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NATO Summits take stock of recent political and
security developments, assess how they affect the
Alliance’s posture and adaptation agenda, and de-
cide on possible new directions. From the outside,
a key feature of any Summit is also what it reveals
about NATO’s political cohesion and relevance.

The political cohesion of an international orga-
nization results from a general consensus among
its key member states about its mandate, objectives
and methods of operation. Relevance is about the
extent to which an institution delivers on its man-
date and therefore serves its purpose; relevance may
be real or perceived, but is in any case essential to
political cohesion.

Cohesion and relevance can be undermined in at
least three different ways. First, an institution’s co-
hesion and relevance are jeopardized whenever that
institution proves unable to effectively deliver on
the mandate it was established for. Second, cohe-
sion and relevance are at stake when member states
no longer agree on the objectives or methods of
the institution, and as a consequence on the level of
resources to allocate to it. Third, institutions’ cohe-
sion and relevance may suffer from a lack of public
buy-in for what they are and do. At all levels, the
assessment results from a mix of rational analysis
and a dose of manipulated subjectivity.

*  Head of the Research Division, NATO Defense College.

All security organizations are faced with the chal-
lenge of staying relevant, as they find it difficult to
adapt to a constantly evolving environment. One
of NATO?’s characteristics though is that its raison
d'étre stems from the need to address exzernal threats
— the Soviet Union during
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Are Member States still on board?

Consensus on the nature of threats to NATO’s
member states is often still lacking. Russia’s posture,
terrorism, hybrid and cyber warfare are assessed dif-
ferently depending on the geographical location of
the observer, and some member states hope that
NATO could do more in response to their own
security concerns. In this debate though, one must
distinguish between the above-mentioned exog-
enous threats and the endogenous challenges, i.e.
issues that have more to do with internal processes
than with defence- or security-related external phe-
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nomena. While these internal challenges are not un-
related to external threats, they also have their own
dynamics.

The nature of transatlantic relations and the inher-
ent burden-sharing debate provide one example of
such internal issues. How much is the US committed
to the Alliance? And how ready are European states
to meet their commitment of spending two percent
of their Gross Domestic Product on defence?

On both fronts, recent developments indicate a
shaky degree of commitment.

Almost two years after President Trump put the
burden-sharing issue back on the table in his inimi-
table style, at least three sets of conclusions can be
drawn. First, while the US President’s tone is almost
unanimously contested, and found to be simply
counterproductive in some countties, it is also a fact
that most European states have over time devel-
oped a strategic culture of defence under-spending,
which today calls into question their ability to con-
tribute to — if not ensure by themselves — their own
defence. This is a problem for them, and arguably
also for the military pact they belong to. The latest
figures indicate an evolution towards more defence
spending in most European states since 2015," yet
trends can only produce an effect if sustained over
time, and that cannot be guaranteed.

Second, defence spending is only one part of
the debate.? Also at stake are the equally important
aspects of capabilities and contributions to opet-
ations (the so-called “3 Cs”, standing for

<

‘cash”,
“capability”, and “contribution”), as well as, one
might add, better integrating capability develop-
ment Europe-wide. Moreover, the resource alloca-
tion issue cannot be confined to NATO taken as its
“sole beneficiary”. Both for the US and for most
European states, NATO is just one framework of
action among others, and defence spending can be
targeted to a vatiety of activities or frameworks, na-
tional or European. Increasing defence spending is
necessary, but it does not automatically mean that
NATO or the transatlantic link will benefit. More
specifically, the recent efforts observed in the Euro-
pean Union and the kind of resources that defence
may attract may challenge the link existing between

1 Since 2015, European Allies and Canada have consistently
increased their defence spending, by almost 5% in 2017. In
2017, the majority of Allies also had plans to meet the 2%
target by 2024. See, NATO Annual Report — 2017.

2 Cf. K. Hicks e al., “Counting dollars or measuring value.
Assessing NATO and partner burden sharing”, CSIS, Wash-
ington, DC, July 2018.

NATO and its member states” defence spending
policies.

Third, the burden-sharing issue reflects a deep-
er debate on the meaning of transatlantic solidarity
and the virtues of alliances. The transactional ap-
proach put forward by the US side overlooks one
of the fundamental tenets of the Alliance i.e., the
provision of defence guarantees by one member in
return for political alignment by all others. The fact
that such a system has benefitted all parties since
1949 is difficult to deny, and the deal can hardly be
reduced to a financial equation. Furthermore, Al-
liance cohesion can only be undermined by a fal-
tering commitment to Article 5 of the Washington
Treaty, especially at a time when Russia is looking
for ways to weaken the transatlantic bond. The US
operational commitment to defence on the Eastern
Flank is unquestioned, yet deterrence has much to
do with the credibility of a given posture, which in
turn is affected by the narrative developed at the
highest political level.

Is NATO still the most appropriate
framework?

A second set of issues has to do with NATO as
an institutional framework for military operations.
In response to Russia’s policy in Ukraine, the Al-
liance has designed and implemented a series of
deterrence and defence measures that make it the
premier defence organization on the Eastern Flank.
NATO’s cohesion and relevance have arguably
been reinforced as a result.

In parallel though, the wide-ranging sphere of
crisis management has been shaped by a series of
developments that are indicative of NATO’s role
in military operations. To start, the shift from cri-
sis management to projecting stability reflects an
evolution in the kind of activities that NATO is
contemplating, towards capacity-building and away
from large-scale military operations. Second, NA-
TO?s relevance is challenged by a broad questioning
of the merits of resorting to international organiza-
tions for military operations, especially when those
operations imply coercion.

Countries that happen to regularly resort to force
have tended to be reluctant to do so through insti-
tutions. As a matter of fact, none of the current
kinetic military operations — in Iraq, Syria, or the
Sahel — is conducted through an international or-
ganization. There even seems to be a negative cor-
relation between the level of use of force and the
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propensity to resort to international organizations
as a framework. This is not to say that institutions
are rejected in principle; the two NATO operations
in Afghanistan and Libya provide examples of in-
stitution-led operations, but very few would now
cite these two cases as models for potential future
high-intensity operations.

The latest institutional developments in this re-
spect are also revealing. The European Union’s Per-
manent Structured Cooperation (PeSCo) is institu-
tionalized but has in essence discarded the idea that
it could become an instrument for the “most de-
manding missions” (EU’ Lisbon Treaty, art.42.0).
In the same vein, the German-led Framework Na-
tion Concept (FNC), adopted by NATO in 2014,
brings together a number of NATO member states
for defence cooperation. Although it now has a
force generation dimension, the FNC is still large-
ly about capability development, and furthermore
originates from a country whose propensity to lead
high-end operations is rather low. In contrast, the
French European Intervention Initiative, estab-
lished as a framework to enable a group of “able
and willing” European countries to engage their
military capabilities to “protect European securi-
ty interests™, was created outside any institutional
framework. This does not mean that NATO or the
EU cannot host operations deployed within the
EI2 framework, but the flexibility inherent in the
type of operations contemplated does speak against
embedment into any institution.

It follows that, partly as a result of past military
operations in Afghanistan, Libya, or sub-Saharan
Africa, the logic by which coercion must be em-
bedded into an institutional framework is no lon-
ger a given, and is challenged by the countries for
which coercion remains an important security pol-
icy method.

This does not necessarily impact NATO’s collec-
tive defence policy, as cohesion in this domain is eas-
ier to bring about; but it does shape NATO’s “pro-
jecting stability” mandate, given that the scenarios in
which NATO would conduct high-end military op-
erations outside an Article 5 configuration are hard
to identify today. And if “projecting stability” means
that NATO is to become primarily a “training insti-
tution”, to what extent does this mandate reinforce
NATO?s political cohesion and relevance?

3 “Letter of Intent concerning the development of the Eu-
ropean Intervention Initiative (EI12)”, 25 June 2018.

Are the people still committed to the Al-
liance?

At the time when NATO was being challenged by
an existential crisis following the collapse of the So-
viet Union, one response was offered by the con-
cept of “security community”’. NATO would sur-
vive the end of the Cold War because it was more
than a collective defence organization aimed at de-
terring the Soviet Union. It was also a community
of states that shared values and a sense of “we-feel-
ing”, which would henceforth shape its emerging
cooperative security role, both in crisis manage-
ment in the Balkans and in its enlargement scheme.

A lot has happened since, and twenty years of
operations in Afghanistan and Libya have made the
“value narrative” more difficult to sustain, at least
in terms of “value promotion” through interven-
tion. This difficulty is partly expressed in the con-
cept of “projecting stability” that implies a sense of
retrenchment from past, more openly value-based
policies. Yet, NATO wants to present itself as a val-
ue-based institution, along the lines of the Wash-
ington Treaty principles of democracy, individual
liberty and the rule of law.

This said, recent tensions over some member
states’ illiberal practices and the spread of populist
movements throughout the Alliance can only raise
questions about the type of values that are shared
and promoted by NATO member states. Is there a
sense of “we-feeling” in the capitals of all 29 mem-
ber states, so that the Alliance can still be character-
ized as a community of values? Is this the way the
Alliance is perceived externally, in particular in the
countries where NATO aspires to project stability?

NATO is arguably less threatened by populist
movements than the EU is,* and the Cold War era
(when some NATO member states had autocrat-
ic regimes) showed that it was possible to achieve
some degree of consistency between democratic
and non-democratic states. Some populist move-
ments are even quite supportive of the transatlantic
link and of the role NATO plays within it.

However, insofar as NATO is by definition an in-
stitution of the establishment, there is an inherent in-
compatibility between populism and what NATO is.

When in power, illiberal movements may chal-

4 A 2017 Pew Research Center survey shows a relatively
high level of adherence to NATO by member states citizens;
see “NATO is seen favorably in many member countries”,
Pew Research Center, Spring 2017 Survey, 9 July 2018.
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lenge the type of “model” that NATO wants to
promote in its projecting stability agenda, and there-
by negatively affect the perception of the model by
NATO?s clients. Policy-making can also be influ-
enced by these movements, which would concen-
trate on purely national(ist) agendas at the expense
of solidarity’ More generally, it is multilateralism
as a governance tool that may be jeopardized by
illiberal postures, because of
the supposed threat that mul-
tilateralism represents to a

Is there a

sense of “we-
feeling” in the
capitals of all
29 member
states, so that
the Alliance

can stilf be

narrow-minded conception of
sovereignty. Ultimately, some
of these movements may di-
rectly call into question their
adherence to NATO’s Article
5 or even their membership of
the Alliance. And would de-
mocracies be willing to live up
to their Article 5 commitment
to defend an illiberal regime,

C‘b aracter: zed were such a regime to invoke
S ¢  the clause?

. In all these domains, anti-es-

6'0777777%7728/ o.f tablishment politics may im-

?/d/ﬂ es 2 pact policy-making in NATO

as a result of Russia’s influence

on populist movements in the
countries of the Alliance. This is where external and
internal threats come together, and ultimately feed
upon each other.

5  See M. Galeotti, “Will the populist wave wash away
NATO and the European Union?”, NATO Review,
January 2017.

6 See S. Biscop, “The dangerous geopolitics of populism,
and what NATO and the EU can do about it”, Security Policy
Brief, No.97, Egmont, May 2018.
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The threat from within

The relevance and cohesion of any security institu-
tion is dependent upon its ability to deliver on the
task for which it was established. NATO was es-
tablished to defend its member states against exter-
nal threats, and fighting these threats is what must
guide its action.

Yet, NATO is also under threat from internal
challenges, probably more obviously today than
ever before. For Celeste Wallander, “the most se-
rious problem” that NATO is facing today “is not
one of these obvious threats” such as Russia or ter-
rorism; “rather, it is the breakdown of liberal de-
mocracy within the Alliance itself”’

So far, those internal challenges have not tangi-
bly impacted NATO’s ability to deliver on its main
collective defence mandate. But if member states
disagree on what NATO?’s core task should be and
on the resoutrces to allocate to it; and if NATO cit-
izens increasingly vote for parties that are not NA-
TO-friendly, and ultimately bring illiberal leaders to
power, what kind of cohesion can NATO draw on
internally so that external threats are effectively ad-
dressed?

There is no easy answer to these questions, yet
two levels of response can be identified. One is in-
stitutional in nature, and requires NATO to demon-
strate to the citizens of its member states its ability
to effectively protect them, i.e. to show that external
threats are tackled. The other level is national and
relates to the effectiveness of liberal forces in fight-
ing and winning the communication battle on the
merits of multilateral and value-based responses to
contemporary security threats.

7 C. Wallander, “NATO’s enemies within. How democratic
decline could destroy the Alliance”, Foreign Affairs, Vol.97,
No.4, July-August 2018.
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