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CHAPTER 3

Projecting Stability to the South:  
NATO’s “New” Mission?

Jeffrey A. Larsen and Kevin Koehler

In 2014, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization was surprised by the 
sudden emergence of a renewed danger from Russia on its Eastern 
flank that threatened the sovereignty and security of its member states 
and their home territories. The Alliance found itself forced to return 
its attention back to Europe and its previous core missions of collec-
tive defence and deterrence, reversing a 20-year trend that was driven 
by one general assumption: since Europe was free from traditional mil-
itary threats, the member states were also free to pursue larger ambi-
tions on a global scale. The end of the Cold War contributed to the 
emergence of crises in the eastern periphery of the Alliance, including 
in the Balkans, which led to the first wave of NATO out-of-area oper-
ations. Nevertheless, the perspective that Europe no longer faced an 
existential threat was formalised in the 2010 Strategic Concept, which 
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emphasised the three pillars of NATO strategy: collective defence, crisis 
management, and cooperative security. While each was nominally equal 
in importance, in reality the Alliance and its member states had pursued 
the latter two pillars at the expense of the former for nearly a genera-
tion. The concept of “projecting stability” was highlighted in the 2016 
Warsaw Summit Declaration as a way of accommodating both of those 
two pillars. This document emphasised projecting stability as one of the 
most important missions for the Alliance, almost on a par with the core 
missions of collective defence and deterrence.

This chapter argues that projecting stability is not a novel concept for 
the Alliance—it has in fact been applied to Eastern Europe for nearly 
30 years since the end of the Cold War. While we question whether 
NATO is the international organisation best suited for this mission, we 
also propose some suggestions which focus on states in the Middle East 
and North Africa, and the particular challenges they face, for ensuring 
the success of this mission.

We approach these issues in the following way: the next two sections 
examine the origins and development of the projecting stability agenda 
with an emphasis on the particular conception of projecting stability from 
the military perspective, which has recently been adopted by NATO’s 
Military Committee. The following two sections then examine two waves 
of projecting stability, one directed eastward after the end of the Cold 
War, the other aimed at the Alliance’s southern neighbourhood and ongo-
ing since the Warsaw Summit in 2016. Based on these considerations, we 
offer some thoughts on the extent to which the Alliance is fit for the pur-
pose of projecting stability and how current activities could be improved, 
before closing with recommendations to increase the likelihood of NATO 
successfully achieving its mission of projecting stability to the South.

BACKGROUND

One would have expected general agreement on the need to reaffirm 
collective security in Europe as a result of the events of 2014, given 
that since the end of the Cold War nearly all of NATO’s national mil-
itary forces had become much smaller, and less prepared for collective 
defence. This trend resulted from two factors: the perceived peace div-
idend that accompanied the disappearance of the Soviet threat, and the 
concomitant need to provide more agile and lightweight forces to deal 
with out-of-area challenges, especially after 9/11. The latter required a 
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different set of equipment than what the armour-heavy Cold War militar-
ies could provide. The necessary retooling and restructuring for military 
operations beyond Europe were expensive, took years to complete, and 
resulted in a new mindset among Western militaries regarding their per-
ceived purpose and role in the post-Cold War world. There was, accord-
ingly, little desire to once again reverse course after 2014. The result was 
considerable push-back within the Alliance against any return to collec-
tive defence. “We don’t want a return to the Cold War” was a refrain 
heard regularly in the halls of NATO for more than two years, until the 
Warsaw Summit declaration of July 2016 set collective defence once 
again as the primary responsibility of the Alliance. Instead, there was a 
push for continued emphasis on out-of-area issues, especially threats 
emanating from the South of course, there is no reason that the Alliance 
could not accomplish both missions. Members of the Alliance simply 
have to make a determined effort to do so, and to pay the necessary 
price. After all, each member state can, in principle, determine where and 
in what manner they will contribute to the various security missions.

In fact, NATO has been projecting stability outside its borders for a 
long time—since the first days of the post-Cold War era—and thus the 
concept is hardly novel. NATO’s expansion to the East in the second 
half of the 1990s was explicitly referred to as an exercise in “projecting 
stability” by some analysts at the time, and the notion has reappeared 
regularly since in statements by NATO officials (Hunter 1995). Indeed, 
in a 2006 speech, Secretary General Jaap de Hoop Scheffer referred to 
projecting stability as “NATO’s new approach to security.” “[T]o defend 
our values,” de Hoop Scheffer affirmed, “NATO, as a political-military 
Alliance, requires a range of tools: stronger partnerships and partner-
ships with key Nations; not a global NATO but a NATO with global 
partners that share our values” (de Hoop Scheffer 2006). The same 
idea was reflected more recently by current NATO Secretary General 
Jens Stoltenberg, who suggested in a speech at the Graduate Institute 
in Geneva in March 2017 that “when our neighbors are more stable, we 
are more secure” (Stoltenberg 2017). In this sense, the agenda of pro-
jecting stability can be seen as the Alliance’s answer to the increasingly 
interconnected nature of the security environment at its periphery.

Yet, despite this historic precedence, and notwithstanding the fact 
that projecting stability experienced a renaissance of sorts following the 
2016 Warsaw Summit, important questions remain. To begin with, the 
Alliance has yet to provide a coherent political definition of stability and 
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how it can be projected. Currently, the Alliance’s military bodies are 
ahead of their political masters in delineating the concept, a situation 
which creates tensions and inconsistencies. This gap between political 
ambition, and strategic thinking and planning severely hampers Alliance 
efforts. In fact, NATO Assistant Secretary General for Operations, John 
Manza, recently suggested that NATO deserved an “F” for projecting 
stability (Rousselet 2017). On a more general level, there are those who 
question whether such a broad mission as is implied by the projecting 
stability agenda is really the best fit for a political-military alliance like 
NATO. Would this agenda be better served if led by a different organi-
sation, such as the European Union (EU), the Organization for Security 
Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), or the United Nations?

ORIGINS AND DEVELOPMENT OF THE CONCEPT

Shortly after the end of the Cold War, the Alliance decided to go out of 
area in an attempt to stabilise its neighbourhood. It hoped that by doing 
so it would reduce conflict, improve the living standards of the recipients 
of such stability, and thereby increase Europe and NATO’s own secu-
rity by damping down dangerous tendencies along its periphery (Moore 
2007).

NATO’s strategic concepts after the end of the Cold War never made 
explicit reference to projecting stability. In the document published in 
2010, the substantive idea of securing Alliance territory by stabilising the 
security environment in the periphery is visible in the fact that the classi-
cal core task of collective defence was complemented by an emphasis on 
crisis management and cooperative security. However, projecting stability 
had not reached the level of a strategic concept (NATO 2010). In brief, 
even though the concept is two-decades old, its function still does not 
extend far beyond the fundamental hypothesis that “when our neigh-
bors are more stable, we are more secure.” In short, the Alliance lacks a 
focused political reflection on the actual meaning of projecting stability.

In lieu of such reflection, NATO has developed a military concept for 
projecting stability that has been approved by the Military Committee 
and, at the time of writing, awaits approval by the North Atlantic 
Council (NAC). While the latest draft of this document, MC 0655/4, 
remains classified, previous versions suggest a “means-focused” approach 
to projecting stability with a little effective reflection on the desired polit-
ical end-state. The latest, unclassified draft document, MC 0655/3, 
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contains working definition of both stability and projecting stability.1 
According to this document, stability refers to:

A situation where capable, credible, legitimate and well-functioning insti-
tutions and a resilient state/society create the conditions in which the risk 
for outbreak, escalation, recurrence of conflict is reduced to acceptable lev-
els, leading to a more secure and less threatening environment.2

Building on this definition, as well as on prior guidance contained in MC 
0400/3, projecting stability is therefore defined as:

a range of military and non-military activities that influence and shape the 
strategic environment in order to make neighbouring regions more stable 
and secure in support of both NATO’s strategic interests and those of its 
neighbours.3

Two observations regarding these definitional efforts should be made. 
First, in terms of the military function of the document, the definitions 
appropriately refrain from specifying a concrete political end-state. In 
fact, MC 0655/3 clearly states that projecting stability “includes both 
political and military efforts, recognizing that all efforts should serve a 
clear political aim.”4 Reflecting NATO’s character as a political-military 
alliance, this political guidance should come from the political level.

Second, the definition of stability is rather ambitious. Its formulation 
not only implies activities far beyond NATO’s traditional area of func-
tioning, but also suggests that the Alliance take an active interest in the 
domestic political configurations of non-allied countries. While this does 
not necessarily suggest that the Alliance is in the business of democra-
tisation, it does imply that, as a recently commissioned report from 
Allied Command Transformation describes, “local political institutions… 
need to be sufficiently resilient and representative of local societies as to 
avoid and resist further crises in the near future” (Costalli 2017: 25; on 

1 MC 0655/3 is an unclassified draft document. The fourth version, MC 0655/4, which 
has been adopted by the MC remains classified. The definitions quoted here might have 
changed in the final document.

2 MC 0655/3, para. 5a.
3 MC 0655/3, para. 5b.
4 MC 0655/3, para. 4.
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NATO’s role in the political transition of Tunisia and Egypt, see Amadio 
Viceré and Frontini in this volume).

In the larger scheme of things, the Alliance has thus put the cart 
before the horse in its approach towards its periphery, explicating means 
without having first discussed the ends. Indeed, in the absence of a 
coherent policy and appropriate direction and guidance at the political 
level, NATO’s military authorities are left with the task of translating an 
overly vague concept into a concrete set of activities.

While such attempts to develop definitions of central concepts in 
abstracto are welcome, the political implications of Alliance efforts to 
project stability are best understood in reference to concrete historical 
settings. In the following section, we trace two waves of projecting sta-
bility, which have taken place in two major compass directions and some 
20 years apart: to the East in the 1990s and to the South in the 2010s.

THE FIRST WAVE OF PROJECTING STABILITY: PARTNERSHIP 
WITH AND ENLARGEMENT TO THE EAST

In the early post-Cold War years of the 1990s, a belief arose that even 
though Europe was now peaceful, facing no imminent threats, it could 
not achieve genuine security if instability reigned along its periphery. 
With the disappearance of the Warsaw Pact, the dissolution of the Soviet 
Union, and the end of the dangerous long peace, many analysts thought 
that NATO had accomplished its mission and outlived its usefulness.

Others, however, felt that instead of fading away, the Alliance should 
now take on a new role: helping erase the divisions of the Cold War, and 
creating a Europe that was whole, free, and at peace. This was an oppor-
tunity for the United States to push its longstanding desire to expand 
NATO’s focus beyond Europe. This new world order would be based 
on NATO’s core values and shared beliefs: democracy, personal freedom, 
the rule of law, and a just international order. As an American publica-
tion opined, it was “time to transform NATO from an alliance based on 
collective defence against a specific threat into an alliance committed to 
projecting democracy, stability, and crisis management in a broader stra-
tegic sense” (Asmus et al. 1993).

The idea of projecting stability was born from this context immedi-
ately after the end of the Cold War and was based on the idea that, as US 
Senator Richard Lugar expressed in 1993, NATO had to go “out of area 
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or out of business” (quoted in Rosenfeld 1993). At NATO’s London 
Summit in July 1990, Alliance members thus made a pledge to construct 
a new security environment in Europe. They declared that the Soviet 
Union was no longer an enemy. Such revisions were a way to maintain 
Alliance cohesion in an uncertain time by providing a new mission for 
NATO. Years after, it would also provide a new home for the nations of 
the former Warsaw Pact by telling them that they were all part of greater 
Europe, and would not be left out in the cold. For all of this to work, 
however, the Alliance would have to project stability and democracy to 
its former enemies in the East. As Vaclav Havel put it, “If the West does 
not stabilize the East, the East will destabilize the West” (Havel 1997).

At the Rome Summit in 1991, the Alliance took the next step and 
declared that it would pursue dialogue and cooperation as well as 
security. One tangible result of this decision was the creation of the 
North Atlantic Cooperation Council (later renamed the Euro-Atlantic 
Partnership Council). In 1994, the Alliance created the Partnership for 
Peace (PfP), which grew to include 21 member states, including all the 
independent republics that came out of the former USSR, and all the 
neutral states of Europe. In 1997, the Alliance signed the NATO-Russia 
Founding Act, which put relations between the two on a more equal 
footing.

These initiatives towards NATO’s eastern neighbourhood constituted 
concrete efforts to project stability (Hunter 1995; also see Yost 1998). 
An article by US permanent representative Robert Hunter, published in 
NATO Review in 1995, for example, declared NATO’s enlargement as 
“part of a strategy for Projecting Stability into Central Europe” (Hunter 
1995). The idea was to fundamentally transform the security environ-
ment in Central Europe: to “move Eastward one of the most thrilling 
human achievements of the past half century: the abolition of war itself 
among the states of Western Europe” (Hunter 1995: 3). NATO would 
offer its erstwhile adversaries to the East various levels of cooperation 
ranging from potential membership, to close consultation through the 
framework of the PfP, or through specialised procedures such as the 
NATO-Russia Founding Act (Hunter 1995: 3). Hunter outlined the 
Alliance’s three-pronged approach: engaging countries from the former 
Warsaw Pact through consultations in the framework of the PfP initia-
tive; offering a long-term prospective to these countries either through 
membership, or through sustained partnership; and putting the NATO–
Russia relationship on a new footing by winning “Russia’s confidence in 
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NATO’s intentions by developing a rich and productive relationship with 
Moscow” (Hunter 1995: 7).

In addition to the effects of NATO’s eastward expansion, members of 
the Alliance also conducted a series of out-of-area kinetic and non-kinetic 
operations to the East. At the time, these operations generated consider-
able debate on both sides of the Atlantic, as experts and politicians con-
sidered the future role of the Alliance, whether it should be conducting 
operations outside its traditional area, whether it should be conducting 
offensive military operations at all or remain a defensive alliance, and 
whether an alliance decision obligated all members to comply. But these 
existential considerations did not prevent the Alliance from acting when 
it saw a pressing need for some organisation—any organisation—to take 
prompt action in a crisis. NATO discovered that it was the only organi-
sation available and capable of taking action in most cases of crisis during 
this period. Some of its actions included:

• Allied Goodwill I and II, humanitarian aid and medical expertise 
provided to Russia and former Soviet states, 1992

• US arms embargo in the Adriatic, supported by NATO, 1992–1993
• Operations Deadeye and Deliberate Force, countering Bosnian Serb 

actions, 1995
• International Force (IFOR), Bosnia, 1995–1996
• Security Force (SFOR), Bosnia, 1996–2004
• Operation Allied Freedom, air campaign over Serbia to protect 

Kosovo, 1999
• Kosovo Force (KFOR), 1999–present
• Operations Essential Harvest, Amber Fox, and Allied Harmony, 

Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia (FYROM), 2001–2003
• NATO Headquarters in Skopje, FYROM, 2002–present.

Each of these missions included air, sea, and land military forces of mul-
tiple NATO member states, which greatly inflated the Alliance’s view of 
itself, its purpose in the new world order, and its ability to conduct rela-
tively small-scale military operations in the pursuit of stability for Europe 
and its immediate neighbourhood.

The ultimate step in projecting stability, for many Partner nations, 
was an invitation to join NATO as a full member. For some nations, this 
was also the best indicator of success of the entire projecting stability 
effort. This logic guided much of the enlargement debate of the 1990s.  
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The original thinking was based on valid liberal principles: the belief that 
NATO’s enlargement would be a beneficial contribution to the democ-
ratisation, and hence pacification, of Eastern Europe. Increased member-
ship was required for more nations to abide by the norms espoused by 
NATO and the OSCE. This assertion had a political purpose as much 
as one of military expediency. The lure of membership would create a 
positive link between the development of a state’s foreign and defence 
policies and its prospects for membership. The Membership Action Plan 
became the bible for states wishing to become members and served as a 
tool for outreach and a way of projecting the values of the Alliance. The 
importance of this assertion for the Alliance is present in today’s contin-
ued support of NATO’s “Open Door” policy for all European states, in 
accordance with Article 10 of the Washington Treaty.

The success of projecting stability to the East can be explained in part 
by the fact that European Partner states were motivated by the possi-
bility of eventual NATO membership. In addition, parallel and simul-
taneous efforts by the European Union to enlarge its zone of peace 
through shared economic, social, and cultural relationships also sup-
ported NATO’s efforts in the region. As we shall see, the Mediterranean 
Dialogue (MD) and Istanbul Cooperation Initiative (ICI) partnership 
programmes were hamstrung to some extent since they did not carry 
the same incentivising aspects of future membership to either organi-
sation. This made cooperation with NATO in the MENA region more 
pragmatic, and seen primarily through the prism of military-to-military 
programmes.

THE SECOND WAVE OF PROJECTING STABILITY:  
NATO LOOKS SOUTH

Having shaped NATO’s approach to its Eastern neigbourhood in the 
immediate post-Cold War era, the notion of projecting stability has 
undergone a renaissance of sorts since the 2016 Warsaw Summit—this 
time with an emphasis on the South (Díaz-Plaja 2018). The develop-
ment of the military concept for projecting stability, moreover, consti-
tutes an attempt to give concrete meaning to this abstract notion. This 
renewed emphasis on projecting stability, somewhat paradoxically, must 
be seen against the backdrop of increased Alliance efforts in collective 
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defence and deterrence since 2014. Given the Alliance’s renewed focus 
on its classical core task after Russia’s 2014 annexation of Crimea 
(Kroenig 2015), including the return of the nuclear issue (Kamp 2018), 
the simultaneous resurgence of projecting stability reflects NATO’s 
attempt to balance different risk perceptions by its Eastern and Southern 
members (Vito 2015).

The second wave of projecting stability is directed towards the 
South, more specifically towards North Africa and, to a lesser extent, 
the Eastern Mediterranean. To the extent that the projecting stability 
agenda as applied to the South is perceived as paralleling earlier efforts 
in the East, it is important to identify a number of core differences in the 
regional and global context which might impact the effectiveness of such 
an agenda.

First, even though the Alliance maintains its “open door policy,” there 
is no prospect for membership when it comes to Partners in the South. 
While fiercely criticised at the time (Perlmutter and Carpenter 1998) and 
controversial due to its effects on NATO–Russia relations (Dannreuther 
1999), NATO’s eastward enlargement must be considered successful 
from a technical point of view. With four waves of enlargement between 
1999 and 2017, NATO has integrated a total of 13 new member states 
in Central and Eastern Europe since the end of the Cold War. This cer-
tainly transformed the security environment in the region and had sig-
nificant effects on domestic security sectors as well. In the absence of a 
membership prospective—and the corollary prospect of being allowed 
under the security umbrella of Article 5—comparable transformations are 
unlikely in the MENA. In other words, incentives for Southern Partners 
to adapt their policies and open up their security sectors are limited when 
compared to former and present candidate countries in Central and 
Eastern Europe.

Second, NATO does not have the best of reputations in the Southern 
neighbourhood. Despite lacking systematic public opinion data, public 
attitudes towards NATO in most MENA countries range from igno-
rance to opposition. Even at the level of security professionals and mil-
itary officers, NATO is considered with some scepticism, and Alliance 
intentions in the south are generally perceived as unclear.5 The Libya 
intervention—or rather its aftermath—certainly did not help to present 

5 Based on the authors’ regular interaction with officers and officials from MENA coun-
tries at the NATO Defense College in Rome, 2013–2018.
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NATO in a better light in the MENA region. NATO thus starts from a 
difficult position in the south, underlining the importance of outreach 
and confidence building activities.

Third, NATO’s enlargement to the East occurred in parallel to the 
EU’s eastern enlargement, and it is therefore difficult to disentangle the 
causal effects of these two processes. It must be understood, however, 
that similar incentives for, and pressures towards, larger political reforms 
do not exist in the MENA region. Quite to the contrary, given strate-
gic interests, major Western powers have traditionally supported author-
itarian regimes with dubious security practices in the region (Brownlee 
2012). For example, Egypt is probably one of the countries furthest 
removed from the standards of security sector governance encouraged 
by NATO, even though the country is one of the largest recipient of 
Western military aid, and has long cooperated with Western powers on a 
bilateral level and with NATO as part of the MD.

Finally, Western attempts to project stability (or influence) to the 
MENA do not occur in a vacuum. Russia’s September 2015 interven-
tion in the Syrian crisis has proven beyond doubt that Russia is, and will 
remain, a crucial player in the Middle East (Trenin 2013, 2018). This 
not only has the potential to transpose some of the re-emerging East–
West confrontation into the MENA region, but also means that the West 
and NATO are not the only game in town. Research has shown that ties 
with non-democratic patrons can help stabilise authoritarian regimes 
(Tansey et al. 2017). From the perspective of regional countries, coop-
erating with Russia might thus appear more attractive, given the fact that 
Russian support does not come with strings attached regarding domestic 
political processes. While the first wave of projecting stability to the East 
occurred during a period of reduced geopolitical competition, NATO’s 
attempts to project stability to the South occurs in the context of resur-
gent NATO–Russia tensions—not least in the MENA region itself given 
Russia’s role in Syria, but also its increased engagement in Egypt and 
Libya (Cook 2018).

Given this less-than-optimistic starting point, what can NATO hope 
to achieve with regard to regional security? We argue that NATO should 
focus its efforts around the vision of a cooperative (and in the long term, 
integrated) regional security order. Such a regional security order is cur-
rently a long way off, but it is not an entirely unrealistic prospect for the 
long terms. Indeed, NATO’s existing partnership frameworks, the MD 
and the ICI, can both be seen as efforts in the right direction.
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Regional Security Integration

In terms of regional security integration, the Middle East and North 
Africa lag behind other regions (Aarts 1999). This is because, to begin 
with, the League of Arab States (LAS) does not have a security compo-
nent and is largely ineffective as a political organisation (Pinfari 2009). 
Similarly, while the Gulf Coordination Council (GCC) had shown some 
signs of increasing cooperation in military and security matters, the cur-
rent crisis between Qatar on the one hand, and Saudi Arabia and the 
United Arab Emirates (UAE) on the other has largely blocked what pro-
gress had been achieved up to that point (Samaan 2017). In brief, the 
MENA region remains one of the least integrated regions of the world—
economically, politically, and in terms of security. Instead of forming 
a regional security order, the regional security complex (Buzan and 
Wæver 2003) in the Middle East is shaped by a high degree of interna-
tional penetration on the one hand (Hinnebusch 2003), and by a Saudi-
Emirati hegemonic projection based on strategic competition with Iran 
on the other (Lynch 2016).

These systemic processes are punctuated by sub-regional security 
cooperation, largely based on necessity. Examples include the G5 Sahel 
(G5S) formed by Burkina Faso, Chad, Mali, Mauritania and Niger and 
supported by the EU. Founded in 2014, the G5S has set up a joint mil-
itary force (FC-G5S) in an effort to contribute more efficiently to secu-
rity provision in the region (International Crisis Group 2017). Further 
examples include the Peninsula Shield Force of the Gulf Cooperation 
Council, and steps towards establishing a framework for joint command 
and missile defence coordination—largely driven by increased demands 
on Gulf militaries resulting from their countries’ more militarily asser-
tive posture since 2011 (Samaan 2017; also see Young 2013). However, 
as the current GCC crisis illustrates, GCC integration was not strong 
enough to prevent political differences between the UAE and Saudi 
Arabia on the one hand, and Qatar on the other to escalate into a full-
blown diplomatic crisis since June 2017 (Lenderking et al. 2017).

NATO’s partnership formats, the MD and the ICI, have played no 
significant role in these developments. Cooperation between NATO and 
the G5S, for example, has been limited to the participation of G5S rep-
resentatives—along with officials from the European Union delegation 
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in Mauritania and representatives from the African Union (AU)—in 
the fifth Mediterranean Dialogue Policy Advisory Group Meeting in 
Nouakchott, Mauritania, in October 2017 (NATO 2017a). Moreover, 
while both the UAE and Qatar (but not Saudi Arabia) are members 
of NATO’s ICI, and while all parties to the dispute—including Saudi 
Arabia, the UAE, and Egypt—have continued to participate in NATO 
partnership activities alongside Qatari participants, the fact that most 
parties to the GCC crisis share membership in NATO partnership ini-
tiatives did not play a role. In other words, despite their relatively long 
history, NATO partnership initiatives in the MENA region have not 
developed into effective drivers of cooperative (much less collective) 
security, nor did they live up to their potential as fora for Track 2 or 
Track 1.5 political dialogue on security issues.

Part of the reason for this somewhat sobering state of affairs can be 
seen in the context in which these initiatives emerged. In the case of 
the MD, initiated in 1994, this background crucially included the Oslo 
Peace Process between Israel and the Palestinians, and the associated 
prospects of a resolution to this longstanding conflict (Kaim 2017). 
Given this backdrop, it made political sense to include countries as 
diverse as Algeria, Egypt, Israel, and Jordan in the same dialogue initi-
ative. After the failure of the Oslo process, however, and given the cur-
rent political setting—including the blockage of the Middle East peace 
process, but also significant shifts in the regional distribution of power 
in the wake of 2011, as well as the crises in Syria and Libya—it is unclear 
whether the format of the MD still makes political sense. Similar assess-
ments apply to the ICI.

Set up in the wake of the 2001 terrorist attacks against the United 
States, and in the context of the global war on terror, the ICI was ini-
tially envisaged mainly as a tool to help NATO increase its cooperation 
with Gulf countries, not least in terms of counterterrorism (Kaim 2017). 
The fact that two important players, Oman and Saudi Arabia, never 
joined the ICI, however, signalled the limitations of this approach from 
the beginning. Moreover, Iraq remained outside NATO’s regional part-
nership programme as a NATO Partner across the Globe together with 
countries such as Afghanistan, Australia, Colombia, Japan, and Pakistan, 
among others (NATO 2017b). A structured form of interaction with 
Iran was never envisaged, even though Iran is arguably one of the main 
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powers in the region. In brief, the ICI did not and does not incentiv-
ise regional cooperation, and political developments since its inception in 
2004 again suggest that its current format should be revised.

Moreover, in contrast to the PfP initiative in post-Cold War Eastern 
Europe, the MD and ICI were never conceived of as pathways to full 
membership, nor do they include the same access to consultations under 
Article 4 of the Washington Treaty enshrined in the PfP. As a result, 
incentives for Partners to adapt their security practices to NATO stand-
ards have been markedly reduced. In effect, the NATO-Partner relation-
ship in the MD and ICI is subject to some of the same principal-agent 
problems which beset security force assistance programmes more gener-
ally (Biddle et al. 2018).

Taken together, and somewhat resulting from these limitations, 
NATO Partners in both the MD and the ICI have generally preferred 
bilateral cooperation with the Alliance over cooperation through their 
respective partnership frameworks. Political disagreements among dif-
ferent members of both partnership formats are part of the explanation 
for these limitations. Moreover, the partnership frameworks themselves 
do not reflect contemporary security dynamics in the region, but are 
instead based on the political status quo at the time of their foundation. 
All of this means that NATO is failing to capitalise on one of its greatest 
strengths—its experience in organising collective security on a regional 
basis.

NATO should work towards increased cooperation with regional 
organisations—the LAS, GCC, G5S, AU, and others—to incentivise and 
promote stronger regional security cooperation. While this is admittedly 
a long-term process, there is much to gain and very little to lose from 
reorienting NATO partnerships with MENA countries in this direction. 
This would involve reorganising existing partnerships into a new frame-
work which better reflects the current security environment, and rein-
vigorating these frameworks through a stronger emphasis on multilateral 
cooperation. Current efforts by the US administration to revive the idea 
of an “Arab NATO” based on cooperation between Gulf countries and 
Egypt and Jordan—mainly as a tool to counter Iran—could go in such 
a direction (Smith 2018). There are some encouraging signs that cur-
rent divisions can be overcome—at least at the level of practical security 
cooperation. On 12 September 2018, the GCC Chiefs of Defence—
significantly including Qatar—met with their Egyptian and Jordanian 
counterparts as well as with representatives from US Central Command 
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(CENTCOM) in Kuwait to discuss a deepening of defence cooperation 
(Al Bawaba 2018). While such initiatives do not preclude bilateral coop-
eration between the Alliance and specific Partner countries, multilateral 
cooperation should be a strategic priority for NATO.

The Domestic Picture

All of NATO’s partnership programmes—PfP, MD, ICI, Partners across 
the Globe, as well as the close relations with the EU, the UN, and the 
OSCE—have served the Alliance in many ways. The 41 official Partner 
nations serve as essential force multipliers in NATO operations.6 In 
fact, these Partners have been critical to the success of some missions. 
For example, at one point, there were 51 nations represented in ISAF, 
including all then 28 NATO members and 23 others—most of them 
NATO Partners. Each nation provided expertise, military forces, fund-
ing, and/or other contributions in efforts to modernise Afghanistan and 
coordinate military operations there. The Alliance also has created sev-
eral Enhanced Partnership Interoperability Programs with these nations, 
which primarily train, exercise, and deploy military capabilities with 
NATO. In addition, at the 2014 Wales Summit, NATO announced a 
Defence and Related Security Capacity Building Initiative with Georgia, 
Moldova, and Jordan (NATO 2015).

On the domestic level, NATO has been involved in a number of 
regional states—mainly in providing educational opportunities and spe-
cialised training. These activities, as a rule, are demand-driven—meaning 
that the content of individual cooperation programmes is determined by 
Partners. We argue that NATO should revise its “free for all” approach 
to cooperation with Partners, and should instead utilise the instruments 
available to the Alliance with strategic oversight. This highlights an 
inherent tension between the Alliance’s emphasis on a demand-driven 
approach and strategic interests in “capable, credible, legitimate and 
well-functioning” (security) institutions. Activities related to reforming 
the security sector—such as NATO’s Building Integrity programme—
can be perceived as invasive by Partners due to the implications of these 
activities for domestic balances of power. Given this situation, NATO 
needs to consider ways to incentivise Partners to make the investment 

6 NATO’s 41 Partners still include Russia, which is currently not a Partner in good stand-
ing. NATO has had no practical cooperation with Russia since April 2014.
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necessary to advance in this realm. An important aspect of such an incen-
tive structure would be to increase coherence between Alliance activities 
and bilateral initiatives by Allies.

From a strategic vantage point, the aim of supporting Partners to 
become effective security providers implies different things for different 
Partners, depending primarily on which obstacles a particular Partner 
Country faces. Afghanistan and Iraq, for example, face different issues 
than Algeria and Egypt—even though all four countries profit from 
cooperation with NATO. NATO’s current approach to partnership relies 
to a large extent on Partners themselves choosing which types and areas 
of cooperation they prefer and on formalising these preferences in a bian-
nual Individual Partnership and Cooperation Programme (IPCP). In this 
area, NATO’s political leaders should take a stronger lead, capitalising 
on existing bilateral cooperation schemes, and the development of new 
ones to help guide Partner countries towards the desired end-state. In 
other words, based on a political vision of security in the MENA, NATO 
should use its partnership instruments to incentivise Partners to move in 
the right direction.

A precondition for such an approach is a clearer picture of what effec-
tive security provision implies for the structure and capacity of the secu-
rity sector Partner nations. To put it simply, effective security provision 
in the MENA is hampered by two different problems: a lack of capacity 
which prevents the effective provision of security despite best efforts, and 
deficiencies in security sector governance, which prevents capacities from 
being deployed efficiently. If states lack capacity, they might be unable to 
confront domestic or regional security challenges simply because they do 
not command the human or material resources necessary to do so. On 
the other hand, if security sectors are governed poorly, while states may 
well have considerable resources at their disposal, such resources may 
still be deployed in ways which do not effectively contribute to security 
provision. The first would constitute a capacity shortfall and to the sec-
ond would constitute a lack of strategic leadership. In reality, these prob-
lems do not exist independently of each other, but are likely to occur 
simultaneously in different combinations and configurations. On an ana-
lytical level, it nevertheless makes sense to examine the two dimensions 
separately.

Examples which come close to the exemplary type of a capacity short-
fall are Afghanistan and Iraq after their recent wars, respectively. In both 
countries, security institutions had to be built up almost from scratch to 
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enable national security sectors to eventually take over responsibility for 
security provision. This led to the establishment of the NATO Training 
Mission in Iraq (NTM-I) after the dissolution of the country’s Baathist 
military upon orders from coalition authorities (Gaub 2016). Given this 
context, the NTM-I’s main mission was to “assist in the development 
of Iraqi security forces training structures and institutions so that Iraq 
can build an effective and sustainable capability that addresses the needs 
of the nation” (SHAPE, n.d.). NATO assistance to Iraq was renewed 
recently (Emmott and Ali 2018). In Afghanistan, NATO Training 
Mission in Afghanistan (NTM-A) was set up in 2009 to complement 
existing capacity-building efforts under US auspices (NATO 2009). 
Similar NATO-led programmes might be expected to take place in Libya 
once the situation on the ground allows. The EU-led training of the 
Libyan coast guard under the auspices of EUNAVFOR Med (Operation 
Sophia),7 as well as bilateral efforts with Italy already follow such a pat-
tern (Emmott and Stewart 2017). Moreover, the 2018 Brussels Summit 
has seen the formal announcement of a new training mission in Iraq 
(Koehler 2018). All of these activities proceed from the assumption that 
the Partner countries involved in cooperation with NATO lack specific 
technical capacities which can be addressed by capacity building and 
training. The hope underlying such activities is that the strengthening of 
such capacities will then contribute to domestic stability which will, in 
turn, increase Alliance security.

On the other side of the spectrum, the effective provision of security 
can also be hampered by political factors, notably by bad governance of 
the security sector. The Alliance’s Partnership Action Plan on Defence 
Institution Building (PAP-DIB), which was launched at the 2004 
Istanbul Summit, departs from the assertion that “[e]ffective and effi-
cient state defense institutions under civilian and democratic control are 
fundamental to stability in the Euro-Atlantic area and for international 
security cooperation” (NATO 2018). This concern with security sec-
tor governance is well-founded. Research in civil–military relations and 
military sociology has long suggested that military effectiveness depends 
crucially on good governance of the security sector. It has been shown, 
for example, that the military effectiveness of authoritarian regimes 

7 Operation Sophia was originally called European Union Naval Force Mediterranean 
(EU NAVFOR Med). It is a military operation of the European Union established in April 
2015 to neutralise refugee smuggling routes in the Mediterranean.



54  J. A. LARSEN AND K. KOEHLER

depends on specific organisational features adopted by armed forces such 
as merit-based promotion regimes, specific training systems, and infor-
mation-sharing procedures (Talmadge 2015; Brooks 2006). On a gen-
eral level, democracies have been found to be more effective militarily 
because they implement a strict separation of political leadership and mil-
itary decision-making (Biddle and Long 2004; Reiter and Stam 1998). 
In short, political meddling in military affairs—through politicised rather 
than merit-based recruitment and promotion, politicised funding and 
investment decisions—decreases military effectiveness. The political con-
trol of the armed forces by a civilian, rather than military elite, is there-
fore not just a normative concern, but an important aspect of an effective 
provision of security.

Moreover, the Alliance does not currently differentiate between 
different Partner needs. Rather, the 1400 activities contained in the 
Partnership Cooperation Menu (PCM) are, in principle, open to all 
Partner countries, even though Individual Partnership and Cooperation 
Programs are agreed upon with Partner countries. If these partnership 
activities are to be effective components of a projecting stability agenda, 
NATO needs to make better use of opportunities to direct cooperation, 
and to proactively offer bespoke content to specific Partners. In particu-
lar, generating capacity without paying attention to governance issues 
will lead neither to an effective provision of security, nor to security sec-
tor reform in the absence of capacity.

A more strategic use of NATO’s partnership programmes is predi-
cated upon a detailed needs assessment, framed by an overall understand-
ing of where the Alliance would like Partner countries in the region to 
move. It is wishful thinking, however, to assume that disparate coop-
eration activities will somehow automatically lead to an outcome only 
vaguely defined as “stability.” It would be outright foolish to rely on 
cooperation in the absence of strategy to increase the security of the 
Alliance.

COUNTER ARGUMENTS: SHOULD NATO BE DOING THIS?
Of course, in an international alliance that has grown to 29 nations, one 
cannot expect to achieve consensus easily on matters of grave impor-
tance, such as the concepts of projecting stability, enlargement, and out- 
of-area military operations. As a result, one hears counterarguments to 
the official line that NATO can pursue both defence and dialogue with 
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equal vigour, or that the two goals of European security and projecting 
stability are manageable, affordable, and desirable by this political-mili-
tary alliance of nearly one billion people.

For one thing, the ability to project stability outside NATO’s borders 
must be based on the initial predication of the existence of a Kantian 
peace in Europe. If the Alliance has to worry about its own borders and 
the security of its own populations, how can it continue to pursue out-
of-area operations and other efforts to project stability abroad? This 
question has been reinforced by the seeming end of the short peaceful 
period from 1991 to the resumption of Russian assertiveness starting in 
2014.8 Yet the Alliance has renewed its call for projecting stability, as we 
have seen in the 2016 Warsaw Summit communiqué, and in documents, 
speeches, and meetings since. Some members of the Alliance may believe 
that with the strong response to Russian challenges in Northeastern 
Europe—including an Enhanced Forward Presence (EFP), forward 
deployed multinational forces in the Balkans, increased air policing, the 
creation of new command structures for reinforcements and for the 
North Atlantic, the enhanced NATO Response Force, and so on—the 
problem of the Eastern frontier is “fixed.” With this challenged suffi-
ciently addressed, some argue, the Alliance can now turn its attention to 
the South, and projecting stability seems to be the best way to deal with 
the serious problems arising in the MENA region.

But how can NATO do it all? The Alliance is once again expected to 
provide significant conventional defence, and nuclear deterrence forces 
in Europe and the North Atlantic; to perform cooperative security and 
collective defence missions; and now to project stability to the South. 
There is little appetite within allied nations for increased defence spend-
ing, larger force sizes, or new forays of operational missions in far-away 
places. The long war in Afghanistan took its toll on popular support for 
such military operations. At the same time, much of Europe’s military 
force structure and capabilities, as well as America’s role in European 
security, were on a steady decline between 1991 and 2014. The polit-
ical leadership and the populace both liked the new world, where they 
did not have to worry about sudden conflict breaking out in their 
region. But the West also has to respond to a real-world context, which 

8 Or perhaps even earlier, such as Putin’s speech to the Munich Security Conference, 
10 February 2007, or the Russian incursions into Abkhazia and South Ossetia, both in 
Georgia, in 2008.
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sometimes has malevolent actors who do want to return to a cold war, or 
perhaps even a hot conflict.

This philosophical difference between knowing the Alliance needs to 
provide the forces required to stand up to an adversary, and wishing this 
was not the case, has created divisions within the Alliance itself. In par-
ticular, there is a divide between those who believe the existential threat 
facing the West comes from a recidivist, nuclear-armed Russia, and those 
who believe that the more serious and proximate threats are emanating 
from the South, including terrorism, unchecked migration, and political 
instability. Without the resources to deal with both, it is disingenuous to 
proclaim that both are equally important.

There are also divisions within the Alliance over the scope and nature 
of post-Cold War activities by the Alliance. Indeed, it is true that all 
nations formally agreed to maintain NATO after the Berlin Wall fell. It 
is also true that the allure of the Alliance remains strong, as shown by 
the continuing interest in membership or partnership status by many 
other countries. But is the alliance overextended? Is it risking its internal 
integrity in partnering with nations that do not share its Western values? 
What are NATO’s real vital interests? Is the provision of stability one of 
them? These are questions which have not yet been fully addressed by 
the member states.

Finally, is NATO really the best organisation for handling such out-
of-area missions? Even if the answer is yes, does this imply some sort of 
moral obligation to act accordingly? Why cannot larger organisations 
such as the EU, UN or the OSCE be held responsible for projecting sta-
bility? Why must a military organisation be in charge?

This last question is the most challenging. Why NATO? If the Alliance 
genuinely sees NATO as the right organisation to project stability, it still 
begs an additional question: for what purpose? NATO is a regional secu-
rity organisation created to ensure the security of its member states in 
Europe and North America. If Europe is “whole, free, and at peace,” 
does this not suffice? Has not NATO met its charter obligations?

Apparently not. At the time of writing, member states have some 
18,000 military personnel in NATO missions around the world: 
Afghanistan, Kosovo, afloat on the Mediterranean, supporting the 
African Union, assisting the European Union with the refugee and 
migration crises, deployed with Patriot missile batteries on the Turkish–
Syrian border, forward deployed in the Baltic States and Poland,  flying 
AWACS missions. As Secretary General Stoltenberg noted in 2017: 
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“NATO is adapting partly by strengthening our collective defense in 
Europe and partly by stepping up our efforts to project stability to our 
neighbors” (Stoltenberg 2017). The Alliance, and its national members, 
want to do both.

The Warsaw Summit declaration amplified this point: “NATO must 
retain its ability to respond to crises beyond its borders, and remains 
actively engaged in projecting stability and enhancing international secu-
rity through working with partners and other international organiza-
tions” (NATO 2016). The following questions however for the Alliance 
remain. How “global” should NATO become? Should it retain its orig-
inal core functions as a regional organisation created for the collective 
defence of its homelands? Or should it focus more on out-of-areas mis-
sions that fall under the headings of crisis management and collective 
security? Can it do it all? Should it continue to try? To do both, NATO 
will need to explicate a number of solid starting points that it seems to 
be lacking with regard to the concept of projecting stability: a strategy, 
a clear understanding of its ultimate goals, adequate funding, and the 
political support of all member states. Without agreement on these start-
ing points, the Alliance will continue to provide grandiose visions with-
out the wherewithal to turn them into reality.

CONCLUSION: (HOW) CAN WE GET THERE?
In this chapter we have advanced three principal and interrelated points. 
First, despite the hype surrounding NATO’s “new” projecting stability 
agenda since the 2016 Warsaw Summit, neither the underlying idea nor 
the phrase itself are new within the Alliance’s political discourse. NATO 
has a 25-year history of projecting stability to the East. Nevertheless, the 
notion remains ill-defined and needs to be better understood if it is to be 
useful in guiding Alliance activities in the MENA region and elsewhere. 
Second, we have outlined how NATO has attempted to project stability 
to the East and the South, and have questioned the extent to which this 
overextends Alliance ambitions. Third, we have raised questions about 
the ability and willingness of the Alliance for taking on this mission. Is 
NATO really fit for purpose when it comes to projecting stability outside 
Europe?

These concerns notwithstanding, NATO is currently committed to 
projecting stability—in addition to collective defence and deterrence. We 
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argue that for this ambition to be successful, a number of preconditions 
need to be met.

1.  Agree on a clear policy for the Strategic Direction South. This step is 
crucial from three interrelated perspectives. Firstly, a policy agreed 
upon by all 29 Allies will increase the chances that coordination 
between Alliance activities and initiatives by individual Allies is 
strengthened. Given different threat assessments and national stra-
tegic priorities, full coordination is probably difficult to achieve. 
Nevertheless, any progress towards coordination would be posi-
tive to avoid duplication, and because it would strengthen NATO’s 
credibility in the region. Secondly, a clear policy is an important 
part of a new public relations strategy for the region. NATO’s 
regional Partners face frequent difficulties in understanding the 
Alliance’s strategic aims—a problem which, combined with a gen-
erally sceptical attitude, feeds distrust and misinterpretations about 
the “real” intentions of the Alliance. A clear strategic approach 
coupled with an open dialogue process could help address these 
issues. Third, a coherent policy would give direction to the various 
activities suggested under the military concept, many of which are 
already being conducted. In the absence of such guidance, it is dif-
ficult to prioritise and to efficiently allocate resources.

2.  Use partnerships strategically. NATO has long insisted that its 
partnership programmes be demand-driven. The current military 
concept mimics this idea.9 There are two different ways of resolv-
ing the inherent tension between a demand-driven approach, and 
the requirements of a regional strategy. The most radical solution 
would be to shift from a demand-driven to a conditionality-based 
approach. This would allow NATO to incentivise what it sees as 
positive reforms and to target resources where they are most likely 
to produce favourable outcomes. On the flipside, it might be dif-
ficult for Partners to accept such an approach, given the concern 
that conditionality would encroach upon their sovereignty. A 
less radical solution would therefore be to cooperate selectively. 
Here NATO would reinforce cooperation with some Partners 
and scale back cooperation with others, based on the extent to 

9 MC 6055/3, para. 20b.
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which individual Partners are willing and able to contribute to the 
NATO’s overall strategic aims. To some extent, this approach is 
already applied in practical terms, but it would be useful to make it 
explicit to ensure a proper incentive structure.
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