbollah (for Israel), as
well as other common challenges (emigration and brain drain, a lack
of economic diversification, and desertification) (Cristiani, Rekawek
and Sayah, 2018, 4).
Turkey is NATO’s strongest member in the region (Global Firepower,
2019), and could play a crucial role with respect to NATO relations
with MENA countries. However, unlike Turkey’s helpful and constructive engagement with respect to NATO activity in other regions with
Muslim populations (such as in Bosnia, Kosovo, and Afghanistan), it
has shown distinctly less willingness to play a similar role since the
mid 2000’s with MENA countries.
This is unfortunate, because Turkey is NATO’s fourth most militarily
significant member state, according to the Global Firepower ranking1
1   Global Firepower compares the relative military power of 137 states in the world,
taking into consideration a variety of indicators such as military equipment (including the total number and diversity (of types) of weapons), manpower, geographical factors, natural resources, logistics, and defence budget; however, it excludes nuclear stockpiles, which are recognized but not formally accounted for (i.e.
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(Global Firepower, 2019). With a population of more than 81 million
people, an exceptionally favourable geopolitical location between Europe and Asia (centrally positioned between the Balkans, the Caucasus, and the Middle East), and a significant coastline along both the
Eastern Mediterranean and Black Seas, Turkey is strategically important for NATO. Moreover, Turkey’s Incirlik air base (in the south of the
country) is critical for NATO operations in the region (Congressional
Research Service, 2018, 10).
Yet, Turkey’s growing ideological and political estrangement (compared to its previous westward orientation), and an increasing foreign
policy focus on Russia, China and the Middle East, seems to be more
than simply the consequence of the “zero-problems with the neighbours policy” (Davutoğlu, 2010). News of the possible purchase of the
S-400 air-defence system from Russia raised the eyebrows of security
analysts and political leaders on both sides of the Atlantic (Marcus,
2019). Turkey’s rapprochement with Russia regarding the war in Syria
also caused concern (Anas 2018, 2).
Tension between the USA and Turkey grew as a result of US military
operations in the Middle East, particularly with respect to those
in Syria, where the USA provided material and support to armed
Kurdish groups despite clear opposition and concern from Turkey.
(Congressional Research Service, 2018, 3-4). A natural inference
of these somewhat troubled aspects of USA-Turkey relations is the
potential for unintended and undesired damage to NATO-Turkey
relations, as well. The USA is the driving force of the Alliance, and
Cristiani et al. rightly claim, “NATO is often perceived as an extension
of U.S. political and especially military power” (Cristiani, Rekawek
and Sayah, 2018, 4). Another harmful element of this dynamic
includes the ongoing dispute between Turkey and the USA regarding
Turkish cleric Fethullah Gülen, which also has the potential to colour
Turkey’s attitude toward NATO policy and operations (Tol, 2018, 2).
Yet, tension with the USA is not the only concerning issue with regard
to the strength of the NATO-Turkey marriage.
suspected nuclear powers receive a bonus) (Global Firepower, 2019).
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This article provides a brief historical overview of NATO-Turkish relations as a basis to identify critical factors that bring Turkey increasingly closer to ideological and political conflict with NATO. It provides
a short discussion of recent developments before focusing on current
NATO policy towards Turkey, highlighting the most important events
to create the present state of NATO-Turkish relations. It also seeks to
evaluate the cause of Turkey’s retreat from the common values and
policies shared by other NATO members, and considers variables
which could shape the future of NATO-Turkey relations in the years to
come. Finally, the article outlines three scenarios of future NATO-Turkey relations.

History of NATO-Turkish relations
Turkey joined NATO in 1952 in the first enlargement of the Alliance after its establishment in 1949. The country was a strategic asset
during the early Cold War period, and a crucial partner to counter
Soviet activities in the Middle East2. Turkey’s role grew stronger after
the fall of the Iranian Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi in 1979, a strategic ally for the USA and thus, indirectly, for NATO (Aybet, 2012, 1-2).
A pro-democracy, increasingly western and militarily strong Turkey
was an important partner for NATO countries and for NATO activities
in the region. Turkey´s regional prominence endured the Cold War
and dissolution of the Soviet Union, and acquired a new dimension
(Aybet, 2012, 2-3). Beyond Turkey’s supportive role in the 1991 Gulf
War and its favourable geopolitical position, its domestic stability, secularism, democratic political system, and Western orientation (includ2   The Truman doctrine (in 1947) shows evidence of this. As the US-Soviet relationship worsened, the USSR started to interfere in Greek and Turkish affairs, the
communists won in the Greek Civil War, and Britain stopped its assistance to the
two countries; American President Harry S. Truman requested that “…Congress
provide $400,000,000 worth of aid to both the Greek and Turkish Governments and
support the dispatch of American civilian and military personnel and equipment to
the region” (State Department, 2019). In a speech from 1947, Truman saw Turkey
and Greece as the barrier against Soviet influence in the region (State Department,
2019).

13

ing NATO membership and a desire to join the European Union) was
highly valued in a region affected by Islamic extremism, authoritarian
regimes, and ethnic or religious tension.
Despite Turkey’s clear importance for NATO, the changing geopolitical context (with the elimination of the Soviet Union) potentially raised questions about Turkey’s strategic value for the future and
its role within the Alliance. These concerns were quickly addressed
during the first Gulf War in 1991 where Turkey was a frontline country. Furthermore, Turkey actively participated in NATO operations
(e.g. KFOR – Kosovo Force, SFOR – the Stabilization Force in Bosnia
and Herzegovina, ISAF - International Security Assistance Force in
Afghanistan, and EUFOR Althea – the NATO successor mission in
Bosnia and Herzegovina), and transformed its domestic and foreign
policy. It went from an “inward-looking state of the 1990s,” focused
mainly on Kurdish separatism and the EU accession process, to a more
“regionally assertive player,” open to new partnerships in the Middle
East and beyond (China, Russia) (Aybet, 2012, 2-3).
Today, the state of affairs between NATO and Turkey are potentially
troubling. Turkey supports NATO countries in the fight against the Islamic State in the Middle East, and allows allies to use Turkish territory as a base for operations in Syria and Iraq. However, in 2017 Turkey
announced its intent to purchase the S-400 air defence system from
Russia for a price estimated to be 2.5 billion USD; 55% of this amount
is thought to be financed by a Russian loan. This purchase presents
at least two concerns: Firstly, the Russian system is not interoperable
with NATO systems. Interoperability is a core concern for NATO, as
it allows for common military or humanitarian operations between
two or more NATO member states (Congressional Research Service,
2018, 6).
The more concerning issue with the S-400 is the problem of security,
as Turkey also uses other technology developed for U.S. and NATO
partners. In particular, the United States included Turkey in the partnership to develop (and have access to purchase) the F-35 Joint Strike
Fighter (Lockheed Martin, 2019). Using the Russian S-400 air defence
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system and American F-35 aircrafts at the same time and in close
proximity to one another is deeply troubling. Moreover, it is likely that
the defence systems would be installed in Turkey with the assistance of
Russian personnel, who would also train Turkish military personnel to
operate the newly bought systems. NATO representatives raised concerns regarding a possible leak of information about NATO systems
(especially the F-35) to a non-NATO member – Russia (Congressional Research Service, 2018, 7). Turkey argued that it has a sovereign
right to buy any defence system it desires and claimed that the S-400
is preferable to the U.S. Patriot system for financial, technological and
logistical reasons (Congressional Research Service, 2018, 7).
U.S. representatives strongly oppose this position, and Senators John
McCain and Ben Cardin argued in a letter to President Trump in September 2017 that the planned S-400 acquisition could violate Section
231 of the Countering America’s Adversaries through Sanctions Act
(CAATSA) (McCain and Cardin, 2017, 2). CAATSA was enacted on
the 2nd of August 2017 and requires the President of the United States
to impose sanctions upon those who knowingly engage in a significant
transaction with the Russian defence and intelligence sectors (U.S.
Congress, 2017).

Turkey´s geopolitical shift
Three trends offer insight to Turkey’s ongoing deflection from the
North-Atlantic Alliance. Firstly, domestic policy and manifold views
on democracy. The 1950s in Turkey were a time of continuous westernization of the country, a process which commenced in the 19th century and culminated with the first Turkish president Mustafa Kemal
Atatürk (Cornell and Karaveli, 2008, 14, 45). Among the six pillars
of Kemalism3 include developing the political environment, both with
respect to domestic and foreign policy. The abolition of the sultanate, the introduction of the multi-party system, secularization, women´s rights, and adoption of the Latin alphabet are some elements of
this initiative (Pirický, 2006, 78-90). However, a new political era in
3   Republicanism, Populism, Nationalism, Laicism, Statism, and Reformism.
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Turkish history arose in 2002 when the Justice and Development Party
(AKP) defeated a secular coalition government. Some analysts characterise this period by the shift of loyalties (away from the West) and the
beginning of neo-Ottomanism in Turkey. In this regard, Magri (2018,
7-8) mentions that Turkey seems to have embraced the East again;
Taşpinar (2011, 2) explains the AKP vision of neo-ottoman foreign
policy and the deepening of relations with non-Western regions (as a
complement to the West), and Akca (2019, 5) highlights Turkey´s anti-western rhetoric during President Erdoğan´s trip to Africa in 2018.
Concerns arose thereafter about the freedom of the media, alleged
attempts to suppress anti-government protests, and the state of civil
liberties in Turkey, in general (Congressional Research Service, 2018,
10-11). The 2017 constitutional referendum that changed Turkey’s
parliamentary political system to a presidential system is often considered as stepping away from a western-type democratic state and
moving toward an authoritarian regime similar to the imperial era of
Pax Ottomanica (Aydıntaşbaş, 2019, 16). However, this process had
started much earlier with the AKP consolidation of power after the
2011 election (Özel, 2019, 4).
An increasing reluctance to embrace democracy encumbered NATO
relations not only in Turkey, but in numerous other MENA countries.
According to the North Atlantic Treaty from 1949, the Alliance is
“founded on the principles of democracy, individual liberty and the
rule of law” (NATO 2019b, 1). Yet, MENA leaders, including those
who currently govern Turkey, believe that application of these principles in their countries would weaken and shorten their tenure, which
they view as a security concern. Therefore, it seems reasonably clear
that in a region where incumbent power survival is often the key concern, a democratically oriented transatlantic Alliance is not a natural political-military partner. Consequently, less principled and more
transaction-oriented partners, like China and Russia, often enjoy a
considerable head start when competing with the likes of NATO, the
EU or their individual Allies or Member States (Cristiani, Rekawek
and Sayah, 2018, 3).
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The second trend that explains the increasingly difficult relations between NATO and Turkey are regional geopolitics. The end of the Cold
War changed the geopolitical context for NATO-Turkey relations. The
end of a bipolar world made it possible for even medium-sized states to
act with greater independence; Turkey sought to make as much use of
its strategic geopolitical position as it could (Oğuzlu, 2011, 993). Prof.
Tarık Oğuzlu calls this new Turkish foreign-policy orientation “Turkey-centric Westernism,” a notion confirmed by President Erdoğan at
the NATO meeting in Istanbul in November 2016 with his remark:
“The world is bigger than five” (Dewan, 2016, Oğuzlu, 2011, 981).
With these words, he challenged the legitimacy of the current multilateral arrangements dominated by the five permanent UN Security
Council members – the USA, China, Russia, France and the UK. At
the same time, it can be viewed as Turkey’s claim (or desire) to be acknowledged as a rightful participant when discussing the global distribution of power (Özel, 2019, 9). Furthermore, Turkey seems to strive
for the position of a regional hegemon.4 It is questionable whether Turkey’s position in NATO is an asset in this hegemonial plot, considering
the military and political influence of the Alliance, or a barrier, given
that most Middle-East countries view the Alliance with hesitation. For
now, Turkey seems willing to use different tools on the route to a regional hegemony; the bonds and obligations of NATO membership
(both geopolitical and ideological) are a barrier to its success.
4   Wohlforth defines both quantitative and qualitative indicators of hegemony;
quantitative indicators of hegemony include GDP, military expenditures, and elements of the Correlates of War Composite (COW) Index (COW considers the
size of the territory and population, military personnel and expenditures, energy
resources); qualitative indicators of hegemony addresses the “comprehensiveness
of the leaders’ overall power advantage in the system”, i.e. recognition of its power-position by other actors in the region (Wohlforth, 1999, 18). In practical terms,
the Turkish economy grew significantly over the last decade: In 2017, Turkey had
the world’s 13th largest GDP by PPP (World Bank, 2019, 1). From the military point
of view, in 2019 Turkey is the 9th most powerful state, and the most dominant state
in the Middle East (followed by Egypt in 12th place and Iran in 14th place), according to the Global Firepower ranking (Global Firepower, 2019).
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A third principal factor includes sovereignty concerns, the Kurds, and
the Kurdish People’s Protection Units (YPG). 5 Whereas NATO supports Kurdish militias in Syria such as the YPG and the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF)6 because they are allies against Islamic terrorists
from Daesh (the Islamic State), Turkey views these Kurdish groups as
terrorists and a threat to Turkish sovereignty (Dewan, 2016).7 President Erdoğan explained the contrasting views (of Turkey and NATO
countries) toward the YPG as follows:
Some say ... we do not recognize the YPG as a terrorist organization because they fight against Daesh... Just because a terrorist
fights another terrorist, can you call them a good terrorist? At
least that’s what we are seeing in Syria and Iraq (Dewan, 2016).
In other instances, Turkey claims that military operations against YPG
in Syria are taken in self-defence, because it has links to the Kurdish
Workers’ Party (PKK), a group known for challenging Turkey’s control
over parts of south-eastern Turkey inhabited by the Kurdish minority
(Anas, 2018, 1-2). One such operation, ‘Euphrates Shield’ in August
2016, aimed to support the Free Syrian Army (FSA) and to stop the
expansion of the YPG in Afrin and Kobane (Congressional Research
5   The YPG (People’s Protection Units) was formed in 2004; it is the military component of the Syrian Kurdish party called PYD (The Democratic Union Party).
6   The SDF (Syrian Democratic Forces) was created in October 2015 with support
from the USA, out of an existing organisation called the Euphrates Volcano, which
was established in September 2014. The forces are composed of Arabic and Kurdish
militias. This mixture was a reaction to Turkish opposition of U.S. support to the
YPG, which was – unlike the SDF – created solely from Kurdish fighters (Turkey
was worried about its potential connection to the PKK) (Holland-McCowan, 2017,
9).
7   The PYD is treated as the PKK’s sister organisation in Syria. The aim of the most
radical Kurds in each of the four countries with the largest Kurdish minorities (Syria, Turkey, Iraq and Iran) is the creation of an independent Kurdistan. In November
2013, PYD unilaterally declared the independence of three Syrian regions – Afrin,
Jazire and Kobane – commonly known as Rojava (Western Kurdistan), which was
renamed in December 2016 to the Democratic Federation of Northern Syria.
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Service, 2018, 4). At the same time (approximately June 2017 to October 2017), however, members of the global coalition in Syria (formed
in September 2014, currently with 80 members) were arming the SDF
with heavy weapon systems - the USA, in particular - to prepare for an
expected fight against ISIS in the city of Raqqa (Holland-McCowan,
2017, 13).
Despite the fact that the coalition assured Turkey that the use of weapons was strictly controlled and limited to the fight against Daesh,
Turkey worried that the SDF might use them against Turkey (Holland-McCowan, 2017, 13). There was (and in some ways still is) a
threat of military clash between two NATO member states in Syria,
as they conduct operations in the same region – but without the same
objectives or purpose.

Way ahead
Future NATO-Turkey relations will largely depend on the answers
to the following two questions. First, to what extent does NATO rely
on the use of Turkish territory and the country´s strategic location in
the region? And second, to what extent does Turkey depend on the
benefits of NATO membership (in terms of NATO deterrence and
non-military/political influence)? The following analysis briefly considers the benefits (and costs) of mutual relations between NATO and
Turkey using three scenarios of the future relations:
1. Status-quo. The status quo would maintain the current
situation. Turkey would not clearly define its position
towards the Alliance (to the extent it has weakened
or otherwise changed with time) and NATO would
not take any significant steps to require the country
to do so. However, the status-quo scenario potentially
includes some form of sanctions (imposed by NATO,
or individual members states) against Turkey.8 To
8   It is unclear whether and how it would be possible for NATO to sanction a NATO
member state for non-fulfilment of its obligations, given that decision making in
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the extent feasible, an individual member state
could impose sanctions against Turkey for violating
international treaties, or the requirements of its national
legislation. For example, U.S. sanctions for the purchase
of the Russian S-400 defence system in violation of
the 2017 law CAATSA. The range of sanctions could
also include informal sanctions, or other restrictions,
(to avoid the term “sanctions” itself), as worsening
animosity could push Turkey further towards its
eastern partners, which is undesirable for NATO.
2. Leaving NATO. Though highly speculative, the
possibility of Turkey leaving NATO would happen if
either the Ankara government or NATO believe the
cost of Turkish membership outweighs the benefits.
There is no historical precedent of such a departure
from the Alliance, as it is contradicts the fundamental
purpose of the Alliance itself. Indeed, the Washington
Treaty does not contemplate expelling a member state
from the Alliance. Article 13 only mentions that “...
after the Treaty has been in force for twenty years, any
Party may cease to be a Party one year after its notice
of denunciation...”9 (NATO, 2019b, 3). Moreover,
Article 2 of the Washington Treaty says that the parties
will “…settle any international dispute in which they
may be involved by peaceful means...” and that they
“...will seek to eliminate conflict in their international
economic policies and will encourage economic
collaboration between any or all of them...” (NATO,
2019b, 1). Yet, this raises another question: Would
expulsion of a NATO member mean that the remaining
the North Atlantic Council, the policy-making body of NATO, is based upon the
principle of consensus (NATO, 2019a, 1). Thus, a member state can veto any type
of sanctions against it.
9   In 1966, France decided to withdraw from the NATO military command structure, yet it did not cease its NATO membership. It returned in 2009.
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members failed to settle a dispute peacefully?
3. “Go West”. The last possible scenario of future NATOTurkey relations sees Turkey return to a western
orientation. This idealistic option depends on two
basic variables that would divert one or both from
their current course to create the desired effect. The
first is a change of direction for Turkish leadership in
the country (and a corresponding change in domestic
policy) – Turkey must alter the route of isolating itself
from the western values of liberal democracy, and stop
pushing the state toward authoritarian countries. The
second is the possibility of a radical re-orientation of
geopolitics of the region, which was – as noted in the
previous discussion – one of the main drivers to cause
the current state of affairs.

Conclusion
From the NATO perspective, the role and importance of Turkey
as a member state has changed since the country joined the Alliance.
In 1952, NATO enlargement was an important part of the strategy of
containment of the USSR; thus, Turkey’s admission had a global importance in the context of the ideological fight between the East and
the West. Today, 67 years later, Turkey is more important as a regional
actor in the Middle East, which is torn by the conflicts among nonstate actors, authoritarian leaders and ethnic or religious clashes. Turkey´s size, military power and geopolitics are significant. At least for
now, it seems that NATO gains more from having Turkey as a member
– which provides at least partial influence and control over its activities
and orientations – but with the risk that the country would find new
partners outside of the sphere of Euro-Atlantic values and security interests.
Analysing the three scenarios of NATO-Turkey relations strongly suggests that the most promising solution to the current drift between
NATO and Turkey – even if somehow idealistic – is for Turkey to re-
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turn to its previous westward orientation. Although this might seem
to be a rather unlikely option, the most recent vote for the Mayor of Istanbul dealt a heavy loss to the ruling AKP party and could be viewed
as a turning point. NATO must address the concerns and needs of
Turkey, and reply to its appeals, to keep relations stable. This would
require finding compromise in many fields of current disagreement.
Just as Turkey did not distance itself from the West in one day, it will
not return that soon, either.
Re-establishing productive mutual relations will be a long and difficult
process, and may need to address a wide range of issues – including
domestic policy, regional geopolitics and sovereignty concerns. We
are living in the period of a more assertive Turkey, which is more focused on “strategic partnerships” (with Russia, China, Central Asia
and the Middle Eastern countries) than on “normative alliances” with
like-minded democracies. In the process of re-building strong NATO-Turkey relations, both actors would have to find common ground
somewhere down the road.
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ENHANCED FORWARD PRESENCE:
EVOLUTION, MEANING AND
THE END GAME
ROBERT CZULDA
Introduction
From the Western perspective it might seem that the political and
military situation in Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) is now stable
and secure. The war in Ukraine’s Donbas is no longer a hot topic in
mainstream media. Western public opinion is now concentrated on
issues such as an emerging (once again) crisis in the Persian Gulf and a
confrontation (verbal so far) between Iran and the United States. Other hot topics are Venezuela or a new war in Libya. However one shall
not be fooled. The current Russia is the same Russia which attacked
Georgia in 2008, and in 2014 sent troops – including those without insignias – into Ukraine. The threat posed by the Russian Federation still
is relatively high and remains a challenge to NATO and its member
states, particularly those located on its Eastern Flank. This encourages NATO allies to act both multilaterally – within NATO framework
– and unilaterally since all member states have to modernize their
armed forces.
Russia is still interested in changing the international order, as well as
weakening NATO and dividing the European Union. As General Curtis Scaparrotti (Supreme Allied Commander Europe) warned, “Russia
has demonstrated its willingness and capability to intervene in countries along its periphery and to project power (...) Our highest strategic
priority as a Combatant Command is to deter Russia from engaging
in further aggression and exercising malign influence over our allies
and partners” (Ghoshal 2018). A dangerous and provocative incident
in late November 2018 over the Baltic Sea10 is one of many examples
10  During NATO exercises in the region, two Russian Su-24 attack aircraft, armed
with bombs, flew over Belgian warships, including command and logistical support ship BNS Godetia, which was commanding a group of six vessels within the
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clearly demonstrating that the Russian threat to NATO member states
has not vanished. Russian aircraft are still scrambled on a regular basis.
For example, in January 2019, Polish F-16s, deployed in Lithuania under a NATO Air Policing mission, intercepted Russian reconnaissance
Su-24MR aircraft, while German EUROFIGHTER jets intercepted an
Il-20 (Warsaw Institute 2019). In both cases, Russian aircraft had their
transponders reportedly switched off, while Su-24MR also failed to respond on radio. At the same time the Russian Baltic Fleet announced
that its Su-27s and Su-30SMs “practiced intercepting air targets and
delivering strikes against enemy facilities” (Russian News Agency
2019). Almost simultaneously, two Russian Steregushchiy-class corvettes (Project 2038.1), the Boykiy and Soobrazitelny of the Baltic Fleet,
were sent to escort the two U.S. Arleigh Burke-class destroyers: USS
Porter and USS Gravely. In 2018, more than 100 interceptions were
carried out near the Baltic States (Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia) by NATO
jets.
Further, Russia continues to be accused of using indirect, clandestine
tools aimed at causing chaos and division among CEE states. For instance, in February 2018 a Hungarian cultural centre in Uzhhorod
(western Ukraine with a large Hungarian minority) was burned down
by (purportedly) three Polish citizens. This “false-flag” operation was
aimed at antagonizing Ukraine and Hungary, as well as Poland and
Hungary. Hungarian authorities were quick to blame Ukrainian separatists, but after an investigation by Polish and Ukrainian security forces, it was revealed that these men were reportedly paid by a German
journalist with multiple links to Russia (Knight 2019). At least one of
those detained had earlier contacts with pro-Russian groups, and the
pro-Kremlin ZMIANA Party’s leader was detained by Polish authoriStanding NATO Mine Countermeasures Group One (SNMCMG1). Godetia, just
like the accompanying NATO mine destroyers, has no air defence capabilities. According to some commentators, this fact may have prompted the Russians to send
two Su-24s. The incident may have been more serious. At the same time the Belgian
frigate Louise-Marie was also deployed in the Baltic Sea – it participated in air defence exercises. Swedish fighters, which were training an attack on the frigate, were
directed to intercept Russian bombers.
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ties in 2016 (on suspicion of espionage for foreign powers). Now they
are on trial in Poland for terrorism.

Evolution and force deployment
A decision to establish the so-called NATO enhanced Forward
Presence (eFP) in CEE was a direct result of Russia’s aggressive acts
in 2014: first annexation of Crimea and then a war in Donbas. These
two actions marked a violation of the post-Cold War order in Europe
and were perceived by CEE countries as a serious threat – the biggest
they faced since their independence in the early 1990s. As Tim Ripley rightly noted, Russian actions also set off alarm bells across many
Western capitals. Particularly worrying was “the rhetoric coming out
of the Kremlin declaring that the Russian government was the protector of Russian speakers in former Soviet republics. This made the three
Baltic states feel particularly vulnerable because they were the only
NATO members that had formally been part of the Soviet Union and
had populations containing significant minorities of Russian speakers” (Ripley 2018). When Russian troops flooded eastern Ukraine,
many commentators remembered words of then Polish President Lech
Kaczyński in 2008. Speaking during Georgian-Russian war in Tbilisi,
Kaczyński said to the Georgian crowd: “’We are here to stand up and
fight (...) Today Georgia, tomorrow Ukraine, the day after the Baltic
states, and then maybe my own country Poland as well” (Dudek 2016,
634).
Binding decisions regarding NATO eFP were officially agreed during
the 2016 Warsaw Summit when Allies decided to “unambiguously
demonstrate, as part of our overall posture, Allies’ solidarity, determination, and ability to act by triggering an immediate Allied response
to any aggression” (Paulauskas 2018). Without a doubt these were
NATO’s most important decisions since the end of the Cold War and
they will shape future of the Alliance for whom Russia once again became the principal challenge. At the time, and surprisingly even now,
some NATO member states – particularly these from Western Europe
– hope to get back to “business as usual” as soon as possible. In other
words, there was and still is a naive hope that the Ukrainian issue is
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temporary and relations between the West and Russia will soon return to normal (The Local 2018; Davis 2019; Iris 2019; Vinocur 2019).
Even before the Warsaw Summit it was openly declared that while the
Eastern Flank was a priority, NATO must adapt to a concept known as
360 Degree Alliance, i.e. able to cope with threats from any direction,
including on the Southern Flank, where threats “are no less of a danger
and perhaps pose a graver challenge to Alliance societies over time”
(Lindley-French n.d.). Interestingly, during this period some experts
raised the issue of the Western Flank, referring mainly to Russian financing of political parties and social movements, which became perceived - at least by some - as a growing threat (Czulda 2016).
However, while Western European countries failed to define how
NATO could strengthen their security both on the Southern and
Western Flanks, CEE states expressed their expectations quickly and
efficiently. The eFP formula was discussed a significant time before
the Warsaw Summit. Decisions made in Poland in 2016 were based
on a consensus reached during the 2014 Wales Summit, when member states agreed to implement the Readiness Action Plan (RAP).
An urgency to create a forward-deployed deterrence capability was
expressed by the so-called Bucharest Group (B9) during a “NATO
Mini-Summit” in November 2015 (Poland, Romania, Estonia, Lithuania, Latvia, Slovakia, the Czech Republic, Hungary and Bulgaria).
This framework was proposed during a meeting by Romanian President Klaus Iohannis and his Polish counterpart, Andrzej Duda. The B9
countries openly expressed their expectation for a binding decision at
the Warsaw Summit and a desire for more joint training, enhanced cooperation, expanded infrastructure, and troops deployed on their soil.
In their declaration, the leaders of the B9 countries expressed deep
concern for the aggressive approach of Russia, stressing that Moscow
must return to the path of observing international law.
As a result, NATO forces soon reinforced some CEE states; all of these
forces, organized in four rotational battalion-size battlegroups, were
deployed by June 2017. They serve alongside forces of each host country for several months and are then replaced by forces from other contributing nations. In October 2016 it was agreed that Albania, Italy, Po-
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land, and Slovenia would contribute to the Canadian-led battlegroup
in Latvia (later joined by the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Montenegro,
and Spain). Belgium, Croatia, France, Iceland, the Czech Republic, the
Netherlands, and Norway joined the German-led battlegroup in Lithuania. Denmark and France contributed to the UK-led battlegroup
in Estonia. In January 2019 the Belgian troops from the Bataillon
de Chasseurs Ardennais arrived in Estonia with nearly 100 vehicles.
In May 2019 they were replaced by 300 soldiers from the 2e Brigade
Blindée of the French Army and the French Foreign Legion. In 2018
the French jets from the Armée de l’air joined the Baltic Air Policing
duties out of Ämari Air Base (Estonia). In April 2019 the United Kingdom deployed five assault WAH-64 Apache and four transport AW159
Lynx Wildcat helicopters. Romania, Croatia and the United Kingdom
joined the U.S.-led battlegroup in Poland. Later, Spain confirmed its
contribution to the battlegroup in Latvia. In total, NATO Allies around
4,657 troops in those four countries (North Atlantic Treaty Organization 2019a).
Regarding the United States – undoubtedly the most important security provider in NATO – its participation in Central-Eastern Europe
includes not only NATO’s eFP framework but also its European Reassurance Initiative (ERI). A part of the US deployment in Poland are
units of the Armored Brigade Combat Team (ABCT) and Combat Aviation Brigade (CAB). The Pentagon is also now considering Poland’s
proposal regarding a so called “Fort Trump” (permanent US military
present) and its role in U.S. military strategy. The United States is in
the early stages of examining locations in Poland and no decision is
expected in the near future. In this context, it is worth adding a comment published in “Stars and Stripes” magazine by John Vandiver,
who rightly noted the following: “inside the Army, there hasn’t been a
groundswell of interest in adding large numbers of U.S. forces permanently based in Europe, let alone Poland. Over the past couple of years,
Army leaders have touted a rotational model that has enabled the service to manoeuvre forces along NATO’s Eastern Flank (...) Mattis, a
retired Marine general, could be sympathetic to the Army’s rotational
model as the debate heats up over setting up shop in Poland — the
Corps has historically favored troop rotations over extensive overseas
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bases” (Vandiver 2018).
Although “Fort Trump” seems to be unrealistic, more US troops will
be deployed under a NATO framework in a near future. In June 2019,
a joint declaration on defense cooperation regarding the US force posture in Poland was signed. It declared that the United States will increase its current military presence of approximately 4,500 rotational
troops. This “enduring presence is expected to grow by about 1,000
additional military personnel in the near-term, and would focus on
providing additional defense and deterrence capabilities in Poland”
(The official website of the President of the Republic of Poland 2019).
These troops will not be moved from the continental United States
but rather from US facilities in Western Europe, most likely from Germany, which now hosts roughly 35,000 US soldiers. According to this
agreement, Poland will host the US Divisional HQ which will take
command of all US troops deployed in NATO’s Eastern Flank. Other
facilities agreed upon include a joint Combat Training Center (CTC)
in Drawsko Pomorskie, and eventually in other locations in Poland.
The Americans promised to deploy a US Air Force MQ-9 Intelligence,
Surveillance, and Reconnaissance squadron. Intelligence data are to
be shared with the Polish military. Another facility will include an aerial port of debarkation to support the movement of forces, an area
support group to support current and future US troops in Poland as
well as infrastructure to support the presence of an armored brigade
combat team, a combat aviation brigade, and a combat sustainment
support battalion. At the same time, Poland is to host unspecified “US
special operations forces capability (...) to support air, ground, and
maritime operations” (The official website of the President of the Republic of Poland 2019). “Any potential aggressor has to be aware that
any violation of Polish borders will result not in a local conflict but
in a global war” – Błaszczak warned – “the presence of US troops is a
guarantee that an attack on Poland is an attack on the entire NATO.
This undoubtedly increases deterrence” (TVP Info 2019).
All four multi-national groups are under command of the Headquarters Multinational Corps North East (HQ MNC-NE) based in Poland’s
Szczecin, while another Polish city – Elbląg – hosts the Headquarters
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Multinational Division North East (HQ MND-NE), which coordinates and supervises training and preparation activities of these forces.
Another activity of NATO in CEE, also agreed during the 2016 Warsaw Summit, is the ‘tailored Forward Presence’ (tFP) for south-eastern
member states, such as Romania and Bulgaria. The main difference
between tFP and eFP, which triggered some concerns in Bucharest,
is that the military presence under tFP is more rotational, lighter and
focused more on training rather than deterrence capabilities. As Romanian General (retired) Mihail Ionescu noted, the “tFP language”
is “intended to be non-confrontational and non-escalatory” and that
“while NATO had placed greater emphasis on deterrence along its
northeastern flank, it is in fact along the southeastern flank where a
greater Russian threat is discernible” (Puri 2017, 7). Under this framework Romania hosts the Headquarters Multinational Division South
East (HQ MND-SE) in Bucharest. It was activated in December 2015
and became fully operational in March 2018. HQ MND-SE is NATO
military body under operational command (OPCOM) of Supreme Allied Commander Europe (SACEUR). It overseas the NATO Force Integration Units (NFIU) in Bulgaria and Romania and commands the
Headquarters Multinational Brigade South East (HQ MN BDE-SE) in
Craiova (led by Romania). The core of this multinational formation is
the Romanian 2nd”Rovine” Infantry Brigade.
Table: NATO enhanced Forward Presence – as of late April 2019
Host

Framework nation

Contributing nations

Estonia

United Kingdom

Belgium, Denmark,
France, Iceland

Latvia

Canada

Albania, Czech Republic,
Italy, Montenegro,
Poland, Slovakia,
Slovenia, Spain

Lithuania

Germany

Belgium, Czech
Republic, Iceland, The
Netherlands, Norway

Poland

United States

Croatia, Romania,
United Kingdom
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In recent years NATO forces started a maritime presence with more
visits in Romanian and Bulgarian ports. According to NATO, “patrols
by NATO Maritime Groups increased in 2018 to three patrols for each
group for a total of 120 days of NATO Group presence over the year,
compared to two patrols for each group and a total of 80 days in 2017”
(Allied Maritime Command 2019). For example, in February 2019
the Standing NATO Response Force Mine Countermeasures Group 2
(SNMCMG 2), led by the German flagship minesweeper FSG Werra
arrived in the region. NATO’s vessels entered the Ukrainian port of
Odessa as a response to an incident on November 2018, when Russia
seized two Ukrainian patrol boats in the Kerch Strait.
The tFP framework also has an Enhanced Air Policing (EAP) rotational operation. In September 2016 flights commenced over Bulgaria. Apart from US aircraft deployed to Graf Igniatievo on a rotational
basis, the United Kingdom and Canada deployed aircraft to Romania.
In 2017, Italian Eurofighter F-2000As joined Bulgarian MiG-29s in a
joint air policing mission over Bulgaria, while in 2019 they were deployed to Mihail Kogalniceanu Air Base in south east Romania, providing QRA (Quick Reaction Alert) duties (Cenciotti 2019). Those operations are overseen by Allied Air Command at Ramstein (Germany)
and controlled by Combined Air Operations Centre (CAOC) Torrejon
in Spain. At the same time all states with a direct access to the Baltic
Sea – Germany, Denmark, Sweden, Finland, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania
and Poland– decided to increase their defence spending and invest in
their naval fleets. Germany, which lowered its presence in the Baltic
Sea after 1991, returned there both operationally and strategically.
The same goes for Denmark, which plans to spend more time on joint
activities with the Baltic states. In 2016 Sweden remilitarized the island of Gotland, which was militarily abandoned in 2005. In response
to the Russian threat, in July 2019 the Swedish military deployed the
Luftvärnssystem 23 system to the island, which is equipped with the
PS-90 radar and missiles with a declared range of 15 kilometers. Apart
from that, several hundred troops were deployed there as well. In 2017
Sweden reintroduced military conscription, while in 2018 – together
with Finland – it reached an agreement with the United States regarding an increase of security cooperation.
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In January 2019, Germany replaced Italy as the leader of NATO’s
Very High Readiness Joint Task Force (VJTF). This is considered a
spearhead of NATO Response Force (NRF), which is labelled as “a
technologically advanced, multinational force made up of land, air,
maritime and Special Operations Forces components, that are rapidly deployable” (North Atlantic Treaty Organization 2019b). VJTF is a
brigade size unit (at least 5,000 troops) while NRF, established in 2002,
is 40,000 personnel strong. In 2019 VJTF is based on Bundeswehr’s
9th Panzerlehrbrigade (Armoured Brigade) located in Munster, which
is subordinated to the 1st Panzerdivision in Hanover (it is integrated
with the Dutch 43rd Mechanized Brigade). It is supported by the Netherlands and Norway, who provide aviation and mechanised infantry.
France, Belgium, Luxembourg, the Czech Republic, Latvia, and Lithuania also provide forces. In total, VJTF-2019 has a declared strength of
around 8,000 troops. Apart from that, several bilateral initiatives have
been carried out in the region to enhance the Eastern Flank. For example, in October 2018 Germany signed an agreement with Lithuania
regarding joint cooperation. As a result, the Lithuanian Mechanized
Infantry Brigade “Iron Wolf ” became affiliated with Bundeswehr’s armoured forces. The German-led NATO eFP’s battlegroup in Lithuania
is already integrated into the “Iron Wolf ” Brigade (Delfi 2018). In January 2019 an agreement was signed in Vilnius related to joint exercises
between Polish and Lithuanian territorial forces.

Challenges and unmet needs
Despite that many important initiatives have already been executed, more effort is required. As was stated earlier, although threats to
the Eastern Flank are no longer present on media so often, they have
not disappeared. For instance, in 2018 Russia carried out the largest
war game since the Cold War – codenamed “Vostok-2018” (“East”)
with reportedly 300,000 troops and 1,000 aircraft. While these were
held the country’s east, “Zapad 2017” (“West”) was conducted in Belarus. According to some NATO-based sources, those drills could have
involved up to 100,000 troops, much higher than the official number
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of 13,000 troops) (CBS News 2018).11 During this drills, Russia reportedly activated its tactical ballistic missiles: SS-21 Scarab (9K79 Tochka)
oraz SS-26 Iskander (the latter were actually launched). Due to international sanctions the Russian economy is in a difficult situation; at
some point Vladimir Putin might need a new crisis to concentrate
public opinion on issues other than domestic problems. NATO must
still build truly efficient and robust quick-response, high-mobility,
forces in case of a sudden threat. To do so, several critical issues must
be addressed. These include shortcomings in interoperability, duplication of capabilities, significant infrastructural deficiencies, poor
NATO-EU cooperation, and the questionable will of some Western
European member states to firmly and genuinely stand up against the
Russian threat (Deni 2019, 92-103).
A significant obstacle in creating a credible deterrence and quick-response capability is that all military units – even those belonging to Allies – must cross borders of sovereign states, which causes legal problems. In other words, legal procedures should be simplified. NATO
should create its own Schengen Area, which will provide a freedom
– within legal boundaries and with a consent of a host nation – of
movement for Allied forces. The necessity for a “military Schengen
zone” was raised among NATO leaders in 2015 and recently expressed
by EU foreign policy chief Federica Mogherini (Winter 2018). General
Frederick Benjamin Hodges, then US Army Europe commander, said
that “more than anything, we need a military Schengen zone, something that would allow a military convoy to move across Europe as fast
as a migrant is able to move across Europe” (Sisk 2017). As an example,
he noted that to move forces from Germany to Poland requires fivedays’ notice. That is too long – within five days, all the Baltic states can
be overrun by the aggressor.
Another problem, still unsolved, is a so-called Suwalki Gap, which is
11   According to the Vienna Document 1999 on Confidence and Security Building
Measures of November 1999, a host must invite all OSCE states to observe military
exercise if it exceeds one of the following thresholds: 9,000 troops, 250 tanks, 500
ACVs, or 250 pieces of artillery.
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a 103-kilometre stretch of the Poland-Lithuania border located between Russia’s Kaliningrad Oblast and Belarus. This remains a weak
point in NATO defence plans since it can be easily overrun by the
Russians, who would then cut NATO forces in the Baltic States. To
reinforce this part of NATO’s defense and the Suwalki Gap, Poland is
forming its fourth division. It is part of a wider plan to move eastward
some of Polish heavy armour units, which are presently stationed in
the western part of the country (where they were deployed during the
Cold War). The 18th Mechanized Division will be located in Siedlce in
eastern Poland. It will be composed of the 1st Armoured Brigade from
Warsaw, 21st Podhale Rifle Brigade from Rzeszów and a new brigade to
be formed in the future. Currently, Poland has three divisions, but just
one is deployed in the eastern part of the country. The 16th Pomeranian Mechanised Division, with four brigades, provides some protection against Russia’s Kaliningrad Oblast, but the border with Belarus
remains exposed.
Moreover, NATO’s eFP is a multinational concept which “is politically
crucial in sending out a message of allied solidarity and also enabling
burden-sharing” (Luik and Praks 2017, 8). It provides a vital “tripwire”
against a surprise attack from the East and offers conventional deterrence. In other words, these forces would be the first responders to
contingencies. As was noted, “If, in the worst-case scenario, Russia
were to invade one of the four host nations, several alliance member
states would likely sustain casualties. This would probably spur a faster, more unified response from the alliance” (Deni 2018). However, at
the same time, multinationalism complicates the command-and-control (C2) process as well as logistics. NATO should increase the number of joint exercises at various levels – not only tactical ones but also
at the strategic level to master those crucial skills. For now, it is highly
likely that during a real contingency C2 arrangements and lack of political will among member states would be the most crucial problems
for NATO and its eFP framework. Without these elements efficiently
working, units deployed at the Eastern Flank could be quickly defeated. Moreover, eFP’s forces would not be able to survive without rapid
and serious reinforcement. According to a RAND Corporation study,
“the longest it would take Russian forces to reach either Tallinn or Riga
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would be 60 hours (...) NATO would in fact need about 35,000 soldiers
already on the ground and with much better equipment, such as air
defense systems and heavy armour, to thwart a serious Russian invasion” (Day 2018, 4).
NATO needs to enhance its maritime capabilities on the Eastern
Flank. Some initiatives have already been launched. For example, the
German Maritime Forces Staff was opened in Rostock. Here the multinational Baltic Maritime Component Command is under construction. It is expected that Germany would take a leading role in the new
headquarters. As German Vice-Admiral Andreas Krause – current
commander of the German Navy – explained, “The north Atlantic and
the wider northern flank have returned to our attention as potential
areas of operations. The Baltic Sea has grown to a never-seen strategic
significance in the past years. Now the whole of the Baltic Sea is a vital
lifeline, linking allies in Poland and the Baltic states as well as our close
partners in Finland and Sweden with the rest of Europe” (Sprenger
2019). Although these words are true one should not forget that establishing command and coordination facilities is not sufficient – a
strong and credible deterrence against the Russian threat also requires
modern hardware. This remains the biggest issue – almost all navies
of the Baltic NATO member states, including even Germany, are in
rather poor condition.
There are political challenges as well. It is highly likely that in case of
war Russia would use its agents in Western Europe to paralyze NATO’s
efforts. That includes NGOs and agents of influence. Just like before
World War II, when Berlin successfully promoted a belief that “it is no
worth to die for Danzig” (i.e. France should not fight for Poland’s independence), now Russia would popularize an impression that NATO
should not die for either Tallinn or Riga. Further, we should then
expect orchestrated protests and sabotage intended to make a rapid
movement of troops eastward a difficult task. To add more political
obstacles, as Justyna Gotkowska noted, Germany “does not want to
consider both Russia and China as strategic rivals because Berlin is
not ready to accept the political, economic and military consequences
of such approach (...) Germany still continue to raise the issue of a va-
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lidity of the NATO-Russia Act of 1997 – such policy is aimed at reducing NATO’s (and American as well) military presence on the Eastern
Flank to avoid antagonizing Russia” (Gotkowska 2019). This remains
an important challenge since credibility and urgency in terms of decisions are key to the eFP as an effective deterrence tool.
According to some, Brexit might have negatively impact NATO’s eFP
efforts (Szymański 2019). As mentioned earlier, British troops arrived
in Estonia in Spring 2017, but were earlier temporarily deployed in
CEE states, including Poland, where they participated in multinational
exercises. As Jüri Luik and Henrik Praks noted, “the mission in Estonia
has become one of its largest deployments abroad and therefore a major element in the UK’s global military footprint” (Luik and
Praks 2017, 7). Piotr Szymański is concerned that after the Brexit the
United Kingdom might focus on its “Global Britain” initiative which
assumes more active presence outside Europe, mainly in the Persian
Gulf and in Asia-Pacific. He warned that “the British presence on the
Eastern Flank might be affected by a change of security policy priorities under the Labor Party, which wants to focus more on global
threats and UN-led peace operations” (Szymański 2019). Although
such claims are at the moment just speculations, concerns regarding
future British foreign policy, including its approach towards the Eastern Flank, are visible among some commentators.

Conclusions
Although some experts consider NATO as a relic of the past, in
recent years it proved its usefulness. The eFP framework plays a crucial
role in deterrence and assurance in Central-Eastern Europe. It is also
a substantial re-embrace of Article 5 regarding collective defense – a
foundation of NATO which was agreed seventy years ago. The creation of the eFP was a manifestation of necessity, triggered by Russian
military aggression against Ukraine and the threat it posed to NATO
member states in Central-Eastern Europe. Decisions agreed during
the 2016 Warsaw Summit are an example of reactive rather than proactive strategy, and although implementation was rather slow and far
from perfect, it shows that NATO sees the need to transform itself and
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is capable of making difficult decisions. Secondly, it must be firmly
emphasized – despite Moscow’s narrative – that NATO’s operations
and deployments on the Eastern Flank – in their size and composition
– clearly show that NATO remain mostly a defensive alliance.
NATO remains a sole multinational power able to provide security to
its members. This is now crucial since Russia – at least as long as Putin
stays in power – will not abandon its neo-imperialistic approach and
will continue both a militarization of CEE and a policy of pressure
against its neighbors. For instance, in April 2018 in three separate areas
in the southern and south-eastern Baltic Sea (between Sweden, Poland
and Latvia) Russia conducted naval drills with live surface-to-surface
and surface-to-air missile tests. Those drills were considered by Latvian Prime Minister Maris Kucinskis as “a demonstration of force and
it is hard to comprehend that it can happen so close to our country”
(Savchenko 2018). Latvian President Raimonds Vejonis added that it
“does not reduce tension in the region but instead worsens the security
situation” (Birnbaum 2018). This threat assessment is shared not only
by former satellites of the Soviet Union, but also by countries such as
Finland or Sweden. “From the point of view of the Baltic and Nordic
states the present security situation reminds that of the early 1920s”
– Finnish professor Alpo Rusi said in Helsinki in 2017 – “although
the enlargement of NATO and EU changed the geopolitical situation
decisively in the region” (Rusi 2017).
Recently it was revealed that Russia had formed a new tank regiment,
which is subordinated to the 11th Army Corps from the Kaliningrad
Oblast – one of the most militarized areas in the world. According
to available press information, “the unit has been located near a village of Gusev, approximately 30 kilometers from the border. Usually
such a regiment has 90-100 tanks. Earlier, Russian media and Russian
MoD informed that more than 30 modernized T-72 tanks had already
been delivered to the Kaliningrad Oblast and that another batch of 30
MBTs were expected to be shipped (...) According to available information, equipment for three mechanized divisions is stocked in the
Kaliningrad Oblast” (Palowski 2019). At the same time, Russia has
been increasing its naval power in the region. In December 2018, the
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first missile corvette of a new Karakut-class (Project 22800) was commissioned in the Baltic Fleet. It will be deployed with the Baltic Fleet’s
36th Kuznetsk Missile Ship Brigade. Up to 22 corvettes will join the
Russian Navy, both at the Baltic Sea and the Black Sea.
It is to be hoped that the apparent calming of the situation in Central
and Eastern Europe will not become a pretext for some NATO countries - especially those interested in rapprochement with Russia - for
reducing the strength and a size of the eFP. On a contrary - it is necessary to systematically increase spending on security and to devote
more financial resources on technical modernization and a build-up
of capabilities (not only in the Eastern Flank). Moreover, NATO decision-makers must be aware that although the eFP framework is very
useful it should have a broader scope. As General Valery Gerasimov
(the current Russian Chief of the General Staff) openly admitted, Russia considers war not only as a purely military struggle (Monaghan
2015-2016, 65-74). Use of other tools (non-military), such as propaganda, deception, creation of crises within Europe (which mediocre
European leaders cannot handle), energy (Nord Stream 2) constitute
main elements of a modern warfare. Without a doubt the CEE states
are now at much greater risk from cyberattacks or electronic warfare
that from a conventional aggression. It is a high time for NATO and its
member states to prepare themselves against those emerging threats.
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KFOR AT 20: EXPECTATIONS VS. REALITY
VLADIMIR ĐORĐEVIĆ
Introduction
NATO launched the KFOR (Kosovo Force) mission in 1999, and
operations remain ongoing. Starting with 50,000 international peacekeeping troops, it has been reduced to 4,000 soldiers (NATO 2018a).
NATO established KFOR to stabilize security in Kosovo, at that time a
province of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (FRY). Though Kosovo
remained part of the FRY after the end of hostilities, UN Resolution
1244 required all Yugoslav/Serbian security forces to withdraw from
the province in June of that year (Judah 2002). Stabilizing security in
Kosovo after the NATO air raids was understood as a precursor for
wider regional stability, and necessary for overall stability in Southeastern Europe (Judah 2002).
The KFOR mission seeks to satisfy the below stated goals:
1. contributing “to a safe and secure environment”;
2. supporting and coordinating “the international
humanitarian effort and civil presence”;
3. assisting “the development of a stable, democratic,
multi-ethnic and peaceful Kosovo”; and
4. facilitating “the development of the Kosovo Security
Force” (NATO 2018b).
Following several weeks of air raids (chiefly against the Milošević
regime in Serbia), NATO based its intention to stabilize Kosovo on
several notions (Đorđević 2016). Firstly, the years-long experience
of Western diplomacy to address the crisis in the former Yugoslavia
strongly suggested that the region must be stabilized and free of conflict. The relatively unsuccessful and prolonged diplomatic engagement in the former Yugoslavia created a belief among NATO Allies
that coercive tactics were necessary to confront Milošević on the issue
of Kosovo. Hence, after diplomatic negotiations failed, the regime in
Serbia was militarily engaged by NATO, albeit without UN approval
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(Đorđević 2016). The subsequent establishment of the KFOR mission
sought to ensure security in Kosovo (which declared independence in
early 2008) and serve as a pillar of Alliance efforts to promote regional
stability through its engagement.
Additionally, stabilization of the region was not implemented only by
the Allied military presence but also supported and facilitated by the
process of European integration, most importantly the prospect of
joining the European Union (Vučković and Đorđević 2019). Hence,
the stabilization agenda has been influenced for years by increasingly Europeanized politics in Central and Eastern European states. As
has been discussed in (not only) academic research, NATO membership was highly complementary to the spread of democracy and stability, thus facilitating European integration (Vučković, Vučinić, and
Đorđević 2016).
Therefore, the idea that NATO establish its KFOR mission was as
much shaped by the intent to prevent (future) ethnic conflicts as to
promote the possibility for the region to transform politically, economically, and socially in the Euro-Atlantic integration process. Yet,
of the states in the Western Balkans, Kosovo today remains the most
isolated and fragile. Its main problem, as with the region itself, chiefly
revolves around the lack of political will to fight corruption and organized crime. Moreover, the gap between Kosovar Serbs and Albanians
remains considerable in a country that is often tagged as the poorest in
Europe (Vučković and Đorđević 2019). Relations with Serbia remain
particularly vulnerable (as with the north of Kosovo and its Serbian
population), and it has not been uncommon to see Pristina use its special police forces for instance, as cover for incompetence and domestic
political blunders.
The KFOR mission is an important element to maintain not only
Kosovar security, but also regional security, as well. KFOR remains a
factor of stability in the region, guaranteeing security in a country that
is still very much divided along ethnic lines (Živković 2018). The Secretary General of NATO, Jens Stoltenberg, confirmed that the mission
would remain in Kosovo in accordance with the respective UN man-

47

date, but he also expressed serious concerns over future developments
of the Kosovo Security Force (KSF) (Agatonović 2018).
The aim of this article is to discuss and briefly evaluate the expectations of NATO’s KFOR mission versus reality. The article takes stock
of KFOR’s performance throughout the past 20 years, and argues that,
although the mission has been significantly reduced in numbers, it
remains a crucial element to maintain regional security (Agatonović
2018). Additionally, the mission stands as a statement of commitment
(and warning) to the region in terms of the Western Balkans transformation and integration into the Euro-Atlantic community. The
mission sends a message to encourage all states in the region to enter
into and enhance (security) cooperation, and allow for (not only) inter-ethnic bridges to be built (Đorđević, Klemenc, and Kolářová 2018).
It also represents a warning against the return of hostilities and sends
a clear message to former foes.
The article, however, also raises several problematic issues concerning
the KFOR mission in Kosovo, which show the disparity between the
expectations and the reality related to the mission. These disparities
include the form of the KFOR response to address domestic security
challenges, as well as the gradual politicization of the mission that is
perhaps not KFOR’s fault, but rather concerns international diplomatic engagement on future relations between Kosovo and Serbia.

Factor of Stability, but….?
Without a doubt, KFOR has served its main purpose of providing
stability since it was established 20 years ago. The mission has largely managed to provide security in Kosovo and prevent the return of
(ethnic) hostilities. Some analysts have argued, for instance Radić (editing the Belgrade Security Network), that NATO’s mission in Kosovo
is essential to peace in Kosovo (Agatonović 2018). He highlighted that
the mission remained “the only actor with the responsibility to maintain security (in Kosovo), although it is now unclear if its mandate
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should be aligned with new legislative solutions,12 or continue to implement Resolution 1244, which can only be amended by the United
Nations Security Council” (Agatonović 2018). It is widely feared that
any changes within the mission, as in changes affecting the status of
the mission in Kosovo, would possibly, perhaps unintentionally, invite
hostilities between local Serbs and Albanians, and possibly even introduce a much larger (security) crisis in the region (Agatonović 2018).
For instance, developments in recent years, particularly clashes and
skirmishes in northern Kosovo where the majority of Serbs live, increased already existing tensions in the region, and raised questions
concerning the process of reconciliation achieved through negotiations
on Serbian relations with Kosovo (Vučković and Đorđević 2019). The
actions of both Priština and Belgrade were damaging to the process:
Priština’s reckless behavior in trying to institute influence and power
over northern Kosovo increased domestic inter-ethnic tensions, and
thus negatively affected the negotiation process. Belgrade’s response
was frequently tied to alerting its security forces, as if preparing for a
possible conflict with Kosovo. Additionally, Belgrade has maintained
a relatively high influence in the north of Kosovo, which encumbers
and obstructs Kosovar efforts to control this part of the country. These
actions are best understood in terms of domestic politics (and attracting voters’ support). Both sides want to show their supposed readiness
to protect their respective community, as to do otherwise would be
shameful and damaging to their national interests.
Serbia is nevertheless cooperative with the NATO mission in Kosovo, and their mutual relationship has improved considerably over the
years (Agatonović 2018). Even Serbs in northern Kosovo have grown
more accepting of KFOR, if silently, and of the mission itself (Snel and
Ziekenoppasser 2015). However, local Serbs refuse to accept the KSF
in Kosovo because they believe it undermines KFOR and ultimately
will lead to a dismantling of the NATO mission (Snel and Ziekenoppasser 2015). This is also why Belgrade eyes the KSF with suspicion,
12  These solutions are reflected in the new political framework of the now independent Kosovo (as of 2008) and have been accepted as such by almost all democratic states in the West.
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particularly considering that it could become the regular armed force
of Kosovo as it proceeds (along with Serbia) in the process of European integration. However, transforming the KSF into a regular army is
not likely before Serbia and Kosovo agree on the nature and status of
their bilateral relations. (Agatonović 2018). The current circumstance
is favorable, in the latter regard. If political elites in Serbia remain the
same, many believe that President Aleksandar Vučić will seek to close
a deal with Kosovo in the foreseeable future.
Savković notes that the discussion on whether the KSF will soon become a regular army is overrated, as KFOR will remain the ultimate
military force in Kosovo, for now (Agatonović 2018). Thus, many of
Priština’s actions, particularly the ones related to the KSF,13 are damaging to the negotiation process. While perhaps used to ‘cover up’ for
domestic political blunders, they raise unnecessary questions as to
whether KFOR is the only legitimate military force in Kosovo.
Despite KFOR’s clear contribution to regional security and stability in
preventing the return of hostilities in Kosovo, there are criticisms of
its performance. Most of the criticisms address the fact that KFOR has
not fully met the challenge, and moreover acted inappropriately in several instances (Snel and Ziekenoppasser 2015). In 2004, for instance,
erroneous news that Kosovar Serbs caused the death of three Kosovar
Albanian children led to riots that exposed KFOR’s initial inability to
deal with a fast and complex deterioration of security (HRW 2004).
Several days passed before the situation stabilized, which suggested
that KFOR estimated the risks in a surprisingly inaccurate way. Human
Rights Watch (HRW) concluded that “-KFOR, UNMIK international
police, and the KPS- failed catastrophically in their mandate to protect
minority communities during the March 2004 violence” (HRW 2004).
Similarly, maintaining security in northern Kosovo has remained
13  KSF (Kosovo Security Force) represent Kosovo’s security forces; there is an ongoing debate whether these forces will become a full-fledged Kosovo army. Both
Serbia and the Serbian minority in Kosovo have opposed this possibility, while the
West hesitates to welcome it.
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problematic for the mission, particularly in recent years. Incidents
since 2011, particularly between 2011 and 2014, challenged KFOR and
at times raised questions about its role as a reliable security provider
(Snel and Ziekenoppasser 2015). Local Serbs have silently accepted the
mission as their (major) security guarantor due to KFOR’s ability to
(albeit at times hesitantly) engage in and resolve problems in the north
of Kosovo (Snel and Ziekenoppasser 2015). Nevertheless, the mission
was somewhat slow and unsure to respond to a number of incidents in
the north (Snel and Ziekenoppasser 2015). For instance, dismantling
the Serbian state apparatus in this part of Kosovo, and dealing with
various incidents (including cross-border skirmishes) in the period
between 2011 and 2014, required a faster and more robust response
(Snel and Ziekenoppasser 2015). While KFOR did eventually respond,
doing so required that NATO address a wide spectrum of considerations before KFOR troops could engage to reinstate peace and security. Considering that the mission’s main purpose is to maintain a
secure environment, particularly in northern Kosovo where security is
fragile, this criticism seems entirely valid and appropriate.
What further complicates NATO’s presence in Kosovo is that KFOR
is a centerpiece of international political discussions on the future of
Kosovo. The mission has become politicized to a certain extent, as a
result (Snel and Ziekenoppasser 2015). This argument very much warrants continued attention, particularly as it concerns instances where
Priština employs its special forces ROSU (Regional Support Operation
Unit). While Priština is expected to diplomatically engage to resolve its
relationship with Belgrade, their efforts (with their counterpart equally to blame) often have the opposite effect and can threaten security
not only in Kosovo but in the region itself. As in moments when Priština used its special police units to supposedly fight organized crime in
the north of the country, these situations cause both local Kosovan
Serbs and Belgrade to cast blame at KFOR for not doing its job. Even
previous actions by ROSU were used by both local Serbs and Belgrade
as a pretext to criticize KFOR engagement and its supposed ineffectiveness.
KFOR rightly claims that any actions of the ROSU represent regular
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Kosovo Police actions, which have little to do with challenging the
larger security arrangements in the country, while leadership on both
sides use these accusations (and the tension around them) for domestic political purposes in Kosovo and Serbia. It is fair to assume that the
politicization of the mission will increase in concert with political developments in both Kosovo and international diplomatic discussions
on the future of the country (Snel and Ziekenoppasser 2015). Unfortunately, only a much more comprehensive and constructive dialogue
between Serbia and Kosovo will diffuse tension both regionally and
domestically in Kosovo, which would also provide more maneuvering
space to KFOR as well. If intransigence on the part of either Serbia or
Kosovo continues, as in all likelihood it will for the near future, there
is little hope that KFOR will find itself in a less complex situation than
it is in now.
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NATO, CLIMATE CHANGE, AND
INTERNATIONAL SECURITY14
TYLER H. LIPPERT
Introduction
Climate-driven environmental change is anticipated to influence
some, if not all, of the factors that threaten security; undermining livelihoods, increasing migration, creating political instability or other
forms of insecurity, and weakening the resilience and capabilities of
states to respond appropriately (Adger et al. 2014, 24; O’Brien, Pelling,
and Patwardhan 2012, 458). Climate change has the potential to increase the need for humanitarian assistance and disaster response, to
create tension over shared resources, to renew and enhance geo-political interest in the Arctic, and to deepen concern with respect to the
Middle East and North Africa (MENA).
While the implications of climate change are not yet fully known, it
is widely feared that the environment of the twenty-first century will
see greater instability and increased demand for organizations such
as NATO. For this reason alone, NATO needs to recognize the eventuality that climate-induced social stress will serve as an impetus for
worsened security, and to prepare for the corresponding situations
that may require NATO involvement. Within this new political and
environmental reality, NATO must consider how to adapt to meet new
demands, prepare for new security challenges, as well as manage unforeseen consequences (Rühle 2011, 278–79). Unless NATO can develop options to augment standing procedures and grapple with climate security risk, future crises could be met with ad hoc responses.15
While NATO isn’t a primary actor with respect to global climate poli14   This article is based on a book written by the author and published in 2019 by
Palgrave MacMillan entitled NATO, Climate Change, and International Security:
A Risk Governance Approach. ISBN 978-3-030-14560-6
15   Climate security risk is the potential for climate change to result in a worsening
of security.
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cy, its collateral impacts will engage NATO and call for a measured response. Hence, focusing attention on climate is useful for anticipating
the next crises, many of which could present security challenges not
fully addressed by current planning and response options. That being
said, NATO recognizes its responsibility to help reduce the security
consequences that could arise as a result of climate change. The challenge is how to elevate and prioritize policy and processes to address
the new environment.
Throughout the past decade, a great deal of effort has been devoted to
examining the anticipated consequences of climate change, in particular how it will affect security. Yet, comparatively little attention has
been devoted to understanding how the role or posture of NATO may
need to evolve in response. Although NATO’s standing policies and
capabilities are largely pragmatic and forward-looking, a posture of
‘no further action is needed’ is not appropriate for a risk anticipated
to pose unprecedented challenges. Eventually, NATO will need to enhance the range and depth of its policies to ensure their effectiveness.
Consideration of this issue starts from the assumption that NATO must
adapt and respond to changes in the environment, and that external
drivers (i.e. the strategic environment) shape what choices NATO will
make in a given context. 16 However, NATO’s institutional constraints
are equally important, if not the deciding factor, with respect to how
and when NATO will address new challenges in the security environment. For example, any policy could only be pursued on the basis that
it be agreed to by all 29 NATO member states.
Moreover, NATO needs to avoid duplication of roles already undertaken by other organizations. International organizations have been
16   Like a similar effort conducted by NATO’s Research and Technology Organization in 2011 (Joint Operations 2030—Final Report (Opérations Interarmées 2030—
Rapport Final)), this analysis assumes that if it needed or wanted to, NATO could
or would adapt—including in its membership—to organizational change in how
the Alliance is structured, managed, and administered, and to various doctrinal
debates.
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leaders in researching the impact of climate change and explaining the
potential consequences for the broader, impacted societies. Military
organizations have, increasingly, taken responsibility for communicating the security risk. NATO, however, has not been at the forefront.
Concern regarding the security consequences of climate change is rising and NATO member states have taken action independently, rather
than in a unified manner.
Indeed, the political environment for NATO demands that it maintain
focus on traditional security issues. Russia’s annexation of Crimea in
the early months of 2014 brought renewed meaning to NATO’s role as
a collective security organization. NATO’s engagement in Eastern Europe will require more attention and consideration moving forward.
Conflicts further afield will need to be closely monitored. The civil
strife in Syria continues to unfold. Furthermore, political fallout and
tension throughout the MENA region—as well as Iran—suggests that
NATO must divide its attention among several immediate, tangible,
and conventional security matters.
The climate-security problem requires consideration of issues often
perceived to be near the edge or beyond traditional interpretations of
NATO’s domain; it demands that it address future challenges that, at
present, are not adequately linked to existing policy planning processes, and for which there is neither protocol nor a ready solution (NATO
Research and Technology Organisation 2011).

Climate Change and Security Consequences
With the signing of the Paris Agreement in 2015, the 2014 release
of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) Fifth Assessment Report, and a wide range of other publications throughout
the past decade, the idea that a changing climate will have far-reaching impact—and fundamental influence on the international security
environment—has gathered momentum. The international security
community is becoming more aware of the necessity to account for
and anticipate probable climate issues, and to understand the demands
climate change will place on international organizations. That is to say,
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climate change related security risk is gaining relevance and provides a
substantive, policy-relevant reason to examine how NATO can engage
with this issue.
The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) anticipates
that climate change will have a dramatic impact. The IPCC’s Fourth
Assessment Report projected that extreme weather events and associated natural disasters - including droughts, heat waves, wildfires,
flash floods, and tropical and mid-latitude storms - will occur more
frequently and more intensely in many areas of the globe as a consequence of climate change (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change 2007). The IPCC also drew attention to the effect that the
melting of the polar icecaps will have on the larger climate system,
in addition to the opportunity such a melt would create for increased
maritime activity in the Arctic (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change 2007, 12).17
The IPCC’s Fifth Assessment Report (released in 2014) offered greater
fidelity, less uncertainty, and more clarity on many aspects of climate
science and related issues. It affirmed the IPCC’s previous assessments
by concluding that climate change will present new challenges and will
increasingly shape security and national security policies (Adger et al.
2014, 3).18 NATO will face a security environment that will call for new
ideas, concepts, and response types. Recognizing that climate change
will present security implications, national governments, and international and non-governmental organizations (NGOs), have struggled
17   In Climate and Social Stress, the US National Research Council noted that “the
types of economic factors associated with increased susceptibility to harm from
climate events generally include low levels of per capita income, a lack of livelihood
assets and opportunities, poor functioning of local markets, and a high degree of
dependency on agricultural food imports to meet basic needs.” Note, also, that
many researchers believe the projections of the IPCC to be modest, and actual
change could be more severe.
18   On the point of national security policies, this has already happened in several
instances. In particular, the United States released its Climate Change Adaptation
Roadmap in October 2014, which followed various other policies related to climate.
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to identify a way forward.19
Climate change is widely anticipated to affect the frequency of extreme
weather events over the coming decades, but it will do so in ways scientists have difficulty predicting with confidence (Field et al. 2012).20
Two of the most commonly identified aspects of climate change are
the potential for higher temperatures and greater variability of precipitation. Taken independently, or together, these factors can have
significant and negative consequences for food production and availability. More intense rainfall also suggests a corresponding increase in
storms and natural disasters (Cubasch et al. 2013). These dynamics
alone, or combined with sea level rise, could lead to migration and
create conditions that could test the resilience and adaptive capacity
of governments.
It is important to note that narratives to motivate thinking on climate
security risk are often created with failed or weak states in mind, or
they address specific regions of the world. They hold that once climate-induced stress has surpassed some unknown threshold, a weakening of institutional and societal resilience results. This breakdown
leads to worsened security, instability, and/or conflict. This perspective suggests that the long-term burden of climate response and adaptation diminishes the capacity of weakened states.
These circumstances are concerning in regions such as MENA, where
weak and politically unstable states have less ability to adapt (National
19   A variation of this point was also included in pages 1571–73 of Lempert, Robert
J., Steven W. Popper, and Steven C. Bankes. 2003. Shaping the next One Hundred
Years: New Methods for Quantitative, Long-Term Policy Analysis. RAND Corporation.
20   Cilliers, Hughes, and Moyer note that “Climate change will affect Africa more
significantly than most other regions due to its already warm climate, inconsistent
rains, generally poor soil, extensive floodplains, predominantly rain-fed agriculture and poor governance with limited coping capacity. Warming will occur across
the continent (and the extent of warming in Africa is expected to exceed global
averages substantially)” (Cilliers, Hughes, and Moyer 2011, 40).
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Intelligence Council 2012). Governments in this region are among
the least prepared for climate change and the least capable of responding to the consequences.21 Not to mention, this region has witnessed
a variety of conflicts and experiences related challenges that obstruct
economic and political development.
Climate change in the Arctic will produce different security consequences for Euro-Atlantic states than climate change in the MENA
region. Whereas MENA raises concerns with respect to crisis management and disaster response, and consequences span the spectrum
from increased social stress, breakdown of order and lawlessness, to
(potentially) civil conflict, the Arctic balance forebodes fundamental
change in the environment, as well as other consequences that will
change the nature of the security environment more generally (and in
ways that will affect the North Atlantic region directly). Taken together, the interaction of environmental, social, political, and economic
systems yields collateral and far-reaching challenges.
As the US National Research Council points out, the consequences
of climate change could compel “more extensive international engagement than has yet been anticipated or organized,”(US National
Research Council 2013, ix) and consequences that exceed the management capacity of human societies or global systems will, in turn,
become more common in the future (US National Research Council
2013, 136). The Chairman of this study, John Steinbruner, offered his
personal views on these matters during a keynote address in 2013. He
stated that,
we must anticipate that in some societies the adaptation failures
will be severe enough to induce international reaction of unprecedented magnitude; we’re looking at crises that are larger than
anything that we’ve encountered as yet. (Steinbruner 2013)
21   In 2012, The US National Research Council cited Sandia National Laboratories
when indicating in both 2008 and 2030 (forecasted) that 10 of the 15 countries at
highest risk of state failure were in Africa (National Intelligence Council 2012, 18).
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This is the challenge for organizations that must prepare for, respond
to, and confront the security consequences that arise from climate
change. From the Euro-Atlantic perspective, this suggests that climate
change in the Arctic, Africa, and other regions will impact Alliance
countries - whether resulting from sea level rise, migration, or natural
disaster - because it has “the potential to undermine human security
and overwhelm adaptive capacities of societies in many world regions”
(Scheffran and Battaglini 2011, S37). This eventuality should encourage affected NATO member states to give fresh consideration to a potential role for NATO to more actively and closely engage with climate
aspects of international security affairs.

Where Does NATO Fit?
The role that NATO would likely play in this future environment
is calibrated by a variety of demands and constraints. Changes in the
world are driven by a wide range of factors, only one of which is a
changing climate. That said, climate change is likely to impact the
world and the human population significantly, which at least suggests
that NATO is likely to be called to action more frequently in the future
as a result of it. Eventually, NATO will need to enhance its policies
to ensure its own preparedness, as well as to demonstrate support for
wider international community efforts regarding the effects of climate
change.
To craft a comprehensive approach in response to a situation with an
impact that fully reflects the situation described above would require
operational innovation, more resources, new policies, and fresh consideration of how NATO cooperates with its partners and the international community. NATO would need to respond with more resources, at higher levels of intensity, for longer periods of time, with
greater frequency, requiring deeper cooperation with the international
community, and in new geographical regions.
Planning for this situation would be at the intersection of policy aspects and operational issues, and thus it would require close coordination between the operational level of NATO and political leadership
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in Brussels. While the impacts of climate change are anticipated to
become more severe, the type of response required by NATO moving
forward may be similar to the crisis response, management, and coordination role that it now plays. However, the additional risk brought
by climate change suggests these actions may be required at heightened
levels or in new regions, driven by new factors and interdependencies.
NATO has established political and policy frameworks upon which
to perform the coordination, and conduct dialogue that strengthens
relationships with international organizations and many of the world’s
most politically- and economically-developed nations. NATO is
among the most successful multilateral organizations; it has an existing partnership program that can serve as a platform for engagement,
and it operates along the full spectrum of international security affairs.
Indeed, NATO’s standing policies, crisis management, and planning
capabilities are fulsome. In going through the exercise of creation and
development in the 1950s through the 1980s, NATO coordinated the
planning for not only what collective response should be but also what
was required of individual member states to enable that response to
occur. Consistent with its philosophical ethos for the case of climate
related security issues, NATO’s role includes defining what future, climate-related, stressors might be, and to perform a similar function to
enable NATO member states and partners to act effectively as a collective in facing these new challenges.
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NATO MEMBERSHIP AND THE SLOVAK
ARMED FORCES FROM 2004 TO TODAY
PAVEL MACKO
Introduction
The accession of the Slovak Republic into NATO began the most
profound change in the history of the Slovak Armed forces since the
declaration of Slovak independence. While the Czechoslovakian Velvet Revolution in 1989 began a more general transformation of the
military—the transition from a Cold War army into the armed forces
of a democratic state—the most profound change of the armed forces
came only with NATO membership.
This change has been both gradual and revolutionary, and has affected
all aspects of the military, including the roles and responsibilities of the
armed forces, its focus, organization, structure, doctrine, training, and
personnel. The integration and adoption of the Slovak Armed Forces
into NATO started with a highly ambitious project of military transformation, “SR Force 2010”, just before Slovakia’s formal invitation to
NATO membership in 2002.
The intention of military reform project SR Force 2010 (in the Slovak
language “Model 2010”)—formally named the “Long Term Plan for the
Structure and Development of the Slovak Armed Forces of the Slovak
Republic”—was to complete the major aspects of transformation by
2010. The planning objective was “to establish, by 2010, an effective
but affordable Armed Force organized and equipped to comply with the
Military Strategy of the Slovak Republic, modernized to be interoperable
with NATO military organizations, and supported by effective and efficient supporting activities.” (Government of the Slovak Republic 2001)
Slovakia was formally invited to join NATO during the Prague Summit in November 2002; its accession process ended in 29 March 2004
when Slovakia (and 6 other countries) became a NATO member state.
While the country was politically integrated from day one, integration
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of its military had only just started, accompanied by the aforementioned reform of the military. The impact of NATO membership on
military transformation, and the development of the Slovak Armed
Forces, changed through six major phases (each with differing themes
and challenges).
Slovakia and its Armed Forces have made significant progress, including international recognition and credibility during the accession process and 15 years of NATO membership. However, the progress and
achievements are uneven and not all transformation objectives have
been met. The government paid insufficient attention to security and
defense for a long time, with the exception of a short period before
and after Slovakia officially joined NATO. The limited political focus
on membership had serious consequences. The first problem was the
lack of resources, where the defense budget decreased almost immediately after membership (Takácsová 2013). The second problem was
the lack of political will to implement and realize the Model 2010 and
later Model 2015 reforms. The final problem was the lack of political
will to openly communicate the state of the armed forces, a problem
that still prevails. The intended reforms of the Slovak Armed Forces
were not fully executed. While downsizing and reducing the structures
and capacities went faster than expected, they were not followed by the
planned structural changes, modernization, and acquisition of new capabilities. The military transformation was thus partial and completed
only regarding personnel—conscription was replaced by a voluntary
military service, although it never achieved its full staffing.
Despite its commitments to NATO, Slovakia’s defense spending was
significantly reduced after accession and dropped dramatically with
the outbreak of the global financial and economic crisis.
As a consequence, modernization of equipment was not carried out,
military infrastructure deteriorated, the training of the forces was dramatically reduced, and Slovakia has not consistently met its commitment for capability targets and declared forces and units. A decision on
supersonic fighters was postponed and deferred, the MOKYS mobile
communication systems project was protracted and significantly re-
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duced, the new multifunctional logistic depos were not initiated even
at the blue print phase, no major equipment project was started except
a few logistic support trucks, blue fleet cars, individual personal equipment and combat clothing, while maintenance and equipment repairs
were dramatically reduced.
Table 1: Defense spending in % of GDP
Year

2002

2003

2004

2005

2006

2007

2008

2009

2010

%
GDP

1.80

1.77

1.79

1.70

1.62

1.51

1.49

1.49

1.26

Year

2011

2012

2013

2014

2015

2016

2017

2018

2019

%
GDP

1.09

1.09

0.98

0.99

1.13

1.12

1.10

1.21

1.73

Sources: Ministry of Finance of the Slovak Republic Value for Money Dept.,
Takácsová 2013.

This was partially compensated for by a highly professional operational deployment of a limited number of units and troops to NATO-led
operations. However, such a show of solidarity with NATO does not
suffice to fully meet all the Slovak commitments for NATO membership nor the required state of readiness and preparedness for potential
threats. By sending troops to missions abroad, Slovakia was buying
political goodwill to cover up failures in modernization and all-force
capabilities, including the Force Goals.

Key Factors of Change
During the membership period, these key factors played a role in
the development of the Slovak Armed Forces:
•
•
•
•
•

adoption of the civil control of the armed forces
downsizing of the force and structural reforms
participation in the NATO Command Structure and
NATO institutions
participation in NATO-led operations
preparation and certification of the declared forces
and capability developments
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•

the inability to fulfill the declared and accepted Force
Goals.

Civil Control of the Armed Forces
With the end of the communist regime, the civil control of the
armed forces was one of the first steps to change the military of a totalitarian state into modern armed forces subject to the rule of law
and political control. Civic commissions to scrutinize the behavior
and performance of virtually all cadre members of the military were
established, the law on the armed forces and its roles was adopted,
and a special law prohibiting the participation those who cooperated
with the secret state service, and bearers of the communist ideology,
was introduced. Steps introducing the true civil control of the military
were gradually introduced. However, the most profound change was
implemented in direct relation with NATO accession. A lack of political experience, and insufficient civilian defense and security experts
were the principal factors. Defense and security policy was held by the
communist party and military before independence. The internal (intra-state) role of the armed forces was suppressed and the military was
primarily focused on the defense of the country. For more on security
sector transformation see (Ondrejcsák et al. 2008).
In 2002 and 2005, new laws on defense, state crisis management, the
armed forces as well as the professional military service and social security of the service members were implemented, which changed the
legal foundation for the purpose and potential use of the armed forces.
The Ministry of Defense and the General Staff were reorganized and
most of the military positions at the MOD were converted to civilian
posts, although many were filled by former military members. For the
first time, security and defense policy and strategies were introduced
in the new Security Strategy of the Slovak Republic (Government of
the Slovak Republic 2005a) and the Defense Strategy of the Slovak
Republic (Government of the Slovak Republic 2005b). These defined
the concepts, approaches, and roles of the military to assure the sovereignty of the Slovak Republic. Our security and defense were anchored
in the NATO system of collective defense. Unfortunately, no major
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change or revision of these strategic documents were adopted since
Slovakia became a NATO member, despite significant changes to the
security environment and adaptation measures taken by NATO as a
consequence.
Downsizing of the force and structural reforms
The peace-time strength of the Army of the Slovak Republic was
approximately 54 thousand troops and thousands of pieces of major
combat equipment (at the time when Slovakia became an independent
state.) This peace-time strength could reach over 100 thousand troops
with the mobilization of reserves in the case of a declaration of war.
The majority of service members were conscripts. The first wave of
force reduction was driven by the Treaty of Conventional Forces in
Europe, and the remaining decrease can be attributed to accession to
NATO. This reduction of forces was dramatic: personnel were reduced
to one quarter of their original size and key equipment was reduced
by 90 percent.
At the introduction of the SR Force 2010 plan, the envisaged reduction
in personal was about 16,500 to a projected strength of 24,500 (including 4,500 civilians.) However, the real reduction was even larger, and
the projected number of military members dropped to 15,000 at the
beginning of 2014 (currently at the level of 17,932), although actual
staffing stood at 13,146 as of December 31, 2018 (Ministry of Defence
of the Slovak Republic 2019b). That result is that more than 25 percent
of military positions were not filled.
The most significant reduction was carried out on the eve NATO
membership, from 2002-2004. Entire units and formations (brigades)
were demobilized and military barracks abandoned. For example, with
the reduction of cadre officers from almost 13,000 to 3,800 in a period
of two years, the armed forces lost two thirds of its highly qualified
members without a realistic chance to preselect those to retire. As a
consequence, many qualified officers with experience from international operations were retired while less qualified ones were retained.
This reduction also carried a significant transactional cost in the form
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of severance pay and pensions to early retired personnel, and still places a significant financial burden on the MOD budget today. This is
one of the main reasons why the separate social security system of the
armed forces is in a significant deficit and must be covered from the
regular MOD budget. This causes an impact on other budget items.
However, this dramatic reduction in personnel was not accompanied
by a similar modernization of equipment and infrastructure. Thus,
the objective to have smaller, modern, highly trained and agile armed
force remained an undelivered promise (apart from some small elements of the force.) On the positive side, while the cancelation of
conscription allowed for the professionalization of the force in 2006,
its potential was not fully developed due to the lack of resources and
modernization. In conclusion, the negative effect of the downsizing of
the armed forces prevailed because it was never matched by projected
development and modernization measures.
Participation in the NATO Command Structure and Institutions
Slovakia and its armed forces were enthusiastic at the initial stage
of its integration into NATO. At the beginning, the pledge to send over
150 highly professional and language qualified personnel was fulfilled
during the first year of membership. The armed forces were able to
prepare and deploy dozens of officers and NCOs with their families to
all relevant commands of the NATO Command Structure. Full integration of personnel into NATO structures (including junior and senior positions) became a driving force for positive change of the armed
forces. Members of the military fully participated and explored how
NATO operates, and appreciate the real implications of NATO standardization and interoperability requirements. The officers and NCOs
were also exposed to cooperation and exchange of experiences with
their new partners from various nations. These officers and NCOs
gained invaluable experience and became the agents of change of their
domestic forces after their return from their NATO mission. Many of
them also deployed to various operational headquarters of the NATO-led operations as part of their service in the international military
structures which further enhanced their experience.
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Posting Slovak personnel on a NATO international staff is particularly important because many of the command levels in the NATO
Command Structure are not represented in the national force; thus, a
NATO staff position is the only place where an officer could gain practical experience from the specific level of command. For example, the
brigade is the largest organic formation in the Slovak Land Forces; the
divisional and Army Corps levels are completely missing. However,
in all relevant scenarios the Slovak brigades would be integrated into
larger allied formations. Understanding the way, they would be integrated and interoperability requirements is critical.
Those who served in the NATO Command Structure and at NATO
institutions gained unique qualifications and served as key personnel
for the transformation of the Slovak Armed Forces, enhancing its interoperability with NATO. However, their potential was not fully realized. Some of them were not posted to the most appropriate position
based on their experience after their return home, and many retired
a few years later with frustration from the fierce resistance to change.
Participation in NATO-led Operations
There is no better way to gain true interoperability with partners
and battlefield experience than a deployment to combined allied operations. Participation of staff members and military units in real-world
operations cannot be replaced by military education or training. It
provides an opportunity to gain skills and confidence as well as credit
in the eyes of peers and NATO authorities. These operational deployment—and the corresponding preparation for it—along with participation on the international staff, were major factors of change and
enhancing interoperability. Slovakia was involved in NATO operations
well before it joined NATO. A small engineering unit was deployed
to Kosovo as part of KFOR between 1999 and 2002. From 2002 until
2010, the participation in KFOR was extended to a mechanized infantry company with support as part of the combined Czech and Slovak
contingent. A major increase of operational commitment started after
joining NATO, particularly in the ISAF mission, where Slovakia deployed well over 300 troops in various units at its peak. Only special-
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ized engineering units with a very limited transformational effect on
the rest of the forces were initially deployed. Later, force protection
units, provincial reconstruction teams, operational mentoring and liaison teams and special forces units were deployed with a significant
transformational effect on the rest of force.
During the period of NATO’s orientation on expeditionary crisis
management operations, this kind of operational deployment was an
indispensable source of experience which has driven the material requirements, structural and doctrinal changes and changes in pre-deployment training. This experience also served as a basis for the partial modernization of the equipment, individual soldier equipment
and combat clothing which were significantly enhanced, and for some
amendments of the service law. Many of the deployed units were integrated into larger international units or were internationally manned
(with the USA, Australia and Netherlands) which established long lasting cooperation and further stimulated the growth of interoperability.
Preparation and certification of the declared
forces and capability developments
Participation in the NATO Defense Planning Process (NDPP),
preparing and maintaining a required level of readiness of the declared
units, and achieving the qualitative requirements for capability development are the most significant transformational stimulators for the
armed forces. Slovakia was already involved in a full-fledged process
with the Force Goals 2004 set of requirements before it formally joined
NATO. This initial set of so-called Force Goals (the contribution to
the common pool of forces and capability developments) was taken
very seriously and its implementation was linked with the launch of
the implementation of the SR Force 2010 Plan. Slovakia has agreed
to the set of fully interoperable units as requested by NATO. These
included a mechanized infantry brigade at lower readiness, a mechanized infantry battalion task group at high readiness, a logistic unit
and other force elements. These units and formations were meant to be
the first set of interoperable units ready to deploy under NATO command if necessary.
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A detailed implementation plan with organizational, resource, material, personal, and training requirements and measures was developed
and approved for every single declared unit. It served as a centrally
controlled tool for transformation and resource management. Significant progress was achieved. However, the initial enthusiasm has evaporated with the growing problems, the lack of resources and postponed
modernization as well as poor management and the change of political interest. Despite the significant achievements, the transformational
opportunity was not fully used. The most challenging, but also most
promising project of the mechanized infantry brigade was the first
victim of insufficient interest, funding and focus. After it became a
full member, Slovakia very quickly changed its attitude and focused
purely on a “solidarity contribution” in terms of participation in the
NATO operations with units it could afford and the formal provision
of the declared units at higher readiness or a smaller unit in the NATO
Response Forces. The deadline for preparing the mechanized brigade
has been repeatedly postponed and the commitment never fulfilled.
Although the latest requirement was to have the brigade by 2018, it
seems that the newly alternated requirement to a heavy brigade will
not even be met by 2030, which is the latest date expected by NATO.
It is worth mentioning that this brigade is not just the requirement of
NATO, but it represents the core of the national land forces capabilities. Originally, Slovakia committed to having one medium mechanized infantry brigade with lower readiness (notice to move up to 180
days) in NATO’s pool of forces.
In 2017, NATO changed this requirement to a heavy brigade, due to
the development in Eastern Ukraine and the fact that Slovakia is one of
the frontier states on the Eastern Flank of the alliance. In consequence,
the NATO ready heavy brigade must consist of maneuver battalions
(mechanized infantry) on combat equipment (IFV - Infantry Fighting
Vehicle) with a higher level of ballistic protection. A brigade must have
more robust fire power and should include a tank battalion. This leads
to a significant alteration of already planned acquisition projects. The
most affected acquisition project is the project for the 8x8 wheeled Infantry Fighting Vehicles which were originally meant for the medium
brigade. Tracked IFVs with higher ballistic protection would be more
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suited for the heavy brigade, however there is no such project ready.
Although the Ministry of Defense plans a massive modernization of
the Armed Forces, a credible plan for the development of the heavy
brigade at least until 2030 is missing.
The declared units in higher readiness, particularly the mechanized
battalion task group, were provided on the rotational principle. This
has provided a unique opportunity for the phased extension of transformation and modernization of the whole battalion in every rotational period. However, the opposite effect has appeared. Initial rotation
really meant true transformation. The unit was equipped with the best
equipment at hand, fully manned, trained and certified to the NATO
standards. With the lack of material and modernization, this commitment has soon become the attrition factor for all of the land forces.
Every newer rotation was based on the material cannibalization of
the previous one instead of providing an additional interoperable and
qualified unit. While for personnel, the exposure to the whole process
really delivered a transformational effect, for the unit as a whole and
particularly the unique and scarce equipment, it brought a higher rate
of wearing out. To achieve a full profile of every new rotation it is becoming ever harder.
In conclusion, the Armed forces have achieved significant progress
in the professionalism of the military personnel, however the overall
readiness and interoperability of combat units have stagnated.

Phases of the Armed Forces Development
The development of the Slovak Armed Forces during the period
related to NATO membership can be divided into six significant and
distinct phases, which differ from each other by the main challenges
and focus.
Pre-Accession Phase (2002-2004)
After Slovakia was left out of the first wave of NATO enlargement
in 1999, the effort of the Slovak authorities as well as the armed forc-
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es intensified. NATO realized that acceptance of the Czech Republic,
Hungary and Poland was more of a political decision than one based
on meeting membership conditions. Thereafter, NATO adopted and
introduced a new set of criteria and a more detailed Membership Action Plan for future enlargement, including the more precise Defense
Planning Questionnaires (DPQ) and Planning and Review Process
(PARP).
Slovakia actively sought an invitation to NATO which eventually came
in November 2002 at the Prague Summit, and dedicated itself to this
goal during the period between the invitation and formal accession.
As early as 2003 Slovakia was formally introduced into Force Goals
2004 planning and preparation like any other member state. The effort
inside the Slovak Armed Forces and the MOD was tremendous. Implementation of the SR Forces 2010 program was underway, and it was
executed ahead of the schedule. A detailed implementation project
was developed for every single line in the table of forces and qualitative requirement of the Force Goals 2004 allocated to Slovakia. These
became the cornerstone of the Slovak military transformation, and implementation of the SR Force 2010 reform. This was the most intense
and successful period of integration into NATO. The defense budget
was increasing, the issue of NATO membership had high political and
popular support backed by a very professional effort.
Affirmation and Integration Phase (2004-2008)
Slovakia officially joined NATO on 29 March 2004, when the
Washington Treaty ratification documents were deposited with the US
Government and the Slovak National Flag was erected on the mast in
Brussels. The integration of Slovakia and its personnel into NATO political and military structures, as well as the full-fledged participation
in NATO processes received a green light. President Gašparovič just
a few days after his inauguration participated at the NATO Summit
in Istanbul, where heads of states approved the plan for NATO’s involvement in Afghanistan in the ISAF mission (International Security
Assistance Force). It was this decision which predetermined activities
of NATO and the Slovak Armed Forces for the following decade. Key
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strategic documents, the Security Strategy and the Defense Strategy,
were amended in order to reflect Slovakia’s membership in NATO.
The integration of Slovakia into NATO rapidly progressed, including
detailed planning and execution for the Force Goals 2004, which were
formally approved by NATO and Slovak authorities as a set of objectives for the development of the Slovak Armed Forces and the Slovak
contribution to the pool of forces for collective defense. A number of
NATO STANAGS (standardization agreements) were implemented
or adopted and their implementation started. In 2005, the first Slovak unit, the Rapid Reaction Battalion in Martin, successfully passed
the affirmation test by the NATO Land Component Command Heidelberg; In so doing, Slovakia proved that its military can continue
improving and extending capacity for interoperability to other units
on its own. Initially, Slovakia progressed well with the implementation of the reforms under SR Force 2010. Starting in 2006, Slovakia
ceased conscription service and fully professionalized its military.
Participation of the Slovak military in NATO-led operations gradually
increased, which provided an extra venue to gain practical interoperability on the battlefield together with the deployment of over 150
personnel into NATO Command Structures and Institutions or Slovak
representation to NATO bodies.
However, the first signs of future stagnation and slowing of the military transformation efforts arose in 2005. While the downsizing and
restructuring of the forces was executed as planned (or even ahead
of schedule), investment in the new infrastructure and modernization
of the equipment was lagging. After the initial growth of the defense
budget, it never reached the promised level of 2 % of GDP. The professionalization of the forces, the higher than expected transaction
cost of transformation, and growing participation in NATO-led operations significantly decreased the appetite for modernization. The
level of ambition was lowered, and the plans of military reform were
redesigned into the new plan called SR Force 2015. The ambition to
build smaller, modern, well equipped and well-trained forces, fully integrated into collective defense was proclaimed. The new plan aimed
at an even deeper downsizing of the forces and a longer period for
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transformation. As the real budget did not reach the newly established
target of 1.86 % of GDP, the training of the forces deteriorated until the
end of this period. Training was more focused on the pre-deployment
training of units assigned to operations and units declared to NATO.
Stagnation Phase (2008-2010)
In 2008, stagnation of the military transformation began. Modernization of the armed forces was the most affected area. Despite
smaller upgrade projects in some areas, modernization of major combat systems was halted even at the conceptual level. Defense and the
reform of the armed forces were not a priority for the government. The
defense budget started to rapidly decline, which was accelerated by the
global financial and economic crisis. Although NATO was adapting
and downsizing its Command Structure, the reaction of the Slovak
government was disproportionate and downsized even further. The
MOD had withdrawn more than half of its personnel from the NATO
structures. Just above 70 persons remained from original more than
150 personnel. Once again, another plan of reform, the SR Force 2015,
was not implemented as planned.
To balance the negative impact of these shortfalls in reform and modernization, the Slovak government was supportive of increasing participation in NATO operations, particularly in Afghanistan. On the
positive side, it provided more opportunity for the military to gain
practical interoperability and to deepen cooperation with partners like
the Netherlands, USA, and also Australia. However, given the significant resource constraints, training and maintenance of the rest of the
forces was devastated. All training focused on pre-deployment training of the units and staff deployed to missions abroad, and the NATO
declared forces, with a focus on high readiness forces (mechanized
battalion task group) and contributions to the NATO Response Force.
As Slovakia is also a member of the European Union, it had to deliver
on its obligations to this organization too. Slovakia contributed significantly to the common Czech and Slovak EU Battlegroup in 2009
and to the multinational Polish-German-Latvian-Lithuanian-Slovak
EU Battlegroup in 2010. These commitments consumed all resources
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for the training of the rest of the force, which could not sufficiently train even at the platoon level. A new program of so-called basic
combat skills was introduced instead, however such a project would
be necessary anyway. The focus on expeditionary and stability (counterinsurgency) operations was a downside of the extended participation and cooperation. While the armed forces gained experience and
interoperability in these areas, the readiness and preparedness for its
core mission significantly declined for the rest of force, as did overall
interoperability.
Revision of Reforms and Decline (2010-2014)
The new government, after the elections in 2010 at the peak of the
financial and economic crisis, realized that even the lowered ambition
in SR Force 2015 could not be met. Then secretary of state at the Ministry of Defense, Mr. Ondrejcsák, initiated the first ever Strategic Defense Review and the preparation of the White Paper on Defense. The
Strategic Defense Review described the real situation of the Armed
Forces and the significant gaps in its interoperability and modernization. Training of the forces was dramatically reduced to the pre-deployment training for crisis management operations, and certification
of the NATO declared units (including NRF contributions and individual basic combat skills) for the rest of forces.
The Strategic Defense Review, which was an analytical description of
the situation of the armed forces, was finalized in 2011. However, the
political crisis and preliminary elections disrupted preparations and
approval of the White Paper on Defense, which was intended to be
a projection of the future of the military. Finally, the White Paper on
Defense was approved by the following government in 2013 (Ministry
of Defence of the Slovak Republic 2013). While the White Paper stated
the vision and major programs in general terms, the detailed SR Force
2024 plan was developed. However, SR Force 2024 was never formally
approved by the government. The MOD started to prepare randomly selected modernization projects. Unfortunately, this corresponded
with defense spending bottoming out at 0.98 % of GDP which led to
significant attrition of manpower to save some resources for a limited
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modernization.
Post-Crimea Adoption Phase (Since 2014)
The annexation of Crimea by the Russian Federation and the outbreak of armed rebellion in Eastern Ukraine dramatically changed
the security environment. Furthermore, the rise of the Islamic State
and the massive refugee and migration crisis underlined the already
changing security environment. The sudden change of security as well
as the conduct of war-like activities in a neighboring country led to
actions by the Slovak authorities as well as by NATO. The MOD conducted the Military Strategic Assessment of the consequences of the
Ukrainian Crisis and suggested short, mid and long-term measures,
which were approved by the government. At the same time, NATO
initiated a so-called Readiness Action Plan, developed Contingency
Operation Plans for the Eastern Flank and created a number of NATO
Force Integration Units in 8 Member States. Later, at the Warsaw Summit in 2016, the Long-Term Adaption Measures were agreed, including a defense spending pledge by NATO member states.
All these NATO initiatives as well as Slovakia’s own measures and
commitments led to a change in the political and public attitude towards defense. There is general political agreement to increase defense
spending to reach 1.6 % of GDP by 2020 and 2 % of GDP by 2024. The
defense budget reached 1.73 % of GDP in 2019 and meeting the 2 % of
GDP goal is now projected for 2022 (Ministry of Defence of the Slovak
Republic 2019a).
In 2015, a new set of measures to rebalance the forces and create new
units were initiated. After 15 years of continuous downsizing, a slight
increase at the level of the units was initiated. Although the training
budget was still in significant deficit, training itself began to grow. Particularly in 2014, the increase was significant and included a whole set
of unplanned exercises. In the following years, a new series of training events including multinational ones were introduced. The Slovak
Shield exercise became a major V4 and strategic partner exercise. The
New Horizon series of training is focused on complex interagency
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crisis response training. The amount and complexity of staff training
were significantly increased, as well as participation in multinational exercises. The Slovak NFIU was established, manned and achieved
full operating capability. However, the lack of resources, under-staffing
and low level of technical readiness of the old equipment limited the
training of the units, which still do not have the required level of readiness and preparedness.
The Ministry of Defense has developed the Long-Term Development
plan up to 2030, which was approved by the Government together
with revised strategic documents such as the Security Strategy, the
Defense Strategy and the Military Strategy. However, these were not
approved by the parliament, although both the 2001 and 2005 strategies were. The Ministry of Defense started a massive modernization of
equipment. Unfortunately, the lack of communication from the MOD,
serious management failures and a lack of transparency created doubts
about the fairness and effectiveness of the major modernization projects in the general public, and opposition from other political parties.
For example, the acquisition of new supersonic fighters alone seems
to exceed the projected budget by 1 billion euros (without changes to
the Long-Term Development Plan), which is unrealistic. The ongoing
projects and resources allocated for the Long-Term Development Plan
do not guarantee fulfilment of the major commitment for NATO (the
mechanized infantry brigade (heavy) by 2030), which was supposed to
already have been accomplished by 2018.

Major Achievements, Missed Opportunities and Challenges
Security Policy, Strategy and Doctrine

Membership in NATO enabled the successful transformation of
the armed forces, including its mindset and potential use, as well as
public perception. Slovakia thoroughly changed its security and defense policy, as well as military doctrine, and fully implemented collective defense principles. The leadership reoriented their command,
management, and planning practices to a NATO interoperable standard. However, the positive effect was limited by the lack of intense
training for a significant portion of the military.
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In recent years, the armed forces introduced more complex training
scenarios. Preparation of the Contingency Operation Plan, and the
Graduated Response Plan, and their consolidation with the national
defense plans provide additional experience to key personnel. Preparation of the new strategic documents and the Long-Term Development Plan further enhanced the strategic thinking of the officer corps.
However, these documents were not formally approved by the parliament, which has had a demotivating effect on military leaders.
Modernization
Unfortunately, except for the period started in 2014, modernization of the equipment and infrastructure of the armed forces was very
limited. Some smaller modernization projects resulted from the experience of operational deployments and training with allies. The recent
massive modernization effort is still at its inception and is affected by
the accumulation of problems over time. Cooperation with NATO
partners offers a more efficient way to modernize the armed forces.
Despite political proclamations, actual multinational cooperation in
major acquisition projects is limited.
The trust in modernization, including its effectiveness and efficiency,
is undermined by insufficient communication and the lack of transparency of the MOD.
Participation in Operations
Participation in NATO-led operations was a major factor for the
growth of interoperability. Close cooperation with partners enabled an
efficient exchange of experience. It also provided significant inputs for
the modernization of individual items of both equipment and combat
clothing for soldiers. Growing self-confidence of the troops and commanders has been another positive effect. Operational deployment
and close cooperation with allies has had a significant transformational effect on some units and the armed forces. However, its positive impact was limited due to the setup of the deploying units and the focus
on limited areas. The highest transformational effect was achieved at
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the special operations force units and specialized engineering and demining units. On the other hand, prolonged and repeated deployment
of mechanized infantry units in a force protection role at NATO camps
in Afghanistan had a limited transformational effect. Deploying the
same unit repeatedly to such a mission could have a negative impact
on its core military skills and capabilities, particularly in combination
with the lack of resources for complex training. A new strategy for participation in missions abroad has recently been adopted by the MOD.
Personnel and Reserves
Military personnel who participated in NATO activities (including operations) gained significant experience. The greatest effect was
achieved for personnel posted in the NATO Command Structure,
especially if the operational deployment to the international mission
headquarters was part of their tour. These personnel gained invaluable
experience and insight into levels of command not represented at the
small Slovak Armed Forces. However, part of the military personnel
never deployed, and their training was insufficient due to the focus on
deployed operations (and the lack of resources). This creates friction
and skills gaps among troops and some units of the armed forces.
The professionalization of the armed forces and ending conscript service had a significant impact on the generation and maintenance of
the reserve component of the armed forces. The voluntary and active
reserves projects were not able to fill the growing gap. As the Slovak
Armed Forces is a very small active force, which significantly relies on
reserves, the lack of adequate reserves will be a major problem and risk
factor for the Slovak military in the mid-term future.
Training
Membership in NATO opened new opportunities for high-quality training of staff and units. Slovakia gradually implemented a new
approach to the planning and execution of training and exercises.
Participation in multinational staff and exercises provided new opportunities for professional development. By modernizing the national
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training center in Lešť and its opening for international partners, the
Slovak military gained a significant number of opportunities for international cooperation. The military also gained access to common
NATO and national training capabilities of Member States, including
modern simulation technologies.

Summary
The 15 years of NATO membership have provided a security umbrella for the Slovak Republic and has been the major impetus for reforms of the Slovak Armed Forces. Although the Slovak Armed Forces
achieved major transformational objectives in converting a cold war
era army into the armed forces of a democratic state, they do not meet
the readiness expected before NATO accession. The most significant
progress has been achieved in personnel development, the professionalization of the service, and growth of the interoperability of Slovak
military personnel. Slovakia proved its ability to integrate and further
enhance its operational interoperability on its own. The armed forces
gained significant experience and trust for allies during demanding
operational deployments together with NATO allies, or under EU or
UN flags. The most significant progress was achieved in the development of relatively small, but well equipped, well trained and combat
proven special operations forces. The Slovak SOF gained significant respect of its NATO peers, and became a valuable and respected member
of the NATO SOF community. Experience from the Slovak military
transformation and security sector reform could serve as a good example for other transforming countries, despite real problems in many
areas.
However, apart from the major achievements in personnel development and doctrinal change, the Slovak Armed Forces are facing significant challenges as well. Major modernization of the main combat
equipment has just started. The poor condition of the military barracks and defense infrastructure is alarming, and the units suffer from
a significant lack of resources for training and maintenance. 15 years
of NATO membership was not enough to achieve the objectives of
the initial set of Force Goals, and to prepare one NATO compatible
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mechanized brigade. However, the already initiated growth of the defense budget and ongoing modernization projects are sending slightly
optimistic signals for improvements of the Slovak Armed Forces in
coming years.
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NATO ENLARGEMENT:
HOW FAR CAN IT GO?
MARIÁN MAJER
An open door policy has been a cornerstone of NATO since its establishment in 1949. Although NATO was enlarged three times during
the Cold War period by adding Turkey, Greece, West Germany, and
Spain to the original twelve founding members22, enlargements after
the fall of the Berlin Wall were the real breakthrough for the European geopolitical balance. Only then, did the “open door” principle, anchored within Article 10 of the North Atlantic Treaty, which declares
that “NATO membership is open to any European state in a position to
further the principles of [this] Treaty and to contribute to the security
of the North Atlantic area” (The North Atlantic Treaty 1949), gain real
significance.

NATO Enlargement after the Cold War
The path to the “modern” enlargements was very complicated,
and it was, for understandable reasons, influenced mostly by the development of American foreign policy thinking after the collapse of
the Soviet Union. The position of American policy makers and other
stakeholders in the early 1990s was rather negative toward the idea
of moving NATO`s border eastwards. According to Ronald Asmus
(Asmus 2002), critics claimed that [such a decision] was a strategic
blunder that would derail Russia’s democratic reforms, provoke a new
Cold War, and dilute or weaken America’s premier military alliance.
Moreover, they doubted President Clinton’s commitment to this project and insisted that the U.S. public and Senate would never consent to
extend a U.S. security guarantee to these countries.
However, they were wrong and President Clinton, later backed by his
22  Belgium, Canada, Denmark, France, Iceland, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, the United Kingdom, and the United States. The German
reunification took place in 1990.
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Secretary of State Madelaine Albright, became the main proponent
of NATO enlargement. Although the reasons were manifold, Asmus
finds three of them as the key ones: First, President Clinton was attracted early on to NATO enlargement as a means to help create a
democratic, peaceful, and secure Europe whose future could be better than the continent’s bloody past. Second, the President believed
that one of the great lessons of the 20thcentury was that the United
States and Europe should stick together. Although the old Soviet threat
had gone away, America’s interest in an alliance with Europe had not.
He wanted to modernize NATO in a way that would keep the U.S.
and Europe tied together and the Alliance relevant in a way that the
public on both sides understood. Third, the Clinton Administration
viewed the fight over NATO enlargement as part of the larger battle
over what America stood for in the world. It was part of the broader
foreign policy struggle over whether the United States would remain
internationally engaged or retreat into a new kind of isolationism or
unilateralism. President Clinton wanted to modernize the Alliance to
deal with the threats of the future because he believed the U.S. should
not go it alone but had to act together with its partners on the global
stage (Asmus 2002, 25).
Naturally, the later accession of new members was a combination of
many external but also internal political factors. Mainly political figures from most of the initial aspirants joining the Alliance in 1999,
however, admitted that the main motivation for the ambition to become NATO members was simply to deter Russia. Although this argument must not be overlooked, their desire for strengthening democracy and free markets needs to be considered as well. New members
demonstrated they could manage domestic and regional ethnic and
political tensions and committed to further democratic, economic
and military reforms. They accepted the responsibilities of Articles 3
(self-defence) and 5 (collective defence). They subsequently contributed to NATO’s common budget and to deployments from Kosovo to
Iraq, Afghanistan and to the Counter-ISIL effort focused in Iraq and
Syria. Moreover, all members endorsed and participated in the effort
to forge a new relationship with the Russian Federation (Fárkas 2019).
Regarding NATO enlargement, the period of 1999-2004 was unique
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and unrepeatable. It had never happened in the Alliance`s 50 years
history that ten new members joined NATO in such a short time, and
it is something that will never happen again. This enlargement occurred in two waves, each of them very specific and extraordinary.
The first wave was concluded in 1999 at the Washington Summit,
which Czech Republic, Hungary and Poland took part in as fullfledged members for the first time. The rarity of this moment was underlined by the fact that all three countries had previously been part of
the former “Eastern bloc”. Their accession to NATO concluded a twoyear cycle launched by receiving their invitations for accession talks
at the Madrid summit in 1997. On the contrary, Slovakia, the next
country of the Central European Visegrad group, had to face a very
negative assessment and disqualification from the further accession
process because of significant failures in fulfilling the fundamental political criteria for integration.
The integration criteria were one of the most critical topics ahead of
the Washington Summit regarding NATO enlargement. According to
many assessments, Czech Republic, Hungary and Poland were not sufficiently prepared militarily for membership, and their accession was
more the outcome of NATO`s political-strategic interests than a real
military need. On the other hand, the logic of this argument is quite
weak, because political and strategic interests had also been crucially
important in the previous alliance’s enlargements during the Cold War.
Regardless, the high number of potential candidates for NATO membership later required a more transparent and clear accession process,
although strategic political reasons still remained very important. In
consequence, the Membership Action Plan (MAP), as a mechanism
for the assessment of regular individual aspirant countries, was presented at the Summit in Washington. The plan reflected the experience
from the Czech, Hungarian and Polish accession processes and it was
intended to assure the new aspirants that the Alliance took the idea of
the next enlargement seriously. Since 1999, MAP has been a NATO
programme of advice, assistance and practical support tailored to the
individual needs of countries wishing to join the Alliance. NATO em-
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phasizes that participation in MAP does not prejudice any decision by
the Alliance on future membership.

NATO and Russia
When discussing NATO enlargement, the position of Russia cannot be omitted. Although NATO clearly states that no third country
has veto power over any of its decisions, Russia`s position has been,
to some extent and especially by some members, regularly taken into
account. In this context, the current NATO-Russia relationship was
formed by disputes among James Baker, the U.S. Secretary of State,
Hans-Dietrich Genscher, German Foreign Minister and Helmut Kohl,
German Chancellor, with Mikhail Gorbachev, the leader of the Soviet Republic and Eduard Shevardnadze, his Foreign Minister, at the
Kremlin on 7-10 February 1990. Some statements were subsequently
presented, which were later perceived by those against NATO enlargement as proof that the West had betrayed Russia on this issue.
The critical point of the whole debate, as Mark Cramer and Mary
Elis Sarrot sum up (Kramer 2009; Sarrot 2010), was Baker`s agreement with Shevardnadze’s demand that NATO`s jurisdiction not be
moved to the East after the unification of Germany. However, Baker
later argued that all statements presented in the Kremlin were purely connected to the future of Germany. Shevardnadze confirmed this
interpretation, saying that no assurances on NATO staying within its
original borders were given to the Soviet leadership in 1990. He argues
that it was too early to discuss any NATO enlargement at that point
and even the dissolution of the Warsaw pact was beyond the borders
of their imagination. The whole context of the political development
in early 90`s proves Shevardnadze`s words, because the possible end of
the Warsaw pact was mentioned by József Antal, then Prime Minister
of Hungary, only in late spring 1990 and the possibility of NATO accession by some countries started to be discussed even later.
In other words, although critics of NATO enlargement consider the
debates about Germany in 1990 as a confirmation that NATO would
not accept new members from Eastern Europe, according to archive
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documents there was no debate about other countries of the former
Soviet bloc. German leaders were not able to promise anything on behalf of the whole West nor on behalf of countries from the East. Therefore, the claim, which occurred especially in connection to the recent
debates on NATO expansion to the Western Balkans or South Caucasus after the annexation of Crimea by Russia in 2014, that NATO
violated its own commitment not to be enlarged to the East, is false.
Anyway, the debate on Russia being either a partner, rival or enemy
of NATO has been vital since then. Russian President Putin declared
in 2003 that “I cannot imagine my own country in isolation from
Europe... so it is hard for me to visualise NATO as an enemy”. When
asked whether it is possible that Russia could join NATO, he replied: “I
don’t see why not. I would not rule out such a possibility - but I repeat
- if and when Russia’s views are taken into account as those of an equal
partner. The main problem here lies in attempts to discard previously
agreed common instruments - mainly in resolving issues of international security” (BBC 2003).
NATO responded to these ideas with a conciliatory gesture of its own,
establishing the NATO-Russia Council in November 2001. However, when NATO accepted seven new member states, including the
three Baltic states in March 2004, and later that year Georgia and the
Ukraine signed Individual Partnership Action Plans, Foreign Minister
Sergei Lavrov warned: “We cannot, of course, watch impartially the
military structure of the alliance moving ever closer to our borders.”
In his 2007 State of the Nation Address, the Russian President characterised NATO as “a real threat” and Russia formally suspended its
observance of its CFE treaty obligations a month later (Thalis 2018).
If the NATO-Russia relations could be labelled as a “sensible partnership” until 2014, since the developments in Ukraine and Crimea in the
same year, it is rather a “covert confrontation”. The diplomatic relations
of both entities have been severely limited since then and according to
Russia, “NATO is building a new military security situation that we
cannot ignore, that we should address using our own military instruments.” This situation makes any constructive debate with Russia on
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its partnership policy with NATO, including the potential cooperation
with aspirant partners, completely impossible. Moscow perceives any
enlargement ambition of NATO as threatening its own strategic interests. For this reason, it is politically easier to enlarge NATO by countries of the Western Balkans, where Russia`s direct impact is much
more restricted, than by Ukraine and Georgia, which Moscow still
considers as regions of its primary influence.

Who's next?
Therefore, the response to the question, who should be next to
join NATO after 2019 and when it will happen, is quite complicated.
NATO went through a difficult period when discussing the accession
of Montenegro and Northern Macedonia and the eagerness of some
Allies for the next round of enlargement is rather low. On the other
hand, the crisis in Ukraine and Russia’s annexation of Crimea has also
been a game changer when it comes to the open door policy. Doing
nothing on enlargement increasingly began to be seen as inviting further aggression by Russia in the ex-Soviet region and growing assertiveness in the Balkans. This helped Montenegro to get membership
in 2017 - although just a couple of years before its chances had been
quite low – as its membership was perceived by NATO as a sort of
“message” to Russia, that the enlargement process is far from being finished and Moscow`s interference in the Balkans will not be accepted.
The Alliance was focused on the future challenges after the end of its
ISAF mission in Afghanistan, cyber threats, and on the growing “capabilities gap” between the U.S. and Europe. NATO’s open-door policy had slipped down the priority list and Montenegro was considered
too small to get an invitation alone. Also, some NATO members were
raising questions about Montenegro’s preparedness after five years of
the MAP, owing to the low level of public support in the country for
membership and questions about the rule of law (Majer and Nič 2014).
The story of Northern Macedonia was very different, as it could have
become a member already in 2009 along with Albania and Croatia.
The long-term name issue and the blocking of Greece caused a 10year delay, which was ended by a deal between Skopje and Athens and
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a compromise on the new name of the country, Northern Macedonia.
Skopje is expected to fully join NATO by the end of 2019 after the ratification of accession protocols by all the other allies. This is crucially
important not only for Northern Macedonia per se and the stability of the region, but also for the credibility of the whole Alliance. As
Stephen Flanagan of RAND Corporation argues, one of Putin’s main
hopes has been that NATO would go away or become fragmented, but
North Macedonia’s accession undermines the Russian narrative (NYT
2019).
This development shows the path for some other partners from the
Western Balkans, most notably Bosnia and Hercegovina, and potentially Serbia and Kosovo. Evelyn Fárkas (Fárkas 2019) highlights
that Bosnia has taken key steps to qualify for NATO membership,
including registering some of its defence properties and the alliance
has demonstrated flexibility by approving activation of a MAP of advice, assistance and targets for Bosnia to reach in order to qualify for
membership. Bosnia’s political and ethnic fragmentation remains the
obstacle to the state agreeing to the MAP. Resistance by the Bosnian
Serb leadership is routinely strengthened by Moscow. Consequently,
NATO must work more actively to prepare Bosnia, and to neutralize
the threat posed by the Russian influence and presence in the region.
NATO members must counteract those forces by supporting constitutional reform in Bosnia and providing assistance to combat corruption
in the military and defence sector. In parallel, NATO and its members
can support Serbia in its military reforms using partnership formats,
although Belgrade declares no motivation to join NATO. Instead, it
declares its ambitions for European Union membership. The U.S.
should continue the robust exercise program it has with the Serbian
military, but demand more publicity and acknowledgement of this
work to make “Western” help to the country more popular than any
other help coming from Russia.
However, the critical issue of NATO’s enlargement policy nowadays is
not in the Balkans. It is Georgia – a direct neighbour to Russia with a
relatively recent legacy of open confrontation. As such, it is considered
too sensitive for Germany and some other Europeans to even get to the
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initial MAP stage. There is a compelling argument at NATO HQ that
enlargement should not move ahead as an individual process. On the
contrary, it should involve more countries and proceed in a package
manner. It is true that “package” solutions are more elegant and more
politically viable within the Alliance. Thus, Montenegro’s case would
be much stronger if other aspirants were considered as well. It does
not need to be membership alone, however. At this stage, granting the
MAP to Georgia could be enough to make Georgians remain committed to their long-term goal to be a member of NATO one day (Majer
and Nič 2014).23
Since 2008, Georgia has traditionally been “packaged” with Ukraine
as a consequence of the Bucharest Summit decision, which “welcomed
Ukraine’s and Georgia’s Euro-Atlantic aspirations for membership in
NATO and [NATO] agreed that these countries will become members
of NATO….and MAP should become the next step for Ukraine and
Georgia on their direct way to membership” (Bucharest Summit Declaration 2008). A couple of months later, however, Russia provoked the
conflict with Georgia and six years later with Ukraine. This led to the
territorial disintegration of both states24, creating serious obstacles for
fulfilling NATO`s commitments from Bucharest.
Hence, the scenario with Georgia and Ukraine joining NATO in the
short-term does not seem very likely. But whereas Ukraine struggles
with internal political turmoil and the political system in the country
is expected to go through some changes after the presidential elections
in 2019 and the victory of the new president Zelenskyi, Georgia is consistently confident at all levels that NATO is the only option for its stra23   Factors playing an important role in communicating Georgia`s ambition to
join NATO, and putting the country in a unique position compared to other aspirants, are strong long-term support of the Georgian population for NATO membership (oscillating around 75%) and political consensus among all relevant political parties and leaders.
24   Central governments in Tbilisi and Kiev lost their control over South Ossetia
and Abkhazia in the case of Georgia and Crimea and the Donbass territories in the
case of Ukraine.
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tegic future and it has already implemented many important reforms
in its defence sector. Therefore, NATO HQ should openly communicate both to Kiev and Tbilisi, that either of them may become a member of the Alliance at a different point, regardless of NATO`s previous
“package” approach settled by the Bucharest Summit, creating quite a
strong reluctance in Georgia.
At the same time, NATO needs to be persistent in providing assurance
of its open door policy, in line with the recent summit declarations
from Wales, Warsaw and Brussels, encouraging all aspirant partners to
continue to implement the necessary reforms and decisions to prepare
for membership (Warsaw Summit Communique 2016). It should not
accept calls under any circumstances demanding that NATO strike a
deal with Ukraine (and maybe Georgia) and Russia that enshrines the
status of Ukraine as a non-aligned buffer state. In other words, to resolve the current crisis in a way that gives the various parties what they
most need, instead of trying to obtain everything they might occasionally dream about (see more Walt 2014). On the contrary, as declared at
the Brussels summit, NATO should continue to offer support to their
efforts and look to them to take the steps necessary to advance their
aspirations, with no say of any third party in that process (Brussels
Summit Declaration 2018).

Who else?
Western Balkans, Ukraine and Georgia seem to be natural areas
of interest for NATO`s further enlargement, regardless of how long
the individual accession processes last. But there are also other NATO
partners and countries which are flirting with NATO membership. No
doubt, the most prominent of them are Finland and Sweden, which
maintained neutrality to avoid US-Soviet competition in the Cold War.
The idea of joining NATO had been appearing in their internal politics
from time to time since the collapse of the Soviet Union. It became a
real option for some local political leaders only after the annexation of
Crimea, as a consequence of the deteriorating of the security situation
beyond the border of NATO.
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In fact, both Finland and Sweden are, even from the position of NATO
partners, contributing to the operations and mission of the Alliance
(Operation Enduring Freedom and later Resolute Support in Afghanistan) and are not only militarily substantially contributing to NATO
exercises, but are also actively involved in their planning, such as in
the case of the Trident Juncture 2018. But supporters of the idea of
Helsinki`s and Stockholm`s accession to NATO argue, that if managed properly, joining NATO would even further enhance Finland’s
and Sweden’s defensive capabilities, strengthen European collective
security, and improve the prospects of a liberal world order struggling
against a host of relentless illiberal adversaries. Moreover, Finland and
Sweden within the NATO family would send an unequivocal message
to President Putin that Russia’s aggression has serious consequences
(Miklaucic 2018).
On the contrary, advocates of Finland and Sweden remaining officially neutral contend that both countries already act as “de facto” allies
today, with the interoperability of their armed forces even higher than
those of some NATO members and with the special regime of their
relationships with NATO. They are confident, in case of a real military crisis, that NATO cannot afford to sacrifice their territories and
that the Article 5 argument is not so significant. Therefore, NATO
membership would not have any real military meaning for them. On
the other hand, its political consequences could be too high, creating
potential targets of Finland and Sweden for Russia and making those
adversaries to Moscow. A lack of public support is another argument
against this step, however, it is more relevant in Finland, where it oscillates around 21-22 percent (and around 50 percent against) (Uutiset
2017), than in Sweden, where 43-47 percent of the public are in favour
of membership (37-39 percent against) (Pew Research Centre 2017).
Nevertheless, Finland and Sweden remaining out of NATO should not
discourage the Brussels` HQ from searching for non-traditional ways
how to keep them involved. Both countries lack formal access to the
Alliance decision-making and joint operational planning. Because of
that, one could agree with Anna Wieslander (Wieslander 2019), who
says that developed consultation mechanisms and increased informa-
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tion exchange on operational planning could serve to address these
drawbacks and speed up action in case of a crisis.
Finally, there are quite exotic ideas for NATO enlargement, as well.
Whereas Israel has not been mentioned for quite a long time, since the
1990s, and it is no longer characterized as even a theoretical candidate,
another unique suggestion of this kind came from Qatar in 2018. Responding to the statement by a Qatar’s Defence Minister, Khalid Bin
Mohamed Al-Attiyah, who expressed his nation’s desire to join “one
of the longest military alliances”, NATO said that membership was
reserved only to the United States and Europe. “Qatar is a valuable
and longstanding partner of NATO, but according to Article 10 of the
Washington Treaty, only European countries can become members of
NATO,” declared NATO in its official reaction (Middle East Monitor
2018).

Conclusion
To sum up the importance of the open door policy for the whole
significance of NATO, one could simply return to the words of Ronald
Asmus: “Enlargement was the centrepiece of a strategy to make NATO
effective in meeting the challenges of the future as the Alliance had
been in winning the Cold War” (Asmus 2002, 17). This statement is
just as relevant today with the Alliance of 30 members, as it was in
1999 when NATO had 11 countries less. NATO enlargement should
remain as a long-term part of a broader effort to transform and modernize the Atlantic Alliance. Although there are certainly borders of
NATO and the number of its members has to be limited, the process is
far from being finished. The countries of the Western Balkans (Bosnia
and Herzegovina, Kosovo, Serbia), Ukraine and Georgia, or even Finland or Sweden, all of them are potential candidates for NATO membership. More daring proponents of NATO enlargement could even
look for possible new members in the list of EAPC countries, such as
Armenia, Belarus or even Austria, Switzerland or Ireland. Yes, it seems
impossible and totally unrealistic at this moment. But how realistic
could the idea of having Latvia, Croatia or Slovakia in NATO have
been for a Western Berliner or Londoner in 1960, for instance?
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WHAT DOES NATO MEAN FOR EASTERN
EUROPE TODAY?
VITALII MARTYNIUK
Seventy years ago, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization
(NATO) was perceived as an enemy by the majority of Eastern European states, which belonged to the Socialist camp. The policies and
attitude towards NATO were dictated from Moscow, based on the Soviet military rhetoric that “free socialist countries were encircled by
hostile capitalist states and their blocs”. The same narrative is used by
Moscow today for the population of the Russian Federation with the
only goal being to maintain power in the post-modern Russian empire and spread it to all neighbouring territories. The National Security
Strategy of the Russian Federation till 2020 defined the increasing of
power capabilities of NATO and its further enlargement as threats (RG
2016). Russian President Vladimir Putin confirmed that in his appeal
to Russian diplomats from around the world assembled in Moscow
and warned NATO against closer ties with Ukraine and Georgia, as it
would face unspecified consequences (Reuters 2018).
The collapse of the Soviet Union gave Eastern European states a free
hand in their foreign and security policies, and they understood that
the “hostile behaviour of NATO” was a myth and that real security and
stability came from the West. Those changes provided the stimulus
for them to re-orient their foreign policy focus towards the EU and
NATO. As a result, all socialist countries, which were not a part of the
Soviet Union, became NATO members: the Czech Republic, Hungary
and Poland – in 1999 and Bulgaria, Romania, Slovenia and Slovakia
– in 2004. They became an example for the post-Soviet republics, but
only Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania declared and joined NATO in 2004.
Other post-Soviet republics of Eastern Europe – Ukraine, Moldova,
Belarus, Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan, suffered from the more
powerful impact of Russia. The Alliance has not granted membership
to post-Soviet countries since 2004, despite the declaration by Ukraine
and Georgia regarding their aspirations to membership in NATO and
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the NATO Bucharest Summit decision that “these countries will become members of NATO” (NATO 2008). That was perceived by Russia as a weakness of NATO, as, at the NATO-Russia Council meeting
in April 2008, Putin remarked on Russia’s readiness to invade Ukraine
if NATO granted it membership, (Cenzor 2008) and a sign of the silent
permission to continue its aggressive policy in Eastern Europe that resulted in the Russian wars against Georgia in 2008 and Ukraine six
years later. In 2014, NATO announced that it would not offer membership to any new country that demonstrated NATO concern about
Russia’s aggression.
Now Eastern Europe is divided as Ukraine and Georgia want to join
NATO, Moldova is hesitating, Azerbaijan has its own vision, and
Belarus and Armenia are members of the Collective Security Treaty
Organization (CSTO) under Russian control and follow the security
policy adopted in Moscow. Russia would like to draw clear lines to
mark its area of influence and forward them to the West. At the same
time, attitudes of the Eastern European states to NATO differ from
Moscow’s one as even the countries, which are CSTO members, don’t
want confrontation with the Alliance.

NATO and Eastern Europe – views from Ukraine
Eastern Europe should be a space of security, stability and prosperity for NATO, but the Alliance is limited in its actions because of
the aggressive position of the Russian Federation and does not want
to provoke it. There is a fear in Eastern Europe that Russia will boost
its own military capabilities as much as it can and deploy nuclear missiles in the region, as in 2018 Russia deployed advanced nuclear-capable Iskander missiles to its Kaliningrad exclave on the Baltic Sea that,
according to Lithuanian President Dalia Grybauskaite, represented a
danger for half of the European capitals (Reuters 2018). A year later,
on March 05, 2019, Curtis Scaparrotti, Commander of the U.S. European Command and NATO’s Supreme Allied Commander Europe,
reported to the U.S. Senate: “Russia pursues its strategic objectives in
Europe, while avoiding direct military conflict with the U.S. and NATO,
by targeting countries through indirect action – backed up by the coer-
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cive threat of its conventional and nuclear forces” (Senate 2019). NATO’s priority is the defence of its members, and some of them do not
want to antagonize Russia any further. Meanwhile, the destabilisation
of Ukraine, Moldova, Georgia and even Belarus means a less secure
environment for the Alliance and its member states. At the first visit
to Brussels on June 04, 2019, newly-elected Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskyy stressed that “the ongoing, armed Russian aggression
remains a major challenge to Euro-Atlantic security” (NATO 2019).
Russia’s aggression against Ukraine and its violation of international
law forced NATO to review its policy on the Eastern Flank and return
to a policy of deterrence. “It is essential that the Alliance possesses the
necessary tools and procedures required to deter and respond effectively
to hybrid warfare threats, and the capabilities to reinforce national forces”, stated the NATO Wales Summit Declaration of 2014. Even then,
NATO defined the source of the hybrid threats – Russia: “We are also
concerned by Russia’s pattern of disregard for international law, including the UN Charter”. The occupation and militarization of Crimea by
Russia created real threats to not only Ukraine, but NATO member
states in the Black Sea and Mediterranean regions – especially Romania.
NATO increased its attention on the Eastern Flank at its Warsaw and
Brussels Summits. The enhanced military presence in the north-eastern and south-eastern parts of the Alliance, including the Black Sea
region has become an important component of NATO’s strengthened deterrence and defence posture. That became a real factor for
the deterrence of Russia from new active phases of its aggression
against Ukraine. As Vice-Prime-Minister of Ukraine Ivanna Klympush-Tsyntsadze said in March 2019, only an enhanced presence of
NATO in the Black Sea could deter Russian aggression.
Outside of the NATO area, the Alliance contributes to security and
stability by cooperating with its partners like Ukraine, Georgia, Finland, and Sweden. NATO could do more in Eastern Europe to counter Russia’s destructive influence and restore stability, but its inactive
position is in effect carving out spheres of influence in this part of
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Europe. Unfortunately, talks by the Alliance of bringing Eastern European countries closer to NATO membership are not in the focus of the
Alliance. At the meeting with President Zelenskyy on June 04, 2019
in Brussels, Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg spoke about Ukraine’s
future membership in general terms, while Zelenskyy clearly declared
“the strategic course of Ukraine to achieve full-fledged membership in
the EU and NATO.” (NATO 2019)

Perception of NATO in Eastern European Countries
Russia’s shadow

There are no doubts that the Russian Federation, a nuclear state
and a permanent member of the UN Security Council, is a powerful
player in Eastern Europe. Moreover, Moscow is attempting to restore
its influence and take back full control over the region. The Russian
authorities have openly announced these ambitious goals since Russian President Vladimir Putin made his speech at the Munich Security
Conference in 2007 (Voltaire 2019). It was reflected in Russian strategic documents. The Foreign Policy Concept of the Russian Federation defines the priority direction of the RF foreign policy as a further
strengthening of integration structures led by Russia in the CIS area
(Kremlin 2016).
While playing a key role in Eastern Europe, Russia proposes some
kind of security guarantees for separate countries of the region under its special conditions. A vivid example of this is the conflict over
Nagorno-Karabakh, where Russia provides Armenia its support in
return for its permanent military presence in the Armenian territory
(the Russian military base in Gyumri) that influences the domestic
situation in Armenia. For example, in January 2015, Armenians in
the city of Gyumri protested the presence of the Russian military base
there after a Russian soldier killed innocent local people. The protests
were repeated in 2018 and 2019 which destabilized the overall situation in Armenia. Moscow uses military tools in all Eastern European countries: the wars against Ukraine and Georgia; the conflicts in
Nagorno-Karabakh and Transnistria; its military presence in Armenia
and Belarus.
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NATO countries lack cohesion in terms of their strategy towards the
Russian Federation. Moreover, some of the member states of the Alliance are clearly afraid of inflaming tensions with Russia. This is the
main reason for the deterrence of the Allies from the expansion of
NATO into the post-Soviet area, which Russia declares a threat to its
vital interests.
According to Alexander Vershbow, a distinguished fellow at the Atlantic Council’s Scowcroft Center for Strategy and Security, Russia
“thinks it can block NATO accession by occupying Georgian and
Ukrainian territories. Georgia is stuck in limbo as long as Russia is
ruled by leaders ready to use force to block its path to NATO” (Galliher
2019). At the same time, Russia pools all countries of the region into
Moscow-led integration projects like CSTO and strives to draw new
dividing lines to stop Euro-Atlantic integration and to put countries,
which are not NATO members yet, under its influence.
Ukraine on the way to NATO membership
Ukraine declared its willingness to join NATO more than a decade
ago, but, after the Party of Regions became a leading parliamentary
party and formed the Government in 2010, and its leader Viktor Yanukovych was elected President of Ukraine, the Verkhovna Rada of
Ukraine (the Parliament) adopted the Law of Ukraine “On the principles of domestic and foreign policy” in July 2010, which fixed the status of a militarily neutral state for Ukraine. Meanwhile, the Ukrainian
authorities supported the further cooperation of Ukraine with the Alliance. Key reasons for this included the pro-Russian views of the Party
of Regions and the low level of public support of the Euro-Atlantic
integration of Ukraine (no more than 20%) (Table 1) (DIF 2017). “In
cooperation with NATO, we have not lost our partnership. We maintain
it, and this was never a secret. And nothing has changed. Only one issue
has changed, we removed Ukraine’s accession to NATO from the agenda.
And this is not a part of our foreign policy today. Today, Ukraine has a
non-aligned status, a neutral status, and this is defined in the law on
the principles of domestic and foreign policy,” Yanukovych said in an
interview with the central Ukrainian TV channels recorded in 2011
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(Korrespondent 2019).
Table 1: Polling results
In your opinion, which option of a security guarantee would be the best for
Ukraine?

18,9
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2007

13,0

Apr
2012

32,6

May
2014

43,6

Sep
2014

46,4

Dec
2014

35,9

Jul
2015

45,7

Nov
2015

43,3

May
2016

47,2

Jun
2017

30,7

Accession to
NATO

25,1

2,3

6,1

22,6

5,4

17,0

7,1

28,9

5,9

19,1

8,2

20,9

4,8

17,6

7,8

22,2

1,0

22,6

10,1

28,3

0,4

21,7

14,8

42,1

2,5

19,0

13,0

30,7

0,9

23,7

26,2

Non-aligned
status of Ukraine

1,6

17,8

31,3

Other

17,5

Military alliance
with Russia
and other CIS
countries

Difficult to say

Only the Revolution of Dignity in 2014 changed the situation. From
one side, such political parties as Narodnyi Front, the Block of Petro
Poroshenko and Samopomich, which supported the membership of
Ukraine in NATO, came into power. From the other side, the Russian
aggression against Ukraine made the Ukrainian society re-think its
attitudes to the foreign and security policy of the state. While Russia
transformed from a friend into an aggressor (an enemy) for the ma-
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jority of Ukrainians, the level of public support of the Euro-Atlantic
integration of Ukraine increased. According to the nationwide polling
of the population of Ukraine, conducted by the Ilko Kucheriv Democratic Initiatives Foundation and the Razumkov Center on June 9–13,
2017, it was 13% in 2012 and 46.4% two years later, after Russia waged
war against Ukraine (Table 1).
To meet public expectations in Ukraine the Verkhovna Rada of
Ukraine amended the Law of Ukraine “On the principles of domestic and foreign policy” in June 2017 and renewed the strategic course
toward NATO membership. To make this course unchangeable the
Parliament adopted changes to the Constitution of Ukraine – “The
President of Ukraine is the guarantor of the realization of the strategic
course of the state for acquiring the full-fledged membership of Ukraine
in the European Union and in the North Atlantic Treaty Organization” (Article 102) (VRU 2019). Even after the Presidential elections
in spring 2019, which brought victory to Volodymyr Zelenskyy, the
course towards NATO membership remains the same. Mr. Zelenskyy’s
pre-election programme states: “The movement of Ukraine to NATO
and other similar alliances is a guarantee of our security, in which I believe, and which should receive confirmation through an all-Ukrainian
referendum” (Zelenskyy 2019).
The high expectations of Ukraine to become a member of the Alliance
cannot be met in the short-term period. At the same time, Ukraine is
deepening cooperation with the Alliance and implementing domestic reforms which are necessary for the security of the state, as they
enable confronting a military power like Russia and meeting NATO
membership criteria. That is why Ukraine appreciates the NATO assistance within trust funds and the Comprehensive Assistance Package
(CAP) for Ukraine adopted in 2016 in Warsaw. The Annual National
Program of NATO-Ukraine cooperation (ANP) for 2019 defines that
Ukraine will adopt NATO standards by 2024, and Ukraine is putting a lot of effort in (Government 2019). Meanwhile, according to
Vice-Prime-Minister Klympush-Tsyntsadze, ANP 2018 was not fully
implemented which testifies that Ukraine still has its homework to do
(Ukrinform 2018).
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NATO is contributing to building Ukrainian security and defence, but
Ukraine is also contributing to Euro-Atlantic security and NATO’s
ability of defence by providing a modern experience of warfare against
conventional and hybrid threats. The military instructors of the Alliance not only train Ukrainian military specialists but also study their
experience of modern warfare. This contributes to the integration of
Ukraine into the Euro-Atlantic security system.
Georgia is moving to NATO
Georgia is one of the closest NATO partners, which has a strong
aspiration to join the Alliance. Georgia transferred to active integration to the Alliance after the “Rose Revolution” in 2003, when a new
Georgian government pushed for more ambitious reforms to meet
NATO standards and requirements. Tbilisi has not changed its course
since then. Georgia was included on the list of aspirant countries
(NATO 2011).
In Georgia, NATO is perceived as a guarantor of security in the Caucasus region and a counterweight to Russia, which waged a war in
2008 and occupied South Ossetia and Abkhazia (Lebanidze 2018).
According to the results of the nonbinding advisory referendum in
2008, 77% of Georgians supported NATO accession (Georgian Journal 2018). Since then, the two sides have developed close cooperation
for strengthening Georgia’s ability to defend itself and advancing its
preparations for membership. In turn, Georgia is contributing to NATO-led operations in Kosovo, the Mediterranean and Afghanistan,
where it is the largest non-NATO contributor to the Resolute Support mission with 885 troops, and participates in the NATO Response
Force. Georgian experts assess that the country is ready to become a
NATO member as it has met the necessary criteria of the Alliance and
the Georgian Armed Forces have adopted the majority of the NATO
standards.
The NATO-Georgia Commission Declaration of 2018 specified “the
substantial progress on reforms in Georgia over the past decade in
consolidating its democracy and achieving stronger economic develop-
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ment, more effective defence institutions and modernized armed forces” (NATO 2018). Due to the substantial NATO-Georgia Package
(SNGP), to which all Allies contribute, as well as Finland and Sweden,
it became possible to bolster Georgia’s defence reform efforts as well
as its interoperability with NATO. Close NATO-Georgia cooperation
has been reflected in the mentoring relationship of the Joint Force
Training Centre in Bydgoszcz with the NATO-Georgia Joint Training and Evaluation Centre (JTEC), the Defence Institution Building
School and Georgia’s participation in exercises like the NATO-Georgia Exercise in March 2019.
Despite speculations in NATO that cooperation with Tbilisi “is poking
the Russian bear”, former commander of the US Army in Europe Lt.
Gen. Ben Hodges reflected: “We’re not poking the Russian bear, we’re
working with a country (Georgia) that has been with us in Afghanistan
and has been a partner for years and it is on the path to membership in
the Alliance, yet has 20 percent of its country occupied by Russian forces 10 years after the Russians said that they would leave” (PRI 2019).
This opinion is also held by the Georgian authorities and experts, who
regard NATO as a protector, while Russia as an aggressor. “Our aspirations to return to the political and cultural space, from which we
were forcibly pulled out, have been reciprocated. Both NATO and EU,
along with member states, have extended the hand of support to our
newly independent state that at the time had a fragile democracy, and
the Georgian people deeply appreciate it,” said Georgian Prime Minister
Giorgi Kvirikashvili at the 54th Munich Security Conference in 2018
(Gov.ge 2018).
Like Ukraine, for the last ten years, Georgia has been at the open door
to NATO membership without any practical opportunities to enter.
This situation raises the risk of decreased public support for NATO
aspirations and a possible gradual revision of the state’s political position. At the Brussels Summit 2018, NATO representatives provided
assurance that Georgia would finally join the Alliance, but the final
Declaration did not contain any new arrangements on those prospects.
While the Georgian President and Foreign Minister underlined the
positive results of the Brussels Summit, the Georgian opposition crit-
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icized the lack of progress. (Defence24 2018) The results of national
polls are not optimistic enough. According to the polls conducted by
the National Democratic Institute in March 2018, 65% of the country’s inhabitants were in favour of membership in the North Atlantic
Alliance (NDI 2018). It was 12% less than 10 years before that showed
negative trends for the Euro-Atlantic integration of Georgia. To support Georgia, during his visit to Tbilisi in March 2019, NATO Secretary-General Jens Stoltenberg reiterated a decade-old promise: Georgia will eventually join the Western military alliance (Galliher 2019).
At the same time, according to Georgian expert Bidzina Lebanidze, no
tiny carrots can replace the golden carrot of the Membership Action
Plan (MAP) (Lebanidze 2018).
Neutral Moldova
Moldova has not officially declared its course to NATO membership and remains a constitutionally neutral state, which seeks to
draw closer to Euro-Atlantic institutions. During the previous 3 years,
while Moldovan President Igor Dodon was strictly opposing to any
Euro-Atlantic activities of Moldova, Prime-Minister Pavel Filip kept
close contacts with NATO headquarters. Mr. Dodon is a pro-Russian
politician, who aims all his efforts at making Moldova closer to Russia and Russia-led organisations like CSTO or the Eurasian Economic
Union. When in December 2017 the government of Moldova opened
the NATO Liaison Office in Chisinau, and Mr. Filip and NATO Deputy Secretary General Rose Gottemoeller took part in the ceremony,
President Dodon expressed his concern about the opening. “The haste
with which the Moldovan government is acting on this issue carries significant risks to the national security of the state,” said Igor Dodon (Euronews 2017). He explained his position by the following arguments:
“The people wants a neutral state” (EurAsia Daily 2018).
The pro-Russian parties of Moldova have long speculated on the
NATO topic, sowing fear and anxiety about Moldova’s relations with
NATO. Thus, the Party of Socialists, whose leader was Igor Dodon,
and which formed a new governmental coalition in 2019, is the most
active opponent of NATO and organises numerous protests like the
one on January 31, 2019. “Any cooperation with the aggressive block of
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NATO should be stopped. Moldovan troops don’t have to participate in
any exercises or operations led by NATO”, said the Program of the Party
of Socialists (Party of Socialists 2018).
Other parties of the new Moldovan coalition – the Party of Action and
Solidarity (PAS) and the Dignity and Truth Platform Party, which are
in the political block ACUM, don’t concentrate on cooperation with
NATO in their programs. Meanwhile, PAS leader, the newly-elected
Prime-Minister of Moldova Maia Sandu, confirmed the course on
continued cooperation with the Alliance and made one of her first visits to NATO Headquarters. “We are interested in the expertise, experience and support of NATO for the implementation of democratic reforms
and modernization of the national defence sector, in order to cope with
the challenges of the current world,” Maia Sandu said at the meeting
with NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg on July 04, 2019 (Government of Moldova 2019).
Anti-NATO positions are supported by Russian and pro-Russian media, which are popular in Moldova. Their influence can be assessed
by the level of support of the Euro-Atlantic integration of Moldova.
According to Moldovan polling results, the majority of the population
(59.6%) is against the membership of Moldova in NATO. Thus, the issue of NATO is not a popular one in the Moldovan information space.
Even neutral of pro-European media try to avoid speculating on this
topic, because it is not popular in the Moldovan society.
At the same time, Moldova is cooperating with NATO through the
Euro-Atlantic Partnership Council, the Partnership for Peace (PfP)
programme, the Individual Partnership Action Plans as well as the
Defence Education Enhancement Programme (DEEP) and the Related Security Capacity Building Initiative that is assessed by the Government as crucial for state security. The Alliance helps Moldova preserve a healthy environment, has launched cyber defence projects with
Moldova, assists Chisinau with reducing the risk of corruption in its
defence and security sector, and strengthens integrity, accountability, transparency and good governance. In a practical dimension, the
Armed Forces of Moldova cooperate closely with NATO and are try-
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ing to move closer to the Alliance. The Moldovan military units participated in the NATO exercises Rapid Trident 2017, held in Ukraine,
despite attempts of President Dodon to prohibit the militaries to go
for the exercises. Moreover, Moldova has contributed troops to KFOR
since March 2014. The Moldovan militaries consider cooperation with
NATO as opportunities to develop their interoperability with the Allies, strengthen defence capabilities and maintain a positive image of
the Moldovan army in the international arena. The information on
this assistance is not well shared in Moldova which holds the growth
of the popularity of NATO in the Moldovan society back, while the
Alliance remains a level of deterrence to Russian aggressive behaviour.
The new Moldovan Government would continue the cooperation of
Moldova with NATO, even without trying to go beyond the cooperation framework or the current neutral status of the country, that could
be one of the most critical issues for the new coalition.
Azerbaijan - 25 years of close cooperation with NATO
Azerbaijan has never declared its ambitions to join NATO. Discussions on this matter are restricted in the society. Meanwhile, Baku
perceives NATO as a security organization, which plays an important
role in Europe, and keeps permanent developed cooperation with the
Alliance, which marked its 25th anniversary this year (NATO 2019).
As a member of the Euro-Atlantic Partnership Council and the PfP
program Azerbaijan is trying to use every possibility to build its national army. Azerbaijan also provides its 90 peacekeepers to the NATO-led Resolute Support Mission and contributes to the Afghan National Army Trust Fund that demonstrates the will of Baku to continue
long-lasting partner relations with the Alliance. The Nagorno-Karabakh conflict is one of the key reasons for cooperation with NATO.
NATO plays no direct role in negotiations, but it encourages all sides
to continue their efforts for a peaceful resolution. The Alliance is considered by Baku as a guarantor of the peace in the Caucasus region.
The Individual Partnership Action Plan (IPAP), which Azerbaijan
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joined in 2004, enables holding regular political dialogue. Azerbaijan
is improving the interoperability of its national troops with those of
the Allies, is adopting NATO standards and preparing for potential
future possible NATO missions. Baku is purchasing relevant military
hardware built to NATO standards and has already received some
Czech-produced artillery assets, Italian trainer jets, and US-branded
helicopters (Gurbanov 2019). Azerbaijan has a long-standing interest
in the protection of critical energy infrastructure that is crucial for
current and perspective projects to deliver natural gas and oil from
Azerbaijan to the European consumers (including the actual TANAP
project).
President of Azerbaijan Ilham Aliyev supports collaboration between
Azerbaijan and NATO and issued a decree to establish a Working
Group on the National Security Policy of Azerbaijan on September 17,
2004 with the aim to implement reforms in the security sector in accordance with IPAP. He participates in different NATO meetings such
as the meetings of Heads of States and Governments on Afghanistan
in Chicago in 2002, Wales in 2014 and Warsaw in 2016. “Azerbaijan
appreciates the continued support of NATO and member-states of this
organization for the political independence, sovereignty and territorial
integrity of our country, and a settlement of the conflict with Armenia
based on these principles,” said Azerbaijani President (Gut 2018). On
May 4, 2019 the Azerbaijani Ministry of Foreign Affairs issued a press
release to mark the 25th anniversary of the country’s partnership with
NATO, calling it “one of the important directions” of the Azerbaijan’s
“foreign and security policy” (MFA of Azerbaijan 2019). At the parliament level, Azerbaijan became an associate member of NATO PA in
November 2002. The results of that engagement, which were important for Baku, was the strong support of NATO for Azerbaijan’s territorial integrity, reflected in each of the Alliance’s summit declarations.
Meanwhile, Azerbaijan is not interested in pursuing NATO membership and is strictly following its neutral course. For years, Baku has
flirted with the CSTO while working closely with NATO. Azerbaijan
has a relatively strong economy and enough resources to maintain the
balance. This balancing is explained by the crucial role of Russia in
resolving the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. Therefore, any perspective
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of Euro-Atlantic integration is not discussed in the Azerbaijani society.
Azerbaijan is more or less to be seen as an autocracy, because of the
violations of speech and assembly and the suppression of NGOs outside the government’s control. NATO cooperates with the Azerbaijani
society mostly through the PfP program and the Youth Atlantic Treaty
Association. This restricted cooperation is a kind of compromise of
the Azerbaijani authorities with the Alliance.
Armenia – closer to Russia than NATO
Armenia is not considering the possibility of being a NATO
member and is developing cooperation with the Alliance through the
Euro-Atlantic Partnership Council, the Partnership for Peace (PfP)
programme, the Individual Partnership Action Plan and the Science
for Peace program. Armenia is an active contributor to NATO-led operations in Afghanistan and Kosovo. “We have relations with NATO,
which are linked with peacekeeping missions, including in Kosovo and
Afghanistan. And we will continue this cooperation,” said Nikol Pashinyan in May 2018, who was elected Prime Minister of Armenia in
December of that year. Despite the more pro-Western foreign policy of
the new Armenian Government, Prime-Minister Pashinyan declared
a close security partnership with Russia and Armenia’s ongoing membership in the CSTO: “But we are not seeking to obtain NATO membership. We are a member of the CSTO” (TASS 2018).
Armenia’s cooperation with NATO is restricted by the influence of Russia on the country. The Russian government has made it abundantly
clear that it opposed Armenia’s cooperation with NATO. For example,
at the CSTO meeting on July 03, 2019, Deputy Secretary General of the
Security Council of Russia Rashid Nurgaliyev said that “cooperation
of NATO with third countries has always had an anti-Russian component”, hinting at Armenia (NG 2019). Prime Minister Pashinyan said
that for his country, pursuing close relations with NATO might be less
about positioning itself with regard to Moscow, and that NATO membership was not currently part of Yerevan’s agenda. The government in
Yerevan, according to Mr. Pashinyan, is convinced that only Russia can
ensure Armenia’s security and prevent tensions with Azerbaijan over
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Karabakh from exploding into a new major war (Goble 2018).
Despite this strict position, Armenia cooperates with NATO in various projects and calls this a “regional cooperation” for peace. Yerevan
benefits from its involvement in NATO projects both directly as a participant and indirectly as a country that can expand its ties with other
countries in the region. Armenia also considers NATO to be a forum
for interacting with the Allies and other countries, an essential feature of regional security on the Caucasus and a channel for informing
Western countries about Armenia’s position in the settlement of the
Nagorno-Karabakh conflict.
That is why the prospective of NATO membership is not discussed in
Armenian society. NATO related topics appear in the Armenian information space from time to time, and the Information Center on
NATO in Yerevan plays an important role in this. For example, it held
the NATO Week in March 2019. NATO Week events were open for the
public and made the information about Armenia-NATO cooperation
accessible to people beyond the small group of experts (Mediamax
2019).
Belarus’s cooperation with NATO
Belarus is not considering joining NATO either, as it is a member
of the CSTO. Belarus does not have an Individual Partnership Action
Plan and is developing its cooperation with NATO through the PfP
program and the Individual Partnership Program. It is remarkable
that the Ministry of Defence is a Belorussian body responsible for this
cooperation. This demonstrates the official position of Belarus to use
cooperation with NATO for the development of the national Armed
Forces and the guaranteeing of regional and international security.
The level of cooperation between Belarus and NATO is low as Minsk
is the closest ally of Russia and it follows the security policy adopted
in the Kremlin. Besides the CSTO, Belarus is a part of the Union State,
which includes the military component called the Regional Forces
Group of Belarus and Russia. “According to the military defence plan
with the Russian Federation, we will provide the functions which we are
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responsible for,” emphasized President of Belarus Aleksandr Lukashenko at the meeting with American analysts in November 2018. Two
Russian military objects are permanently located in Belarus, namely
the naval communications station “Antei” and the strategic radar “Volga”. From time to time the Russian authorities raise the question of
the enlargement of Russian military presence in Belarus, but President
Lukashenko opposes this (Belta 2018).
Belarus cannot build its independent policy with NATO. “Together
with the Russian Federation, it constantly conducts exercises near the
borders of NATO countries - Poland, Lithuania and Latvia,” said Vitis
Jurkonis, professor of the department of international relations at Vilnius University. The biggest Russian-Belorussian exercise called ‘Zapad’ was held in 2017 near the borders of NATO countries – Poland
and Lithuania, and its scenario was against the Alliance. According to
Mr. Jurkonis, the participation of Belarus in some joint events with
NATO countries - observation, consultations and training of the military - does not change the big picture: Minsk is in a military alliance
with Moscow (DW 2016). That is why the NATO topic is not present
in the Belorussian information space or in the discourse of Belorussian
society.
All countries of Eastern Europe have sufficiently developed relations
with NATO but each of them chooses its individual intensity and content. They have different goals of cooperation and partnership with
the Alliance – from restricted military events to ambitions of joining
NATO. The key reasons of these approaches are relations with Russia,
membership in Russia-led unions and blocks, unresolved conflicts on
their territories, the involvement of NATO in regional security, territories under the occupation of Russia, as well as intentions to develop
national armed forces with the assistance of the Alliance. In any case,
NATO is present in Eastern Europe and is developing cooperation
with every country of the region, based on an individual approach.
The only question is how the Alliance can and will develop further
relations with them to contribute to the regional security and stability.
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Prospects of NATO - Eastern Europe relations
There are no doubts that Eastern Europe will be in the focus of
NATO policy, as, according to the Brussels Summit Declaration,
NATO will keep its attention on its eastern part and in the Black Sea
region to deter Russian aggression. The diversity of views and goals
of the Eastern European countries will shape the level and content of
their cooperation / partnership with NATO. While some of them will
insist on membership, other will continue in the current formats.
The process of NATO enlargement has not been halted, but is merely
on pause for Eastern European states. Only two of them – Ukraine and
Georgia, are on their way to NATO membership. It is clear, however,
that the way is long. The ongoing war of Russia against these states,
occupied territories and the fear of some NATO member countries
not to irritate the Russian bear make this way complicated, despite the
fact that the Alliance promised them that they would be members. The
Eastern European countries are under attack by the Russian Federation, which strives to renew its influence and control over the region.
The Allies should not be afraid of the membership of Ukraine and
Georgia or any other Eastern European countries. Otherwise, Russia
accepts this as their weakness and continues its aggression in the region.
The other four Eastern European countries – Moldova, Azerbaijan,
Armenia and Belarus, are unlikely to change their level of cooperation
with NATO. They will not declare a desire to become a candidate for
NATO membership. Moldova will keep its neutral status with regard
to any prospects of membership in the Alliance in the near future, because it is not discussed either in political parties or in society. Russia
will try to fix this position for Moldova and use the Transnistria conflict, its military presence there, pro-Russian political forces and the
media for this goal. At the same time, Moldova will continue its deep
cooperation with the Alliance to develop its national Armed Forces,
but the level of this cooperation will depend on the views of the lead-
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ing political forces in Moldova.
Azerbaijan and Armenia will also cooperate with NATO but the approaches and levels of their cooperation will differ. While Baku regards this cooperation as a possibility to build a modern, trained and
well equipped army and to have NATO as a supporter of its position in
resolving the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, Yerevan will try to advocate
its own views on the mentioned conflict and remain in the orbit of
regional NATO activities to balance Baku. Armenia will continue its
membership in Russia-led organizations (CSTO) and have neither the
desire nor possibilities to deepen cooperation with NATO. It is unlikely that Yerevan will change this approach.
Like Armenia, Belarus will not deepen its cooperation with NATO
either. But Minsk has another goal – to balance Russia’s impact on
Belarus. If Minsk demonstrates its willingness to develop cooperation
with the Alliance, this means that it is facing strong pressure from the
Russian side and wants to neutralize it. Belarus will not agree to fullfledged cooperation with NATO in the foreseeable future and remain
a member of the CSTO and the closest ally of Russia, which depends
on Russian resources.
NATO should concentrate on the security in Eastern Europe and the
Black Sea region. The Russian occupied Crimea transformed from a
problem for NATO allies into a real threat for their security. Russia is
creating an A2 / AD (Anti Access / Area Denial) restricted area in the
Sea of Azov and will switch all efforts to the Black Sea, starting from
its northern part. In July 2019, Russia closed part of the Black Sea area
which forced NATO and Ukraine to make changes to the plan of the
international exercise Sea Breeze 2019. In light of Bulgaria’s refusal to
support Romania’s initiative to create a NATO Black Sea Force, it is of
current importance to consider other possibilities. One option can be
the creation of a “NATO Partnership flotilla” with the contribution of
NATO member countries and partner countries, primarily Ukraine
and Georgia. The “NATO Partnership flotilla” can be based on Romanian and Ukrainian naval forces and have limited functions of monitoring the situation on the sea, provide assistance in case of need, hold
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joint training and exercises with the aim of guarantying security in the
Black Sea and the gradual preparation of the Ukrainian and Georgian
fleets for further full-fledged joint actions with Allies.
To conclude, the Alliance should assist Eastern European countries in
strengthening their security systems, developing their armed forces
and providing regional cooperation that will increase the level of security in the region.
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WHY SO NEGATIVE: AN ANALYSIS OF
ANTI-NATO NARRATIVES IN SLOVAKIA
MONIKA MASARIKOVÁ
Celebrating its 70th anniversary in April of this year, NATO is the
most successful security arrangement of sovereign states in the 20th
century; it is also the most enduring military alliance in history. “No
NATO ally has been attacked by another country. The Cold War ended without a shot being fired in Europe. And we have experienced an
unprecedented period of peace,” current NATO Secretary General Jens
Stoltenberg reminded the United States Congress in Washington at the
commemoration of the signing of the Washington Treaty (Stoltenberg
2019). Nevertheless, NATO faces challenges on both sides of the Atlantic - amplified by ongoing disinformation campaigns, which threaten to fragment the coherence of the Alliance.
Slovakia is no different and the manipulation of information (particularly with respect to NATO) has become normal, as it creates an
opportunity for actors both inside, as well as outside, the country to
advance their interests. This article will explain why disinformation
campaigns concerning NATO have greater resonance in Slovakia than
in other countries with a similar size or history. It will also discuss the
origins of the low level of support for the Alliance, how this issue has
evolved, and its implications for the future.

“I don´t know-ers” since the early beginning
Some factors that influence the relationship of Slovaks toward
NATO can be traced to the early post-Cold War era, and the first foreign policy of the Slovak Republic. Other factors are more recent. In
its modern history, Slovakia experienced a number of regimes, state
formations, and an abundance of historical discontinuity; its fate too
often decided outside its borders. A limited understanding of foreign
policy and global development, requiring a certain level of awareness
and experience, was not surprising in the early 90´s.
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Especially because of communism, Slovakia lacked the historical experience of an independent state, in particular defining the national objectives and interests to craft its own foreign policy. The lack of
knowledge and information, along with the low public awareness,
were a natural consequence of the situation. Only after 1993 did the
institutions, ideas, and capacity for foreign policy develop. As a result,
public opinion on foreign policy in the early 1990´s was unclear, with
many people unable to articulate the purpose or objectives of a Slovak
foreign policy (Gyarfášová, 2008, 99).
According to public polls in April 1992, 45% of the Slovak population couldn´t describe the merits of NATO; in March 1993 this figure
dropped to 34% of the population, an improved though still concerning one-third of the population (Gyarfášová, 2008, 99).
Having experienced the Warsaw Pact, there was a natural reluctance
to join another military alliance. Nevertheless, when it came to foreign-policy and security, the Slovak Republic had limited options. The
following four are included among those. Firstly, Slovakia could join
NATO, which through Article 5 of the Washington Treaty provides a
security guarantee to its members. Secondly, it could opt for the European option – joining the European Union and the Western European
Union. The public more easily accepted this option, though it provided weak security guarantees as the WEU did not possess a military
capability. Thirdly, Slovakia could remain neutral. Fourth, and lastly,
it could establish security cooperation with its neighbors – the Czech
Republic, Hungary and Poland. The military and defence capabilities
of these countries, however, were limited. Moreover, this was no longer
an option following their accession to NATO in 1999 (Tarasovič and
Ondrejcsák, 2008, 17).
In the first months of the Slovak Republic, the most widespread public
opinion was that Slovakia should “paddle its own canoe”, rely upon
itself, and not enter any pact or alliance. In March 1993, one third of
the Slovak population thought that Slovakia could not trust anybody
and had to rely on itself, preferring neutrality as an option. At the same
time, only one in four thought Slovakia should join the European
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Community or NATO (Gyarfášová, 2008, 100).
However, this perception changed rapidly over the course of 1993. As
Oľga Gyarfášová stressed, “the public realized that Slovakia itself was
responsible for its foreign policy, there was nobody to blame”. As a result,
public perception of (moving in the direction of) the West improved
as it started to consider it to be more attractive than Russia or a “third
way”. By the end of 1993, 45% had confidence in NATO and 55% trusted the European Community (Gyarfášová, 2008, 100). Soon, the majority of political parties agreed on the necessity to join the European
Community as well as NATO, and their foreign policy orientation became an important part of their profile and values.

Mečiar´s legacy
Even though Slovak President Michal Kováč expressed interest to
join NATO as early as November 1993, Slovakia joined the Alliance
only in 2004, five years after the Czech Republic, Hungary and Poland.
This delay was mostly due to the turbulent politics of the government
of former Slovak Prime Minister Vladimír Mečiar between 1994-1998.
On the one hand, Vladimír Mečiar officially expressed full support for
Slovak membership in NATO;25 on the other hand, he concentrated
only on the fulfilment of formal requirements, ignoring the democratic values shared by the Alliance. As a result, during the 1997 NATO
Summit in Madrid, Slovakia – unlike the Czech Republic, Hungary
and Poland – was not invited to begin accession talks for NATO membership.
The internal politics of Mečiar´s government resulted not only in a
failure to integrate in NATO, but also in growing international isolation. To find excuses for being ignored internationally, the coalition
25   In February 1994, Vladimír Mečiar signed the agreement for NATO’s “Partnership for Peace” program. Also, the Manifesto of the Government of the Slovak
Republic from January 1995 declared that the “main foreign policy orientation focuses on achieving membership in NATO.”
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government sought to persuade citizens that Euro-Atlantic integration is not needed, and that the “Western” model does not address the
needs of the Slovak nation. At the end of 1995, in response to criticism
of Slovakia and to the negative attitudes of many Western politicians to
integrate Slovakia into NATO in the first round, leaders of the coalition
parties (Movement for a Democratic Slovakia – HZDS, Slovak National Party – SNS, The Union of Workers Slovakia – ZRS) started to call
for neutrality, which earned support from Russian leaders (Tarasovič
and Ondrejcsák, 2008, 22). From 1996 to 1998, they constantly used
this rhetoric as a kind of a pressure on Western political leadership.
At the HZDS meeting in Trnava in March 1997, Vladimír Mečiar admitted that Slovakia would probably not be admitted to the Alliance
in the first wave of enlargement, blaming “global agreements” between
the United States and Russia, which both countries denied (Vanya,
2017).
In addition, the Movement for a Democratic Slovakia – HZDS and the
Slovak National Party – SNS pushed for a referendum on accession
to NATO, which was held on the 23rd and 24th of May 1997. They
organized the referendum, no matter that an invitation for Slovakia
was probably not coming, when a US government report on NATO
enlargement mentioned Slovakia, along with Albania, as a country
with a problematic respect for democracy (Vanya, 2017). Later, even
US Secretary of State Madeleine Albright declared “the map of Europe
today has a hole in it”, referring to the lack of democratic standards in
Slovakia.
The governing parties posed three questions in the referendum:
1. Do you agree with the accession of Slovakia to NATO?
2. Do you agree with the deployment of nuclear weapons
in Slovakia?
3. Do you agree with the deployment of military bases
in Slovakia?
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Former Slovak President Michal Kováč, Mečiar´s main political rival,
sought to include an additional question inspired by a petition (signed
by more than a half million Slovaks) to directly elect the president of
Slovakia:
4. Do you agree that the President of the Slovak Republic
shall be elected directly by the Slovak citizens according
to the attached draft of the Constitutional Act?
The two-day referendum ended inconclusively, and was invalid because only 9.53% of eligible voters participated. The results reflected
public anger after the Government, defying a court order, altered the
ballots on the eve of the referendum and eliminated the fourth question concerning the direct election of the President26.
Despite the referendum not being valid, it was preceded by months of
heated debate with arguments that misled the public, polarized voters,
and suggested that elites determine the outcome for (and the future
of) Slovakia. The phrasing of the first three referendum questions also
serve as an example of attempts to manipulate voters. They tempted
voters to answer “NO” to all three questions, and demonstrated a negative attitude toward NATO by suggesting that NATO accession automatically meant deployment of nuclear weapons and military bases in
the Slovak Republic, which NATO officially rejected.
Public support for accession to the EU and NATO peaked at the time
of the referendum, reaching 52% support for NATO accession in October 1997 (35% against). However, the ruling government used harmful narratives during the campaign that targeted (and had a strong
impact on) a large group of citizens who previously had no opinion
on Slovak foreign policy, purely to advance their own interests and domestic agenda. These narratives prevailed for years, often reappearing
in times of NATO crises.
26   The Government was trying to preserve the former rules, under which the National Council of the Slovak Republic, controlled by the Prime Minister Vladimir
Mečiar, selected the President.
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Taken for granted?
In joining NATO, Slovakia successfully completed an important
stage to secure its safety. Nevertheless, the upcoming stage was equally important, and even more demanding – Slovakia became an active
partner in the Alliance and a player in the changing security environment. Unfortunately, political elites were not always equally aware of
it; they did not pay sufficient attention to this particular agenda, especially in the domestic theatre.
Naturally, NATO and security were not on the daily agenda and public
debate revolved mostly around issues related to the market economy.
With the exception of NATO’s deployment to Afghanistan and the crisis in Iraq, the security environment seemed stable from the perspective of Slovak voters. Because of that, political elites did not communicate their security agenda to voters, and public opinion on NATO was
no longer analysed as carefully as in pre-accession times. The attitude
of Slovaks toward NATO was “measured” mostly in elections – parties which stressed their pro-European and pro-NATO agenda during
campaigns were elected to Parliament, and membership in the Euro-Atlantic community was included in the government´s manifesto
in each term. Slovak membership in NATO was not questioned.
Unlike the pre-accession era, no major governmental, non-governmental or media campaigns - which proved successful in the late 90´s were held to keep the public involved in the foreign-policy discussion.
The majority of activities focused on Slovak capacity building and fulfilling the international commitments to be a full-fledged and equal
partner of the Alliance. However, the international public survey
Transatlantic Trends led by the German Marshall Fund of the United States (GMF US) reveals a great deal about the public perception
of the security agenda in the years 2004-2013. The survey included
Slovakia for the first time in 2004, which enables the identification of
key aspects of Slovak foreign-policy perception after NATO accession,
concerning their attitude toward NATO.
Firstly, in 2004, one in four respondents thought Slovakia should keep
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itself aloof from international affairs and take a rather isolated or at
least “non-interventionist” approach. The share of Slovak citizens
who supported an active role of Slovakia in international affairs was
59%, notably lower than large European countries (for example 88% of
French, 83% of Spaniards, 75% of Poles, and 79% average for the EU)
(IVO-Institute for Public Affairs, 2004, 8).
Secondly, Slovaks showed a certain “anti−superpower” and “anti-American” tendency. When asked which country should be the
world’s leading superpower, 57% of Slovak respondents answered that
“no country should be a superpower”. When asked whether the European Union or the United States should be the world’s leading superpower, 36% of Slovaks preferred the EU and only 3% wished to see the
United States lead (IVO, 2004, 9). Moreover, only one in five (21%)
Slovaks found United States leadership desirable, which was 12 points
below the EU average (36%) (IVO, 2004, 10). At the same time, most
Slovaks were critical of the foreign policy pursued by the administration of U.S. President George W. Bush. Almost three in four Slovak
citizens (72%) did not agree with how the President approached international politics, while less than one in four (22%) Slovaks agreed
(IVO, 2004, 15).
Thirdly, less than half of Slovaks (47%) agreed that NATO is essential
for Slovak security, more than one third (37%) disagreed, while almost
one in six respondents (16%) did not have an opinion. To compare,
the share of people who viewed NATO as an important part of their
security was much higher in long-term member countries and at the
EU average (62%) (IVO, 2004, 14). These figures corresponded to a
lower threat perception. Past surveys indicated that Slovaks were most
concerned about living standards and corruption, and perceived international or external threats (international terrorism, WMD attacks,
global spread of disease, economic downturn and Islamic fundamentalism) as less imminent, with the exception of the possible inflow of
migrants (IVO, 2004, 11).
In 2013, when Slovakia was surveyed for the last time, the outcome
of the Transatlantic Trends changed only slightly. Despite the NATO
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mission in Afghanistan and continued debate about European contributions to allied burden-sharing, NATO was seen as “still essential”
for their country’s security by 58% of Europeans - values that hardly
fluctuated since 2002.
Also, support for United States leadership remained stable, with 55%
of Europeans describing a strong U.S. role as very or somewhat desirable. Nevertheless, Slovak respondents were the most likely in Europe
to describe U.S. leadership as somewhat or very undesirable (52%)
(GMF US, 2013, 9). At the same time, on average in the EU, only 27%
of respondents found Russian leadership desirable. Yet, Slovak respondents were the most likely (in 39% of cases) to describe Russian leadership as desirable (GMF US, 2013, 12).
Across Europe, support for the United States administration significantly improved with the election of Barack Obama. In 2013, 69% of
respondents approved of Obama´s international policies. Yet again,
disapproval with his policies was highest in Slovakia and Spain (31%)
(GMF US, 2013, 14).

Hybrid era
Despite the fact that the survey results were not as positive as
pro-European and pro-Atlantic leaders would wish – finding NATO
“still essential” for security never exceeded 62% on average – NATO
membership was perhaps taken for granted across the Alliance. Extreme opinions were marginalized and not part of mainstream communication.
This, however, changed during the crisis in Ukraine and with the annexation of Crimea in 2014. NATO found itself in the “opposition” to
the far-right, with extremist and populist politicians questioning its
relevance and spreading misinformation. No matter that the European
Deterrence Initiative was growing, no matter that hundreds of troops
stationed in the Baltics demonstrated the strength of the transatlantic
bond (and to make clear that an attack on one Ally would be considered an attack on all members of the Alliance), NATO was facing a
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“crisis of credibility”.
Which factors most impact the situation in Slovakia?
Firstly, despite that Slovakia is not a Russian-speaking country, it
has been highly vulnerable to the sophisticated and extensive propaganda campaign of Russia. Numerous websites and Facebook pages
emerged against the backdrop of the Ukraine crisis, which fed the Slovak online space with “hidden” or “alternative” truth, hatred, and illicit ideologies. Even though the situation is similar in many countries,
disinformation in Slovakia found a receptive audience. According to
surveys, Slovaks tend to be especially vulnerable to disinformation. A
large portion of Slovaks agree with the two most widespread conspiracy theories: 1) that world events are not decided by publicly elected
representatives, but secret groups that seek to establish a totalitarian
world order (52% of Slovaks) and, 2) that the 9/11 terrorist attacks
were planned and conducted by the American government rather than
Al-Qaeda (39% of Slovaks) (Globsec, 2018, 30-32). As much as 34% of
Slovaks read media outlets well known for spreading fake news and
conspiracies (e.g. Hlavné správy, Zem a vek, Slobodný vysielač) on a
regular basis, at least once or twice a week (IRI – International Republican Institute, 2017, 44).
Social media is potentially becoming the most important source of information, having an impact comparable to television. Currently 40%
of Slovaks use social media as a source of daily news (IRI, 2017, 41).
The number of Facebook users is growing in Slovakia (2 million in
2012; 2.5 million in 2017); while years ago it was used mainly by young
urban people, it is gradually expanding to all regions and to all demographic groups, which are more vulnerable to disinformation (Goda,
2018).
Secondly, Slovak government parties failed to challenge disinformation campaigns; instead they often nurtured them. For example, that
the Prime Minister questioned the sanctions against Russia after the
annexation of Crimea, and made regular visits to Russia for meetings
with people from the sanction list by the Speaker of the Parliament.
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Opposition parties sensed an opportunity in growing public dissent
and confusion, and took advantage of these narratives by adopting
them into their communication strategies and daily agenda. Recent
Slovak parliamentary elections in March 2016, and European elections in May 2019, confirmed that Eurosceptic or outright anti-EU,
anti-NATO and extremist parties are on the rise, which corresponds
with a trend observed in many other countries. The party of Marian
Kotleba used the British example to announce a petition on a similar
referendum regarding whether Slovakia should exit the EU too.
Finally, the election of Donald Trump as President of the United States
in November 2016 marked the beginning of a new crisis in transatlantic relations; his communication impacts public perception of NATO
worldwide. On various occasions, Trump questioned America’s Article 5 commitment, persistently criticized European democratic
leaders for not spending enough of money on defense, and failed to
confront NATO’s primary adversary Vladimir Putin. Two years ago,
Donald Trump branded NATO “obsolete”. A survey found a decrease
in certainty when asking whether NATO still had an important role
to play in national defence. While Europeans still tend to see NATO
as important, the proportion of people who agree fell by seven to ten
percentage points. In France the figure is down from 52% to 42%, in
Germany from 62% to 53%, and in Britain from 68% to 59% (YouGov, 2019). To compare with the statistics for Slovakia, in 2017 only
56% Slovaks considered NATO as important for their safety (Globsec,
2017, 15).
Moreover, strong “anti-American” views, a significant factor in distrust towards NATO, prevail and have even multiplied. In 2016, 59%
of Slovaks agreed that the role of the U.S. in Europe and the world is
negative, and 60% agreed that the U.S. uses NATO to control small
countries (Globsec, 2016, 10). Also, 47% Slovaks believed that neutrality would provide more security to Slovakia than NATO (Globsec,
2016, 8).
At the same time, surveys show that an important share of people believe that Slovakia should not align with the West or with the East. In
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2018, 56% respondents agreed with this sentiment, an increase by 12
points since 2017. Compared with the other three Visegrad countries,
Slovakia remains the least supportive of the pro-Western orientation
(21%) (Globsec, 2018, 13). The absence of strategic communication
on foreign policy priorities and engagement after accession to NATO
resulted in a generation of people who feel no or only a very loose
attachment for the Slovak Republic to the Euro-Atlantic community.

Implications for the Alliance
The situation in Slovakia is not exceptional; yet the combination
of the above-mentioned factors together with strong anti-American
sentiment enables adversaries to target the public with anti-NATO
narratives effectively. They are successful because these coercive and
subversive activities span a broad spectrum of media and are implemented with various tools –fake news, trolling factories, IT technologies managing web content, cyberattacks impacting the election results – that are exceptionally difficult to counter in one or two years.
The resilience of a society is a result of the long-term systematic work
at different levels of the society, which need to be built up continuously, long before someone challenges it.
Under the circumstances, Slovakia could easily slip away from the Alliance in the worst-case scenario. The far-right party Kotleba – People’s Party Our Slovakia, whose electorate is increasing, could sustain
their initiative of withdrawing from NATO, and receive sufficient
votes required to hold a referendum. According to a recent survey,
currently only 50% of people (an increase by 7 points) would vote to
stay in NATO, with 17% of people undecided and 31% people against
(an increase by 10 points) (Globsec, 2018, 23). A campaign before a
referendum could easily spread negative narratives and propaganda,
further confuse people, heighten their distrust of the system, worsen
the polarization of society, and increase the number of people against
membership in NATO.
In order to influence the local discussion, foreign actors could attempt
to increase the impact of the content on disinformation media, which

133

already has tremendous reach. Recently, Hlavné správy declared to
have 1 million unique visitors per month. Considering that one may
use multiple devices to access the same website, it could have as many
as 500k actual users, which is half of the traffic in Daily Denník N or
Pravda, the two most influential, mainstream, standard news outlets
(Struhárik and Augustín, 2018).
Surely, at this point, this scenario seems unlikely. Nevertheless, even
more optimistic scenarios pose serious problems for the Alliance.
With extreme opinions and ideas, which previously were ostracized,
now entering the mainstream of political messaging, it will be increasingly difficult for political elites to push forward a challenging NATO
agenda at the national level. It would immediately provoke a response
from populist parties trying to strengthen their position and earn
votes. This could result in a less ambitious NATO, exactly the opposite
kind of NATO needed in these challenging times.
Reversing these trends is possible. Some minor campaigns proved to
be successful and have already yielded some results in Slovakia in the
past. Nevertheless, it requires immediate action. At the national level,
it must involve all manner of governmental, non-governmental and
even private actors, pulling in one direction. None of these actors alone
possess the material, technical and human resources to respond comprehensively to this hybrid threat. For example, using the full range of
tools and legislation that already exist could enable an approach like
the one employed in Finland, where the editor of an extreme rightwing online magazine faces a variety of criminal charges, including
aggravated incitement against an ethnic group, aggravated slander,
money laundering, gambling offences, issuing illegal threats, breach of
confidentiality, and copyright infringement. Moreover, addressing the
problem needs to start with a coherent communication strategy that
includes a long-term commitment to provide transparent information.
A particularly important element of this requires that political leaders
take a more responsible approach in their public messaging, one that
is united in their opposition to disinformation, and articulates a clear
platform to prevent its most harmful effects on the society they serve.
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RE-LEARNING FORGOTTEN:
BEING THERE ON TIME
DALIBOR PAVOLKA
NATO (and the Warsaw Pact alike) had readiness, responsiveness
and ability to reinforce in a short time in their DNA. These three Rs
were drilled every day because each side of the potential conflict knew
it would give them an advantage over the opponent and subsequently
enable them to win the war, should it turn from cold to hot.
This article describes NATO’s willingness and ability to re-learn what
it once knew but for decades chose not to preserve: being ready, responsive, and maintaining procedures in place to reinforce an Ally (or
Allies) if and when needed; it will also address what steps were taken
in this re-learning process.

Historical Context
With the Warsaw Pact (and the threat of the Third World War)
gone, NATO has enjoyed a period generally referred to as a “Peace
Dividend”. This period lasted for almost two and half decades. It was
a time when:
•
•
•

•

Former Cold War enemies became Allies or strategic
partners (NATO Strategic Concept 2010, para 33).
NATO became bigger. Several waves of NATO
enlargement (1999, 2004, 2009, 2017, and 2019)
effectively doubled the number of its member states.
Decision-making became more cumbersome with
more actors around the table. On the other hand, more
nations stood behind each NATO decision, giving it
greater weight on the international stage.
Defence budgets of most Allies were generally
decreasing and (particularly in times of austerity)
there was increasing emphasis on cost-effectiveness
both at NATO HQ as well as the national level.
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•

•

•

•

•

In general, the armed forces of Allied countries
became smaller. Smaller units were also deployed for
operations and missions. As a consequence, smaller
units trained together nationally and at the NATO
level.
The NATO Command Structure (NCS) was
considerably downsized, as the former NCS was
designed for large scale conflict and was too large and
static to manage expeditionary operations.
NATO had time and some freedom to choose the place,
time and the extent to which it would become involved
in crises affecting security (e.g. Kosovo, Afghanistan,
counter-piracy operation).
Decision-makers and whole administrations gradually
lost the skills and culture of readiness. This resulted in
gradual deterioration of procedures to alert decisionmakers and to make decisions quickly (in hours rather
than days).
Infrastructure was developed largely without military
needs is mind. Especially, in the eastern NATO member
states (former Warsaw Pact members), bridges were
constructed to handle the weight of a T-72 tank (40+
tonnes). Nowadays, this creates a challenge if “western”
Allies seek to move their much heavier tanks into or
across these countries.

However, 2014 created a fundamental paradigm change. Russia’s illegal annexation of Crimea and the subsequent war in Eastern Ukraine
was a shock for the Alliance, for two reasons. First, no one imagined
that in 21st century Europe a country would have its borders changed
or threatened by military force. What was originally viewed as very
unfortunate one-of-a-kind Russian incident in Georgia in 2008 was
repeated in 2014 as a Russian modus operandi land grab, not only de
facto but also de jure. The second reason was the speed and effectiveness of the Russian military in achieving their objectives, which was
far better than what was seen in the conflict with Georgia.
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A Need for Change
As a result of this experience, NATO had to ask itself many questions, such as: Who might be the next? Are we ready to react? What
needs to be done to deter Russia and defend against her, if deterrence
fails? In particular, Allies with a border with Russia felt the threat most
intensively. NATO came with answers for its 2014 Wales Summit; further, at subsequent summits in Warsaw 2016 and in Brussels 2018, the
Alliance pursued a series of agreements and decisions at the political
and military level aimed to bolster readiness, responsiveness and ability to reinforce.
Readiness Action Plan
The first of these was the Readiness Action Plan (RAP) in 2014
which addressed readiness, responsiveness and ability to reinforce. It
was proof that the Alliance is ready to respond swiftly and firmly to
the new security challenges on NATO’s borders, and further afield. The
measures included in the RAP aimed to strengthen NATO’s collective defence. The RAP consists of assurance and adaptation measures,
some of which were quite revolutionary – it was the biggest effort to
strengthen collective defence since the Cold War and provided an Allied military presence on the territory of newer NATO member states.
As the Wales Summit Declaration 2014 states, the assurance measures
include continuous air, land, and maritime presence, and meaningful
military activity in the eastern part of the Alliance. This presence will
provide the fundamental baseline requirement for assurance and deterrence, and is flexible and scalable in response to the evolving security situation. The opportunity to reduce these measures (in the case of
improved security), sadly, never materialised.
As part of the adaptation measures, the responsiveness of NATO Response Force (NRF) was significantly enhanced by developing force
packages that can move rapidly and respond to potential challenges
and threats. A new joint force – the Very High Readiness Joint Task
Force (VJTF) – was established as the fastest deployable element of
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the NRF. Further, NATO Force Integration Units (NFIU) were later
established in eight countries on NATO’s Eastern Flank (Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia, Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria) focusing on planning and conducting exercises based on collective defence
scenarios and, if needed, enabling reinforcement of Allies at NATO’s
periphery—to enhance deterrence and collective defence.
To reinforce Allies quickly and effectively, the RAP gave guidelines
to prepare the infrastructure, to preposition equipment and supplies,
to designate specific bases, and to increase flexibility, for the rapid
movement of forces across national territory. It also addressed NATO’s
Standing Naval Forces which were to be enhanced to support maritime situational awareness and to conduct full spectrum conventional
maritime operations.
The RAP also emphasised better intelligence and strategic awareness,
and keeping the NCS fit for purpose. New commands were created
and existing commands were enhanced (such as Headquarters Multinational Corps Northeast in Poland, or Headquarters Multinational
Division Southeast in Romania). To ensure better military and political responsiveness the training was improved across the Alliance, decision-making was accelerated, and advance planning was enhanced.
NATO’s Countering Hybrid Warfare strategy was developed, which
is being implemented in coordination with the EU. A framework for
NATO’s adaptation in response to growing challenges and threats from
the south was established as well.
In addition to the RAP, and with ever increasing dependence on cyber
space, Allies declared that a cyber attack could lead to the invocation
of the Article 5 of the Washington Treaty. Later, in 2016, Allies recognised cyberspace as a domain of military operations, and pledged
to enhance the cyber defences of their national networks and infrastructure.
Further Strengthening of Deterrence and Defence
Although the RAP was quite comprehensive, it did not fully cover
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the needs of Allies for strengthening deterrence and defence.
Since the Wales summit, the security environment has not shown improvement towards peace and stability. Russia’s illegal annexation of
Crimea is unchanged and the conflict in eastern Ukraine continues
(including substantial militarisation of the peninsula). The crucial part
of the Warsaw Summit in 2016 was dedicated to further strengthening the Alliance’s deterrence and defence posture. Implementation of
the RAP remains ongoing and new measures to complement specific
RAP measures were approved, aimed to address threats from wherever
they may arise, with emphasis on strengthening collective defence on
the Eastern Flank. All measures were designed with a political bottom
line: “As part of the Alliance posture, these measures are defensive in
nature, proportionate, consistent with our international commitments
and demonstrate our respect for the rules-based European security architecture.” (Warsaw Summit Communiqué 2016).
It was deemed necessary to communicate that all measures taken by
the Alliance do not violate the NATO-Russia Founding Act. Because
the Russian Federation broke at least one of its principles by illegally
annexing Crimea, i.e. “respect for sovereignty, independence and territorial integrity of all states and their inherent right to choose the means to
ensure their own security, the inviolability of borders and peoples’ right
of self-determination as enshrined in the Helsinki Final Act and other
OSCE documents” (NRFA 1997), questions were raised whether the
NATO-Russia Founding Act is still valid. Allies nevertheless decided
to adhere to the principles with which they dealt with the Soviet Union
in the past, which can be found in 1967 Harmel’s Report. In Warsaw,
Allies made clear that deterrence must be complemented by meaningful dialogue: “As part of the Alliance’s overall approach to providing security for NATO populations and territory, deterrence has to be
complemented by meaningful dialogue and engagement with Russia,
to seek reciprocal transparency and risk reduction. Those efforts will
not come at the expense of ensuring NATO’s credible deterrence and
defence” (Warsaw Summit Communiqué 2016).
The NATO Military Authorities were given task by the Heads of States
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and Government of the NATO countries to create proposals to further strengthen the deterrence and defence of the Alliance, especially
on the Eastern Flank. One of the political tasks in designing the size
and posture of any potential military forces was to adhere to the NATO-Russia Founding Act, particularly to avoid “additional permanent
stationing of substantial combat forces” (NRFA 1997). Although not
explained in the NATO-Russia Founding Act itself, the common understanding of “substantial combat forces” was a brigade in every new
NATO member state (Alberque 2016).
Enhanced and tailored Forward Presence
The most visible “product” of strengthening the deterrence and
defence of the Alliance on the Eastern Flank was an establishment of
an enhanced Forward Presence (eFP) in Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania
and Poland. Each country would host one battalion-sized battlegroup
led by the United Kingdom (in Estonia), Canada (in Latvia), Germany (in Lithuania) and the United States (in Poland). A rotational
battalion-sized battlegroup is consistent with and adheres to the requirements of the NATO-Russia Founding Act. It is proof of Allied
solidarity and determination to safeguard security of each Ally. Some
questions were asked whether the size and composition of the eFP is
militarily reasonable. Roughly 5000 NATO soldiers are hardly an obstacle to tens of thousands soldiers from the other side of the border.
However, the eFP was never designed to stop Russian conventional
attack. Its purpose is to serve as a tripwire to trigger collective NATO
reaction to any aggression, to operate in concert with national forces,
and to provide meaningful training for the eFP and national forces.
The eFP, along with national home defence forces, would be the first
responders.
A viable reinforcement strategy for the worst case scenario is needed to reinforce those formations. Those reinforcements need to be at
appropriate level of readiness. This strategy ensures that eFP forces
will be reinforced by NATO’s Very High Readiness Joint Task Force,
the broader NATO Response Force, Allies’ additional high readiness
forces, and NATO’s heavier follow-on forces, as needed.NATO’s rap-
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id reinforcement strategy also ensures that forward presence forces
will be reinforced by NATO’s Very High Readiness Joint Task Force,
the broader NATO Response Force, Allies’ additional high readiness
forces and NATO’s heavier follow-on forces, if necessary.NATO’s rapid
reinforcement strategy also ensures that forward presence forces will
be reinforced by NATO’s Very High Readiness Joint Task Force, the
broader NATO Response Force, Allies’ additional high readiness forces and NATO’s heavier follow-on forces, if necessary.
To provide command and control in a timely manner for the eFP and
national forces, new multinational divisional headquarters were established. One divisional headquarters was offered by Poland at the
Warsaw Summit. It was established in the Polish northern town Elbląg.
Later, a new multinational divisional headquarters, mainly for Baltic
States and eFPs, was established in Adazi, Latvia.
Looking at the southern part of the NATO Eastern Flank, there were
also significant measures agreed and subsequently implemented. The
first of them is the NATO tailored Forward Presence (tFP), which refers to additional activities in the Black Sea region. As is the case with
the eFP at the political level, the tFP also sends a strong signal of Allied
unity and solidarity. From a military point of view, the tFP allows for
better interoperability among Allies.
A Romanian initiative to establish a multinational brigade provides
another option to increase interoperability while providing Allied
presence in the Black Sea region. Newly established Headquarters
Multinational Division Southeast in Bucharest, Romania, provides additional command and control capability for Article 5 operations in
the region.
Looking southwards
In the spirit of a 360 degree approach to the threats and challenges27 enshrined in the RAP, NATO established a framework for its adap27   This is just a popular slogan. In reality, no threats were identified form the north
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tation in response to growing challenges and threats emanating from
the south.
The Report concluded that the Alliance had a very important role to
play in promoting détente and strengthening peace. As such, it advocated the adoption of a dual-track approach to defence where “Military security and a policy of détente are not contradictory but complementary”, or as US Deputy Under Secretary of State Kohler described
it in his sub-group’s report, it advocated a two-pillar security strategy.
The entire process of self-examination not only served to reassert Alliance unity and cohesion but it clearly laid out its concerns and principal objectives. Additionally, the inclusion of language on defence in
the final report provided an opportunity to gain support for the Alliance’s new military strategy published the same year.
The Report concluded that the Alliance had a very important role to
play in promoting détente and strengthening peace. As such, it advocated the adoption of a dual-track approach to defence where “Military security and a policy of détente are not contradictory but complementary”, or as US Deputy Under Secretary of State Kohler described
it in his sub-group’s report, it advocated a two-pillar security strategy.
The entire process of self-examination not only served to reassert Alliance unity and cohesion but it clearly laid out its concerns and principal objectives. Additionally, the inclusion of language on defence in
the final report provided an opportunity to gain support for the Alliance’s new military strategy published the same year.
“Military security and a policy of détente are not contradictory. Collective defence is a stabilising factor in world politics. It is the necessary
condition for effective policies directed towards a greater relaxation of
tensions. The way to peace and stability in Europe rests in particular
on the use of the Alliance constructively in the interest of détente. The
participation of the USSR and the USA will be necessary to achieve a
or west.
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settlement of the political problems in Europe.”
The focus of this framework is improved regional understanding and
situational awareness, and to better anticipate and respond to crises
emanating from the south. NATO remains committed to its three core
tasks from the 2010 Strategic Concept, and there is a continuing need
to maintain and improve capabilities for expeditionary operations,
and to enhance NATO’s ability to project stability through regional
partnerships and capacity building efforts.
It is from the south and south-east where non-state actors that have
state-like aspirations, capabilities, and resources, threaten or affect
the security of Allied populations and the integrity of Allied territory.
These threats will be monitored and possible reactions will be planned
appropriately.
Faster decision-making
The ability to reinforce includes not only the right forces and appropriate plans. NATO is improving strategic anticipation by enhancing situational awareness, particularly in the east and south, as well as
in the North Atlantic. The ability to understand, track and, ultimately,
anticipate, the actions of potential adversaries is essential to enable
timely and informed political and military decisions.
Political decision-making is the most important element, because
without it there will be no (timely) military action. Political decision-making is exercised more regularly at home (governments and
parliaments) and within NATO HQ. Decisions at home include practicing whether constitutional bodies can make timely decisions about
deployment of troops and/or about transiting foreign troops across a
country. In some countries, this requirement led to the amendment of
legislation to speed-up the process. Exercises on political level within
NATO HQ help to establish the culture of readiness.
The backbone of NATO military decision making is the NATO Command Structure and NATO Force Structure. In recent years, the NCS
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underwent a functional assessment with the aim to remain robust and
agile, and effectively command simultaneous challenges across the
full spectrum of missions. The most visible result was an increase of
manpower and the establishment of new commands. A Cyberspace
Operations Centre in Belgium will be established to provide situational awareness and coordination of NATO operational activity within
cyberspace, Joint Force Command Norfolk headquarters in the United
States will focus on protecting the transatlantic lines of communication, and the Joint Support and Enabling Command in Germany will
ensure freedom of operation and sustainment in the rear area in support of the rapid movement of troops and equipment into, across, and
from Europe.
The ability to reinforce depends also on the freedom of movement of
Allied forces by land, air, or sea to and within any part of Alliance
territory. This freedom of movement is influenced by two factors: external and internal. External factors include the ability of an adversary
to restrict access and movement of troops within the Alliance territory, generally known as anti-access/area denial, or A2/AD capabilities.
This is a challenge with potentially serious implications on security for
Allies. Therefore, NATO is working on changes in posture, capabilities
and procedures to negate the effects of A2/AD.
Internal factors are already mentioned – infrastructure, and procedures. Without proper infrastructure it is not physically possible to
move troops and equipment. With lengthy and complicated procedures it is not possible to move troops and equipment across borders
quickly. Work is underway to streamline procedures and enhance infrastructure in Europe. This is better known as military mobility. With
NATO’s rather limited impact on infrastructure development and the
EU’s shared security interest in military mobility, this became the area
of biggest NATO-EU cooperation in defence to date. Suitable military
transport routes were identified. Military mobility will be exercised
more regularly. Border crossing clearance times will be shortened. To
improve the situation in military mobility it would need a lot of time,
work and investment. Removing legal barriers seems to be easier to do.
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NATO Readiness Initiative
The last, and perhaps the most demanding, initiative is the NATO
Readiness Initiative. It was launched at the NATO Brussels Summit
in July 2018. It is also known as “Four Thirties” or “4x30”. Its aim is to
make available to NATO more high-quality, combat-capable national
forces at high readiness. By 2020, Allies will provide an additional 30
major naval combatants, 30 heavy or medium manoeuvre battalions,
and 30 kinetic air squadrons, with enabling forces, at 30 days’ readiness or less. They will not be new units but rather drawn from within
the existing overall pool of forces and will be organised and trained as
elements of larger combat formations. The NATO Readiness Initiative
aims to enhance their ability to move within Europe and across the
Atlantic. These high readiness forces will be in addition to the already
existing NATO Response Force. From a military perspective it makes
more sense, and initiatives are underway to join these two initiatives
and have just one set/initiative of the NATO high readiness force. In
order to have these medium or heavy battalions fully enabled, more
combat support and combat service support units will be needed, thus
increasing the number of units at high readiness at NATO’s disposal. The 4x30 capability roster is slowly being filled and there are good
prospects that by 2020 the NATO Readiness Initiative will have the
foreseen forces available.

Conclusion
With a view to improving its deterrence and defence posture,
NATO continues to further enhance its readiness, responsiveness and
ability to reinforce its member states. NATO realizes that to have the
right forces in the right place at the right time in response to a more
unpredictable security environment is a necessity. Preparedness to
make timely decisions, availability of proper infrastructure, and procedures must be commensurate for high readiness forces. Readiness,
responsiveness, and the ability to reinforce its member states was natural to Cold War NATO and is being re-learned. This process has not
finished, yet. Many important initiatives (from assurance measures to
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the most recent NATO Readiness Initiative) were started. Similar to
steering a battleship, these initiatives need some time to take effect.the
right forces in the right place at the right time, and can reinforce across
the Alliancethe right forces in the right place at the right time, and can
reinforce across the Alliance
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U.S. PERSPECTIVES ON NATO AND
TRANSATLANTIC FUTURES
MATTHEW RHODES28
Introduction
NATO (the North Atlantic Treaty Organization) is America’s preeminent alliance. Since its founding in the late 1940s it has served as
the central pillar of the broader transatlantic relationship. With North
Macedonia’s impending accession, NATO will count 30 members
within its core area plus another 40 formal partners from Morocco
to New Zealand and Colombia. Its recently observed seventieth anniversary provided a fitting occasion for celebrating its historic success.
Nonetheless, NATO’s future place within U.S. policy again stands
poised between renaissance and irrelevance. A recent report by two
former American permanent representatives carried the title “An Alliance In Crisis.” (Lute and Burns 2019) Recommitment to transatlantic
defense coexists with disenchantment with liberal internationalism,
prioritization of Asia, and mutual frustrations with European allies.
President Trump’s particular expressions of these currents have succeeded in making NATO “interesting again.” However, the debates
they have sparked are best viewed within the broader contexts of history and emerging issues that will shape relations beyond Trump’s time
in office. American support for NATO remains robust. Nonetheless,
absent further adaptation around broadly shared and supported animating purposes, U.S. views of the alliance with Europe could drift
into twenty-first century variants of their pre-Cold War norm. Absent
strong commitment from its primus inter pares, NATO’s stabilizing
role in international security would diminish.

28  The opinions presented in this text are solely those of the author.
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Historical Context
America’s historically ambivalent relationship with Europe underlines that a transatlantic alliance is not a given. Prior to World War II,
the United States’ wary distance from its future allies “became more
than a policy; it became an expression” of an exceptionalist self-perception “which contrasted the simple virtues of [the American] Republic with the subtle and complex qualities (some said corruptions)
of Europe.” (Fromkin 1970)
George Washington, the country’s first President, famously set the
tone in his farewell address in 1796:
“The great rule of conduct for us, in regard to foreign nations, is
in extending our commercial relations to have with them as little political connection as possible…Europe has a set of primary
interests which to us have none or a very remote relation…[It is
thus] our true policy to steer clear of permanent alliances with
any portion of the foreign world.” (Yale Law School 2008)
Through the nineteenth century, Washington’s tenet gained expression in moves such as the formal end of the alliance with France that
had been concluded during the American War for Independence as
well as declaration of the Monroe Doctrine, which condemned further European colonization in the Western Hemisphere, as a unilateral
statement rather than the joint one proposed by Great Britain. (Gaddis
2014) Two declared wars with European powers (the War of 1812 with
Great Britain and the Spanish-American War of 1898) as well as periodic diplomatic crises reinforced the isolationist position.
The twentieth century only slowly changed this outlook. The U.S. remained out of World War I until 1917 and then pointedly entered as
an “associated” rather than allied power. After the war’s conclusion,
the U.S. Senate blocked entry into the League of Nations. During the
1930s, Congress passed a series of Neutrality Acts aimed at keeping the
country out of the approaching Second World War until the Japanese
attack on Pearl Harbor. America embraced deeper alliance engage-
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ment during that conflict, with especially close military coordination
with Great Britain through the Combined Chiefs of Staff. After the
war, the Senate approved membership in the United Nations as a milestone shift toward an alternative strategic approach that scholars have
labelled liberal internationalism, U.S. leadership within a rule-based
multilateral order geared toward preventing new world wars and economic depression. (Ikenberry 2011)
Still, the additional step to a NATO-style alliance remained uncertain.
U.S. forces underwent steep demobilization after the war’s end. In
1947, Senator Robert Vandenberg advised President Harry Truman
that congressional support for initiatives such as aid to Greece and
Turkey and the Marshall Plan would require dramatizing the Soviet threat in a way that would “scare the hell” out of the country. At
the outset of 1948, the Truman administration still dismissed British
proposals for U.S. participation in a European alliance, worrying this
could jeopardize the fragile support for economic assistance and perpetuate a disproportionate American burden for the continent’s defense. (Thies 2009)
Moves such as the communist seizure of power in Czechoslovakia and
the Soviet blockade of Berlin helped overcome this reluctance. Even
so, the U.S. insisted that the Article 5 security guarantee in the 1949
Washington Treaty exclude European colonial possessions and preserve each member’s discretion to respond to attacks on others through
“such action as it deems necessary” in accordance with its own “constitutional processes.” It took the outbreak of the Korean War (a “turning
point in the history of the alliance” (Kaplan 1997) the following year
for the U.S. to embrace the NSC-68 planning document’s more militarily robust version of containment and solidify its commitment to
the long-term forward presence and integrated military structures that
defined NATO for the next four decades.

Post-Cold War Reinvention
The Cold War’s end resurrected arguments for disbanding alliances and returning overseas forces to the United States. In the words of
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a prominent statement of the case, this would better allow America to
“absorb itself in the somewhat delayed task of addressing imperfections in its own society.”(Gholz 1997) Recognizing the potential appeal
of such sentiment, in 1993 Senator Richard Lugar warned that NATO
would go “out of area or out of business.”(Lugar 1993)
Thus while American troop levels in Europe indeed fell sharply (from
350,000 in the 1980s to 120,000 by the beginning of this century and
just over half of that now (U.S. European Command 2016), the Clinton, Bush, and Obama administrations simultaneously pursued new
objectives for the alliance. These included an array of formal partnerships, waves of enlargement, and multiple international military operations. In all of these respects, American breadth of scope exceeded
the more restricted regionalism of most members in Europe.
In terms of what the Alliance’s 2010 Strategic Concept would term
“cooperative security,” the most significant U.S.-backed outreach initiative has been the Partnership for Peace (PfP), launched in 1994 as
a flexible framework for military-to-military cooperation, security
consultations, and (where desired) membership preparation for former Warsaw Pact and other countries in Europe. Subsequent fora
have included the Mediterranean Dialogue (for North Africa and the
Levant), the Istanbul Cooperation Initiative (the Persian Gulf), Partners Around the Globe (mainly Asia), and individual frameworks for
Russia, Ukraine, and Georgia. Clinton and Bush played key roles in
advancing membership invitations to a dozen aspirants from the PfP
pool, and Obama did the same for Montenegro.
Meanwhile, examples of “crisis management” included Operation Deliberate Force and the follow-on Implementation/Stabilization Force
(IFOR/SFOR) in Bosnia-Herzegovina as well as Operation Allied
Force and Kosovo Force (KFOR) under Clinton, Operation Essential
Harvest in North Macedonia and the International Security Assistance
Force (ISAF) in Afghanistan under Bush, and Operation Unified Protector (OUP) over Libya and the post-ISAF Operation Resolute Support in Afghanistan under Obama.
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Rationales for these measures were often closely interlinked. Regarding potentially risky international operations, officials highlighted
NATO’s function as a “consensus engine” (Clark 2001) that confers
important advantages in terms of diplomatic legitimacy, common doctrine, and burden-sharing. Likewise, along with promoting democratic stability, structured interaction with aspirants and partners extends
familiarity and interoperability to additional countries that may join
Alliance-led missions. Indeed, involvement in deployments became a
de facto expectation of states seeking close ties or membership.
Nonetheless, by early in this decade momentum began to slow on both
tracks. Concerns were raised that the mostly smaller newer Allies
“water[ed]-down [NATO’s] military capabilities” (Michta 2006) and
sometimes backtracked on accession commitments. The number of
remaining countries strongly interested, prepared, and supported for
new membership had dwindled. (Asmus 2008) In the wake of the challenges and mixed results of extended commitments in Afghanistan as
well as Iraq, President Obama’s June 2011 address on force reductions
in the former stressed “[i]t is time to focus on nation-building here at
home.” (White House 2011) Meanwhile, Obama’s Secretary of Defense
Robert Gates (who had also served in the final two years of the Bush
administration) told West Point cadets that anyone advocating another land war in the Middle East or Asia “should have his head examined” (Gates 2011) and the 2012 National Defense Guidance affirmed
that “U.S. forces will no longer be sized to conduct large-scale, prolonged
stability operations” [italics in original]. (Department of Defense 2012)
The persistence of anarchic violence in post-OUP Libya cast a further
shadow over what the U.S. SACEUR and Ambassador to NATO had
initially celebrated as a lower cost model for the future. (Daalder and
Stavridis 2012)
It was thus at a point of some uncertainty regarding NATO’s further
purpose that Russia’s seizure of Ukraine’s Crimean peninsula in early 2014 led the United States and other allies to reprioritize collective
defense. Headline outcomes from the September 2014 Wales and July
2016 Warsaw summits included tripling of the size of NATO’s Reac-
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tion Force, recommitment to the two per cent of GDP standard within the Defense Investment Pledge, deployment of enhanced Forward
Presence battalions in the Baltic region, and other measures for resilience against cyber and hybrid attacks.

The Trump Critique
More so than with most of his predecessors, Donald Trump’s election as president four months after Warsaw signalled potential major
change in American foreign policy. Decades before entering politics,
Trump had challenged the value of liberal internationalism in general
and NATO and other U.S. alliances in particular. In a 1990 interview
with Playboy, for example, he complained that “defending wealthy
nations for nothing” effectively meant that “[o]ur ‘allies’ are making
billions” taking advantage of America. (Wright 2016) As a declared
candidate, from early 2016 Trump regularly labelled NATO “obsolete”
and “extremely expensive.”29 His framework foreign policy speech that
April presented “America First” as an “overriding theme” that would
displace “the false song of globalism” in a Trump administration, including by leaving allies who shirk burden-sharing commitments to
“defend themselves.” (Trump 2016) Asked specifically that July if he
would defend the Baltic states if Russia were to attack them, Trump
conditioned his reply on whether “they fulfill their obligations to us”
in terms of defense spending. (The New York Times 2016)
Trump offered similar statements after taking office. At an initial
meeting with NATO counterparts to open the alliance’s new headquarters in Brussels in May 2017, Trump’s ceremonial speech emphasized “chronic underpayments” while omitting an anticipated explicit
commitment to the Article 5 security guarantee. (White House 2017a)
At a full summit the following summer, he reportedly threatened that
the United States could “go [its] own way” if others failed to raise defense spending and engaged in such heated complaints against Ger29   For an early example, see the interview on ABC television’s “This Week” program, March 27, 2016. https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/week-transcript-donaldtrump-sen-bernie-sanders/story?id=37949498
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many that representatives from partner nations Georgia and Ukraine
had to be ushered out of the room. (Herszenhorn and Bayer 2018) In
an exchange with FOX television’s Tucker Carlson a few weeks later,
Trump seemed to question whether American troops should be sent if
the “very aggressive” people of NATO’s newest member Montenegro
started “World War III,” (FOX 2019) reviving questions about his view
of Article 5. In the meantime, he reportedly directed Pentagon planners to examine costs of removing troops stationed on the territory of
low-spending allies such as Germany (the location of more than half of
U.S. forces in Europe) (Hudson et al. 2018) and to develop a “Cost Plus
50” formula that would require countries with U.S. bases to pay 150%
of their operating expenses. (Wadhams and Jacobs 2019)

Countervailing Considerations
President Trump’s persistent criticisms have unsettled the alliance,
but other factors counter the impression that they signal U.S. abandonment of NATO.
First, other American voices have remained expressively positive.
In advance of the 2018 Brussels summit, the U.S. Senate passed a
non-binding resolution in support of the alliance by 97-2 while the
House of Representatives approved similar text on a unanimous voice
vote. (Wemer 2018) Following media reports of further presidential
talk of leaving the alliance, (Barnes and Cooper 2019) in January 2019
the U.S. House of Representatives also passed a NATO Support Act
against this by 357-22. Public opinion surveys find broad support
for the Alliance, including by 75% of respondents in a 2018 Chicago
Council of Foreign Affairs poll who said that the U.S. should maintain
or increase its commitment to NATO (Smeltz et al. 2018) and a similar 77% of a spring 2019 Pew Research Center poll who agreed that
NATO “is good for the U.S.” (Pew Research Center 2019) NATO may
also become a side issue in the 2020 presidential election, with early
Democratic Party front-runner Joe Biden pledging “we will be back” at
the February 2019 Munich Security Conference and criticizing Trump
for taking a “battering ram” to the alliance in a July 2019 foreign policy
address. (C-SPAN 2019)
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Second, burden-sharing complaints date to NATO’s birth and include
precedents of threatened consequences for leaving them unmet. In
the early 1950s, President Dwight Eisenhower (NATO’s first SACEUR)
spoke of “shock treatment” to push Europeans to assume greater responsibility for their defense, with his Secretary of State John Foster Dulles warning the North Atlantic Council of an “agonizing reappraisal of basic U.S. policy” if this were not forthcoming. (Driver
2016) Three decades later, a report to Congress from President Ronald
Reagan’s Secretary of Defense Casper Weinberger complained of allies
“doing far less than seems equitable,” prompting Senate Armed Services Committee Chair Sam Nunn to propose withdrawal of 90,000
American troops from the continent unless allies fulfilled a pledge to
increase defense spending by 3% per year. (Driver 2016)
At the start of the current century, complaints that NATO procedures
had delayed action without adding capability in Balkan combat missions led the George W. Bush administration to abjure an Alliance role
in its initial post-9/11 intervention against the Taliban in Afghanistan.
Presaging later friction over Iraq, Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld insisted that “the mission determines the coalition” rather than the
reverse. (Department of Defense 2001)
Such themes also surfaced with Barack Obama’s presidency. In a foreign policy speech in summer 2008, candidate Obama had pledged
to “strengthen NATO by challenging our allies to do more.” (Obama
2008) However, the financial crisis instead brought $45 billion in further contractions in NATO Europe defense budgets through 2010,
(Rasmussen 2011) while allies met the tripling of American forces in
Afghanistan to 100,000 with a mix of smaller temporary deployments,
announcements of withdrawal, and persistent national caveats restricting troops’ use. Reflecting disappointment in that response, Secretary
of Defense Robert Gates (who had also served in the last two years
of the Bush administration) delivered a farewell address to the North
Atlantic Council in June 2011 that warned of “dwindling appetite and
patience in the U.S.…to expend increasingly precious funds on behalf of nations that are apparently unwilling to devote the necessary
resources…to be serious and capable partners in their own defense.”
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(Department of Defense 2011) Further addressing these issues in an
interview in his final year in office, Obama described Europe as a “free
rider problem” and lamented that Great Britain, France, and other allies had proven less “invested in the follow-up” to the Libya intervention than he had expected. (Goldberg 2016)
Accordingly, Trump administration officials have sometimes presented their escalated pressure as tough love, a necessary source of
leverage that NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg estimates will
correlate with an additional $100 billion in defense spending by nonU.S. NATO members through 2020. (White House 2019a) Drawing
comparison to business negotiations, candidate Trump posited that to
deal effectively with allies “you have to be willing to walk.” (The New
York Times 2016)
Third, Trump’s headline-making criticisms have coexisted with more
conventionally supportive administration statements, including from
Trump himself. As an early example, Germany’s Defense Minister
Ursula von der Leyne recalled how Secretary of Defense-designee
James Mattis managed “to distance himself from everything President
Trump had said [negatively about NATO] without appearing disloyal” in a phone conversation during the presidential transition. (Filkins
2017) Mattis and Vice-President Michael Pence also delivered reassuring speeches at the annual Munich Security Conference after the inauguration, respectively expressing the administration’s “full support”
and “unwavering commitment” to the alliance. (Department of Defence 2017 and White House 2017b) Secretary of State Rex Tillerson
chose to skip his first NATO ministerial for a visit by China’s President
Xi Jinping to Washington in April 2017 (triggering the ministerial’s
rescheduling), but he likewise later emphasized America’s “ironclad…
security commitments to [its] European allies” - “our best partners”
- in a speech at the Wilson Center that November. (Tillerson 2017)
European officials also welcomed that the administration’s National
Security Strategy released under the guidance of National Security Advisor LTG H.R. McMaster in December identified NATO as “one of
[America’s] great advantages” and included democratic values within
the America First framework (a phrase that McMaster had earlier em-
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phasized did not imply “America Alone”).30
To be sure, the departure of many of these officials over the course of
2018 raised questions of waning pro-NATO sentiment. This was especially so in the case of Mattis, whose December resignation letter alluded to differences with the President on “treating allies with respect.”
(Mattis 2018) Still, Tillerson’s replacement Michael Pompeo made a
point of flying to Brussels for a NATO ministerial hours after his Senate confirmation in April and praised the Alliance as “an indispensable institution [that] must continue” in a speech back in Brussels that
December that questioned the value of other organizations. (Pompeo
2018) Likewise, McMaster’s successor John Bolton, who had famously
criticized the United Nations as U.S. ambassador there in the 1980s,
defended NATO as “the most successful political-military alliance in
human history” against Trump’s campaign comments in summer 2016
(Wood 2019) and reportedly led efforts once appointed to finalize the
substantive declaration released at the start of the alliance’s July 2018
summit. (Cooper and Barnes 2018)
For his part, President Trump told reporters that the Alliance was “no
longer obsolete” after meeting with NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg at the White House in April 2017. Trump attributed this to the
effectiveness of his pressure for change and, as he explained in an Associated Press interview marking his first one hundred days in office,
to the fact that as President he had learned “a lot [more] about NATO.”
(Associated Press 2017) An explicit affirmation “committing the United States to Article 5…absolutely” followed in a Rose Garden appearance with Romanian President Klaus Iohannis at the White House in
June (White House 2017c) and was repeated in a speech in Warsaw in
July. (White House 2017d)
A fourth countervailing point is captured by the saying to “watch what
we do, not what we say.” Rhetoric aside, the administration’s tangible
policy measures have exhibited “an almost contradictory continuity”
30   President Trump nonetheless emphasized burden-sharing criticisms in his
public release of the document; (Benitez 2019, see also: McMaster and Cohn 2017)
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that has in some respects even expanded practical support for the alliance. (Lange 2018) To begin with, despite hopes and fears to the contrary, the administration backed NATO membership for Montenegro
and North Macedonia. In the case of Montenegro, which had been
formally invited at the end of the Obama administration, this meant
encouraging the Senate’s April 2017 ratification, including through
a letter from Secretary Tillerson to Senate leaders in March calling a
timely affirmative vote “strongly in the interests of the United States.”
(Zengerle 2017) Afterwards, Vice President Pence received Montenegrin Prime Minister Dusko Markovic (whom Trump had pushed
past at the NATO leaders’ group photo in Brussels the week before)
at the White House to mark Montenegro’s formal accession in June
and then travelled to Montenegro for a congratulatory visit in August,
delivering a speech that condemned “Moscow-backed agents” for an
anti-accession coup attempt during the country’s October 2016 parliamentary elections and stressed continuity in American support for
Euro-Atlantic integration. (White House 2017e) In the case of North
Macedonia, this meant decisive diplomatic engagement in spring 2017
by State Department Deputy Assistant Secretary Hoyt Yee to break a
deadlock in government formation that had included violence in parliament, (The Economist 2017) diplomatic support for the country’s
June Prespa agreement with Greece to resolve the name dispute that
had previously blocked its accession, and public encouragement for an
advisory referendum on the deal in September in separate visits to the
country by Secretary of Defense Mattis and Assistant Secretary of State
Wess Mitchell two weeks before the vote.
Meanwhile, the administration has tangibly bolstered collective defense. As part of its general increase of the U.S. defense budget, it
nearly doubled funding for the European Deterrence Initiative, which
provides additional resources for exercises, prepositioned equipment,
and military infrastructure and rose from $3.4 billion under the last
Obama budget in 2017 to $4.8 billion in 2018 and $6.5 billion in 2019
before subsiding slightly to a requested $5.9 billion for 2020. (See: Latici 2018) Among other such engagements, U.S. forces including 20,000
troops and a carrier strike group participated in the Trident Juncture
exercise in and around Norway in fall 2018, one of the largest NATO
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exercises since the Cold War.
As referenced above, Secretary Mattis and other officials also advanced initiatives to bolster military mobility that were adopted at the
2018 Brussels summit. The deliberately limited scale of the enhanced
Forward Presence battalions and other units along the Eastern Flank
mean that NATO is relying on timely reinforcement in case of attack
or other crisis, which rests not only on capable available forces but also
a combination of legal permissions, physical infrastructure, and exercised procedures. Accordingly, a command structure reform established a revived Atlantic Command in Norfolk, Virginia in the United
States and a new logistics Support and Enabling Command in Ulm,
Germany to coordinate planning for transit from North America to
Europe and across the continent, respectively. A second, “4x30” measure is to complement NATO’s existing Reaction Force by making an
additional 30 mechanized battalions, 30 naval vessels, and 30 aircraft
squadrons deployable within 30 days by 2020.
As a final example, in June 2019 President Trump and Poland’s President Andrzej Duda signed an agreement at the White House to
expand bilateral defense cooperation. Although short of the division-sized “Fort Trump” Polish officials had suggested, this foresees
adding another 1000 rotational American troops to the 4500 already
in the country, establishing a division headquarters, and creating new
training centers and other military infrastructure. (Lopez 2019)

Emerging Challenges
While the basic issues above have received the most attention, a
set of additional matters may be equally significant for American views
of NATO’s utility over the medium to longer term. A selection follows
below.
Terrorism
Despite the sometimes awkward fit between an inter-state military alliance and threats from non-state networks, NATO has halting-
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ly assumed a role in fighting international terrorism since Al-Qaeda’s
attacks on the World Trade Center and Pentagon in September 2001
made this a top U.S. security concern. NATO’s first-time invocation
of Article 5 the following day signalled other members’ solidarity and
opened way for a pair of Article 5 operations, Eagle Assist, which
transferred Alliance AWACS (Airborne Warning and Control System)
planes to U.S. airspace control through spring 2002, and Active Endeavor, which organized naval patrols in the Mediterranean Sea and
was succeeded by Operation Sea Lion in 2016. As noted, the Bush administration opted to execute its initial campaign against the Taliban
government and Al-Qaeda in Afghanistan outside the NATO framework. However, from 2003 NATO commanded the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) in that country and has done the same
for its successor Resolute Support since 2014. NATO adopted a set of
“policy guidelines on counter-terrorism” at the 2012 Chicago summit,
and the Obama administration also organized an initial core group of
the Global Coalition to Defeat ISIS on the margins of NATO’s 2014
Wales summit.
Pushing for further attention to this issue has been a priority for President Trump, including as a reason he cited as a candidate for the alliance’s obsolescence. Responding to this charge, an Action Plan on
Counter-Terrorism was the major deliverable of the May 2017 NATO
leaders’ meeting. This included NATO’s formal membership in the anti-ISIS coalition, increased NATO AWACS flights over Iraq and Syria
as well as in-country training for Iraqi security forces, and creation of
a terrorism intelligence cell and new post of counter-terrorism coordinator at NATO headquarters. Establishment of a “Hub for the South”
at NATO’s Joint Force Command in Naples to focus on the Middle
East and Africa further complemented these steps.31
31   According to the Hub’s mission description, it is a forum “that connects Allies,
Partners and Subject Matter Experts to better understand and overcome challenges, as well as look for opportunities in NATO’s South (Middle East, North Africa,
Sahel, and Sub-Saharan Africa) [and] aims to contribute to coordination, synchronisation, and de-confliction of NATO activities.”
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The effect of these measures remains uncertain. Some, such as NATO’s joining of a coalition to which all of its members already belonged, were largely symbolic. (See Kristiansen and Scousboe 2017) In
the meantime, discussions of a NATO role in “post-caliphate stability
operations” (Binnendijk and Gompert 2017) have proven problematic. To begin with, Trump’s initially announced intent to withdraw all
U.S. forces from Syria was a trigger of Secretary Mattis’s resignation.
Even with extension of a reduced U.S. contingent, Great Britain and
France declined to increase their presence and no other allies offered
to join them. (De Young and Ryan 2019) At the same time, U.S. support to the anti-Assad Syrian Democratic Forces has added to friction
with NATO ally Turkey, which views the Kurdish-led People’s Protection Units (YPG) at the core of that group as terrorists linked to the
Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK) on its own territory. Amidst a parallel
dispute over Turkey’s purchase of an S-400 air defense system from
Russia, Turkish officials have hinted of possible eviction of U.S. forces
from Incirlik airbase, a critical facility for anti-ISIS and other regional
operations. (See Erdogan 2018)
China
U.S. security interests in Asia have also long affected NATO. As
noted above, the Korean War was a “turning point” that helped catalyze
NATO’s institutional maturation. The later war in Vietnam brought
political strains with European governments and publics and pulled
Europe-based American units to that theater. As mentioned, contributions by U.S. treaty allies such as Japan, South Korea, and Australia
to ISAF and other operations led the George W. Bush administration
to push for creation of the Partners Around the Globe framework in
2006, a move some experts viewed as a step toward a “truly global alliance.” (Goldgeier and Daalder 2006) Of its nine current participants,
all but Colombia are from Asia and Oceania.
U.S. focus has further increased over the past decade in response to
what journalist Gideon Rachman termed “Easternization,” the gathering shift of wealth and geopolitical weight toward China and other parts of Asia. (Rachman 2016) Reflecting priorities also associated
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with National Security Advisor Tom Donilon, (Horowitz 2010) Secretary of State Hillary Clinton kicked off the Obama administration’s
“pivot” in late 2011 with a call for “substantially increased investment
— diplomatic, economic, strategic, and otherwise — in the Asia-Pacific region.” (Clinton 2011) The following January’s National Defense
Strategic Guidance added that “while the U.S. military will continue
to contribute to security globally, we will of necessity rebalance toward
the Asia-Pacific region” [italics in original]. (Department of Defense
2012) Practical consequences included adjustments such as shifting
from a 50/50 distribution of naval assets in the Atlantic and Pacific
toward 60/40 in favor of the latter as well as drawing down two of four
remaining army combat brigades from Europe.
President Trump unsigned the pivot’s economic centerpiece, the
Trans-Pacific Partnership, during his first week in office, but his administration has further emphasized the region in other respects. The
2017 National Security Strategy prioritized “great power competition,”
with explicit reference to China, Russia, and regional players such as
Iran. At the start of 2019 Secretary Mattis’s acting successor Patrick
Shanahan admonished senior Pentagon staff to “remember China,
China, China,” (Seligman 2019a) while the opening pages of the Indo-Pacific Strategy Report released mid-year later identifying the area
as “the single most consequential region for America’s future” and “the
Department of Defense’s priority theater.” (Department of Defense
2019) Shanahan’s permanent successor Mark Esper likewise told reporters on a trip to Asia that August that “[o]ur strategic competitors
are China and Russia…in that order.” (Seligman 2019b) Putting such
statements into transatlantic context, Vice President Pence called the
rise of China “the greatest challenge NATO will face in the coming
decades” (and one that “will necessarily demand more of America’s
attention and resources”) during the alliance’s seventieth anniversary
festivities in April 2019. (White House 2019b)
Specific implications remain uncertain. On the one hand, given that
the unipolarity of the immediate post-Cold War era arguably reduced
U.S. incentives to cultivate cooperation, (Brooks and Wohlforth 2008)
a return to a bipolar global structure might boost the inherent value of
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alliances such as NATO. On the other, that effect could be outweighed
to the extent the underlying economic and demographic trends diminish Europe’s geopolitical significance, (see: Eberstadt 2019; also Simon
2010) NATO members prove uninterested or unable to support joint
approaches, and/or the U.S. loses interest and capacity for leadership.
This mixed dynamic may apply across multiple areas. One element
could include upgrades in relations with NATO partners in the region
in spirit of earlier calls for a “transatlantic pivot.” (Binnendijk 2014)
Other experts have proposed creating a NATO-China Council along
the lines of the existing one with Russia. (Pavel and Brzezinski 2019)
NATO remains unlikely to assume greater direct military responsibilities in Asia. Still, the United Kingdom and France have recently executed or announced plans for additional freedom of navigation and
other naval presence in the Indo-Pacific, and additional allies such as
Canada, Denmark, Germany, the Netherlands and Italy have begun
taking part in the annual U.S.-led Rim of the Pacific (RIMPAC) maritime exercise. Such complementary measures are welcomed, but increased allied capacity to back-fill U.S. forces in Europe in the event
those must be drawn to the Pacific may be of greatest significance.
Meanwhile recalling the Cold War-era COCOM (Coordinating Committee on Multilateral Export Controls) mechanism, closer coordination to prevent economic and technological relations with China from
becoming a “wedge” issue could prove equally important. (Michta
2019) The Obama administration unsuccessfully sought to dissuade
the United Kingdom and other European allies from joining China’s
new Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank in 2015 (lamenting such
“constant accommodation” of Beijing (Dyer and Parker 2015)). Since
mid-2018, Greece, Portugal, and Italy have followed the post-1990
Central European allies as members of China’s Belt and Road Initiative, with Greece also becoming the seventeenth partner in China’s formerly 16+1 investment framework with those countries. These steps
coincided with Trump administration efforts to keep technology from
China’s Huawei company out of allies’ developing 5G telecommunication networks. During a five-nation European tour that emphasized
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the issue in February 2019, Secretary Pompeo warned that security
reasons mean “it will be more difficult for the United States Department of Defense to work alongside” countries with such equipment.
(U.S. Embassy & Consulate in Poland 2019) America’s ambassador
to Germany also sent that country’s economics ministry a letter the
following month warning of reduced intelligence sharing. (Pancevski
and Germano 2019) The expanding role of information and other advanced technologies such as artificial intelligence will further magnify
such issues. (see: Lindley-French 2019 also Valasek 2019)

Transatlantic Community
NATO’s character as not only an instrumental alliance but also a
“security community” of shared identity and values has helped explain
its durability.32 Building on the pre-NATO Atlantic Charter signed
by Roosevelt and Churchill in 1941, the Washington Treaty identifies
safeguarding freedom, democracy, and signatories’ “common heritage
and civilization” as among its purposes.
These too, however, are challenged by divergence. In terms of cultural
heritage, in the late 1990s Stephen Walt highlighted the declining percentage of Americans of European descent (falling below half around
2040), the fading “affinity for the ‘old country’” among European
Americans after multiple generations, and the shift of population from
the Atlantic-oriented Northeast to the South and West. (Walt 1998)
As a generalization, Americans’ greater religiosity and national pride
contrast with Europeans’ post-modern secularism. (see Norris and Inglehart 2014) Finally, as Secretary Gates also pointed out in his 2011
remarks to the North Atlantic Council, there is an accelerating generational transition on both sides of the Atlantic from leaders for whom
NATO’s original Cold War context had been a defining experience to
ones for whom it represents a historical abstraction. Many of these
same millennials express less attachment to democratic rule than their
32   The term was first used by Karl Deutsch in Political Community and the North
Atlantic Area: International Organization in Light of Historical Experience, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1957.
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parents and grandparents. (Foa and Mouk 2016) Meanwhile, despite
its recent ebb, the global spread of democracy since the 1970s has reduced the Cold War overlap of NATO with “the Free World.”33
Donald Trump’s response has been re-emphasis of civilizational
bonds. As a candidate Trump raised this theme in his April 2016 foreign policy speech, pledging to “work with our allies to reinvigorate
Western values and institutions” and arguing that “strengthening and
promoting Western civilization…will do more to inspire positive reforms around the world than military interventions.” (Trump 2016)
As President he elaborated further in his July 2017 address in Warsaw,
positing at the conclusion of several passages on NATO defense commitments that the “fundamental question of our time is whether the
West has the will to survive.” (White House 2017)
Trump’s expressions on this point have received mixed reactions
within other NATO states. The divide reflects differences in political
philosophies as well as in perspective on the place of the European
Union within the transatlantic community.
The Trump administration has been skeptical regarding the latter. Just
prior to taking office, President-elect Trump disparaged the EU as a
“vehicle for Germany” that other members would follow Great Britain
in leaving. (Bild 2017) Trump later called the EU a “foe” that treats the
U.S. “horribly” (on other occasions, “as bad” or “worse” than China)
on trade. (CBS News 2018) The EU accordingly received only a brief
reprieve from tariffs on steel and aluminum imports imposed on national security grounds in spring 2017 and stands potentially subject
to more on automobiles and other products. Secretary of State Pompeo
questioned whether EU bureaucracies served their peoples’ interests
in his December 2018 speech in Brussels, and National Security Advisor Bolton praised Brexit as a “triumph of democracy” that will
“help NATO to be more effective” in a May 2019 newspaper interview.
(Coughlin 2019)
33   “In 1973, forty of the 150 countries (26.7 percent) in the world were democracies. In 2007, 119 of 193 countries (61.7 percent) were democracies.” (McFaul 2010)
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As suggested by Bolton’s remark, this outlook has extended to discussions of the EU’s role in security and defense. Although the Eisenhower administration backed the unsuccessful European Defense Union
project in the 1950s, successors have been more cautious. During
the 1990s, President Clinton’s Secretary of State Madeleine Albright
articulated the so-called “3 Ds” standpoint under which EU steps in
defense should neither duplicate existing NATO structures, discriminate against non-EU NATO members, nor lead to decoupling in
transatlantic relations. (Albright Madeleine 1998) NATO’s 2016 and
2018 summits featured joint declarations on strategic partnership and
cooperation with the European Union. Linking this issue to concerns
over trade, however, Trump officials have expressed reservations about
the PESCO (Permanent Structured Cooperation) project launched by
25 EU members in late 2017. Seeing its European Defense Fund as
potentially discriminatory against American suppliers, U.S. Ambassador to NATO Kay Bailey Hutchinson warned against its becoming a
“protectionist vehicle” that “could splinter the strong security alliance
that we have.” (Erlanger 2018)

Conclusion
The trajectory of U.S. policy toward NATO is subject to a paradox. On the one hand, current engagement even under a critical president is more firmly grounded than is sometimes perceived. Secretary
General Stoltenberg’s argument that transatlantic “ties on defense have
grown stronger” despite open differences in other policy areas is more
than obligatory cheerleading. (NATO 2018)
On the other hand, longer-term prospects are more uncertain. The
alliance’s privileged position stands less vulnerable to dramatic confrontation than to a creeping sense forecast a decade ago by former
French Foreign Minister Hubert Vedrine of being neither a “priority”
nor a “solution” to problems. (Erlanger 2009) Even without reversion
to isolationism, a logical next step would be to stop “overinvesting” in
an “underperforming” NATO in favor of a more diversified “portfolio”
of security partnerships. (Schake 2011) In addition to continued interest within Europe, festive celebration in Washington of NATO at 80 or
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100 will thus require that the United States remain broadly committed
to international engagement and see its NATO allies as valuable partners in that task.
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ACHIEVEMENTS AND FAILURES OF NATO
CYBER POLICIES
ONDŘEJ ROJČÍK34
Introduction
NATO Allies have elevated Cyber defence from a barely recognized technical issue into a fully developed and integrated military
and political domain in just a little over fifteen years. The Alliance is
adapting to the new and ever changing environment relatively quickly
and nudging many hesitant Allies toward activities and policies they
probably would not have undertaken in a timely manner. The most
agile members who are capable of accelerating development in more
reluctant member states set the agenda of the organization. Since 2002,
when the Prague Summit Declaration mentioned defence against cyberattacks for the first time, goals in this area have been defined by a
set of policy documents, accomplished by numerous substantive activities, and framed by new institutions. Cyber defence35 has become one
of the most important priorities of the Alliance. As a cross-sectional
issue, it has the potential to impact the functionality and effectivity of
all other military domains and areas of NATO security involvement.
Despite the relatively dynamic development and NATO’s ability to
adjust its policies and institutions to new threats and technological
development, there are still areas where the progress is too slow. For
instance, to create effective military deterrence, NATO needs two major elements: attribution and offensive capabilities. Both of these issues have political sensitivities that prevent the Allies from choosing
a clearly defined approach. NATO needs to overcome these hindranc34   The views and opinions expressed in this article are those of the author and
do not necessarily reflect the official policy or position of the National Cyber and
Information Security Agency of the Czech Republic.
35  Cyber defence is understood in this article as a combination of protection (cyber security) of military infrastructure (including NATO as an organization) and as
capabilities to gain advantages against an adversary by offensive measures.
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es as it is approaching the world of emerging disruptive technologies
such as fifth generation (5G) networks, artificial intelligence (AI),
quantum computing or autonomous equipment. All of them are likely
to multiply the current cyber threats.

The Volatile Threat Landscape is Shaping NATO Policies
Improved NATO capabilities for protecting its infrastructure that include logging, storage and analysis of available data from various incidents have shown that the Alliance is under permanent pressure from
external state actors, mainly Russia. Russian cyber espionage activities
against NATO networks are accompanied by activities against NATO
members’ infrastructure including strategic institutions.
Major cyber-related incidents, attacks and technological trends in the
past fifteen years are creating a sense of urgency and shaping the NATO
agenda in this area. In 2007, attackers targeting the Estonian information infrastructure managed to shut down the websites of many crucial institutions such as banks, major media houses, ministries, or the
Parliament. This first-hand experience with large-scale state-backed
attacks was a wake-up call for NATO and initiated many new NATO
discussions, activities, measures and policies in the cyber domain.
The conflict in Georgia in 2008 demonstrated that cyberattacks have
a potential to become a major component of conventional warfare as
intruders attacked a crude oil pipeline in Turkey, the overall internet
traffic in Georgia or the websites of many Georgian government institutions including the president. The same applies to the conflict in
Ukraine in 2014, as the country has suffered attacks on the election
process, train and airline on-line booking, ports, the power grid, as
well as tax and financial data.
For the European Allies, China is not an imminent threat in the physical world, but is definitely a substantial geopolitical opponent capable
of causing major harm in cyber space. The main focus of NATO strategies, armament, exercises and other activities in the first three domains should be tailored to the threats from Russia. However, NATO
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activities in the cyber domain need to consider Chinese threat specificities substantially.
The 5G debate has shifted the focus of the Alliance to China significantly. The position of Huawei and ZTE as 5G technology innovators
and vendors is considerable. 5G has the potential to revolutionize
many services and industries, as it is capable of transferring much
more data, at a higher speed and lower latency. The network will be
carrying very sensitive data and information with a possible impact
on the security of whole societies. Trust towards technology providers
is a crucial element of the overall 5G security as there is a whole array
of possibilities on how to interfere in all the crucial principles of cyber
security, i.e. confidentiality, integrity and the availability of the data of
sectors such as autonomous transportation, power supplies, digitized
agriculture or industrial production of strategic commodities. It is not
a list of issues for a standard NATO debate, but major disruptions in
transportation, energy or food supplies in a territory of a member state
would have far-reaching implications in case of defensive military operations. In the not-so-distant 5G future, the ability to exercise control
over data will be a way to control other nations and societies (Seely,
Varnish Obe, and Hemmings 2019, 9-10). In addition, the state security and military sector will depend on smoothly functioning 5G as
the boundary between military and civilian domains will continue to
fade away.
The fact that NATO is a large, sophisticated military alliance does not
mean that the cyberattacks it faces are always of a similar nature. The
initial phase of most cyberattacks usually involves good old-fashioned
spear-phishing and other social engineering targeting the abuse of the
most vulnerable part of every IT infrastructure: the user. This clearly demonstrates that resilience heavily depends on a multi-level approach addressing all aspects of cyber security, i.e. people, processes
and technologies.
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Increasing the Acknowledgement of Cyber Defence
by NATO Summits
The increasing number of mentions of the term “cyber” in NATO
summit declarations illustrates the growing importance of the cyber
domain as it went from one mention in the 2002 Prague Summit Declaration to twenty-five mentions in the Brussels Summit Declaration
in 2018. Paragraph 4f calling on Allies to “Strengthen our capabilities
to defend against cyberattacks” is the shortest paragraph of the 2002
Prague Summit Declaration, but it introduced cyber defence as a part
of the NATO political agenda (NATO 2002). Even before the 2007
eye-opening cyberattacks on Estonia, the 2006 Riga Summit reiterated
the improved protection of key information systems against cyberattacks (NATO 2006). However, the attacks in Estonia have accelerated
the policy development and NATO issued its first “Policy on Cyber
Defence” in January 2008, followed by the new Strategic Concept at
the Lisbon Summit in 2010. The Summit tasked the North Atlantic
Council (NAC) with developing the NATO cyber defence policy and
an action plan for its implementation (NATO 2010). Cyber defence
requirements and priorities were introduced into the NATO Defence
Planning Process in 2012.
“Cyber” – word counts in final documents of individual NATO summits
Prague 2002

1

Istanbul 2004

0

Riga 2006

1

Bucharest 2008

5

Strasbourg/Kehl 2009

8

Lisbon 2010

11

Chicago 2012

10

Wales 2014

20

Warsaw 2016

23

Brussels 2018

25
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The crisis in Ukraine catapulted cyber-related issues to the top of the
political agenda of the 2014 Wales Summit. The Allies endorsed a new
cyber defence policy and promised to improve cyber defence education, training and exercise activities, but most importantly NATO declared that a cyberattack could lead to the invocation of Article 5 on
a case-by-case basis (NATO 2014). The applicability of the right to
self-defence is defined in the Tallinn Manual 2.0 on the international
law applicable to cyber operations prepared by an international group
of experts at the invitation of the NATO CCD COE. According to the
Tallinn Manual 2.0, self-defence can be applied in the event that a state
is a target of a cyber operation that rises to the level of an armed attack
(Schmitt 2019, 339).36 The scale and effect of the cyberattack are variables that determine whether a cyber operation constitutes an armed
attack. The exact threshold remains unclear, as the group of experts
has differing positions for instance on the 2010 Stuxnet operation case
study of an attack on the Iranian nuclear facility in Natanz. Some experts consider it the case of an attack that reached the threshold of an
armed attack, while others dissent from this view. The general principle the applicability of international law to cyber space (that implicitly
includes the right of self-defence) was endorsed by UN GGE in 2015,
although the question of self-defence was not explicitly spelled out
(UN GA 2015).
At the 2016 Summit in Warsaw, NATO decided to recognize cyberspace as the fourth domain of NATO operations, defence policy and
planning efforts, in addition to land, sea, and air. The so-called NATO
Cyber Defence Pledge, through which member states committed to
prioritize the strengthening of the cyber defence of national networks
and infrastructures, was an important product of the Summit. The
Warsaw Summit has also pushed most Allies to create national cyber
36   The international group of experts drafting the Manual included lawyers from
the US, UK, Estonia, China, Japan, Australia, Korea, Israel, Thailand or Belarus.
While the Manual is not legally binding and does not mirror the position of any
specific nation or international organisation, it is nevertheless the work of eminent
legal scholars summarizing customary international law applicable to cyberspace
operations.
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defence strategies or to review existing ones (Lété, Dege 2017, 2). The
Brussels Summit in 2018 laid the groundwork for the new Cyberspace
Operations Centre as a part of NATO’s Command Structure. Member
states also decided that NATO can employ national cyber capabilities
for its missions and operations. The 2019 Summit in London is likely
to discuss cyber security extensively again. Specifically, the role of China in cyber space is the most likely major topic.

Evolving an Institutional Framework for Cyber Defence
To handle various aspects of cyber defence, NATO needs a number of
dedicated teams and bodies that can manage the growing cyber agenda. Teams of technical experts responsible for network protection or
the handling of incidents are one of the most important assets of every
organization. NATO specialists are also collecting and analysing data,
considering policy aspects and managing its resources and priorities
within the dedicated parts of the maturing institutional framework.
The usual first steps in grasping the area of cyber security for any entity is the creation of the capability for handling incidents and crises.
The 2002 Prague Summit paved the way for the NATO Computer Incident Response Capability (NCIRC). However, the key body within the
Alliance that decides on the most important aspects of cyber defence
including a potential response to an attack is the NAC. The Cyber Defence Committee (CDC) is a senior advisory body to NAC on cyber
issues, while at the working level, the NATO Cyber Defence Management Board (CDMB) is responsible for coordinating cyber issues
throughout civilian and military bodies of the Alliance. The CDMB
comprises the leaders of the policy, military, operational and technical
bodies with responsibilities for cyber defence (NATO 2018a).
In 2012, NATO officials created the NATO Communication and Information Agency (NCIA), which acts as NATO’s principal deliverer of IT and communication support to NATO Headquarters, NATO
Command Structure, and NATO Agencies. NCIA is in control of the
acquisition and procurement of IT technology. NCIA is also responsible for the cyber security of NATO’s networks and houses both the
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NCIRC team and NATO’s Information Security Operations Centre.
NATO created a new Cyberspace Operations Centre (CyOC) within
the Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers in Europe (SHAPE) in 2018
as a part of the NATO Command Structure. The Centre will coordinate operational activity within cyberspace and provide situational
awareness. It should be fully staffed by 2023 and will strengthen NATO’s cyber defences, and help integrate cyber into NATO planning
and operations at all levels.
Cyber threat intelligence is an important component of the new Joint
Intelligence and Security Division which aims to provide early warning both for NATO and the Allies. NATO has also developed the Cyber Rapid Reaction Team (RRT) within NCIRC to respond to incidents in NATO networks, NATO operations and commands and assist
member states upon their request (and approval by NAC) in moments
of crisis. The intention is to help those Allies who do not yet have sufficient capabilities available.
The NATO Cyber Defence Center of Excellence (CCD COE) in Estonia is formally outside the organizational structure of NATO. It provides trainings and workshops, develops doctrinal and legal concepts
or carries out technical research. The institution stands behind the Tallinn Manual, which is the main authority on the applicability of the law
of armed conflict to cyberspace and cyberwarfare. The Tallinn Manual
2.0 was released in February 2017 and focuses on cyber operations
both in peacetime and within an armed conflict.

Major Projects and Activities: Sharing and Exercising
Is the Primary Focus
The above-mentioned institutional framework has enabled a smooth
initiation, management and audit of NATO activities. Most of the activities focus on data and knowledge sharing, enhancement of coordination and the improvement of capabilities in the area of resilience.
Allies would not gain access to resources to develop capabilities alone,
but this can be facilitated through projects such as the Smart Defence
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initiatives. The Smart Defence projects in the area of cyber defence
include the Malware Information Sharing Platform (MISP), the Smart
Defence Multinational Cyber Defence Capability Development (MN
CD2) project, and the Multinational Cyber Defence Education and
Training (MN CD E&T) project (NATO 2018a). Among other outputs, Portugal is opening a NATO Cyber Defence Academy as a training centre and a platform for the exchange of expertise among member states.
The CCD COE organizes the world’s largest international real-time
network defence exercise, the Locked Shields, which in its 9th iteration in 2019 saw more than 1500 participants in 23 teams. The exercise focused on gaining a better understanding between strategic decision-makers and technicians from different NATO nations (Cowan
2019). The challenge for the defenders was to help contain damage and
protect networks from attacks (NATO 2019).
NATO’s annual Crisis Management Exercise (CMX) tests NATO reactions to Article 4 and Article 5 scenarios. The 2019 edition included significant cyber aspects as it has the potential to impact all other
military domains. Decision-makers at both the NATO and member
state levels, civilian and military personnel are testing the procedures
of decision-making and consultation. These and other exercises like
the annual Cyber Coalition Exercise or Crossed Swords are now an
integral part of building NATO’s cyber capabilities.
The Cyber Defence Pledge adopted at the Warsaw Summit commits
Allies to prioritizing the strengthening of national networks and infrastructures, including the allocation of adequate resources. The pledge
points out cyber education, training and the exercising of NATO forces as a crucial part of capacity building and introduces a procedure
to track progress on the delivery of the pledge by means of an annual
assessment (NATO 2016). Member states report on seven areas of capabilities – strategy, organization, processes and procedures, threat intelligence, partnerships, capabilities and investments and benchmark
their assessments, so that the differences among member states and
progress in time is trackable.
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The NATO Industry Cyber Partnership (NICP) initiative launched in
2014 is designed to encourage relationships with the private sector cyber security industry and provide a platform for sharing information,
experience and expertise between NATO and the private sector. In
this way, NATO is able to map available cyber defence and intelligence
technologies and encourage better information sharing between the
private and public sectors (Lété, Dege 2017, 4).

Two Main Focal Points of Debates within NATO:
Attribution and Deterrence
One of the main challenges of cyberspace for any actor serious about
cyber defence is the attribution of an attacker. If the attacker is unclear
in many cases of offensive acts in the physical domain, this issue is
multiplied in cyberspace. Clues that can be traced when identifying
an originator of an attack are at best unclear or circumstantial. However, if collected and analysed the right way, they can still trace back to
the attacker with a high reliability. Nevertheless, most decision makers
understand the data behind attribution only with difficulties, which
makes deciding about far reaching counter measure even more problematic.
The difficulties with attribution are much higher in an international
organization such as NATO, as the individual member states have different capabilities, procedures and perception regarding the threats.
The issue is complicated also by the fact, that many Allies do not have
sufficient resources to collect adequate data let alone analyse them.
In addition, many of those who do, lack the instruments to elevate
the technical analysis for political considerations. NATO has pushed
many Allies into a more active approach towards attribution as it is
increasingly obvious that member states need processes to generate
a stance on attacks against themselves, other member states, or the
NATO infrastructure.
At the 2018 Brussels Summit, NATO adopted a stance that Individual
Allies may consider attributing and responding to a cyberattack in a
coordinated manner. Member states are, however, entitled to express
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their reservations towards attribution by other Allies or NATO. At the
same time, NATO is an ideal platform for a collective stance on attacks
that targeted multiple Allies. Nevertheless, some member states have
doubts about the real effects of the impact of the public attribution
on an opponent. Although acknowledging the issue is a step forward,
NATO needs better procedures for the coordination and sharing of
political responsibility for any potential active countermeasure as well
as better technical capabilities to carry them out.
Attribution is an important first part in developing cyber deterrence
capabilities. Unlike nuclear deterrence, cyber deterrence is not a clearly defined concept based on conceptualized norms (Bajerová 2018,
13-15). Allies have not yet been able to find a common approach to
the concept. To demonstrate and communicate cyber capabilities to
the opponent is not an easy task. We can, however, be certain that to
have the capability to recognize the opponent and have procedures to
respond is an unavoidable first step. The political will to accept offensive cyber capabilities as an inseparable part of cyber defence is next.
According to Secretary General Stoltenberg, NATO's main focus in
cyber defence is to protect its own networks. Creating deterrence capability is possible “by making cyber a domain, by encouraging Allies
to develop their own cyber capabilities and by agreeing that a cyberattack can trigger an Article 5 response” (NATO 2018b). In addition,
purposefully vague options for response to a cyberattack that would
trigger Article 5 is a building block of NATO’s deterrence according to
the Secretary General.
NATO should do more. It does not have an inherent operational offensive cyber capability as an organization. Instead, it relies on members’ capabilities. Currently, Supreme Allied Commander Europe
(SACEUR) has the authority to set the goal of counter measures in
reaction to cyberattacks. Through points of contacts in CyOC, it can
reach out to Allies who have declared a willingness to offer its offensive cyber capabilities to NATO operations. The attack is then carried
out under the command of individual Allies and it is up to them what
capabilities they use. They can opt for kinetic instead of cyber means
in a retaliatory attack.
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Similar to its airborne warning and control systems as well as airlift
capabilities, NATO could consider creating common cyber defence capabilities (Ilves et al. 2016, 130). The organization can learn from Allies who have already started with the development of offensive cyber
capabilities as they are among the most advanced actors in cyberspace.
There is an array of hindrances NATO needs to overcome to create
this type of capability. The most important being the willingness of
the member state to contribute by personnel and know-how as they
may fear that they could disclose information on their own activities
in cyberspace.
A crucial step in bolstering cyber deterrence would be the explicit acknowledgement of offensive cyber operations as an option. Despite
the fact that an offensive counter attack is a viable option in other
domains, many members are reluctant to see cyberspace in the same
perspective and prefer NATO to limit itself to network protection and
resilience building.
Most “cyberattacks”, however, do not meet any threshold for retaliation. The most common type of cyberattack is breach of data confidentiality, in other words cyber espionage. It is not a benign activity,
just the opposite; however, it is legally difficult to consider it an act that
would require an offensive countermeasure. Still, NATO needs to have
an answer mainly against this type of incident as cyber espionage usually employs the same attack vectors as more damaging attacks. The
option to “go offensive” should be an integral part of NATO exercises,
so that the Allies would have a better understanding of the options
they have at their disposal. As long as we have no agreement on both
attribution and the offensive use of cyber means, it is not unwise (as
it is the case now) to focus our attention on the resilience building of
NATO and individual member states.

Conclusion
It is very unlikely that “cyber” is just a short-lived current trend that
will soon disappear. Communication technologies increasingly form
an important cornerstone of our societies and cyberspace is deeply in-
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tegrated into the security and military sectors. The ability of NATO to
adapt its cyber defence and resilience capability to the evolving environment of cyber threats is a core quality it needs to survive. NATO
needs to adjust the procurement process and move from long-term
acquisitions of major equipment to the constant upgrade of the ever-changing technology (Shea 2017). One of the major changes in the
upcoming decade will be the rollout of the fifth generation networks
(5G) and AI that will very likely be accompanied by many unknown
threats so far poorly reflected by NATO. The main factor will be the
sheer increase of the attack surface and thus the unprecedented new
options for attackers to identify vulnerabilities and possibilities to
cause disruptions of the still-increasing dependences of our societies on unrestricted data flows. Within the same timeframe, another
technological development has the potential to complicate mainly the
confidentiality of communication. The arrival of quantum computing
in the next five to fifteen years is likely to change encryption procedures and make the current ones obsolete. So far, NATO has proved it
doesn’t lack the ability to adapt and is capable of adjusting its institutions and prioritizing cyber defence related activities. There are areas
where the progress is insufficient, such as a more offensive approach
to cyber defence or a lack of deeper coordination of incident response,
but the discussions on these issues are ongoing and compromise is not
beyond reach.
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NATO AT 70: EVOLUTION, ROLE, AND THE
IMPORTANCE OF STRATEGIC CONCEPTS
DUŠAN F. RYBÁR
Introduction
To this day, NATO has issued seven versions of its Strategic Concept, in 1949, 1952, 1957, 1968, 1991, 1999, and 2010. The transition
from the Cold War to the post-Cold War period was represented by
transparency and more open political power implemented in the documents.Thus, the Strategic Concept ceased being important merely
from a military standpoint, and became politically important from the
perspective of public diplomacy as well. Furthermore, the documents
contained public diplomacy statements in order to make the NATO
public aware of its ongoing activities, which generated more public involvement in NATO’s processes.
NATO defines its Strategic Concept as “an official document that
outlines NATO’s enduring purpose and nature, and its fundamental
security tasks” (NATO, 2018a). The definition describes the concept
as a statement that “identifies the central features of the new security
environment, specifies the elements of the Alliance’s approach to security and provides guidelines for the adaptation of its military forces”
(NATO, 2018a). Thus, the Strategic Concept guides day-to-day operations of NATO while heavily relying on its principles and priorities, in
light of the constantly evolving security environment.
This article will address the following two themes: Initially, it will analyse the history of NATO Strategic Concepts (and other strategic documents) to evaluate their impact on NATO and to understand to what
extent they reflect changes in the security environment. Secondly, it
will assess the most recent (2010) Strategic Concept, particularly its
scope and impact on the Alliance, as well as explore the possibility
to create a new Strategic Concept, and consider arguments against it.
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Cold War
From the structural perspective, some of the key characteristics
of strategic documents from the Cold War were secrecy and a military
style of writing. The subject matter focused predominantly on territorial defence and the possible use of nuclear weapons. Below is an
illustration of some of the most important documents from the Cold
War period.
While it is important to introduce the most important and influential
documents that impact NATO’s daily business, space constraints allow
for this article to provide only a short introduction to establish the
context for NATO’s strategic thinking during the Cold War. The document titled MC3 was NATO’s first strategic document. Its main objective was “to ensure adequate military strength accompanied by an
economy of effort, resources, and manpower.” The document includes
mention of nuclear weapons and tasked member nations “to arrest and
counter as soon as practicable the enemy offensives against North Atlantic Treaty powers by all means available, including air, naval, land
and psychological operations.” The updated version of MC 3, drafted
as MC 3/2 spoke of “the prompt delivery of the atomic bomb. The
Military Committee revised MC 3 into MC 3/2 containing a reference
that Alliance should “ensure the ability to carry out strategic bombing including the prompt delivery of the atomic bomb,” which lacked
Ministerial approval. The Military Committee sent this document to
the Defence Committee, which discussed the document as DC 6 (although with the same title as MC 3 and with the same wording on the
possibility of delivering the atomic bomb from MC3/2). The wording
was changed– after objection from the Danish Defence Minister—to
ensuring “the ability to carry out strategic bombing promptly by all
means possible with all types of weapons, without exception” (Pedlow,
1997, XIII).
A later document, MC 14, “provided additional strategic guidance to
permit regional planning groups to develop detailed defence plans
to meet contingencies up to July 1954.” DC 13 was the most detailed
strategy-related NATO document as it incorporated 6/1 and 14. MC
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14/2 emphasized nuclear weapons to defend the NATO area. MC 14/1
discussed the use of nuclear weapons, “essential NATO forces must
first of all be forces-in-being” with “integrated atomic capability.” MC
100/1 called for a much greater degree of flexibility in Alliance strategy. The documents MC 14/3, the Overall Strategic Concept for the
Defence of the NATO Area from January 16, 1968, and MC 48/3, Measures to Implement the Strategic Concept for the Defence of the NATO
Area from December 8, 1969, were in force for more than 20 years,
longer than any other previous NATO strategic document except the
Washington Treaty (Trakimavičius, 2019).
The potential use of nuclear weapons to deter attack on the Euro-Atlantic area while emphasizing collective defence as stipulated in Article 5 of the Washington Treaty was intended to safeguard against conflict between the Soviet Union and the West, by protecting its allies
and partners (Trakimavičius, 2019). While it is unclear that NATO
deterrence measures worked without error, the theory of Mutual Assured Destruction (MAD) is often viewed as leading to a more stable
Euro-Atlantic area.
The Cold War ended with new democracies in Central and Eastern
Europe. With open borders and the freedom of movement, most of
these emerging nations decided that the Euro-Atlantic integration was
the best path for their future. For the same reason, the Alliance sought
to integrate these new members and thereby extend the Euro-Atlantic
area (Talbott, 1995).

Strategic Concept 1991
The 1991 Strategic Concept “SC 1991” consists of 60 articles; it
was the first NATO strategic document published as unclassified, and
was an important step for NATO with respect to transparency. Yet,
given the character of the documents, NATO also had to change the
frame and language by which it addressed security issues, including
strategies. SC 1991 was less technical and easier to read for people
without a military background. SC 1991’s basic theme was the end of
the Soviet Union, the collapse of the bipolar world, and the emergence
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of democracy across Central and Eastern Europe.
The collapse of the Soviet Union had a significant effect on SC 1991.
During that time, debates arose whether there was a reason for NATO
to continue since its primary adversary had dissolved into new nations, and no longer posed a threat for the Euro-Atlantic area. The
Soviet collapse generated a parallel debate on whether NATO should
have dissolved along with the Warsaw Pact (created in 1955 to counter-balance the Western military engagement in Europe). However, SC
1991 defined NATO as a defensive Alliance with the main goal of protecting its members. The continuance of NATO as deterrence against
future threats, and to provide continued assurance to allies thus remained crucial and relevant even after the end of the Cold War. NATO
remained “the leading security organization in Europe, even as the initial flurry of post-Cold War institution building winds down,” argued
John Duffield (Duffield, 1994-1995, 763).
SC 1991 was adopted a month before the downfall of the Soviet Union
and the text reflected optimism for a “new, more promising era in
Europe.” The document communicated the following elements for
NATO:
•
•
•

•

strategic context (including the new strategic
environment and security challenges and risks),
Alliance objectives and security functions (including
the purpose of the Alliance, the nature of the Alliance,
the fundamental tasks of the Alliance),
a broad approach to security (including protecting
peace in a new Europe, dialogue, co-operation,
collective defence, management of crisis and conflict
prevention),
and guidelines for defence (including the principles of
the Alliance strategy and the Alliance’s new posture).

In the section defining the new strategic environment, SC 1991 mentioned the regained independence of the former Soviet satellites and
democratic intention in other countries of the Eastern Block, includ-
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ing Czechoslovakia and the reunification of Germany. This represented a fresh set of potential NATO allies and partners in the future. “The
political division of Europe that was the source of the military confrontation of the Cold War period has thus been overcome,” concluded
the first paragraph.
Despite the optimistic tone in SC 1991, security threats to Europe did
not disappear, but only transformed. NATO still sought multi-dimensional capabilities to deter threats. However, with the Soviet collapse,
a “simultaneous, full-scale attack on all of NATO’s European fronts
[has] effectively been removed” (NATO, 1991). On the other hand,
outside of NATO borders, the threat from the Soviet and eventually
the Russian military remained; in particular, the possibility of nuclear
build up was on NATO’s mind when adjusting to the new strategic
environment.
The document described the four fundamental tasks of the Alliance:
1. to provide one of the indispensable foundations for a
stable security environment in Europe,
2. to serve as a transatlantic forum for Allied consultations
on any issues that affect their vital interests,
3. to deter and defend against any threat of aggression
against the territory of any NATO member state,
4. to preserve a strategic balance in Europe.
SC 1991 displayed a clear break from Cold War thinking to a more
open and public description of NATO’s intentions. It was the time that
NATO started to promote its activities and consider how other actors,
including partners and potential adversaries, view the Alliance.

Strategic concept 1999
The nine years after the Cold War changed the landscape of the
European and Euro-Atlantic security environment. A significant motivating factors for the North Atlantic Council (NAC) to draft SC 1999
was “the appearance of complex new risks to Euro-Atlantic peace and
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stability, including oppression, ethnic conflict, economic distress, the
collapse of political order, and the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction” (NATO, 1999). The main tasks the Alliance described in SC
1999 included providing security, serving as a consultation platform,
and maintaining deterrence and defence capabilities. Second-order
consequences spilled over from conflicts outside of the Alliance territory, and were some of the most important security challenges of the
time. This was one of the motivations for NATO engagement in the
Western Balkans (Liotta, 2011).
The euphoria from defeating the Soviet Union in Central and Eastern
Europe soon abated due to the ongoing unrest in the former Yugoslavia. The question of NATO engagement in Kosovo was clearly on the
minds of all key stakeholders. NATO had to prepare for both Article
5 and non-Article 5 missions. “Kosovo is clearly one type of mission
envisioned under the Strategic concept. But we also recognize two key
points reflected in the military guidance,” (Talbot, 1999) said Strobe
Talbot, then Deputy Secretary of State at the State of the Alliance. The
actions during the Kosovo War and prior engagements in the Western
Balkans represented a major shift in SC 1999 towards Crisis Management, later described in detail in SC 2010.
The end of the Cold War also created new opportunities for partnerships. As in SC 1991, the 1999 Strategic Concept mentioned the
United Nations Security Council37, OSCE and the EU as the closest
institutional partners for NATO. The partnerships are created on the
basis of common values and a common threat perception. For NATO
of 1991, the most important partner nations outside of the Alliance
were Russia and Ukraine, as NATO looked for ways to engage with
these partners. NATO created partnerships to prevent crises from an
early stage. NATO also created the Partnership for Peace in 1994 as a
waiting room for the new members.
SC 1999 was more mission-oriented. NATO did not question its raison
37   One of the continuing element of all post-Cold War strategic concepts is the
clear expression of NATO not replacing the UN Security Council, which is stated
in the Washington Treaty, concretely in Article 5.
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d’etre, but focused on establishing a safe Trans-Atlantic space along
with the side of the partners.

Strategic concept 2010
Motivations

“NATO needs a new Strategic Concept. Today I’m putting in place
a roadmap for the work on this. I will lead this work from now until
the Strategic Concept is agreed at our next Summit, in Lisbon.” These
were the opening words of the new NATO Secretary General, Anders
Fogh Rasmussen during his first press conference in August 2009
(Rasmussen, 2009). In September 2009, SecGen Rasmussen, as the
first former Prime Minister to hold the job, created a working group
of experts focused on developing a new SC. The expert report called
NATO 2020: Assured Security; Dynamic Engagement was issued in
May 2010 and included recommendations to NATO on the new Strategic Concept. The Expert Group was created to establish a working
relationship between nations and bring them together on the Strategic
Concept. Madeleine Albright led the Expert Group. During her remarks on February 11, 2010 she said that the Strategic Concept is being created not because “NATO’s core goal of self-defense has changed
(…), but because the world has changed” (Albright, 2010).
At the WEU Assembly in Paris, in 2009, the then-Secretary General
(Jaap de Hoop Scheffer) laid out four major issues in the 2010 Strategic Concept. First, collective defence – NATO’s founding principle.
Second, de Hoop Scheffer listed military transformation, including the
deployment of troops. The last two issues were the consolidation of
Europe and a comprehensive approach. In today’s words, the former
meant establishing appropriate relations between NATO and the EU.
The latter was sketching a demand for a “coordinated application of
economic, political, and military measures” (de Hoop Scheffer, 2009a).
During his speech in Bratislava on Jul 17, 2009, shortly before his departure, de Hoop Scheffer mentioned four priorities for his successor
– security at home and abroad, a full spectrum of military forces, a
Comprehensive Approach, particularly in Afghanistan, and partnerships. He said that the existing Strategic Concept of 1999 “contains
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enduring value and we do not need to entirely re-invent the wheel”
(de Hoop Scheffer, 2009b). However, SC 2010 included new elements
viewed as necessary in the context.
NATO’s Missions and Goals
One issue debated during all three post-Cold War Strategic Concepts was whether to broaden NATO’s area of business. Some argued,
as Senator Richard Luger, that NATO should look for other places
to maintain the Euro-Atlantic architecture. As Ronald Asmus paraphrased Luger’s position in 2005, “if NATO hoped to remain the West’s
central alliance, it had to rethink and address the central strategic issues and challenges of the day, irrespective of where they came from”
(Asmus, 2005). Clearly, there were others to argue that NATO should
keep Europe secure within its borders. This line of argument returned
to the spotlight after the Russian intervention in Ukraine. The debate
was then how pro-active NATO should be in protecting its Partners.
The U.S. administration was reluctant to engage in an open conflict
with Russia over Ukraine, given the impending 2016 presidential campaign in the United States. Paradoxically, it was the U.S. and Senator
Lugar to challenge those “localists” who claimed that NATO borders
are firm.
Another challenge for NATO’s mission—described by Prof. Dr. Rob
de Wijk in September 2009—was to “bridge the divergent threat perception and (…) different opinions about NATO’s role and mission in
the world” (de Wijk, 2009). This was not the first time someone mentioned the two-tier NATO between countries that focus on territorial
security more rather than on expansion and interventions. The gap
would eventually grow even larger when it became hard for NATO
member states to fulfil their pledge to spend 2 per cent GDP on defence. The debate continues, despite the pledge of all member states
in 2014 and reaffirmation at each of the following summits (NATO,
2018b).
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Terrorism
The 9/11 attacks in New York, Washington, and Pennsylvania, and
the following attacks in Madrid and London caused consequences for
NATO to address in SC 2010. From the military perspective, the new
Strategic Concept of 2010 meant the lessons learned from engagements in Afghanistan (fighting mission) and Iraq (training mission).
Most importantly, all NATO allies reached a consensus to invoke Article 5 after the attacks on 9/11. SC 1999 already mentioned terrorism.
However, before 9/11, the image of a large-scale terrorist attack of that
size was nearly unimaginable. Alberto Bin argued for NATO Review
that the 9/11 attacks “did not change the conceptual framework” from
SC 1999. However, it showed the need for NATO partners in the Mediterranean Dialogue to collaborate closer on terrorism and non-proliferation of WMDs (Bin, 2003).
Russia
Since the end of the Cold War, there have been few instances
where NATO representatives did not mention Russia. A discussion of
the relationship between NATO and Russia, even an abridged version,
would widely exceed the scope of this paper; as a result, that aspect
will be limited to mentioning Russia in the context of creating new
strategic concepts. NATO spokesperson James Appathurai disclosed
that there was a debate concerning the NATO-Russia Council with
the team devoted to Strategic Concept 2010 and the Russia 2020 program (Appathurai, 2009). When it comes to Russia, the debate before
2010 had eased up. “We also need a new relationship with Russia,” said
Sec-Gen Rasmussen, “a much improved relationship between NATO
and Russia would be the best reassurance of all, to all of our nations
(Rasmussen, 2010).
Chairman of the Military Committee Admiral Giampaolo di Paola
explained in Moscow on July 23, 2010 that NATO has to “move away
from the 20th century” when it comes to Russia. Furthermore, he said
that the relationship between NATO and Russia needs “a fresh start”
(di Paola, 2010). During a press conference with Polish president Bro-
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nislaw Komorowski in September 2010, Secretary General Rasmussen answered a question on calling Russia a threat, a partner, or both
that “Russia should be seen as a partner. Russia is already a partner”
(Komorowski and Rasmussen, 2010). NATO’s position towards Russia
remained positive even after its intervention in Georgia by pursuing
rapprochement with Russia (de Haas, 2009).
Open Door Policy
From 1999 to 2010, NATO went from 19 members to 28. In 2004,
it expanded by the largest number to this day. SC 2010 needed to reflect these changes. Article 10 of the Washington Treaty states that
NATO can expand to include any European country that formally asks
for accession to the Treaty. NATO remains popular among some of the
Partnership for Peace countries. Particularly after the Russian interventions in Georgia and Ukraine, 2008 and 2014 respectively, public
opinion shifted favourably towards NATO membership (Agenda.ge,
2019). NATO expansion has taken hold in the Western Balkans as well.
Montenegro joined the Alliance in 2017 and Northern Macedonia has
been on the top of the list since the country voted to change their legal
name. SC 2010 stated that “enlargement contributes to our goal of a
Europe whole, free and at peace.”
The SC2010 was an important milestone for several reasons. It represented a change to include fighting terrorism, and the possibility
of facing Russia with the potential of becoming an adversary once
again. This all was supported by a much-needed transformation, and
maintaining an open door for new members. Overall, the fundamental principles of NATO remained the same and the sub-chapter on an
Alliance for the 21st century of SC 2010 ended with these principles
“which are universal and perpetual, and we are determined to defend
them through unity, solidarity, strength and resolve” (NATO, 2010).

Space for more?

Reasons for a New Strategic Concept
Looking at the most important events of the last decade from

203

the NATO standpoint, one sticks out strongly: the Russian intervention in Ukraine, in combination with information warfare conducted
in NATO countries. It was not the first time in the 21st century that
Russia illegally corrupted the borders of a sovereign nation by force,
however, this time it was on a much larger scale. This unwanted transformation represented a significant change in NATO’s vision of security and defence. Therefore, NATO needed to react swiftly by adapting
itself to a new era characterized by hybrid warfare. One of the first
steps was to create the Very High Readiness Joint Task Force (VJTF),
a deployable force to secure NATO’s sovereignty (falling under the already functioning NATO Response Force) and to establish a so-called
enhanced Forward Presence (eFP) in the Baltic Countries and Poland.
In order to provide logistic, transportation, and infrastructure to the
quick reaction forces, eight NATO nations currently host NATO Force
Integration Units (NFIU). Six years after Russia’s intervention, and following the war in Ukraine, may be time for to reassess potential NATO
steps to further enhance the Euro-Atlantic area, and strengthen its
posture towards the Partnership for Peace nations, in particular with
respect to future enlargement. This assessment and the lessons learned
from the activities should represent a baseline for the new Strategic
Concept. The document can include references to past actions as well
as it may include expectations for the future.
Another element of NATO ambition that concerns the current security situation in Europe is the readiness of forces. The NATO Readiness Initiative has been in place for only 12 months at the time of this
writing, too early for a comprehensive assessment, but it is a significant step to increase capabilities to boost collective defence and the
response to a crisis.
Karl-Heinz Kamp argued in 2016 in an article called “Why NATO
Needs a New Strategic Concept?” (Kamp, 2016) that the potential document should have four overarching tasks for NATO – 1) deterrence
and defence / protection of Alliance territory, 2) detente with Russia,
3) a stable security environment (including military intervention to
ensure it), 4) a new approach to hybrid warfare coming both from the
Southern and Eastern Flank by creating enhance resilience. We can
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argue that the current SC does not contain many of the topics. For
example, compared to SC 2010, there is a potential for the new Strategic Concept to include heavier emphasis on territorial defence. The
current SC considered the Euro-Atlantic area as at peace and played
down the threat of a conventional attack. Since 2014, the threat of both
conventional and unconventional attack on NATO allies and partners
has been significantly higher. Any potential strategic document would
have to reflect that.
Reasons against a New Strategic Concept
In peacetime, the Euro-Atlantic community has more time and
energy to discuss and create new documents. It seems that the NAC
is overwhelmed today with crises in the Eastern Flank and Southern
Flank, thus the energy for drafting overarching documents is limited.
Since 2014, NATO has seemed to take only the most necessary steps in
order to maintain order and stability in the Euro-Atlantic Area. Jamie
Shea, then Deputy Assistant Secretary General for External Relations
said in 2004 that NATO should probably have a new Strategic Concept, but there is a danger of spending too much time on developing a
concept and then rewriting it only a couple of years later. When warning against such an approach, he said that such a use “could turn out to
be a straitjacket, pushing NATO into certain directions at a time when
the security environment is going in a different direction, and thereby
limiting our flexibility and our options to adapt” (Shea, 2004).
Another complication with creating a new Strategic Concept is the
current U.S. leadership. The Trump administration and its non-conventional approach to foreign and defence policy gave several NATO
Allies a reason to doubt the U.S. commitment to the Euro-Atlantic
partnership. The Strategic Concept often reflected the current version
of the U.S. Security Strategy. However, since the current NSS puts emphasis on world power politics and competition between the biggest
actors, it leaves no extra room for establishing a renewed transatlantic
partnership. Although, the NSS states that NATO “is one of our great
advantages over our competitors, and the United States remains committed to Article V of the Washington Treaty,” (White House, 2017)
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the political steps are not as vocal as the current situation requires
them to be.
The new Strategic Concept would have to involve many actors inside
and outside of NATO, including NGOs, think tanks, and other institutions. There is currently no common ground when it comes to NATO
and its role in the future among most known institutions. Another
fallacy is that a new Strategic Concept will create a new characterization of the Euro-Atlantic partnership or come up with a new strategy
to counter security threats to the Alliance. “I think that what matters
most are values such as freedom, democracy, the rule of law that we,
NATO, have in common as well as the link between Europe and North
America. Everything we do must be judged by those values and those
links in order to preserve them for future generations. This is, in short,
what the New Strategic Concept tells us to do” (Panizzi, 2011). This
is a quote from Brig. Gen. Massimo Panizzi, IMS Public Affairs and
Strategic Communications Advisor. If this is a definition of a current
Strategic Concept, there is no need for a new one.

Conclusion
The evolution of NATO strategic documents started by defining
the use of nuclear weapons against enemies, i.e. the Soviet Union and
its allies, lasted from the 1940s to the end of the Cold War. The language was military-oriented and very specific, focused particularly on
one topic – defending the North Atlantic area at all costs.
The first two Strategic Concepts, 1991 and 1999 defined post-Cold
War times characterized by reconciliation with the Soviet Union and
focused more on partnerships and extending the Transatlantic Area by
enlarging NATO with new members in Eastern Europe. The Strategic
Concept of 2010 was influenced mostly by the September 11 attacks,
enlargement and by the gradually globalized role of NATO. It described the three most important tasks for NATO – territorial defence,
cooperation, and partnership. The article argued that the 2010 Strategic Concept is still valid, even during the post-Crimea period and
that there are few incentives to change it on a larger scale. Therefore,
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there is little chance that we will see a larger debate on a new strategic
concept during the current tenure.
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HYBRID WARFARE – ORCHESTRATING
THE TECHNOLOGY REVOLUTION
JOHANN SCHMID, RALPH THIELE
The Challenge of Hybrid warfare
Twenty-first century security and prosperity are challenged by
complex, trans-regional, all-domain and multifunctional hybrid security threats particularly posed by a combination of state, non-state
and pseudostate actors. In the Nordic and Baltic region and particularly regarding Ukraine, Russia continues to use disinformation, cyber-attacks and military posturing to challenge security. Additionally,
an increasingly assertive China is looking to secure access to strategic
geographic locations and economic sectors through financial stakes in
ports, airlines, hotels, and utility providers, while providing a source
of capital for struggling European economies. Russia and China have
increased their transactional collaboration to increase their power and
influence. Particularly in its neighbourhood, Russia is conducting a
campaign of hybrid warfare below the level of openly declared war
using various tools of national power in order to advance its strategic
interest.
At the same time, Europe’s borders, particularly in the south, are wide
open. As dividing lines within European societies are growing and
deepening, this exposes numerous vulnerabilities that can be exploited by all kinds of hybrid actors from various directions, not only or
primarily from Russia. However, military strength provides additional
opportunities to exploit hybrid methods, even without the active use
of force. Military escalation potential or dominance by its mere existence would support any kind of subversive hybrid activities.
The Ukraine case illustrates an important relationship. The more
closely connected and interwoven a country’s relations with its adversary, and the more pronounced their mutual dependencies, the more
potential starting points there are for hybrid methods of warfare. Consequently, globalization, close international interaction and intercon-

211

nected societies – as positive and desirable as these developments may
be – have the potential to open up additional starting points for hybrid
methods of warfare. This could make hybrid warfare a particularly favoured means among former friends such as Ukraine and Russia had
been within the framework of intrastate conflicts, and especially in
civil wars.
Hybrid warfare of a type e.g. demonstrated on the Ukrainian battlefield, if carried out against European countries, would pose a particular challenge for Europe and the crisis management of both NATO and
the EU. Although it may seem unlikely from today’s perspective, in an
extreme case, NATO’s military defence could be bypassed by subversive means in a ‘downward escalation mode’. This may include possible
military threats from within, for example as a result of long-term subversion, infiltration, propaganda or destabilization. With their security
and defence policy primarily oriented towards external threats, neither
NATO nor the EU would be prepared, able or ostensibly entitled to
protect their member states, as well as themselves as organizations,
against such challenges at the blurred interfaces of internal and external security.
Technological trends suggest that the portfolio of hybrid hazards will
rapidly expand. While the EU and NATO have stated the high relevance of hybrid threats to include the meaning, possibilities and challenges of emerging, disruptive technologies, knowledge of their true
capacities and capabilities is a privilege of the few. It is evident that
political, civilian and military decision makers need to become more
knowledgeable of the disruptive potential of new technological trends,
which may offer new options of violence, as well as of the use of force
in a hybrid warfare/conflict context. They also need to become sovereign actors, applying all necessary instruments of power to effectively
counter hybrid threats (Schmid 2019a).
Clearly, it is of importance to come to a shared understanding of what
is at stake. Yet, if it is time to act, for Europe, for NATO, for our nations
– who is to act? If the given technological revolution must be orchestrated – by whom should it be orchestrated? Responsibilities need to
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be defined. Orchestration in authoritarian states like Russia or China
is not a problem - neither legally, not politically, nor ethically speaking. But in democratic nations this is a different matter. In countering
hybrid warfare, there is more at stake than “prepare – deter – defend”,
as NATO is traditionally called upon to do.

Conceptual Considerations
All war is hybrid, but there is also a specific hybrid way of conducting war. In contrast to military-centric warfare, its centre of gravity is not primarily located in the military domain. While far from
novel in its essence, the empirical manifestation of hybrid warfare can
be surprisingly new and differ from case to case (Schmid 2017a). This
hybrid warfare in the narrower sense is of a strategic nature and can be
identified by three key characteristics and their hybrid orchestration:
1. Focussing the decision of war/conflict primarily on
a broad spectrum of non-military centres of gravity
(CoG).
2. Operating in the shadow of various interfaces, such as
between war and peace, friend and foe, internal and
external security, civil and military domains, state and
non-state actors.
3. Utilizing a creative combination, hybrid orchestration
and the parallel use of different civil and military,
regular and irregular, open as well as covert means,
methods, tactics, strategies and concepts of warfare,
thereby creating ‘ever-new’ mixed hybrid forms.
While hybrid warfare actors generally resort to creative and indirect
strategies of limited warfare and a limited use of military force, it must
be emphasized that hybrid warfare potentially includes all levels of escalation. Friction and uncertainty are always part of the game and the
perceived manageable use of force may get out of control. Due to its
focus on a broad spectrum of non-military CoGs, a military decision
as such is not necessarily required for hybrid warfare actors to achieve
their political goals. As happened in Donbas or during the Second In-
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dochina War (Schmid 2017b, 373-390), militarily it may be sufficient
for the hybrid warfare actor to prevent his opponent from deciding the
war on the military battlefield, while seeking a decision on a non-military centre of gravity. Morale and legitimacy can become strong weapons in this context.
Hybrid warfare generally favours the offensive as it offers a huge potential for surprise and offensive action, even against militarily superior opponents. This builds on the ability to create ambiguity by silently
operating in the grey areas of interfaces, while concealing or plausibly
denying an actor’s intent and role as a party to the conflict, combined
with a limited use of force only as a last step. By following a longterm, indirect or masked ‘salami tactics’ approach or, conversely, by
conducting rapid, unexpected offensive operations thus achieving a
fait accompli, hybrid actors can create new sets of circumstances that
are almost impossible to be changed afterwards without undue effort.
Hence, the offensive power of hybrid warfare presents the defender
with a particular challenge: being taken by surprise without even recognising that one is under hybrid attack until it is too late.
In the face of these developments, hybrid warfare becomes not only
the war of choice for the small and poor, such as terrorists, North Korea or Iran. It may also become particularly attractive for larger powers, as they can pursue their political interests with little risk. Against
this backdrop, the crux of meeting this challenge will be to identify
and understand in due time its ever-changing, multiple and often disguised appearances, as well as the pattern and strategic rationale behind it. It will likely be impossible to respond appropriately unless the
strategies and methods of a certain hybrid warfare actor are identified
and understood comprehensively and early enough.
Consequently, awareness is the first precondition for addressing hybrid warfare challenges. A multi-domain situational awareness needs
to cover the full spectrum of opponents’ hybrid activities. Decision
makers need to understand the entire set of domains, thus broadening considerably the spectrum of situational awareness requirements.
The shifting focus opens up a need for new tools and technologies
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to fully understand the operating environment, and thus to take valid decisions. Real-time analytics and anomaly detection will serve
as elements to uncover hybrid operations. With sensors (Internet of
Things), people (social media), systems (Logs), mobiles (locations),
etc. generating continuous and/or event driven data, the capability of
processing online data streams will be pivotal to a situational awareness, which alerts to certain actions, flags complex events or points out
new developments.
While military means and the use of force play an important role in hybrid warfare, and in its respective campaigns – in contrast to military
centric/conventional warfare – the strategic CoG of hybrid warfare is
not primarily located in the military domain. This has consequences
for political, civilian and military elites in democratic societies. The
ability to constantly perform in-depth analyses of specific hybrid
challenges, related actors and strategies will become a key capability
in countering and responding to hybrid methods of warfare. A comprehensive understanding of hybrid warfare and a related education
of judgment, not least to prevent overinterpretation and overreaction,
are decisive.

Digital Challenges
Today the nation’s power—militarily as economically—rests on
data. Via data and communication networks, computers and automation come together in a new way with remotely connected robotics. In
a world of constant connectivity, data is the new oil. And networks are
the new oil rigs. Just as crude oil needs to be refined to create usable
products like gasoline, data needs to be refined to deliver actionable
information.
The backbone of the Information or Digital Age is the Internet, a global infrastructure for information transfer, a complex and hard to comprehend system of systems. Digital transformation has deeply affected
all areas of society, including industry and economy, as well as governmental domains, such as defence and security.
Against this backdrop, armed forces have structured a new business
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model on modern, interoperable, scalable and service-oriented information and communications technology (ICT). Rapidly increasing
complex data volumes, and the capability to make their information
actionable have become of decisive importance to military operations.
Data may arrive on specialised secure military channels, or it may be
so-called open intelligence gathered over the internet or media reports.
The sheer diversity of platforms– airborne, satellite, submarine, surface ship, soldier-borne – generating and acquiring data is immense.
Connectivity boosts the efficiency of the power instruments non-linearly. Appropriately employed ICT is nowadays decisive for the outcome of war and war-like operations. The cyber world offers a set of
hardware and software systems, including data and information processing, globally available broadband data transmission at the speed
of light, mass data storage, algorithms and artificial intelligence (AI),
precision timing, databases with geo-data, and geolocation services.
The technologies of the digital age have moved us rapidly into the cyber space. Cyber is an abstract realm with its high-speed communication lines, data mountains and processing capabilities not easy to
grasp and comprehend. We call it the virtual world as we cannot sense
the occurrences in the web and the connected number crunching machines. To most of us the net evades our perceptiveness. We sense results of virtual world processes when they hit the real world often to
our surprise or embarrassment.
The tremendous computing power and ubiquitous connectivity have
become an everyday feature of our life. Powerful processing and storage devices and global infrastructures providing timing, geolocation
and communication changed our political, societal and economic systems. It equally changed warfare. Information and communications
technology (ICT) emerged as a key enabler for all human controlled
processes. It has opened new ways to collect, store, manipulate, use and
distribute data and information and to create knowledge. It even empowers non-military operations to achieve war like effects as demonstrated by the destruction of the centrifuges of the nuclear enrichment
facility in Natanz/Iran by malign software in the first decade of this
century. It provides access to information and enables influencing in-
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dividuals, interest groups, and states on a global scale. ICT has become
the underpinning of hybrid warfare.
Hybrid warfare happens in the real and in the virtual world. The real-world segment is in principal well observed and understood, while
the virtual segment operates stealthy in the invisible world of computers and networks until showing effects in the real world, often to the
surprise of an unprepared target.
Conventional warfare employs Industrial Age technologies, in which
mechanical systems embody and deliver the military force. The Industrial Age has been shaped in particular by three revolutions in military affairs (RMAs), i.e. the emergence of disruptive technologies that
overtake existing military concepts and capabilities and necessitate
a rethinking of how, with what, and by whom war is waged (Wilson
2019, 3).
•
•

•

RMA I is the method of war fought with combat
vehicles and industrial production and it emerged out
of the second half of World War I.
RMA II is the method of war of the insurgent that
emerged out of the Sino-Japanese war during the
1930s and led to the successful seizure of power by the
Chinese Communist Party (CPP) in 1949.
RMA III is the method of war via the use or threat of
use of nuclear weapons and their long-range means of
delivery—a dominating feature of the Cold War.

Currently, the most technologically dynamic method of war is RMA
IV, i.e. the method of war fought through the use of silicon and all of
the manifestations of the digital age including precision-guided munitions, active and passive sensors, cyberspace, and robotics. It covers
the development of guided munitions, Command, Control, Communications, Computer technology, Intelligence (C4I).
The ICT developments of the last three decades have altered the way
states pursue their military goals. In the predigital age, information
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was difficult to collect and to manage. Hierarchically organized structures were the means of choice for information storage and management. This has been a slow system where political and military decisionmakers at the political-strategic and even at the operational level
were often several days behind the actual situation in the battle. Today,
states and armed forces all over the world have undergone a transformation process to capitalize on the enabling capabilities of the digital
world. Concepts of Electronic and Information Warfare emerged and
can be considered as a harbinger of hybrid operations.
In this context, the emergence of military technological competitors,
such as China and Russia, constitutes a new strategic challenge to
the West. China has developed and deployed its armed forces, with
modern RMA-I techniques, and it is also exploiting the advances in
RMA-IV. In view of this, NATO and the EU face the prospect that a
near-peer continental power will soon be able to exploit the tools and
techniques of RMA-IV. Against this backdrop, the Anti-Access / Area
Denial (A2/AD) challenge has become a centrepiece of Western defence investment. Much of the U.S. response to China and Russia’s improved A2/AD capabilities will manifest via the further development
and exploitation of the tools and techniques of RMA-IV. This will include significant investments in long-range strike systems to provide
large combat platforms with increased survivability and hitting power,
enhanced missile defences, and a robust capacity to conduct offensive
operations in space and cyberspace. Furthermore, the tools and techniques of nuclear weapons (RMA-III) may see a renaissance.
Meanwhile, RMA V is lurking around the corner, as the technological revolution unfolds (Thiele 2019, 6). Artificial intelligence, autonomous systems, ubiquitous sensors, advanced manufacturing, and
quantum science is about to transform warfare radically. Emerging
technologies will enable new battle networks of sensors and shooters
to rapidly accelerate the process of detecting, targeting, and striking
threats, what the military call the “kill chain.” More incredible still,
so-called brain-computer interface technology is already enabling human beings to control complicated systems, such as robotic prosthetics
and even unmanned aircraft, with their neural signals alone (Ather-
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ton 2019). Obviously, it is becoming possible for a human operator to
control multiple drones simply by thinking of what they want those
systems to do.
Hybrid Warfare will engage a creative mix of all these RMAs. In particular we must expect stealthy operations such as clandestine operations
to influence, coerce, sabotage, and other actions. The information and
communications technologies are the key enabler of clandestine operations as an element of hybrid warfare. As the advances of information
technologies are faster than the development of mechanical systems in
a broad sense, we should expect a shift towards virtual threats.
Dealing adequately with hybrid warfare in all relevant domains requires understanding the tools of hybrid warfare. This implies understanding the complexity of the digital world and the need to include
the abstract cyberspace in our security thinking. Here systems of systems thinking is key as hybrid actors fuse military and non-military
means. Hybrid warfare applies strategies that seek superiority by systemic capabilities to boost efficiency. ICT enables a systemic approach
to combine military operations with various means to destabilize a
state and polarise the society by employing diverse combinations of
power instruments to target an adversarial society, economy, infrastructure, and the military and to collect information. These power
instruments have two prime functions: inflict selective damage and
support of decision making: Superior decisions on the own side and
misguided decisions on the adversary’s part. The power available to
political, civilian and military decisionmakers and the quality of their
decisions will ultimately decide the outcome of every contest.
We can expect hybrid warriors to develop models of their perceived
targets and to use them to make an attack. Aggressors will find much
of the information needed for the design of own tools openly available
on the internet to include information about critical infrastructures,
personal information from social media accounts, corporate data, and
information about politics and administration. This increases NATO´s, the EU´s and member nations’ vulnerability. This is why we
need to model own vulnerabilities and design response functions, a
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defence system in the virtual world. This requires high system engineering skills and a highly qualified team of engineers, computer scientists, psychologists, and social scientists. We need a new approach to
safeguard our security, now and in the future (Theile, 1-6).

Trends and Technologies
While digital challenges pose enormous change requirements, the
world is already rapidly moving towards a post-digital era (Accenture
2019, 5). Governmental and non-governmental organizations have
made enormous strides to realize the benefits of new digital business
models and processes. With every business and organization investing
in digital technologies, the next disruption is coming as the power of
cloud and artificial intelligence continue to advance. Combined with
technologies such as distributed ledger, extended reality, and quantum
computing, new technologies will reshape not only prosperity and security, but also relationships – man-machine, between individuals, an
entire ecosystem.
Computers are becoming faster and ubiquitous. Machines are getting
smaller and more powerful each day. Fundamental breakthroughs
include robotics, nano- and biotechnology, artificial intelligence, distributed ledgers, sensor technology, and 5G. Additive manufacturing
methods provide for prototypes, parts for weapons and vehicles. The
enormous potential of artificial intelligence (AI) is playing an ever-important role. People are adopting new technology with alacrity: customers and employees, governmental officials and criminal actors. We
can expect a broad spectrum of technologies to contribute to hybrid
warfare and its objectives (Callinan 2019, 44). The further development and integration of artificial intelligence in conventional weapons
platforms, and the robotization of battlefields will progress rapidly.
How far can we realistically look into the future? How far must we look
into the future? Certainly, researching trends and upcoming disruptive
technologies is indispensable. Yet the focus should be on shorter timelines than in the past.
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Three lines of thought need to be explored in particular:
•
•

•

Where is the development of disruptive technologies
going, and how fast? Who is driving this development,
and in whose interest is it?
What are the strategic and military implications?
What kind of capacities are needed and how are they
to be procured and funded? What kind of training and
education is needed? What are the implications for the
nature of military command and control?
What is the political and ethical impact of these
disruptive technologies on our democratic systems?
What is the impact on the political control of armed
forces and parliamentary oversight? - on international
law? - on the value of human control in regard to AI,
etc.?

NATO and Europe are at a crossroads. Hybrid warfare is threatening
member nations and NATO´s and the EU`s neighbourhood. Countering hybrid warfare requires the ability to protect vulnerable interfaces and to operate in their grey areas by adopting a truly comprehensive approach. Against the backdrop of hybrid attacks primarily on
non-military CoGs, the importance of high professional (particularly
also) civilian leadership, civil preparedness, an educated public, and an
effective legal framework cannot be overstated.
As hybrid threats put peace and prosperity, social cohesion and security at risk, responses need to include a whole-of- government approach,
a whole-of-society approach, as well as international cooperation and
coordination. The interfaces between internal and external security
are of particular relevance. It is high time for the NATO, EU and the
member states to improve their common and comprehensive awareness and understanding of hybrid warfare and related strategies as a
precondition for common and comprehensive action in defence and
response.
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The given technological revolution must be orchestrated, for technical
and operational reasons, but also with a view to the fundamental values represented by NATO and EU member nations. Three dimensions
need to be tackled.
Conceptually, strategy, concepts and concrete initiatives need to enable
successfully resisting and fighting hybrid aggression, as new technologies are fundamentally challenging politics and society, economy and
production, prosperity and democracy, security and defence. They
should guide stakeholders towards increased resilience against hybrid
shock and stress and also towards comprehensive active measures.
Each nation and organisation has to develop its own understanding of
the kind of hybrid threats/warfare that can be directed against it and
is required to thoroughly familiarise itself with its own vulnerabilities.
This applies also to NATO, and the EU. All are well advised to develop
a common understanding of how to deal with hybrid threats/warfare,
so as to pull in the same direction (Hagelstam 2018).
Technologically, the possibilities of the technological revolution need
to be exploited, their misuse limited. As technology meets doctrine
and organization, training and material, leadership and education,
personnel and facilities this constitutes an enormous challenge and
must be managed well. Disruptive innovation can lead to new opportunities, or exacerbate existing conflicts, it can promote prosperity,
or strengthen radicalisation. This is precisely why this technological
revolution must be orchestrated in such a way that all benefit: people
and societies, security and defence. The overlap between military and
civilian capabilities of the technology revolution can serve as an early
indication about what we might see in future security challenges (APA
2019).
Organisationally, as the technology revolution unfolds, there is reason
for urgency in orchestrating and accelerating innovation in Europe. It
needs to invest not just more manpower and money, but also to push
focussed research and thought to achieve innovation acceleration, thus
promoting:
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•
•

•
•

Its own capabilities for enhancing situational awareness
as the precondition for viable action when it comes to
hybrid threats;
C4I infrastructures, providing the backbone to act
comprehensively with all available instruments of
national and international power on all levels of
escalation;
Real-time analytics and anomaly detection as elements
to uncover hybrid operations; and
Edges of our security and defence networks, thus
enabling superior network enabled capabilities.

Both, hybrid warfare and disruptive technology constitute serious
challenges to NATO, the EU and member states. Meeting these calls
indeed for a determined, holistic and collaborative approach. Open,
democratic societies that lack strategic vigilance are particularly vulnerable to hybrid methods of warfare (Schmid 2019b).

References
Accenture. 2019. “The Post-Digital Era is Upon Us. Are you
ready for what´s next? Accenture Technology Vision 2019.”
May 17. Accessed May 29, 2019. https://www.accenture.com/
t20190201T224653Z__w__/us-en/_acnmedia/PDF-94/AccentureTechVision-2019-Tech-Trends-Report.pdf.
Die Presse. 2019. “BMW-Chef: Kommende Jahre unklar - 10 oder
10.000 Elektroautos.” January 20. Accessed May 29, 2019. https://
diepresse.com/home/Economist/Wirtschaftsnachrichten/5565742/
BMWChef_Kommende-Jahre-unklar-10-oder-10000-Elektroautos.
Atherton, Kelsey D. 2019. “In this league, drone races are won by
brainwaves alone. C4ISRNET.” April 26. Accessed May 29, 2019.
https://www.c4isrnet.com/unmanned/2019/04/26/league-racesdrones-by-brainwaves-alone/.

223

Martin Callinan et al. 2019. Defence and security R&D: A sovereign
strategic advantage. Barton: ASPI. Accessed May 29, 2019. https://s3ap-southeast-2.amazonaws.com/ad-aspi/2019-01/SR 133 Defence and
security R%26D.pdf?utm_medium=email&utm_source=FYI&dm_
i=1ZJN,63GYS,RBW1B5,NXX58,1.
Hagelstam, Axel and Kirsti Narinen. 2018. “Cooperation to counter
hybrid threats.” NATO Review, November 23. Accessed May 29, 2019.
https://www.nato.int/docu/review/2018/Also-in-2018/cooperatingto-counter-hybrid-threats/EN/index.htm.
Schmid, Johann. 2017a. “Konfliktfeld Ukraine: Hybride
Schattenkriegführung und das ´Center of Gravity´ der
Entscheidung.” In Krieg im 21. Jahrhundert, edited by HansGeorg
Ehrhart, 141–162. Baden-Baden: Nomos Verlag.
Schmid, Johann. 2017b. „Hybride Kriegführung in Vietnam –
Strategie und das center of gravity der Entscheidung.“ Zeitschrift
für Außen- und Sicherheitspolitik (ZFAS) 10, no. 3: 373–390. DOI:
10.1007/s12399-017-0659-4.
Schmid, Johann. 2019a. “The Hybrid Face of Warfare in the 21st
Century.” Maanpuolustus, March 7. Accessed May 29, 2019. https://
www.maanpuolustus-lehti.fi/single-post/The-Hybrid-Face-ofWarfare-in-the-21st-Century.
Schmid, Johann. 2019b. “Hybrid Warfare – a very short introduction.”
COI S&D Conception Paper. Helsinki. ISBN: 978-952-7282-20-5.
Theile, Burkhard. 2019. “Hybrid Warfare in the 21st Century.
Information and Communications Technology as Key Enabler.” May
22, Berlin.
Thiele, Ralph. 2019. “Hybrid Warfare - Future & Technologies”
(HYFUTEC). May 14. Inspiration Paper no. 2. Helsinki.
Wilson, Peter. 2019. “The Eurasian Four Ring Circus and the

224

Long War Against Salafist Jihadism Rapidly Emerging Military
Technological Trends and Capabilities”. RAND Arroyo Center, May
17.

225

CHINA’S CHALLENGE FOR NATO: WHAT
TO MAKE OF IT?
RICHARD Q. TURCSÁNYI38
Introduction
There is little doubt that China is becoming a major challenge
for NATO countries. However, to fully appreciate the various dimensions of this challenge requires accounting not only for China’s military capacity, but also for its economic strength, structural circumstances, and soft power. Only after understanding the qualitative and
quantitative aspects of these elements can one discuss what role— if
any—NATO can and should play, and how much burden needs to be
transferred to individual NATO countries, i.e. outside of the alliance’s
military structures.
A crucial tenet of the ancient Chinese classic “The Art of War” by
Sun Tzu (2011) is “know the enemy and know yourself; in a hundred
battles you will never be in peril.” With this in mind, this article provides an overview of China’s current foreign policy capabilities and
considerations. Starting with an analysis of China’s sources of power
before discussing China’s foreign policy intentions, I argue that these
two elements are inseparable – they interact and influence each other
(Turcsányi 2017) – while emphasizing the importance of distinguishing between the general direction of China’s foreign policy and individual concrete steps to achieve it. Finally, I offer suggestions on how
the NATO alliance and its member countries could respond to the
challenges posed by China.

38   Richard Q. Turcsányi is an Assistant Professor at Mendel University in Brno.
Besides, he is a Key Researcher at Palacký University Olomouc and Program Director of Central European Institute of Asian Studies. To communicate with the
author, use richard.turcsanyi@mendelu.cz.
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China’s comprehensive power39
Chinese strategic thinking has long embraced a multidimensional
understanding of power, known in China as “comprehensive national
power” (Hu and Men 2004). In light of China’s unprecedented economic growth over the past several decades, the place to start the discussion about China’s power is not with respect to its military capabilities but with its economy. In the 1970s, China was among the poorest
countries in the world and its share of global GDP was around 2 per
cent. Forty years of nearly 10 per cent annual growth transformed China into a middle-income economy, comparable to the development
level of Serbia; it now produces 20 per cent of global GDP (IMF 2019).
In absolute terms, the Chinese economy today is second only to the
U.S. when measured by nominal value, and number one in purchasing
power (World Bank 2019).
China today is not just the “world’s factory,” providing cheap and abundant labour. Over the past decade, the number of patent applications
in China has exploded; it registered more than twice as many patents
as the United States (World Intellectual Property Indicators 2017, 30).
Recent developments regarding Huawei and their competitiveness in
5G internet technology sum up the changing global distribution of
technological power. While Chinese companies were followers in 3G
and 4G networks, they are the most advanced in 5G; it is reasonable
to think a Chinese company might become the leader in this revolutionary technology, which is expected to initiate a new IT revolution
(Rühlig et al 2019, 1). Other areas of cutting-edge technology in which
China is highly competitive include artificial intelligence, robotics, big
data processing, facial recognition, and space capabilities.
Hand in hand with the growing size and sophistication of its economy, the Chinese military has quickly become a formidable force. The
Chinese military budget today is second only to the U.S. Yet, the gap
is much larger than with the economy, and it seems unlikely that China would spend more on their military than the U.S. within the next
39   Elements of this section draw upon a previous publication by the author.
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few decades. The increase in the Chinese military budget is often criticized, yet the Chinese government40 spends considerably less on its
military (as a share of overall GDP) than the U.S. and other military
powers such as Russia, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, France, South Korea, or
India (SIPRI 2019, 2).
From China’s perspective, the country needs a more powerful military
to match its national ambition. Part of this need is driven by the perceived lack of capability to protect national sovereignty and territorial integrity – especially disputed maritime zones, and (perhaps most
importantly) Taiwan. An emerging goal is the protection of maritime
routes through the South China Sea, the Malacca Straits, and in the
Indian Ocean, upon which the Chinese economy is dependent. With
the expansion of a Chinese presence around the world, the Chinese
military will be increasingly called upon to protect China’s interests.
The dynamics of China’s military build-up shows signs of a security
dilemma: from China’s perspective, it is driven by a sense of insecurity,
yet the rapidly growing Chinese military is alarming to capitals around
the region, and beyond, as it rapidly changes the global distribution of
military power (Tellis and Tanner 2012).
Yet, a simple comparison between the military and economic sources
of power of the U.S. and China overlooks an important factor which
significantly influences the power dynamic – the role of allies and
friendly countries. While the Chinese economy and military may be
comparable to the U.S. within a few decades – though this remains
unclear – it is even more questionable whether China can build a network of partners which would improve its international standing. Today, China is disadvantaged in this respect, while the U.S. can rely on a
number of formal allies and even more friendly countries – including
the middle powers in the vicinity of China who are able to check its
power, such as Japan, South Korea, Australia, and others. This also
contributes to the perception in China that it is encircled by U.S. bases,
40   Unless stated otherwise, I will use the term “Chinese government” in the broad
sense to describe the Chinese Communist leadership, not just the nominal government, i.e. the State Council.
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allies, and friends, which creates an additional urgency to strengthen
its own military (Lee Ray 2014, 304).
Thus, the most important factor in the competition between the U.S.
and China could be the ability to attract countries to one’s side – or, at
least, not to take the side of the rival (Yan 2014, 159-160). So far, the
U.S., NATO, and the West in general, have been more successful in
winning the favour of relevant countries (Fels 2017), though it should
not be taken for granted. In July 2019, the West opposed China at the
UN over China’s crackdown in Xinjiang. While 22 Western countries
signed an open letter criticizing China’s policies (AFP 2019), 37 countries subsequently (a few days later) expressed support for China, including a number of Muslim governments (Cumming-Bruce 2019).

China’s foreign policy goals
There is disagreement among observers concerning China’s intentions and goals, but one thing should be, and generally is, accepted
without controversy – that the most important goal of the Chinese
Communist Party (CCP) is to preserve its uncontested rule over China. This is not a cynical view of those sceptical of communist authoritarian rulers, but a relatively mainstream interpretation of Chinese
“core interests” by both leading Chinese officials and scholars alike
(Dai 2010; Qin 2014, 309-311). According to the Chinese perspective,
the CCP united China after the “century of humiliation” during and
after a quasi-colonial era when China was subordinated to the West
and Japan, and eventually (after a few decades of experimentation) delivered unparalleled (in speed and scope) economic growth (see Wang
2012). The popular Chinese Communist song “without the Communist Party, there would be no New China” captures the spirit that to
preserve CCP rule is (the same as) to work for national unity and the
prosperity of China. It is not envisioned, according to this logic, that
CCP rule could be contrary to China’s national interests.
Contrary to the view perhaps widely held outside of China, the CCP
rules mostly thanks to the legitimacy it enjoys (Saich 2012) and rarely (statistically speaking) employs coercion, although it does not shy
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away from it. A Chinese idiom “kill the chicken to scare monkeys”
captures the government’s strategy towards its own population. To liken today’s China to a dystopian model, it would be perhaps closer to
the “Brave New World” of Aldous Huxley rather than the “1984” of
George Orwell. Or, to borrow from Robert Cox, CCP rule in China
has the nature of “half man, half beast”: “the coercion is always latent
but is only applied in marginal, deviant cases. Hegemony is enough to
ensure conformity of behaviour in most people most of the time” (Cox
1983, 164).
While regime security and the preservation of CCP rule is the goal
of all Chinese policies and politics, the legitimacy of the government
stands on two essential pillars – economy and ideology (Wang 2005).
Referring to the material improvements of China over last forty years
echoes the CCP narrative, but one cannot understand Chinese politics unless it is acknowledged. According to the World Bank, 88 per
cent of China’s population lived in poverty in 1981 (measured as living
on less than 1.90 USD PPP per day, based on 2011 levels), while in
2015 the rate fell below 1 per cent (World Bank 2019). The Chinese
economy faces a variety of challenges, including increasing inequality,
corruption, environmental degradation and many others, but it is impossible to deny the impressive improvement in material quality of life
throughout China. As a result, the CCP is largely viewed as a capable
ruler of the nation (see also Pew Research Center 2019).
For ideology, the situation is slightly more complicated. Although the
role of Communism as an ideological source of legitimization of the
CCP is to some extent still present, nationalism has now largely taken its role. One could even claim that the CCP has always been more
“Chinese” than “Communist” – the official CCP history narrates that
when Mao Zedong announced the formation of the People’s Republic
of China on 1 October 1949 at Tiananmen, he referred to the “Chinese people who have stood up” (although in reality he did not say
so) (SCMP 2009). In any case, since Deng Xiaoping’s reform and the
opening up process in the late 1970s, Communist ideology became
comparatively less important. Furthermore, in response to the 1989
Tiananmen massacre, nationalism was heavily promoted starting from
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the early 1990s to fill the void. Eventually, it was a double-edged sword
- when a nationalist public requires the government to take a strong
stance and criticize it for appearing “weak” in international affairs
(Weiss 2014). For example, the nationalist public often refers to the
Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs (a weak agency in the Chinese
Party-State apparatus, relegated mainly to the exercise of, rather than
decision making on, foreign policy) as “traitors” for their alleged willingness to compromise with “foreigners” rather than safeguard China’s
national interests (Christensen 2012, 30).
The legitimacy of the CCP is not drawn from elections. In fact, contrary to perhaps all other Communist countries, including North Korea, there have been no elections in China (other than village level
experimentations), even ‘for show’. This is consistent with the Asian
tradition in which the legitimacy of a government is based on performance, rather than how they enter office (in contrast to the tradition
in the West, which emphasizes the importance of free and fair elections) (Chu 2016). In the long history of the Chinese Empire, dynasties were viewed as legitimate because they possessed the “mandate of
heaven”. Once dissatisfaction spread and the prevailing dynasty was
replaced, the situation would be ex post interpreted as evidence they
had lost the mandate to rule legitimately, while the successor would
gain it (French 2017, 24, 610).
Concerning interaction with the outside world, the crucial question
is how Chinese foreign policy influences the ultimate core interest,
and subsequently the economy and domestic public (nationalist)
sentiments. This gives rise to a contradiction: the Chinese economy
is highly interlinked globally and requires friendly international relations based on finding common ground with other actors, while the
Chinese nationalist public requires an uncompromising ‘assertive’ foreign policy which pays lip service to “national interests” (Turcsányi
2016, 190-192).
In reality, relations between the state and society in China are more
complex. The Chinese public is not singularly “nationalist”, and similarly the Chinese government is not a solely benign actor trying to filter
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strong domestic demands. While the CCP is not the same as the Chinese people, neither side should be described in black and white terms,
especially with respect to foreign policy. As a result, China’s challenge
is not exclusively the result of a government being of a different ideology, or its people being from a different civilization or ethnicity (as have
been suggested recently by some U.S. officials, see Musgrave 2019).
A number of assumptions about China’s foreign policy have been
re-counted by pundits, the media, and others for so long that they
have effectively become axioms. China is seen as an expansionist, revisionist, Communist-authoritarian power, which attempts to lure poor
countries into “debt traps” by providing easy access to investment capital, while simultaneously trying to undermine the recipient’s democracy (see e.g. Friedberg 2015; Mearsheimer 2010; Thayer 2005).
A great deal of Chinese economic activity has been dubbed “debt trap
diplomacy”, with China allegedly offering loans to countries with the
knowledge that the recipient could not repay them (see e.g. Pence
2018). This would create Chinese leverage and political influence or
in some cases – as with the Hambantota port in Sri Lanka – direct
Chinese long-term leases over strategic assets. In reality, however, the
narrative of the “debt trap” is misplaced.
Mark Akpaninyie (2019) of the Center for Strategic and International
Studies and the National Committee on U.S.-China relations argues
that it is more appropriate to talk about “crony diplomacy” as Chinese
companies are “motivated by profit and abetted by a toxic combination
of bureaucratic disorganization, incompetence, and negligence at the
state level.” A leading expert on China in Africa, Professor Deborah
Brautigam (2019) from John Hopkins University, concurs and adds
that China experts “have found scant evidence of a pattern indicating
that Chinese banks, acting at the government’s behest, are deliberately
over-lending or funding loss-making projects to secure strategic advantages for China.” Research by Rhodium Group reviewed 40 cases of
China’s debt renegotiations and came to similar conclusions (Kratz et
al 2019).
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In the words of Susan Thornton (2019), former Acting U.S. Assistant
Secretary of State for East Asian and Pacific Affairs, “the notion that
China seeks to displace the U.S. or overthrow the international system
[…] is greatly exaggerated.” Moreover, China does not want additional responsibility for global governance, arguing that it is preoccupied
with domestic issues (Shambaugh 2013, 99-105). An open letter by 30
leading Australian China experts (2018) (to which more subscribed
following its release) indicates that they “see no evidence […] that China is intent on exporting its political system to Australia, or that its actions aim at compromising our sovereignty.” A similar open letter by
100 leading American academics, former officials, and businessmen
state that they “do not believe Beijing is an economic enemy or an existential national security threat that must be confronted in every sphere”
(Fravel et al 2019).
What these observations have in common is that they do not interpret
Chinese foreign policy steps from the perspective of an outsider. In
line with the previously discussed logic of “core interests”, it is helpful
to recall that international relations come second to domestic considerations for Chinese leaders (and perhaps for most leaders around the
world). Chinese foreign policy steps should be analysed in the context
of the Chinese domestic political system, to understand the reasons
behind them and perhaps even their future trajectory.
However, Chinese behaviour should not be excused on this ground;
China may still challenge or threaten other actors.

Conclusion:
What role for NATO in coping with China’s challenge?
Other than Russia, China poses perhaps the biggest external challenge to NATO countries from a state actor in the 21st century. However, that does not equal that China is a threat, enemy, or adversary.
Among even greater threats to NATO in the coming decades may include climate change, uncontrolled migration, terrorists in possession
of weapons of mass destruction, health epidemics, the rise of domestic
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extremism, the breakdown of civil order, and others. For many of these
threats, China is a necessary partner, as it is for a number of other issues falling more neatly within the traditional sphere of international
politics - such as North Korea, Iran, Afghanistan, or Middle East.
China’s rise is primarily about the economy, with the military coming
(at best) second. China will not rule the world or displace the U.S. as
the most powerful actor simply because it will not have the power to
do so – and it is unlikely it has the intention to do so, either. However,
China wants to gain the “status” (Deng 2008) of a great power in a
(future) multipolar world, organized with less deference to the preferences of the West, in contrast to the current world order instituted
after World War II. It is unclear whether existing institutions can be
reformed, or whether China and other emerging powers will instead
seek to build alternative structures. At present, the jury is still out.
More could have been done – and still could be done – to signal to
China that current institutions are capable of adjusting to new realities; there is a chance this would lower the potential benefit for China
to build new ones, and hence discourage it from doing so by adjusting
the cost-benefit ratio of such an endeavour. However, this can happen only with the recognition that the West and the U.S. will no longer have undisputed dominance in global affairs, as has been the case
since about the 19th century. At present it does not seem that many in
the West, and especially in the U.S., are ready for that.
Once again, it is important to emphasize that this does not mean that
the West in general, and NATO countries in particular, should capitulate to China. It would be inconsistent with liberal values, for instance,
not to oppose human rights violations within China and elsewhere.
Similarly, when concrete Chinese foreign policy steps run contrary to
the freedom of peoples outside of China, the West and NATO have
a moral responsibility to be firm. What this article attempts to argue
is that, first, the NATO response should be appropriately measured
to maximize its intended impact; and second, that we distinguish between the general direction of China’s foreign policy and individual
concrete steps to achieve it – which may be inconsistent with each oth-
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er, as is often the case in other countries.
NATO was established as a “collective defence” organization with a
clear military mission to defend the sovereignty of its members against
the Soviet threat during the Cold War. This mission changed significantly after 1991; NATO’s mission has never been as clearly defined
afterwards in terms of the enemy and the type of threat (as it was before this point). In the decades after the collapse of the Soviet Union,
NATO continued to guarantee the defence of its members, but also
intervened in third countries when it believed it was justified and necessary. While traditional military aspects remain at the core (as was
confirmed after Russia annexed Crimea in 2013), modern security aspects and operations have entered NATO considerations, most recently in the form of unconventional “hybrid” threats.
Considering that NATO continues to be primarily a military organization designed to defend its members, and that the challenge of China is
primarily of a non-military nature, NATO’s role in dealing with China
would probably be limited. At the same time, some areas definitely
suggest that NATO should play a role. First, NATO should continue
to provide traditional military deterrence, though not exaggerated or
overplayed as China is not likely to pose a direct military threat to
NATO members, or most nation states (with Taiwan as a special case).
Importantly, overemphasizing NATO’s deterrent role could unnecessarily worsen relations with China, which may perceive that it is being
treated singularly as an adversary, and act accordingly.
One area where China’s military can be expected to be increasingly
active – though probably short of open war – are the disputed land and
maritime territories, including Taiwan. China can also be expected to
continue to build its navy with the intention to play an increasingly active role in patrolling international waters, especially the routes
through the Indian Ocean. To respond to this development, NATO
might consider conducting freedom of navigation operations (FONOPs) to uphold the regime of open waters, even though the seas in the
Chinese vicinity would be increasingly under the influence of China –
such as the South China Sea or East China Sea. At the same time, care-
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ful positioning would be needed to avoid becoming directly involved
in territorial disputes. The case of Taiwan would require an even more
sensitive approach.
New military domains are another area where the NATO alliance
should continue developing its capabilities to compete and protect
the interests of its members. These include the Arctic region, but even
more importantly the cyber and space areas. Furthermore, NATO can
play a role when it comes to intelligence and counter-intelligence operations. These issues have become hotly debated since about 2017
under the label of “Chinese influence” (Walker and Ludwig 2017; Benner et al 2018). However, there are emerging voices calling for the response to be measured, that it should distinguish between what is legal
and illegal, and recognize what steps are legitimate Chinese attempts
to compete and what should be regarded as illegitimate and thus be
opposed. It is counterproductive to label or create an impression than
anything with relation to China is potentially malign (Shullman 2019).
As a result, some have suggested talking about “CCP interference” to
reflect these considerations (Parello-Plesner 2018).
China’s challenge is about much more than just its military, and the
bulk of it needs to be addressed by non-military means. Few would
expect NATO to start bailing out countries or companies in economic trouble, even if the latter were to be acquired by Chinese entities.
While a list of strategic assets should be identified in which security
would prevail over economic interests, outside of this relatively narrow
scope it needs to be accepted that China will likely play a larger role
in economics (and society, generally) around the world. Obviously, to
the extent that this is within the bounds of a “normal” rivalry, NATO
countries should take full responsibility to compete effectively by running robust economies with cutting edge-technological capacities and
decent living standards for its people.
There has been a triumphalist tone in commentaries in China in the
face of what has been perceived as proof of Western troubles - such as
Trump’s electoral victory, the Brexit referendum, the protracted Eurozone crisis, rising populism, xenophobia, extremism, or terrorism,
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economic disparities and poverty, violent protests or spreading chaos
(Pomfret 2018). These instances are viewed in China (and to some extent elsewhere, too) as evidence that Western-style liberal democracy
and a capitalist market economy do not function – and that perhaps
China’s model of effective political and economic state-rule can be an
alternative.
Eventually what would truly address the broad nature of China’s challenge of a “systemic rival promoting alternative forms of governance”
(European Commission 2019, 1) is to address the socio-economic issues, stabilize political and security situations, and generally increase
social cohesion in individual NATO countries. Subsequently, this
would go great lengths toward upholding the status of “the West” internationally, increase its ability to preserve allies and friends – and
perhaps draw more countries to the values which the West and NATO
stand for. This is hardly something a military alliance can provide – it
is up to the member governments to make sure the underlying longterm economic conditions create the context in which NATO as the
alliance can continue to be the most formidable military force in the
world.
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