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n response to Russia’s illegal annexation of the
Ukrainian peninsula of Crimea in March 2014,
NATO Allies took a series of steps to strengthen
their deterrence and defence posture on the Eastern
Flank.! In accordance with the 2014 Wales Summit
Declaration, which NATO reaffirmed in the 2021
Brussels Summit Communiqué, this included ceasing
practical cooperation and significantly limiting dia-
logue with Russia.” Seven years on, however, there is
reason to reconsider the added-value of this approach
in light of the changing security landscape, NATO
2030 initiative, and de facto deadlock in the NATO
Russia Council (NRC) over Ukraine. Moreover, the
recent summit in Geneva between President Biden
and President Putin highlights the emerging impoz-
tance of adapting dialogue approaches with Russia.
This Policy Brief explores new avenues and propos-
es a modified dialogue format to complement the
NATO-Russia Council (NRC or Council) along with
a series of topics aimed at transparency and risk re-
duction in military operations and exercises, both of
which are objectives that NATO set out at the Wales
Summit. This does not mean a return to “business
as usual”, but rather an adaptation of the current
approach to introduce more stability in the relation-
ship and, ultimately, a change in Russia’s behaviour
through engagement. Three components come into
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1 This Policy Brief was informed by workshop discussions that took
place at the NDC. The author thanks those individuals who offered
to be interviewed and colleagues for reviewing drafts and providing
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2 Considering that dialogue and cooperation are treated as a single pillar
of NATO’s dual track approach (while deterrence and defense comprise
the second), this analysis will use the term, “dialogue”, as shorthand for
not only communication but also cooperative activities in general.
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play: depoliticizing the dialogue process; engaging
only on issues of potential mutual benefit; and work-
ing within political and institutional constraints.

Dialogue and the dual-track approach

Dialogue has been one of the two pillars comprising
NATO’s approach towards Russia, combined with a
strong deterrence and defence posture. This is the
so-called “dual-track” approach, which reflects the
complexities of NATO’s multi-faceted relations with

Russia. Throughout
NATO’s history, both
Russia/Soviet  Union Keywords
and tbe Alhange have NATO-Russia
recognized the risks of .
dialogue

not communicating with
one another. In 1956,
Soviet leadership imple-
mented its own version
of a dual track approach
with the West, called
“peaceful coexistence”. This allowed the USSR to
reconcile the practical realities of trade with its Marx-
ist-Leninist ideology. A decade later, and responding
to calls within the Alliance to rethink NATO’s defence
posture, the Harmel Report introduced a strategy to
defuse tensions in NATO-Soviet relations. This was
known as “deterrence and détente’. The legacy of the
Harmel Report lives on in NATO’s current approach
to relations with the Russian Federation in the form
of the dual-track approach.
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communicating with one

Why rethink dialogue now?

If Russia has yet to respond to the last NRC invita-
tion and to replace the outgoing Russian ambassador
to NATO, it is worth asking if now is the right time
to revisit the question of dialogue. Afterall, dialogue
requires interest from both parties. There are three
reasons why now may be the right moment. First, the
prevailing wisdom about Russia’s disinterest in dia-
logue is probably misguided. Russia has sent mixed
signals. While refusing to accept the open invitation to

reconvene the Council,

, Russian leadership have
Thr oug hout NATO's simultaneously offered

history, both Russia/  NATO site inspections
Soviet Union and the

and supported a range

Alliance have recognized of topics for dialogue

including arms control,
countering  terrotism/
piracy, and dealing with
“transnational  issues”
motre broadly” This
suggests that Russia, like NATO, is not interested in
a return to dialogue as it existed before 2014 but is
open to dialogue in principle, depending on the topic
and format.

Second, it is clear that the current approach to NA-
TO-Russia dialogue has not yielded a change in Rus-

the risks of not

another

sian behaviour. At the same time, there is no func-
tioning NATO-Russia forum to discuss topics that
interest many allies, namely risk reduction, transpar-
ency and arms control. Even if the NRC convened
2-3 times per year at the ambassadorial level (which
has not taken place since 2019), this would be insuf-
ficient to meaningfully address the topics. Instead,
these discussions are moving to the national level
as exemplified by the US-Russia, France-Russia, and
Turkey-Russia security dialogues, which may be coun-
terproductive for the Alliance in the long-run. There
is a real danger that NATO?’s collective posture could
become disjointed because, in order to have dialogue
with Russia on topics relevant to transatlantic security,
Allies will act individually rather than united.

Finally, the new US administration is seeking to re-
calibrate US-Russia relations on a new trajectory, one
that aims to be more stable and predictable.* As Pres-
ident Biden said to President Putin at their first sum-
mit, “We need to set basic rules of the road”.’ It is

3 J. Rudnitsky, “Putin offers NATO missile inspections in bid to reboot
treaty”, Bloomberg, 26 October 2020; “Russia-NATO: facts and myths”,
Permanent Mission of the Russian Federation to NATO.

4 S. Detrow, “Biden and Putin are going to meet in Geneva on June
167, NPR, 25 May 2021.

5  “Joe Biden says he told Vladimir Putin ‘we need to set basic rules of
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important to note the Russian conception of NATO
as an extension of US power in Europe. Because the
Biden Administration has recommitted US support
for NATO, Moscow may view NATO as a more vi-
able, and consequently a more worthwhile dialogue
partner.

Biden could continue what Macron started

While there are parallels between Biden’s approach
to stabilising relations with Russia and President Ma-
cron’s attempts to reengage Russia, there is reason to
believe that Biden may have a better chance at suc-
cess. Shortly after Emmanuel Macron was elected, he
invited Putin to Versailles for a summit in hopes of
creating an “architecture of trust and security”. This
endeavour combined bilateral dialogue with French
leadership to strengthen European security, what Ma-
cron called “strategic autonomy”, along with pressure
on NATO to become more responsive, describing
NATO as “brain dead”.® After three years, Macron
has seemingly little to show in terms of tangible se-
curity outcomes, with the exception of brokering a
temporary ceasefire between Ukrainian and Rus-
sian-backed separatist forces.

What may prove different between the Macron and
Biden overtures is the relative influence of the US
among Furopean countries and Russia. Although US
leadership has come into question during the Trump
administration, the US still wields considerable in-
fluence among NATO member states to initiate and
lead the Alliance, all the more so under the Biden ad-
ministration given its strong support. Second, Russia’s
perception, whether accurate or not, is that the US
is a more equal power in the multipolar international
system as conceived by Moscow, one that Russia must
contend with. Ultimately, Biden’s overtures to Rus-
sia are less ambitious than those of Macron. Where
Biden aims to bring “stability and predictability” into
bilateral relations, Macron sought a new vision of the
European security architecture, one that was “an in-

novative break from a strict containment policy”.’

Working within constraints

An optimal approach will need to work within certain
political and organisational constraints, the first being
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the willingness of Russia to engage in dialogue. There
are, however, areas of mutual interest that could bring
Russia back to the table. These include tisk reduction,
arms control, confidence building measures (CBMs),
and counter terrorism.

The second constraint is the variation of views
across the Alliance. While some allies have expressed
interest in rethinking NATO-Russia dialogue, many
others are by and large reticent, if not opposed. Yet, it
is still possible to change the dialogue approach with-
out returning to “business as usual”. This is because
the goals of dialogue articulated in the Wales Summit
(and subsequent declarations) have yet to be achieved,
particularly concerning risk reduction. As former
NATO Deputy Secretary General Vershbow pointed
out, NATO and Russia have had “similar ideas [about
risk reduction] but at different times”.* Those Allies
that are typically most cautious about dialogue with
Russia may also be more confident in rethinking the
current approach if it is in tandem with US policy,
given American support for these states.

Potential topics of meaningful dialogue

With respect to risk reduction and transparency, both
sides have called for dialogue in light of risky close
encounters that have resulted from stronger postur-
ing on the Eastern Flank. NATO?’s Steadfast Defend-
er 2021 and Russia’s upcoming Zapad exercise are the
most recent examples of growing military exercises in
the region. Risk reduction could take the form of rein-
forcing the current version of the Vienna Document
(last updated in 2011) particularly with regard to “con-
tacts”, “prior notification and observation of certain
military activities”, and “compliance and verification”.’”

Considering the collapse of the Intermediate-Range
Nuclear Forces Treaty (INF) and relatively short ex-
tension of New START, there also exists mutual in-
terest on arms control. Pillars of the nuclear arms
control framework such as the Anti-Ballistic Missile
Treaty (ABM), the Treaty on Open Skies, and the INF
have disintegrated in recent years. Both Russia and the
United States have expressed interest in arms control
cooperation for the future. This is taking place against
the backdrop of Russia developing new types of nu-
clear delivery systems that have serious implications
for deterrence, such as hypersonic weapons, inter-
mediate-range land-based missiles (conventional and
dual use) and the Poseidon nuclear-powered torpedo.

8  A. Vershbow, “Ramp up on Russia: NATO 20/2020 podcast”, Atlan-
tic Council, accessed 24 November 2021.

9 “Overview of Vienna Document 20117, US Department of State.

It is in the interest of both sides to resume a dialogue
on arms control as nuclear deterrence remains the
bedrock of both powers’ defence postures.

There is a window of opportunity for NATO to
contribute to these discussions concurrently with the
US to ensure that a framework is in place when the
New START extension expires. The future of arms
control will ultimately depend on both the US and
Russia. However, as it has in the past — from arms
deployment during the
Cold War, to disarma-
ment in the 1990s —
NATO will be actively
involved in the process
through  consultations
and coordination within
the various committees and bodies set to oversee the
Alliance’s policies in the field of arms control, disar-
mament and non-proliferation.

NATO can also engage in a scientific dialogue with
Russia on climate change. Based on recent statements
from the Secretary General along with recommen-
dations from experts of the NATO 2030 initiative,
NATO Foreign Ministers “have approved a specific
agenda on climate change...by monitoring and track-
ing” as a first step in responding to climate change."
At the most recent NATO Summit, Allies invited the
Secretary General to “formulate a realistic, ambitious
and concrete target for the reduction of greenhouse

NATO and Russia have

risk reduction] but at
different times”

gas emissions...” and to “initiate a regular high-level
climate and security dialogue to exchange views and
coordinate further action”."" Regardless of NATO’s
ultimate role, from a dialogue perspective, the advan-
tage of this topic is that it is largely a scientific — and
therefore depoliticised — endeavour. Even when the
politics of nations are at odds, historically the sci-
ence community has managed to cooperate and even
provide a measure of confidence building, helping
to diffuse political tensions. Thus, mutual interest in
responding to climate change can provide a de-politi-
cised space for dialogue to complement those taking
place in other fora.

Adapting NATO-Russia dialogue for the
future

While the NRC will continue to serve as the central
mechanism for NATO-Russia dialogue, an adjunct
platform on a much smaller scale could be estab-

10 R. Heise, “NATO is responding to new challenges posed by climate
change”, NATO Review, 1 April 2021.

11 “Brussels Summit Communiqué”, NATO, 17 June 2021.
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lished. The current number of participants in the
NRC lends itself to deadlock when contentious issues
arise, constrained by diverging national views and
the formality of large-group dynamics (an aversion
to public conflict known as the “Ringelmann effect”
in social psychology). Smaller group sizes of three to
eight are best suited to facilitate the type of frank and
meaningful dialogue that the Secretary General and
Allies have envisioned.

The creation of this adjunct platform carries risks
(under-representation of some members and sup-
planting the NRC), but they may be mitigated with a
few precautionary measures. In order to ensure col-
lective representation, these groups should be formed

on a rotational basis
. with NATO Civilian In-
The reality of NATO-  ternational Staff. Each

Russia dialogue IS staff member consults

that “no-business”  with multiple states and
has become the new  acts as a proxy for sub-

”bUSIneSS-aS-USUH/" groups of all 30 Allies.
The scope of topics

would need to be ap-
proved by all member states with a mandate strictly
defined as preparation for NRC meetings. Ultimately,
the NRC would remain the exclusive platform for de-
cision-making. This format would allow for a degree
of regular institutional communication to take place
in support of the NRC.

These adjunct meetings have the benefit of requit-
ing less preparation and allowing for more flexible
communication. Moreover, this format provides the
benefit of testing ideas to see if they warrant further
action at the higher level of the NRC. For Russia, the
incentive to participate in adjunct meetings is that
they too may benefit from a space to test ideas in a
depoliticised environment without having to first re-
solve the most contentious issues. To remove any po-
tential temptation of supplanting the NRC, adjunct
meetings should be conditioned on NRC participa-
tion with a defined scope of content.

A similar approach could be pursued at the military
level. Much like smaller, staff level meetings can en-
sure more productive NRC meetings, regular military
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interactions can promote more effective transparen-
cy and risk reduction. Although SACEUR maintains
an open hotline with his Russian counterpart, a de-
gree of periodic mil-to-mil meetings could assist in
the preparation for SACEUR-Chief of General Staff
talks to ensure that they are as productive as possible.

Other confidence building measures such as ed-
ucational and professional events/exchanges with
Russian politicians, academics, civil society represen-
tatives, and journalists — who advocate the NATO
values of individual liberty, democracy, human rights
and the rule of law — would also be helpful to sup-
port NATO’s outreach and public diplomacy efforts.
These programmes could be facilitated by the NATO
Information Office in Moscow, which is charged with
conducting outreach in Russia. Such CBMs may be
part of an updated toolkit that is neither a return to
“business as usual” nor the status quo. One example
could be a regular conference at the NATO De-
fense College bringing together a group of experts,
scientists, and policy makers. The College is an ideal
location that fosters exchange of ideas and relation-
ship-building in a depoliticised and retreat-style envi-
ronment. While security concerns persist for practical
military cooperation, scientific and expert exchang-
es such as these provide an opportunity to explore
new ideas in a low-risk environment including top-
ics which Russia has refused to discuss in the NRC,
such as grey zone conflict. The scientific community
on both sides is already debating grey zone conflict,
and professional CBMs can prime the pump for more
institutionalised dialogue.

The reality of NATO-Russia dialogue is that
“no-business” has become the new “business-as-usu-
al”. A new and more flexible approach to dialogue is
needed, one that can adapt to an increasingly vola-
tile relationship with Russia. Meaningful dialogue and
behavioural change are the end result of incremental
progress, and therefore it benefits NATO to find ways
to move past the current deadlock. While a return to
pre-2014 levels of dialogue is unrealistic, there is still
room to manoeuvre in the interest of risk reduction
and transparency, and ultimately more stable relations.
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