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SOUTH CAUCASUS: MORE 
SECURE WITH THE NEW NATO 

STRATEGIC CONCEPT?

Mahir Zeynalov*

 

For many years, the idea that NATO would address the security concerns 
of the South Caucasus and particularly Georgia vis-à-vis Russia erroneously 
held sway. Russia has repeatedly stated that it does not want to see any 
of its neighbors as a NATO member. While Armenia and Azerbaijan largely 
benefited from NATO military training programs and remained safe, Georgia’s 
increasing cooperation with NATO worsened its relations with Russia and re-
sulted in full-scale armed conflict. The New NATO Strategic Concept report, 
released by the Group of Experts on 17 May, rules out NATO membership for 
states in the Caucasus and calls for more cooperation with Russia, heralding 
a more secure region in the upcoming decade. This paper argues that NATO 
presence in the South Caucasus increases the likelihood of instability and 
insecurity.

* Mahir Zeynalov is a diplomacy correspondent for Today’s Zaman daily based in Istanbul, Turkey.
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decade ago, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)  celebrat-
ed its 50th anniversary by unveiling a fresh understanding of ever-
shifting challenges facing the Alliance at the turn of the last century. 
The NATO Strategic Concept then announced that it did not foresee 

what today qualifies as NATO’s largest military operation ever: the war in Afghani-
stan. To tailor its resources and capabilities to a constantly changing milieu, NATO 
has decided to revise its Strategic Concept by tasking a distinguished group of 
experts, under the aegis of former U.S. Secretary of State Madeleine Albright, with 
a duty to prescribe policy recommendations for NATO policy-makers to address 
security challenges the Alliance is likely to face in the decade to come. 

The New Strategic Concept, dubbed as “NATO 2020: Assured Security; Dynamic 
Engagement”, placates its candidates, particularly Georgia and to a lesser degree, 
Ukraine, with joining NATO on projects that benefit all without becoming a part 
of the Alliance. Although this has been met with disgrace and disappointment in 
Georgia, it is in fact good news. The non-binding report deserves plaudits for its 
honest reporting, which claims that the Alliance must scale back and its “commit-
ments should never exceed what the Alliance can do”.1

Much ink has been spilled discussing Georgia’s NATO membership; however, the 
more Georgia has expressed its aspiration to join NATO, the more its security and 
territorial integrity have been put in danger over the past years. For this reason, 
NATO is not a relevant institution to balance Russian aggression against Georgia 
and, more broadly, the South Caucasus. NATO activities in the region carry the 
seeds of instigating instability and elevating insecurity2 because NATO seems un-
willing to defend and protect its non-member allies and partners when they are 
faced with aggression. Therefore, the less the presence of NATO in the South 
Caucasus, the more security there will be in the region.  NATO’s attempt to wean 
former Soviet Union republics away from Russia has failed utterly. While the U.S. 
was using its soft power to transform societies to a more pro-Western position, 
Russia did not hesitate to wield its hard power to prevent its former satellites from 
drifting out of its sphere of influence. In cases when Russia advanced militarily 
and violated the territorial integrity of a neighboring country, NATO fell short of ad-
dressing the security concerns of its allies.   

Security Concerns in the South Caucasus

As the South Caucasus republics slowly emerge from the wreckage of intractable 
ethnic and territorial conflicts, the sense of danger and uncertainty has neither 
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ebbed nor flowed. Protracted disputes in the region also have a stultifying charac-
ter, often impeding economic and infrastructure development. As long as coun-
tries in the region see each other as implacable, potential enemies, each country 
seeks ways to offset the other’s ambitions to stave off and to subside dangers. 
Vows to resume wars for restoring “order” have also grounded cooperation pos-
sibilities to a halt. Hawkish leaders have wielded “enemy countries” by whipping 
up nationalist animosities toward each other to blame for their nations’ woes. This 
has certainly escalated the level of tension in the region and struck a blow to na-
tions’ chances of peace.

The reason behind Russian opposition to the expansion of NATO is that Russia 
considers the Alliance a threat to its security. Originally the Alliance was estab-
lished to contain the Soviet Union and prevent the spread of communism. The re-
port of the Group of Experts stressed the importance of engagement with Russia 
and called the NATO policy makers to cooperate with this country in various fields. 
The report states that on the list of NATO partners, Russia has its own category. 
Pointing to the NATO-Russia Council (NRC), the report argues that the Council 
provides a forum for consultation, transparency, consensus-building, and mak-
ing and implementing decisions. However, the report includes an ambiguous part 
regarding partnership with Russia. For historical and geographical reasons and 
as an outcome of recent events, some countries are more skeptical than others 
about the Russian government’s commitment to a positive relationship. “The fact 
that the NRC was not used to prevent the 2008 crisis in Georgia is unsettling, as 
is Moscow’s oft-expressed wariness about NATO’s intentions. Russia has sent 
conflicting signals about its openness to further cooperation with NATO, and its 
proposals for an alternative security order in Europe seem designed in part to con-
strain NATO’s activities,”3 the report notes. The report also adds that the Alliance 
does not consider any country to be its enemy; however, no one should doubt 
NATO’s resolve if the security of any of its member states were to be threatened.

Russian ambassador to NATO Dmitry Rogosin argued, following the announce-
ment of report, that the western military alliance’s latest strategy is “ambiguous” 
on relations with Russia. “NATO needs to clearly state in its strategic concept that 
it no longer considers Russia an enemy and that it will not do anything against our 
national interest”, Rogosin said in an interview with Financial Times.4

The primary security concern of Armenia and Azerbaijan involves the possibility of 
resuming war. While Armenia prefers the status quo, Azerbaijan vows to resume 
war if peace talks under the Minsk Group auspices fail to produce tangible results 
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within the territorial integrity of Azerbaijan. Neither Armenia5 nor Azerbaijan6 have 
expressed intentions to join the Alliance. However, the two warring nations, which 
have been at loggerheads for almost two decades, consider NATO an effective 
organization in modernizing their military and training their military personnel.

For Georgia, NATO is a cudgel to punish its northern neighbor, or at least deter it 
from attacking Georgia. As the future of Georgian NATO membership is shrouded 
in doubt, the report announced in May by the Group of Experts (which advises 
NATO to scale back and narrow down its engagement with non-NATO members) 
is likely to make Russia more ensured of its security which has been increasingly 
annoyed by NATO’s aspiration to expand.

The New Strategic Concept report by the Group of Experts, which is expected to 
be adopted in NATO’s November gathering with minor changes if deemed nec-
essary, puts it very clearly that NATO is a regional and not a global organization, 
and that it is by no means the only answer to every problem affecting international 
security; its resources and authority are limited. Many observers interpreted the 
statements as NATO’s new goal to focus primarily inside the Alliance and princi-
pally fight against those threats that directly concern members of the Alliance. 

Perhaps, the most distressful part of the report for the South Caucasus republics 
implies that accession of the Caucasus republics to NATO is highly unlikely and 
unnecessary in the near future. “In addition, NATO’s diplomatic efforts with Rus-
sia, Ukraine, Georgia and the other countries of the Caucasus, and other non-
member states show that nations do not have to be part of the Alliance to join with 
NATO on projects that benefit all,” the report says, while ruling out membership of 
the Caucasus republics as a condition of cooperation with NATO.7  

Following the Russian-backed uprising in northern self-declared republics of 
Georgia, the country aligned itself with a power that would balance the aggres-
sor. To no one’s surprise, it was NATO. Georgia claimed that Russia still did not 
unclench its fist and Georgia needs to be protected from Russia. However, experi-
ence shows that former Soviet Union republics need to come to common terms 
with Moscow to secure themselves. Seeking other powers to offset and balance 
Russia will not work due to several reasons. A mainstream belief in the South Cau-
casus is that NATO will secure the region from future Russian assaults. However, 
this is a misreading of regional realities and does not really ring true. First, none of 
the South Caucasus republics are members of NATO and second, NATO does 
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not always fulfill its promise to protect and secure its non-NATO member partner 
countries and allies.

Georgia’s NATO Ambitions and the August War

The first major breakthrough of Georgia’s drive toward NATO was when the coun-
try joined the Partnership for Peace (PfP) in 1994; a program aimed at increasing 
security and defense cooperation between NATO and individual Partner countries. 
All other South Caucasus republics also joined. In 1997, the Georgian Parliament 
ratified the PfP Status of Forces Agreement (SOFA), which was signed between 
NATO and Partner countries in 1995. In 2001, Georgia hosted a PfP military train-
ing exercise, “Cooperative Partner 2001”, and many other nations took part in 
it. In 2002, Georgia officially declared its aspirations for NATO membership and 
its intention to develop an Individual Partnership Action Plan (IPAP) with NATO. 
In 2003, Georgia participated in ISAF’s 
election security force in Afghanistan. 
In the same year, during their Istan-
bul summit, the Alliance leaders as-
signed a special NATO representative 
and a liaison officer to the region. In 
2005, Georgia became the first coun-
try to express its intention to cooper-
ate with NATO through IPAP. In 2006, 
NATO offered “Intensified Dialogue” to 
Georgia. A year later, Georgia hosted 
a NATO/PfP air exercise, “Coopera-
tive Archer 2007”. In April 2008, NATO 
leaders pledged that Georgia will be-
come a member of NATO. 

Although former Georgian leader Shevarnadze was ambitious about joining 
NATO, the advent of Saakashvili has dramatically changed the political situation 
and Georgia’s foreign policy priorities. Georgia’s vainglorious leader Mikheil Saa-
kashvili tipped over the tottering structure of the former Kremlin-backed Georgian 
President Eduard Shevarnadze’s administration through what is called the popular 
“Rose Revolution”. The revolution was regarded as part of the Bush-led marshal-
ing for international freedom and thus received huge swathes of American aid and 
support. Former U.S. President George Bush visited Georgia, promising to beef 
up its support for the tiny country and vowing to always back-up the newly invigor-
ated society against its “heinous” enemies. To justify the grace of his government, 
it was necessary for Saakashvili to constantly stress the menace of impending 
Russian aggression. The level of poverty, corruption and insecurity was beyond 

“As the South Caucasus 
republics slowly emerge from 

the wreckage of intractable 
ethnic and territorial conflicts, 

the sense of danger and 
uncertainty has neither ebbed 

nor flowed.”
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description when the incumbent president seized authority. The President has un-
dertaken a series of reforms, particularly in police structure, and made corruption 
largely history. Drastic changes in the country have catapulted Georgia to a level 
where it could easily assert itself as a full-fledged member of NATO. Russia did 
not loathe Georgia’s modus operandi yet Georgia’s reformist leader did not heed 
to the Russian threat and was contemptuous to his Russian counterpart Vladimir 
Putin’s political invectives. 

As the belligerency of both sides has ratcheted up the intensity of squabbles be-
tween the two nations, NATO plainly stated that Georgia will eventually become a 
member of the Alliance in its Bucharest Summit in April 2008. Sadly, Georgia had 
to pay for this. It was observed that Georgia has aimed to thwart Russia’s strategic 
and geopolitical interests in the South Caucasus.

According to the report released last year by the EU, for months Russia has de-
ployed troops to the Georgian border.8 It has been perilous for Georgia to face 
Russia militarily but Georgia’s President did almost nothing to assuage fears both 
in Georgia and in the West of starting a new military confrontation with Russia. 
As a matter of fact, the international community was unaware of growing Russian 
military presence in the conflict zone, which, according to the report, led to vio-
lence. When Georgia took the opportunity to snub the separatist regime in South 
Ossetia for its punitive disobedience and to “restore the constitutional order” in the 
country, Russia was swift in retaliation with what the U.S. called a “disproportion-
ate use of force”.9 The full-scale armed conflict has turned out to be a complete 
opprobrium for Georgia. Russian and Georgian officials have also put aside all 
diplomatic protocols and ethics and started acrimonious political wrangling, which 
also included wicked political invectives.

The election of Barack Obama as the U.S. President has increased Georgia’s 
growing isolation. Obama’s indifference to Georgia was in fact a deliberate policy 
decision, related to the U.S.’ “reset” with Russia.

To stymie Georgia’s already awkward relationship with the Obama administration 
from hitting a new low, Saakashvili could easily exploit Obama’s weakest point – 
Afghanistan. While Obama was pushing NATO member countries to contribute 
to Afghanistan’s combat troops, Georgia surprisingly invited Richard Holbrooke, 
the Obama administration’s special representative to Pakistan and Afghanistan, 
to Georgia in early February to tell him that the U.S. is free to use its sea, airspace 
and territory as a route into Afghanistan. In the latest twist to the saga, Georgia has 
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also increased its number of troops in Afghanistan to nearly 700, which is greater 
than most NATO member countries operating in the country. U.S. support, an 
elixir for survival of Georgia’s political authority, was granted as Saakashvili was in-
vited to the Nuclear Security Summit in Washington in April 2010, despite the fact 
that Georgia did not have a nuclear program or nuclear research reactors. Saa-
kashvili worked assiduously to revive American support for his nascent Georgian 
democracy through cementing its once strong partnership with the U.S.

NATO Tantalized Georgia, and Escalated Tensions

Georgia was hell-bent in confronting Russia to solve perennial conflict with its 
former master state, primarily encouraged by its Western allies. NATO has con-
stantly escalated the tension between Georgia and Russia by using brinkmanship 
policy. Eventually, the Russian military maneuvered itself into a stranglehold over 
the Georgian army. Disconcertingly, Western powers refused to provide military 
assistance to their ally, Georgia, and put Saakashvili, who has no diplomatic prow-
ess when it comes to Russia, at dire straits. Back in 2008, political scientists en-
gaged in a hot debate over whether or not NATO is providing less security through 
more engagement. On one hand, some analysts claimed that the more NATO 
plays war games along Russian borders, the more it teases Russia and thus es-
calates tension. On the other hand, a group of scholars insist that Russia’s threat 
to its neighbors already existed and had nothing to do with NATO’s involvement.
Daniel Drezner, a professor at The Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy at Tufts 
University who has extensively written about international security and U.S. foreign 
policy, ruled out claims that NATO expansion somehow triggered the security di-
lemma, which led to Russia’s current (August 2008 conflict) revamping. He said 
that Russia developed its foreign policy toward its former neighboring Soviet re-
publics during the nineties when it was supposedly very weak by “…coerc[ing] the 
living hell out of them (sanctions, supporting irredentists, etc.) back then too – and 
this was long before NATO was expanded. So the idea that Russia would not have 
done anything in the Caucasus if the West had kept its nose clean strikes me as 
pretty absurd.”10 Along similar lines, one of the most prominent scholars on military 
doctrine, Robert Farley, has also argued that there are compelling reasons to be-
lieve that Russia rejected international norms regarding the territorial integrity and 
sovereignty of countries in its near abroad in the early 1990s, and that it continues 
to reject those norms today.11

Former senior U.S. official Doug Bandow, who served during the Ronald Reagan 
administration when the Cold War’s demise was impending, argues that the original 
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NATO had a clear purpose: to protect Western Europe from Soviet aggression, 
which could result in a hostile power controlling much of the Eurasian land mass. 

Bandow reminds that with the collapse 
of the Soviet Union and dissolution of 
the Warsaw Pact, that threat disap-
peared. “There was no longer any ne-
cessity for an American security guar-
antee for the Western Europeans; there 
was no conceivable reason to expand 
American defense commitments up to 
Russia’s border. Doing so has proved 
to make the world more rather than 
less dangerous – at least for the United 
States,” Bandow claims.

Ironically, Bandow’s argument runs the prospect of Georgian membership in 
NATO essentially forced Russian Prime Minister Vladimir Putin to respond to Tbi-
lisi’s attempt at a blitzkrieg conquest of South Ossetia. He warned that “conflict 
in the Caucasus should be a wake-up call for Washington to stop promiscuously 
distributing security guarantees as if they were free.”12

Michael O’Hanlon, a senior fellow at the Brookings Institution, pointed to the Bush 
administration’s pursuit of a final bold foreign policy move in its last weeks in 2008 
and claimed that the Bush administration was trying to bypass normal proce-
dures and push NATO members to offer Georgia and Ukraine rapid membership 
to NATO. “This is a singularly bad idea, much more likely to worsen U.S.-Russia 
relations and increase the risk of war than to do any real good for the new democ-
racies of Central Europe,” O’Hanlon presciently warned. While acknowledging that 
Russia’s aggression is unjustified, the expert stated that the Russian response 
“was not unprovoked.”13

O’Hanlon argued NATO’s pledge in Bucharest to include Georgia as a member 
sparked the conflict. “Future policy-making must seek to deter not only Russia, 
but other regional actors, from the kind of irresponsible behavior that pushed the 
Caucasus toward all-out war just three months ago,” the expert accused NATO 
and the U.S. of erroneous policy regarding Georgia.14

One of a few experts on Georgia’s nationalism in the West, Robert Parsons, 
counts NATO’s promise at the Bucharest summit in April (that for both Georgia and 

“In the upcoming decade, it 
seems that NATO will improve 
its relations with Russia at 
the expense of alienating its 
candidate countries.”
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Ukraine membership of the Atlantic Alliance was not a matter of “if” but “when”) as 
one out of two key events that triggered Russia’s fury in the August 2008 conflict 
with Georgia. “This provoked Vladimir Putin, then still Russia’s president, to prom-
ise more support for Georgia’s breakaway regions,” Parsons notes.15

Allowing Georgia, however slowly, to move towards full membership of the Alli-
ance was a proximate cause of the war between Russia and Georgia in 2008 and 
has stoked conflict between the Baltic states and their former Soviet rulers.16

William Engdahl claimed in Asia Times a month before Russia and Georgia clashed 
over the disputed South Ossetia that NATO’s vows to accept Georgia as a mem-
ber irked Russia and thus escalated the possibility of a hot conflict.17

NATO and the U.S. were Unable to Address Georgian Concerns

Georgia’s ambitions to align with NATO and NATO’s avoidance to confront Rus-
sia at the expense of abandoning its strong ally, Georgia, has yet to cause more 
disappointment among Georgian governing elites. Most analysts claim that with-
out the support of the West, Saakashvili would not dare to confront Russia. There 
were reportedly 130 U.S. military advisors in Georgia before the war between 
Russia and Georgia broke out and it is unlikely that Saakashvili did not consult 
with them before attacking South Ossetia.18 “It is very difficult to imagine that the 
Georgians launched their attack against U.S. wishes,” states Strategic Forecast-
ing CEO George Friedman.19 However, the impetuous Georgian President be-
came trapped when Russian security forces crippled the country’s reviving military 
clout. If U.S. or NATO military assistance was likely in case of Russian aggression, 
then building military alliances with those powers would be strategic. 

The policy paper issued by Silk Road Studies Program asserts that European 
and international institutions failed to coherently respond to the war. According 
to the paper, internal divisions in the EU and NATO as well as a weakened U.S. 
administration all combined to provide Moscow with what it perceived as a low-
risk opportunity to punish Georgia for its independent foreign policy, halt NATO’s 
expansion, and restore its own primacy in the former Soviet Union.20 These condi-
tions show that it is a flawed policy of Saakashvili’s administration to form military 
alliances with NATO in a way that irritates Russia.
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A policy brief suggested by a group of experts in August 2008 states that NATO 
failed to see the Russo-Georgian war coming, and when hostilities broke out it 
could barely do more than issue a statement. The allies disagreed on how to 
assign blame for the war, and on whether –and how– to confront the two sides 
involved.21

NATO itself, in the May 17 report, acknowledges that one of the major failures of 
NATO’s partnership structure was the 2008 conflict between Russia and Georgia, 
in which two Alliance partners engaged in hostilities over issues that remain unre-
solved.22

The report, unlike most expectations, did not constitute a “reiteration of vows” 
and opted for more engagement rather than confrontation. The report ruled out 
the possibility of conventional military aggression against the Alliance or its mem-
bers and underscored unconventional threats to the Alliance as the most probable 
threats in the coming decade.

While there was an ongoing war in South Ossetia, the Georgian President lament-
ed that the Russians were threatening their own freedom and democracy and, not 
surprisingly, NATO and the U.S. turned a blind eye to the conflict. Western coun-
tries felt that they have not remained aloof through voicing several condemnations. 
Georgia’s aspiration to be on the Western security belt largely fell on deaf ears. 
The evidence is compelling that Georgian authorities estimated full western back-
ing during the conflict, but it had received only a scant support. Friedman argued 
that the U.S. has no strategic ground forces in reserve and is in no position to 
intervene on the Russian periphery (Georgia’s breakaway regions).23

As Georgia sought to calibrate its foreign policy to NATO’s priorities in the South 
Caucasus largely in the past decade, this policy has slowly infuriated Russia, which 
considered Georgia’s growing cooperation with NATO as a security threat to itself. 
The climactic development, when Georgia was promised to let in among NATO 
members in NATO’s Bucharest summit in April 2008, palpably pushed Russia 
to violently respond only a few months later. To disconnect August 2008 military 
confrontation from NATO’s pledge to Georgia for full membership is widely off the 
mark.
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While several policy advocates argued that NATO’s increasing engagement with 
the South Caucasus republics has often become a pawn of tensions in the region, 
more conservative thinkers claimed that Russia’s aggressive attitude to its neigh-
bors is not a recent phenomenon and dates back to the early 1990s. Neverthe-
less, a regular pattern of policies explain that Russia hangs its neighbors out to dry 
if they turn a blind eye to their affinity with Russia. 

In the upcoming decade, it seems that NATO will improve its relations with Rus-
sia at the expense of alienating its candidate countries. The policy paper by the 
group of experts that overhaul NATO’s New Strategic Concept, which will most 
likely be adopted in November this year, set out a road map for NATO for more 
engagement with Russia and less dialogue with Georgia – a delicate balance that 
will make the South Caucasus a more secure region. 
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