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When NATO’s founding members signed the North Atlantic Treaty on 
April 4, 1949, they declared themselves “resolved to unite their efforts 
for collective defense and for the preservation of peace and security.” 
The greatest threat to these objectives was a military attack by a hos-
tile power—a prospect that led to the treaty’s most famous provision, 
Article V, which states, “The Parties agree that an armed attack against 
one or more of them in Europe or North America shall be considered 
an attack against them all.”

Today, more than sixty years later, the threats facing the alliance’s 
members have changed considerably. An attack in North America or 
Europe by the regular army of an outside state is highly unlikely. Instead, 
the alliance must confront an array of more diffuse challenges, ranging 
from terrorism and nuclear proliferation to piracy, cyberattacks, and 
the disruption of energy supplies. 

In this Council Special Report, James M. Goldgeier takes on the 
question of how NATO, having successfully kept the peace in Europe 
in the twentieth century, can adapt to the challenges of the twenty-first. 
Goldgeier contends that NATO retains value for the United States and 
Europe. He writes, though, that it must expand its vision of collective 
defense in order to remain relevant and effective. This means recogniz-
ing the full range of threats that confront NATO members today and 
affirming that the alliance will respond collectively to an act (whether 
by an outside state or a nonstate entity) that imperils the political or 
economic security or territorial integrity of a member state. 

A central part of this debate concerns NATO’s involvement in con-
flicts outside of Europe, including today in Afghanistan. Analyzing the 
questions surrounding this involvement, Goldgeier rejects any distinc-
tion between traditional Article V threats and those to be found out-
side the North Atlantic treaty area. Instead, he argues, these threats can 
be one and the same. If NATO is unable to recognize this reality and 
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confront dangers wherever they arise, Goldgeier contends, American 
interest in the alliance will wane.

Examining a range of other issues, the report argues that NATO 
should expand its cooperation with non-European democracies, such 
as Australia and Japan; outlines steps to improve NATO’s relations with 
Russia; and urges greater cooperation between NATO and the Euro-
pean Union. Finally, on the issue of enlargement, the report supports 
the current policy of keeping the door open to Georgia and Ukraine 
while recognizing that they will not join the alliance anytime soon.

NATO has been a cornerstone of security in Europe—and of U.S. 
foreign policy—for six decades. But its ability to continue playing such 
a central role is unclear. The Future of NATO takes a sober look at what 
the alliance and its members must do to maintain NATO’s relevance 
in the face of today’s strategic environment. The result is an important 
work that combines useful analysis and practical recommendations for 
policymakers on both sides of the Atlantic.

Richard N. Haass
President
Council on Foreign Relations
February 2010
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Introduction

If the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) did not exist today, 
the United States would not seek to create it. In 1949, it made sense 
in the face of a potential Soviet invasion to forge a bond in the North 
Atlantic area among the United States, Canada, and the west European 
states. Today, if the United States were starting from scratch in a world 
of transnational threats, the debate would be over whether to follow lib-
eral and neoconservative calls for an alliance of democracies without 
regard to geography or to develop a great power concert envisioned by 
the realists to uphold the current order. 

The United States is not, however, starting from scratch, and NATO 
should not disappear. While the bonds across the Atlantic may be 
frayed, they are stronger than those tying the United States to other 
parts of the world. Common history and values matter, as do the 
resources (both financial and military) that Europe possesses. The 
NATO allies share a common interest in preventing disruptions to the 
global economy, including attacks on freedom of navigation. As a com-
munity of democracies, the member states are threatened by forces such 
as Islamic extremism and the rise of authoritarian states. For the United 
States, the alliance is a source of legitimacy for actions in places like 
Afghanistan. For Europe, NATO is a vehicle for projecting hard power. 
While NATO alone cannot defend against the range of threats facing 
the member states, it can serve as the hub for American and European 
leaders to develop the ties with other institutions and non-European 
countries necessary to provide for the common defense. For all its 
faults, NATO enables the United States to partner with close demo-
cratic allies in ways that would be difficult without a formal institution 
that provides a headquarters and ready venue for decision-making,  
as well as legitimacy and support for action that ad hoc U.S.-led coali-
tions do not.
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As has been true since the fall of the Berlin Wall two decades ago, the 
United States (and Europe) should want NATO to succeed. After the 
Cold War, the alliance dramatically redefined itself. In the 1990s, it fos-
tered stability across Europe by beginning its process of enlargement 
to the formerly communist east and by intervening to stop genocide in 
the Balkans. In the 2000s, it broadened its scope through the mission 
in Afghanistan as well as a counterterrorist operation in the Mediter-
ranean and counterpiracy efforts in the Gulf of Aden and off the Horn 
of Africa (in addition to continuing the enlargement process). But as 
NATO has broadened its scope, some members have grown concerned 
that the alliance is shifting its attention away from Europe. These 
members seek to return NATO to a more traditional understanding 
of its role defending against threats on the continent, particularly as 
an increasingly authoritarian and assertive Russian government has 
sought to reclaim a sphere of influence lost in the Soviet collapse. 

In November 2010, NATO will release a new “strategic concept” to 
guide the alliance going forward. That document must state clearly that 
providing for collective defense in the twenty-first century goes well 
beyond defending against the “armed attack” of Article V. To remain 
relevant, NATO must expand its traditional understanding of collective 
defense to confront the twenty-first-century threats of terrorism, pro-
liferation of weapons of mass destruction (WMD) to both states and 
nonstate actors, and cyberwarfare. By necessity, the United States has 
turned its attention away from Europe in order to counter these modern 
threats, which largely emanate from Africa, the broader Middle East, 
and Asia. If NATO fails to accept a growing global role, then the United 
States will lose interest in investing in the alliance’s future. But Europe 
faces these threats too and must recognize that a more robust NATO 
offers it the chance to counter them. Given the varied nature and source 
of threats today, NATO can be successful only if the Europeans agree to 
stronger NATO-European Union (EU) cooperation and to closer ties 
with major non-European democracies, particularly those in the Asia-
Pacific region.

Looking to the threats of the past, NATO still needs to provide 
assurance to its east European members that remain wary of Russia’s 
intentions. The strategic concept offers NATO the opportunity to 
reaffirm its commitment to Article V—an attack on one is an attack on 
all. However, the strategic concept must also clarify the alliance’s rela-
tionship with Russia. In addition to providing assurance to member 
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states, NATO must work to improve its relationship with Russia. Ulti-
mately, improved relations with Russia will do more to address eastern 
European fears than contingency planning and military exercises. But 
a better relationship with Moscow is also necessary in a world of trans-
national threats. Although NATO is a values-based institution, col-
laboration among the world’s democracies is simply not sufficient to 
combat threats like terrorism and proliferation. Russia and NATO are 
no longer enemies; it is time to form a productive partnership between 
the two.

Much rests on the upcoming strategic concept. It is an important 
opportunity for the alliance to provide assurance that the bedrock of 
NATO—Article V—remains sacrosanct but also to broaden the insti-
tution’s scope to respond to new challenges. A Europe largely at peace 
and secure within its borders is one of the most important results of 
the end of the Cold War and represents an opportunity for both the 
United States and Europe to turn their attention to the threats arising 
elsewhere.
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NATO’s Purpose: Collective Defense  
in the Twenty-first Century

Since the end of the Cold War, NATO has defined itself through its mil-
itary response to “out-of-area” conflicts, first in Bosnia, then in Kosovo, 
and now in Afghanistan. Every military action since 1995 has been more 
difficult than the previous one, and each time elites argued that the cred-
ibility of the alliance was at stake. Just as in the case of the Balkans in 
the 1990s, many argue that the credibility of the alliance rests on the 
success of the mission in Afghanistan. This fear for NATO’s reputation 
sidesteps the central question: What is NATO’s purpose? 

The development of a new strategic concept offers NATO the 
opportunity to determine in principle when, where, how, and why it 
needs to act rather than simply responding in an ad hoc manner as new 
problems arise that its leaders determine require alliance action. While 
there will inevitably be new challenges to alliance members that require 
a novel response (who, after all, would have predicted the growing need 
to combat piracy?), the alliance has the opportunity in 2010 to provide 
the public with a rationale for why and how the countries of North 
America and Europe should respond collectively to the range of threats 
that face them. 

In 1949, everyone understood that “an armed attack” as described 
in Article V of the Washington Treaty meant a Soviet land offensive 
in Europe. The threat was clear, and solidarity was essential. If Soviet 
forces swept across Germany, citizens of the Netherlands and Bel-
gium knew they would be next. Soviet domination of the continent in 
turn would directly affect North America’s vital interests. It was easy 
to believe that, as Article V declared, “an armed attack on one or more 
[alliance members] in Europe or North America [would be] considered 
an attack against them all.”

That sense of solidarity is difficult, if not impossible, to re-create 
today. Although a number of eastern European nations developed 
an increasing sense of insecurity after the 2008 Russia-Georgia war, 
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citizens in France and Portugal do not lie awake at night fearing a 
resurgent Red Army. 

The likeliest threats to NATO members are the kinds of terrorist 
attacks that occurred in the United States in 2001, Istanbul in 2003, 
Madrid in 2004, and London in 2005. Today one hears NATO represen-
tatives talk about the need to balance Article V with the need for NATO 
to act as an “expeditionary alliance” (a term introduced by President 
George W. Bush at the 2008 Bucharest summit). But the prospect of 
attacks against its citizens by terrorists operating from bases in places 
like Afghanistan and Pakistan can pose an Article V threat, as NATO 
members intuitively understood immediately after the 9/11 attacks, 
even if many have lost that sense of purpose since. Acting as an expedi-
tionary alliance is not secondary to Article V; in certain cases today, it is 
the essence of Article V.

A more difficult challenge both conceptually and practically is to 
articulate NATO’s role in the face of nonmilitary and even nonviolent 
threats that can devastate a society. Russia, for example, is less likely to 
launch a military assault against a NATO member than it is to engage 
in other types of intimidation. Cyberattacks against Estonia in 2007, 
originating from Russian territory, were the face of a new type of war-
fare, and past Russian cutoffs of gas supplies that run through Ukraine 
have left populations in NATO countries such as Romania and Bulgaria 
freezing in the dark. 

Are cyberattacks or energy cutoffs Article V threats? By definition 
they are not “armed attacks.” But if the alliance is to mean anything, 
NATO has to band together in the face of assaults that threaten a 
member state. In these nonmilitary instances, NATO can invoke Arti-
cle IV, which reads, “The Parties will consult together whenever, in the 
opinion of any of them, the territorial integrity, political independence 
or security of any of the Parties is threatened.”

The important point is not whether a threat is better viewed as fall-
ing under Article IV or Article V; what is important is an alliance com-
mitment that a threat to one member will be met collectively. In the 
strategic concept, NATO members should affirm that any action initi-
ated by an external state or nonstate actor that threatens the political and 
economic security or territorial integrity of a NATO member will engender 
a collective response.
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Beyond Europe

U.S. permanent representative to NATO Ivo H. Daalder has argued, 
“The North Atlantic area is no island. It is submerged in a globally 
integrated world. Today, the right lens for transatlantic relations is not 
so much American or European—it is global. And NATO, too, must 
increasingly view itself not only from a transatlantic perspective, but 
a global perspective.”1 Having a global perspective means not simply 
recognizing that threats can come from anywhere and take different 
forms; it means enhancing the alliance’s ties with partners around the 
world. NATO relationships with other institutions and countries are 
nothing new. The alliance took over the UN-authorized International 
Security Assistance Force (ISAF) in Afghanistan in 2003, and estab-
lished Operation Allied Provider to counter piracy after UN secretary-
general Ban Ki-moon requested escorts for UN World Food Program 
vessels traveling near the Horn of Africa and the Gulf of Aden. The alli-
ance created a Mediterranean Dialogue and the Istanbul Cooperation 
Initiative to expand its relationships with countries across the broader 
Middle East that participate in Partnership for Peace activities, engage 
in military cooperation, and exchange information. 

Relatively underdeveloped, however, are the alliance’s ties with the 
major non-NATO democracies. In 2006, then NATO secretary-general 
Jaap de Hoop Scheffer called on the alliance to develop closer partner-
ships with Australia, Finland, Japan, New Zealand, South Korea, and 
Sweden. A U.S. proposal to create a formal institution within NATO 
to build these partnerships foundered, in part because of fears by some 
Europeans that NATO would lose its transatlantic focus and become a 
tool for American military ventures around the world, but also because 
the six sought-after partners were not interested in such a formal 
arrangement.

Each partner has different aspirations. The two European nations are 
members of the European Union and have debated whether to pursue 
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NATO membership. Should they decide to do so, their inclusion in the 
alliance would be a foregone conclusion. None of the four Asia-Pacific 
democracies is likely to seek membership, a step that anyway would 
require revision of Article X of the NATO Treaty (which allows for the 
enlargement of the alliance only to European countries) and would gen-
erate huge opposition within Europe, which does not want the alliance 
to lose its transatlantic focus. NATO should continue to work with each 
Asia-Pacific partner individually to develop a pace of coordination that 
fits the needs of those countries through the tailored cooperation pack-
ages. These should be enhanced, and the opportunities for participa-
tion in NATO should be expanded. Australia, for example, has been a 
major contributor to the military mission in Afghanistan, and should be 
encouraged to participate more closely in the alliance’s ongoing efforts 
at military transformation and the development of a rapid response 
force. In future missions, any nonmember country that provides sig-
nificant military assistance—at least one thousand troops—should be 
part of the operational planning process, even if it has only nonvoting 
status in the deliberations. Japan, which recently announced greater 
economic assistance for Afghanistan, has also shown interest in missile 
defense and could contribute to the effort to protect the alliance against 
proliferators. These and other major non-European democracies have a 
huge potential role to play as the alliance retools itself to combat threats 
emanating from far-flung places.

The alliance can put these partnerships in the proper context only if 
it recognizes the breadth and depth of the current threat environment. 
If NATO’s sole purpose is to ensure security within Europe through the 
U.S. commitment to the continent, then these partnerships are periph-
eral. If the purpose of the alliance is to deal with global challenges, then 
the partners become central.

NATO’s success has depended on the shared values that underpin 
the alliance. As NATO looks for external partners, it should focus on 
closer ties to non-European democracies. But while NATO’s natural 
partners are democratic, it faces challenges—such as counterterrorism 
and counterproliferation—that will require collaboration with non-
democracies. First and foremost, that means cooperating with Russia.
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NATO and Russia

The core problem in NATO-Russia relations can be summed up quite 
simply: NATO will not allow Russia to have a veto over alliance deci-
sions, while Russia believes it is a great power deserving a full voice 
in European security affairs. Because NATO has been able to pursue 
policies despite Russian objections, it has done so, breeding further 
resentment from Moscow every time. But it is more than just an issue of 
power; it is also a question of purpose. NATO has sought to create secu-
rity and stability throughout eastern Europe. Russia, meanwhile, has 
sown discord and instability in places such as Ukraine, Moldova, and 
Georgia in order to increase its influence and prevent further encroach-
ment by NATO. These two contrasting visions of European security lie 
at the heart of the differences between the West and Russia.

Russia has objected to NATO’s expansion toward its territory and  
has viewed the policy to include the central and eastern European 
democracies as a humiliating effort by the United States to extend its 
sphere of influence at a time when Russia was weak. NATO believed 
that its benign intentions to expand the zone of peace and prosperity in 
Europe would eventually be understood and accepted in Moscow as a 
benefit to all, and not as a threat to Russia. 

Had NATO not enlarged, the European Union likely would have 
delayed its own enlargement process, leaving central and eastern 
Europe insecure and vulnerable. Those who have opposed enlarge-
ment cite the cost of difficult relations with Russia, but they do not 
consider what the costs of not enlarging would have been, including the 
possible failure of political and economic reform in central Europe and 
the potential for increased conflict in the region.

The future of enlargement is uncertain. While progress contin-
ues in the Balkans (Montenegro joined the Membership Action Plan 
in December 2009, and NATO has affirmed its support for Bosnia 
and Herzegovina to do the same once it fulfills certain reforms), the 
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prospect of Ukraine and Georgia joining the alliance will remain dim 
for some time to come. 

NATO’s current policy toward Georgian and Ukrainian member-
ship is sound. The alliance is reviewing both countries’ progress annu-
ally, allowing them to develop closer ties to NATO if they desire, and 
holding the door open for future membership. Each country has signif-
icant obstacles to near-term membership. Ukraine has enormous inter-
nal political challenges, and its population remains unconvinced that 
joining NATO is a worthy goal; meanwhile, the 2008 Russia-Georgia 
war ensured that the territorial dispute between those two nations will 
not be resolved anytime soon. Notably, at their 2009 summit, the alli-
ance leaders declared, “NATO’s door will remain open to all European 
democracies which share the values of our Alliance, which are willing 
and able to assume the responsibilities and obligations of membership, 
and whose inclusion can contribute to common security and stability.”2 
The first two have been standard criteria throughout the post–Cold War 
enlargement process; enunciating the third has ensured that the hurdle 
is higher for Ukraine and Georgia, given their disputes with Russia, 
than it was for previous aspirants. President Barack Obama added an 
additional threshold when he was in Moscow in July 2009, stating that 
a majority of the population of an aspirant must support membership, 
a line clearly directed at Ukraine.3

NATO should reaffirm its openness to European states that meet 
its criteria to maintain the integrity of Article X and to avoid draw-
ing unnecessary lines in Europe, but the slow path to membership for 
Ukraine and Georgia does lessen tensions with Moscow and open 
greater possibilities for cooperation with Russia, as does President 
Obama’s decision not to deploy the Bush administration’s proposed 
missile defense system in Poland and the Czech Republic. Instead, 
Obama decided to shift to a forward, sea-based system (built around 
Aegis-equipped warships armed with the SM-3 missile) to counter the 
short-range and medium-range missile threat from Iran. The new sea-
based system would be based in the eastern Mediterranean (and pos-
sibly the Black Sea and Persian Gulf) to protect American allies in the 
region.  Over time, the system may incorporate forward-based radar 
systems in Turkey, the Gulf region, and possibly the Caucasus, as well 
as land-based mobile interceptors (including in Poland). The Obama 
administration believes that this system is more attuned with the actual 
Iranian threat and provides a defense for all NATO allies. An added 
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benefit is that it should allow for greater U.S.-Europe-Russia collabora-
tion on missile defense that could protect against an Iranian threat. The 
United States should continue to seek incorporation of the Russian-
operated radar site in Azerbaijan as part of a regional defense system.

The ability of NATO and the United States to collaborate with Russia 
will depend heavily on how Russia understands the “reset” of relations 
sought by the Obama administration. To date, Russia has behaved as 
if the reset signals an American shift on policies such as enlargement 
and missile defense that previously angered Moscow rather than an 
opportunity for both sides to rethink their approaches to problems. 
The Obama administration has hoped that Russia would support stiff 
sanctions against Iran and allow greater transit for American troops 
heading to Afghanistan. Each time President Dmitri Medvedev has 
hinted at support for tough sanctions, Prime Minister Vladimir Putin 
has thrown cold water on the idea. Russia has been slow to implement 
the transit agreement on Afghanistan signed in July 2009; Moscow has 
approved only a handful of flights. A core problem regarding both Iran 
and Afghanistan is a divergence of interests and a Russian preference 
for the status quo. Russia does not want Iran to develop nuclear weap-
ons, but it also does not want a U.S.-Iran rapprochement that worsens 
Moscow’s geostrategic position. Similarly, Russia does not want the 
Taliban to return to power in Afghanistan, but neither does it necessar-
ily want American-led forces to achieve a clear victory. 

A significant question for Europe is whether Russia will adhere 
to the provisions of the Helsinki Final Act, in particular, the prohibi-
tion on changing borders by force. Russia broke that treaty in August 
2008 when it went to war to support the secession of South Ossetia 
and Abkhazia from Georgia. Russia’s actions demonstrated the limits 
of the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe’s ability 
to serve as a dispute settlement mechanism. They also demonstrated 
NATO’s limits in upholding the Helsinki principles on non-NATO ter-
ritory in yet another instance of the alliance being unable to manage 
threats on its own, as well as the failure of the NATO-Russia Council to 
take meaningful action.

There are no obvious answers to this problem, but in the near term, 
the United States should promote practical cooperation that builds 
greater confidence on both sides. The NATO-Russia Council appears 
ready to expand the number of joint exercises and training operations 
to deal with issues such as terrorism and nuclear safety, as has occurred 
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periodically in recent years. If Europeans can manage to fulfill their 
commitments to the NATO response force, then NATO could propose 
a joint NATO-Russia response force to manage emergency situations 
across the region.

Better relations with Moscow cannot (and need not) come at the 
expense of the security of eastern European alliance members. NATO 
needs to take seriously contingency planning for the protection of 
the Baltic states, particularly Estonia and Latvia, while recognizing 
that transparency is essential to assure the Russians these efforts are 
purely defensive.
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NATO Capabilities

In response to the new threat environment, NATO has to prepare itself 
for a range of military contingencies, including responding to states and 
groups around the world that are planning attacks on European and 
North American targets. Unfortunately, Europe has little capability to 
transport its troops across significant distances—more than 70 percent 
of European land forces cannot deploy. The minimal requirements the 
alliance set for itself to establish a NATO response force (twenty-five 
thousand combined land, air, and naval forces) have gone unmet, as has 
the provision of important equipment such as helicopters. 

In addition to fulfilling the stated requirements of the response force, 
NATO will need to focus its attention increasingly on maritime and 
missile defense capabilities. Under Operation Active Endeavor, NATO 
ships are patrolling the Mediterranean to counter terrorism, interdict 
weapons of mass destruction, and mitigate threats of piracy. This Arti-
cle V mission requires enhancing NATO capabilities to combat non-
state threats at sea.4 On missile defense, President Obama’s decision 
to focus on short- and medium-range Iranian missile capabilities has 
centered attention on the threats to Europe emanating from the Middle 
East, thus changing the missile defense discussion from how to protect 
the American homeland toward how to defend NATO territory. The 
next step is to gain allied agreement that territorial missile defense is an 
Article V mission, requiring the alliance as a whole, not just the United 
States, to contribute to the project.

As NATO prepares to respond to the nonmilitary threats to mem-
bers, it must recognize that it does not have the capacity to respond by 
itself to these challenges. Although it has established the NATO Com-
puter Incident Response Capability to respond to cyberaggression, for 
example, it has insufficient technological capabilities within the organi-
zation to respond to cyberwarfare. While NATO officials have spoken 
of the need to “protect critical energy infrastructure” (and Operation 
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Active Endeavor was established to protect the flow of oil and gas 
through the Mediterranean against terrorist actions), energy security 
is largely a political challenge. 

One option for the alliance is to develop not just military but non-
military capacities to deal with future contingencies. It would be prefer-
able to work with organizations such as the European Union that have 
both the resources and experience to complement NATO’s military 
role. NATO can focus on ensuring that it has the hard power neces-
sary to deal with various threats, ranging from states developing missile 
and WMD capabilities to terrorists and pirates, while working closely 
with other institutions and even nongovernmental organizations and 
private corporations to resolve the nonmilitary threats facing alliance 
members. U.S. secretary of state Hillary Clinton has spoken of the need 
to move toward a “multipartner world.”5 Perhaps nowhere is that more 
true than for NATO. 

On military matters, NATO can take the lead role, as it did in Bosnia, 
Kosovo, and Afghanistan, even if it eventually turns to organizations 
such as the EU to take over once a situation is stabilized, as was the 
case in the Balkans. On issues such as cyber- and energy security, the 
EU would ideally take the lead role, while NATO could assist with logis-
tical support and personnel as needed to resolve problems. Given the 
significant overlap in membership between the two organizations, this 
coordination should not be difficult, but it is. Achieving the necessary 
cooperation will take greater willingness by the United States to develop 
its own relationship with the European Union, and it will take concerted 
effort on the part of EU members to work more closely with NATO.
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NATO and the EU

Most alliance members are not going to make major military contri-
butions. They never did and they never will. The United States will 
continue to press for greater burden sharing, but such efforts will be 
effective only at the margins. 

Most NATO members, however, can add value in their capacity 
as part of the EU. In countering terrorism, for example, Europe has 
developed tools for both intelligence gathering and disrupting terrorist 
finances. The EU has established a Joint Situation Centre in Brussels, 
composed of national intelligence experts, that briefs EU policymak-
ers on terrorist activities. It has gone far in linking national criminal 
databases, and is able to monitor extremists and seize financial assets of 
suspected criminals. The EU maintains a twenty-four-hour monitoring 
and information center for emergency civilian assistance in the event of 
a WMD attack.6

Enhancing the EU’s partnership with NATO by allowing for more 
joint action is the logical place for European members of the alliance 
to make a greater contribution. The EU has tremendous nonmilitary 
resources, but it has been wary of working more closely with NATO. 
Many Europeans who already fear NATO is merely a tool of U.S. impe-
rialism do not want to allow the United States to play more of a role 
within the European Union. The EU’s recent adoption of the Lisbon 
Treaty, however, offers some hope for new possibilities. The treaty 
allows for more flexibility by a subset of EU members willing to engage 
in military and defense cooperation, and it also expands the scope of the 
EU Common Security and Defense Policy (CSDP) to “joint disarma-
ment operations; military advice and assistance tasks, peace-making 
and post-conflict stabilization; conflict prevention and post-conflict 
stabilization missions.”7

Although the Lisbon Treaty is an important step forward for the 
EU, a major obstacle to NATO-EU collaboration is the ongoing 
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dispute between Turkey and Cyprus. Cyprus vetoed the EU com-
mitment to end the trade blockade on Northern Cyprus; in return, 
Turkey reneged on its promise to open its ports to Cypriot shipping. 
Cyprus has blocked Turkey’s participation in the EU defense agency, 
and Turkey will not let Cyprus work with NATO. Although working-
level contacts between the two institutions are significant (e.g., there 
is an EU staff cell at Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers Europe 
[SHAPE], NATO’s military headquarters), high-level interaction is 
minimal, and therefore so is any serious collaboration in areas such as 
conflict prevention and crisis management. 

With the Lisbon Treaty, the EU will no longer continue to suffer 
as much in foreign policy from its six-month rotating presidency that 
left it ill-equipped to lay out strategic priorities. But the decision not to 
appoint visible and charismatic personalities to the positions of Euro-
pean president and foreign minister demonstrated that the major Euro-
pean countries still need to assert the leadership necessary to break the 
current institutional impasse between the EU and NATO.

Much U.S. concern about the large states in Europe has focused 
on their limited military role in Afghanistan. While it would be help-
ful for countries such as Germany and Italy to develop greater coun-
terinsurgency capacity, they are unlikely to do so. It is better that they 
devote their energies to creating opportunities for more significant 
NATO-EU cooperation. Turkey, for example, wants greater access to 
the European Defense Agency and the CSDP before it will support 
greater institutional collaboration. The major European powers must 
find a way to make this happen. The United States, meanwhile, will have 
to take the lead role in reassuring Turkey that in exchange for its sup-
port for NATO operations, Ankara will not find itself isolated within 
the alliance.

The problem of NATO-EU cooperation goes beyond Turkey and 
Cyprus. Those countries that are members of both NATO and the EU 
have two separate foreign policies. They do not coordinate their efforts 
or their missions. And they do not see that as a problem.

NATO’s hard power and the EU’s soft power would be a potent 
combination. Take postconflict reconstruction and stabilization. Some 
have called for a NATO stabilization and reconstruction force that 
can work with the European Union.8 But why duplicate capabilities? 
The United States and European Union can develop these capacities 
through their civilian agencies (as the United States has done within the 
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State Department) and then work jointly with NATO military plan-
ners to prepare for future postconflict situations. Franklin D. Kramer 
and Simon Serfaty have proposed creating a Euro-Atlantic Forum to 
serve as a strategic coordinator for NATO-EU actions.9 Locating such 
an entity in Paris would be a good way not only to take advantage of 
France’s return to NATO’s integrated military command, but to give 
France an incentive to find ways to build the NATO-EU relationship.

The NATO-EU relationship will also depend on a stronger U.S.-
EU relationship. The United States needs to beef up its mission to the 
EU and create closer ties between the staffs at its EU and NATO mis-
sions in Brussels. Currently, only one person at the U.S. mission to the 
EU is assigned to defense cooperation.10 In addition to increasing the 
number of personnel to work on defense at the EU mission, the United 
States should install a deputy at both its NATO and EU missions who 
would be responsible for liaison with the other mission.
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Conclusions

When NATO invoked Article V for the first time in its history—on Sep-
tember 12, 2001—Europeans conveyed their solidarity with the United 
States in a world in which geography and traditional territorial defense 
mattered less than unconventional, transnational threats. Unfortu-
nately, today European citizens largely view the war in Afghanistan 
as a humanitarian operation and not as a response to a direct threat of 
terrorism. 

In a hopeful sign for the future, NATO member states offered 
nearly seven thousand more troops to Afghanistan in December 2009 
after President Obama’s speech at West Point on the new Afghan war 
strategy, but the number of allies offering more troops was small, and 
most of those forces will not be engaged in combat operations. Two 
of NATO’s leading members, France and Germany, disappointed the 
United States in the run-up to the January 2010 London Conference on 
Afghanistan. French president Nicolas Sarkozy reiterated that his coun-
try would not send additional troops, and Germany offered a mere 850 
more. Two countries that have put troops in harm’s way, the Nether-
lands and Canada, had previously announced that their combat troops 
would be withdrawn by 2010 and 2011, respectively. And given that over 
the course of 2009 Obama had ordered more than fifty thousand new 
forces to join the counterinsurgency, what was once a fairly even split 
in the NATO International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) mission 
between Americans and non-Americans was now heavily tilting in the 
direction of American fighting men and women. The December 2009 
NATO pledge was welcome, but it was unlikely to stem growing bipar-
tisan criticism in Washington that the alliance has not done enough.

Only a handful of members other than the United States, in particu-
lar Canada, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom, and nonmember 
Australia (as well as Denmark and Romania), have been willing to send 
their troops to dangerous areas of the south and east (although even 
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those operating elsewhere in Afghanistan, including Italy and Germany, 
are suffering casualties). While reconstruction efforts and police train-
ing are necessary components of the overall mission in Afghanistan, 
U.S. secretary of defense Robert M. Gates has warned of the danger of 
NATO becoming a “two-tiered alliance of those who are willing to fight 
and those who are not.”11

Although Washington would like to see Europeans do more militar-
ily, NATO missions around the world, including those in Afghanistan, 
Kosovo, the Mediterranean, and the Horn of Africa, currently involve 
over seventy thousand military personnel. More than forty nations 
contribute to ISAF, and most of those would be unlikely to put troops 
in Afghanistan if the mission were being run under the U.S. flag.

Increasingly, NATO is training others—Iraqis, Afghans, the African 
Union—to provide for their own security. It has individual partner-
ships with more than forty nations (including more than twenty mem-
bers of Partnership for Peace). Dialogue with major countries such as 
India and China is likely to grow stronger. Convincing European pub-
lics of NATO’s role in combating global threats is the foremost chal-
lenge facing Europe’s leaders, which means building a common sense 
of threat perception. In Afghanistan, even those European countries 
not able to contribute more troops have to recognize that instability 
in Southwest Asia poses a common threat to the members of the alli-
ance. If they cannot develop solidarity on an issue central to the Obama 
administration and provide, for example, significantly more EU assis-
tance to the region—the EU announced modest new sums recently, as 
did Germany and a number of other countries—then U.S. policymak-
ers will grow increasingly disinterested in NATO as they confront real 
dangers outside the North Atlantic area.

Potential U.S. disinterest is the greatest danger facing NATO going 
forward. To keep the United States engaged in the North Atlantic Alli-
ance, the Europeans must signal that they understand the new threat 
environment and what it takes to meet that threat. It would be far better 
for both the United States and Europe if NATO succeeds. American 
reassurance is still valuable within Europe. A formal institution of lead-
ing democracies that provides a forum for discussion and a vehicle for 
action is a significant advantage for the United States as it seeks to pro-
mote international order.
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NATO remains valuable to both the United States and Europe, and the 
member states should continue to invest in the alliance. 

NATO provides the United States with legitimacy for action that 
does not accrue to coalitions of the willing, and it allows the Europeans 
to project power in a way that they cannot do on their own.

 NATO must recognize that Article V’s pledge that an “armed attack” 
on one shall be considered an attack on all is insufficient to defend its 
members against the range of threats that can undermine the national 
security of member states. In the strategic concept, NATO members 
should affirm that any action initiated by an external state or nonstate 
actor that threatens the political and economic security or the territo-
rial integrity of a NATO member requires a collective response through 
Article IV or Article V. 

These potential threats to security include a terrorist or missile 
attack, an external effort to topple a regime or occupy territory, a cyber-
assault that threatens to paralyze a nation’s political and/or economic 
infrastructure, or a cutoff of energy supplies. 

NATO members must also recognize that Article V threats can arise 
from outside the continent. The issue is not “Article V versus expedi-
tionary”; the issue is how to respond to common threats to security 
regardless of their origin. If it fails to do so, the alliance will lose its cen-
tral role in American national security policy.

NATO should strengthen its partnerships with the EU and with non- 
European democracies.

To ensure the resources necessary to respond to nonmilitary threats, 
the United States should push those European nations that are mem-
bers of both NATO and the EU to help break down the barriers to coop-
eration between the two institutions to allow for more joint action, 
particularly in the areas of conflict prevention and crisis management.

Recommendations
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European partners should promote Turkish access to the European 
Defense Agency and the European Security and Defense Policy in 
order to help mitigate the obstacles to EU-NATO collaboration.

The United States should strengthen its mission to the EU, particu-
larly by adding personnel to work on defense cooperation and ensure 
that the American missions to the EU and NATO are working closely 
together. It should install a deputy at each mission responsible for liai-
son with the other mission.

Locating an EU-NATO institutional forum for cooperation in Paris 
would take advantage of France’s return to NATO’s integrated military 
command and give France an incentive to find ways to build a stronger 
EU-NATO partnership.

In a world of global threats, NATO must enhance its ties with part-
ners around the world, including the major Asia-Pacific democracies, 
by providing opportunities for more collaboration at NATO headquar-
ters and at SHAPE for those partners in areas such as missile defense 
and the crisis response force. An alliance that sees itself merely as trans-
atlantic in focus is an anachronism of the twentieth century, when the 
threats to Europe came from Europe, and when there were few democ-
racies outside the region.

As Australia has demonstrated, nonmember nations can provide 
important military contributions. In any future mission in which a non-
member provides significant military assistance—at least one thou-
sand troops—that country should be part of the operational planning 
process, even if it only has nonvoting status in the deliberations.

To be relevant to future threats, NATO will need to focus its attention 
increasingly on developing maritime and missile defense capabilities.

The United States should foster greater collaboration between NATO and 
Russia.

The United States should promote practical cooperation that might 
build greater confidence between the alliance and Russia. The NATO-
Russia Council should expand the joint exercises and training opera-
tions to deal with issues such as terrorism and nuclear safety. And if 
Europeans can manage to fulfill their commitments to the NATO 
response force, then NATO could propose a joint NATO-Russia 
response force to manage emergency situations across the region.

The Obama administration’s missile defense decision opens the 
opportunity for collaboration with Russia, including joint assessments 
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of the missile threat from Iran. The United States should actively seek 
Russian partnership in a joint missile defense. 

 At the same time, NATO needs to reassure east European alliance 
members that Article V ensures their defense against Russian intimi-
dation. That means that NATO needs to take seriously contingency 
planning for the protection of the Baltic states, particularly Estonia and 
Latvia. NATO should also reaffirm its commitment to its open-door 
policy on enlargement in Europe and maintain its current policy of an 
annual review for Georgia and Ukraine.
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