
 
 
 
 

 

NATO'S FUTURE AFTER THE WAR IN IRAQ 

Osman Yavuzalp* 

 

Despite continued doubts about its relevance since the end of the Cold War, NATO has 

been constantly called upon to take on new tasks. It was instrumental in extinguishing the 

flames of ethnic and nationalist rivalries in the Balkans. Far from completing its life cycle, 

at the Prague Summit in November 2002, NATO committed itself to modernize and 

transform to meet the challenges of the 21st century. It has now overcome the out-of-area 

or out-of-business dilemma, as it prepares to assume the command of ISAF.  Despite the 

different vision of its members on some issues, NATO remains a twin-pillar alliance and 

the only institution capable of meeting new security risks.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

* Osman Yavuzalp (o.yavuzalp@hq.nato.int), a Turkish career diplomat, currently works at NATO's 

International Staff on enlargement and terrorism issues. This article reflects his personal opinion 
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Since the end of the Cold War, it has almost become a routine proclivity to argue for the 

irrelevance of NATO. During the early Nineties, articles in the media were almost 

obituaries, with the main contention being that with the disintegration of the Warsaw Pact 

and the disappearance of the constant threat against which NATO had been designed to 

defend, NATO was no longer needed.  

 

A number of developments in the past 18 months added fuel to the fire.  As the US-led 

coalition operated outside the framework of NATO in response to the terrorist attacks of 

September 11, despite the activation of Article V of the Washington Treaty, critics have re-

emerged to assert that NATO had plunged into an existential crisis and that its future was 

in doubt. It became trendy in some quarters on the  western side of the Atlantic to stop 

"pretending that Europeans and Americans share a common view of the world1". The 

much-publicized deliberations among the Allies before providing support to Turkey in 

relation to the Iraq crisis, in February 2003, provided further justification for these critics. 

The initiative, announced at the end of April 2003 by Belgium, France, Germany and 

Luxembourg, to set up a "core group" for building an autonomous European defence 

added to speculation that NATO was no longer the preferred framework for some Allies. 

 

This article argues that despite the absence of the threat of large-scale conventional 

aggression against the Alliance, NATO still remains the quintessential  instrument of 

cooperation, capable of meeting current and future security challenges to the transatlantic 

area. It argues that the ambitious Prague Summit decisions  are a testimony to the Allies' 

faith  in NATO's cohesion, and that the recent policy differences on the Iraq issue and the 

 
1 Robert Kagan, 'Paradise and Power', London: Atlantic Books, 2003. 
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continued initiatives to set up an autonomous European defence will not affect the 

Alliance's efficiency in meeting new demands. 

 

A Withering Alliance? 

 

Since the end of the Cold War in 1989, instead of fading into oblivion, NATO has 

relentlessly proved wrong those who prophesized doom, by being constantly called upon 

to confront new challenges and take on new tasks. The first ever-operational deployment 

by NATO in its history was after the collapse of the Berlin Wall, in 1990 during the first Gulf 

War, to Turkey where Belgian and German fighter jets were deployed to help deter an Iraqi 

attack. Major attempts to unify Europe were initiated by NATO, in 1994, through the 

Partnership for Peace, as the Alliance evolved successfully to engage former adversaries. 

The flames of instability and ethnic cleansing in the Balkans were only extinguished 

through NATO's involvement in Bosnia-Herzegovina, and later in Kosovo. At the dawn of 

the 21st century, while several institutions joined efforts to avert war in Macedonia, NATO's 

role has been central in bringing stability to this country. NATO passed successfully the 

test of relevance in the first decade after the Cold War, by playing a vital role in galvanizing 

Euro-Atlantic security. 

 

Or a new Portfolio? 

 

NATO's Strategic Concept, revised in 1999, while the wounds of Yugoslavian 

disintegration were still open, enumerated the main challenges of the millennium for the 

Alliance as follows: ethnic and religious rivalries, territorial disputes, inadequate or failed 

efforts at reform, the abuse of human rights, and the dissolution of states which can lead to 

 -3- 



 
 

 

                                           

local and even regional instability, which,  in turn, affects Euro-Atlantic stability2. The 

proliferation of chemical, nuclear and biological  weapons and their means of delivery 

should be listed as further matters of serious concern. Not surprisingly, there is little 

reference to terrorism. Article 24 of the Strategic Concept states that "Alliance security 

interests can be affected by other risks of a wider nature, including acts of terrorism […]".  

In 1999, terrorism was widely considered a domestic concern. 

 

The events of September 11th 2001 brought about a quantum leap in Alliance thinking and 

priorities. Until then, the consensus mechanism and different perceptions by various Allies 

prevented an in-depth approach to combating terrorism, which nevertheless, on Turkey's 

insistence, was condemned regularly3. This was to change in the aftermath of the terrorist 

attacks on the United States. At their meeting on 6 December 2001, in addition to their 

usual Communiqué, NATO Foreign Ministers issued a Statement on NATO's Response to 

Terrorism. Article 10 of this statement would set the course for NATO's future, as it 

announced the development of a comprehensive package of measures to strengthen 

NATO's capacities in combating terrorism for the forthcoming Prague Summit. Another 

milestone decision came at the Reykjavik Ministerial meeting of May 2002. At that 

meeting, NATO put an end to a decade’s rhetoric over the theology of out-of-area 

operations and agreed that NATO must confront threats to its security from wherever they 

may come. And the Prague Summit, in November 2002, provided blessing at the highest 

 
2 NATO's Strategic Concept, Article 20.  

3 In some recent NATO documents prior to September 11, terrorism is mentioned in para 42 of the 

Washington Summit Communiqué (1999), para 52 of the Brussels Defence Ministers' 

Communiqué and para 68 of the Foreign Ministers' Communiqué (2000), para 84 of the Budapest 

Foreign Ministers Communiqué (2001). 
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level for a fundamental process of modernization and transformation of the Alliance. As R. 

Asmus notes, the events of September 11 confirmed the need for NATO to complete the 

job of reshaping itself for a new era4. 

 

The objectives of Prague are particularly ambitious. They come at a time when the 

academic debate on the transatlantic nexus, different visions of the world, and hegemony 

versus multipolarity is running high. They reflect the underlying belief on both sides of the 

Atlantic that NATO still has a lot to do in the future. 

 

Thus, the NATO of the 21st century will be bigger. It will cooperate with 26 countries and 

currently three more countries are waiting in line to possibly join at a later stage. Bulgaria, 

Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Slovakia, Slovenia and Romania will become full members as of 

May 2004. 

 

It will be different. While continuing to assume its missions of crisis response and 

deterrence of conventional threats, it will be geared towards providing a better collective 

defence against asymmetric warfare. To that end, the Allies agreed in May 2003 on a 

Concept of Operations against Terrorism which outlines an expanded military role in the 

full spectrum of possible operations and measures.  

 

It will be more capable militarily. The so-called Prague Capabilities Commitment foresees 

that each of NATO’s members make clear pledges to make specific improvements, on a 

national basis, to their capabilities, in four key areas: interoperability, strategic transport, 

high-technology, and protection from weapons of mass destruction.  

 
4 Ronald D. Asmus, 'Opening NATO's Door', p.305, New York, Columbia University Press, 2002.  
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It will be ready to move out-of-area. NATO's decision of April 16th 2003 to assume the 

command of ISAF in Kabul was the first step. Will Iraq be the second? Upon Poland's 

request for NATO support in the context of their leadership of a sector in a stabilization 

force in Iraq5, NATO's military authorities have been tasked to provide advice. "We are not 

talking about a NATO presence in Iraq. We are talking about NATO help to Poland" as the 

NATO Secretary General clarified6.  However, "the possibility that NATO could play a 

larger role there in the future is not excluded"7. The Chairman of the US Senate's Foreign 

Affairs Committee is more explicit: "The Alliance should explore how it can contribute to 

long term peacekeeping and humanitarian duties in Iraq8." 

 

It will have an efficient striking arm.  A NATO Response Force "ready to move quickly to 

wherever needed", based on an initiative by US Defence Secretary Rumsfeld will have its 

initial operational capability no later than October 2004. 

 

NATO will nurture a constructive relationship with Russia. Almost a year after the NATO-

Russia Declaration was signed in Rome, for the first time ever, NATO Ambassadors joined 

their Russian counterpart for a meeting in Moscow of the NATO-Russia Council (NRC), on 

13 May 2003, noting the substantial progress that has been made in the past year across 

a wide spectrum of areas, including terrorism, in the framework of the NRC..  As Russia's 

 
5 NATO's Web Page, 22 May 2003.  

6 George Roberston,  Reuters, 22 May 2003. 

7 US Ambassador to NATO N. Burns, Reuters, 22 May 2003.   

8 Financial Times, 'Nation-building is a role for NATO', 29 May 2003.  
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membership to the European Union (EU) is not on the agenda at the moment, NATO 

remains the core institution drawing Russia closer to the West. 

 

It will enhance its co-operation across the Mediterranean and with distant partners in the 

Caucasus and Central Asia, which are still undergoing their transformation into market 

economies and democratic entities. The implementation of new mechanisms9 for practical 

co-operation and more intensified interaction with partner countries in Central Asia and the 

Caucasus will contribute to their reform efforts, thus consolidating Euro-Atlantic security.  

 

Last, but not least, it will also have a strategic partnership with the EU. In March 2003, the 

EU took over NATO’s small peacekeeping mission in Macedonia. This is the EU’s first 

military operation, and it was hailed as the Union demonstrating that its European Security 

and Defence Policy project has come of age10, but it is being mounted using NATO assets 

and with NATO’s Deputy Supreme Allied Commander in command. 

 

But Still a Twin-Pillar Alliance? 

 

So much for the ambitious Prague transformation, now you will find the merchants of 

transatlantic gloom citing the following as fundamental reasons that will eventually lead to 

NATO’s demise:  the different strategic culture and vision developed by the US and 

 
9 Individual Partnership Action Plans, as defined in paragraph 7 of the Prague Summit Declaration, 

November 2002.  

10 Speech by NATO Secretary General George Robertson at the hand over Ceremony, 31 March 

2003, Skopje.  
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Europeans after the Cold War,  fading US interest in NATO, and the efforts to develop an 

autonomous European defence.  To what extent do these arguments reflect reality?  

 

One common argument refers to the Kosovo campaign as an example of US misgivings 

regarding expansion (currently 19 and increasing to 26 in the near future).  It is true that 

the Kosovo campaign, despite its successful outcome, revealed some limitations of the 

“war by committees"11. However, the intervention of US Secretary of State Colin Powell at 

the Senate's  Foreign Relations Committee may shed light on the current US thinking: 

"NATO's integrated military structure creates a reservoir of working, planning and training 

together that is irreplaceable. The Alliance itself can draw upon this rich reservoir or, as 

seems increasingly likely, coalitions of the willing can be drawn from it12."  

 

The US would also need Allied support for any post-conflict situation, as we are witnessing 

in Afghanistan and in Iraq. Although the US is able to win wars without significant Allied 

contributions, it is unlikely in many situations to be able to win the peace without military 

(and non-military) assistance from European Allies, whether those situations develop 

within or outside Europe13. 

 

NATO's relevance to the US also goes beyond its operational capability. In the Euro-

Atlantic region, the US  "pursues [its] shape, respond and prepare strategy through three 

layers of engagement centered on NATO, multilateral engagement with countries 

 
11 As revealed by Wesley K. Clark throughout his book 'Waging Modern War', New York, 2001. 

12 The Wall Street Journal, 'Disunited NATO Scales Back', 20 May 2003. 

13 U.S. -CREST, 'Future Military Coalitions', p. xxi, US Center for Research and Education on 
Strategy and Technology, 2002. 
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participating in NATO's Partnership for Peace (PfP) and members of the EU, and bilateral 

engagement with individual Allies and Partners14". PfP, with its primary goal to forge a 

strong, co-operative relationship between Allies and Partners, remains a powerful tool for 

US interests in the Euro-Atlantic area. 

 

Another issue which is central to forecasts about NATO's future, from a European 

standpoint, is the effort to set up an autonomous European defence  capability. It would be 

realistic to opine that a European defence and security emancipation is not achievable in 

the short and medium term without keeping NATO in business. There are financial hurdles 

with regard to increasing defence spending in Europe. Germany, France and Italy argue 

that military spending is curtailed by the EU stability and growth pact which imposes a 

budget deficit ceiling of 3%. Germany is already in breach of the pact. Work on the 

Headline Goal is also proceeding slowly. British Defence Secretary Hoon considers the 

60.000 strong rapid reaction force unlikely to be operational by the end of 2003, as 

planned15. The EU's strategic airlift possibilities are practically non-existent16. The first 

European transport aircraft, the A400M, will not be operational until 200917. Air power is 

limited. Even during the Kosovo campaign, a matter of primary importance to European 

security, the United Kingdom – the closest Ally in terms of military might to the United 

States - could contribute only 4% of the aircraft involved in the operations and 4% of the 

 
14 U.S. Department of Defence, 'Strengthening Transatlantic Security - A US Strategy for the 21st 

Century', p. 9, December 2000, Washington.  

15 Financial Times, 'Call for relaxed EU rules to boost defence', 20 May 2003.  

16 The US has 250 long range transport aircraft; the UK has 4; the rest of NATO, including Canada, 

none at all. 

17 Financial Times, 'Military Airbus deal ends years of wrangling', 27 May 2003.  
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bombs dropped18. As Charles Grant underscores, "almost any conceivable EU military 

mission will need to draw on NATO assets, such as the expertise of its military planners"19. 

The same goes for lighter tasks. Secretary Hoon notes that the EU still has "a great deal to 

do to meet the shortfall in capabilities that are necessary to meet the most demanding 

Petersberg tasks”20. Under such circumstances, pulling the plug on NATO would certainly 

be a serious blow to European defence ambitions. Any European defence venture could at 

best be a partner, rather than a counterweight to NATO. 

 

There is also a bone of contention within the EU as to which direction a European defence 

should go. The initiative by Belgium, France, Germany and Luxembourg is a matter of 

controversy within the European Union itself, strongly contested by several EU members. 

Despite assurances by the French Defence Minister that European defence was not being 

built against NATO21, Britain warned that it would oppose any moves to strengthen the 

European Union's defence capabilities that would undermine the security commitments 

provided by NATO22. Spain cautioned that a truly European Security and Defence Policy  

could not be achieved by three or four countries acting alone23.  There are also a number 

of questions which still remain unanswered. Where would the European Force operate ? 

 
18 Tim Garden and John Roper, 'Pooling Forces', Centre for European Reform, December 1999.  

19 Charles Grant, 'NATO's New Role', Centre for European Reform, 7 August 2002.  

20 The Independent, 'EU defence force is not up to the job, says Britain', 20 May 2003.  

21 Le Soir, 'L’Europe de la Défense avance', 20 May 2003 

22 The Times, 'Britain Opposes EU Defence Plan that harms NATO', 17 May 2003. 

23 The Wall Street Journal, 'The Wrong Way to Build Consensus - Ana Palacio', 29 April 2003. 
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Would its major utility be for minor actions at the periphery of Europe in which no major 

power is involved, or outside the area of NATO responsibilities24? 

 

Another factor to reckon with is the tendency of "the new Europe", to paraphrase the 

famous expression. The general approach among the seven East European countries 

poised to join NATO in 2004, and some the EU in the same year, is to preserve the 

transatlantic link. For them, maintaining NATO's cohesion and adapting collective defence 

to current circumstances is of fundamental importance25. Once these states become EU 

members, they are likely to join their voices to the current EU members which have made 

it clear that they would not go along with any defence initiative which could jeopardize 

NATO's existence.  

 

One additional reason from the European perspective to preserve NATO’s deterrence is 

the risk of being blackmailed by rogue states which acquire non-conventional weapons. 

The missile threat to the West is growing with more than 20 developing countries 

possessing some ballistic missile capability and some already within range of Europe26. 

NATO remains the only institution with adequate defence mechanisms against such 

threats.  

 

Conclusion 

 

 
24 Ibid. 

25 Le Soir, 'Bronislaw Geremek: Nous, vous et eux. Un message venu du froid', 30 April 2003.  

26 Geoffrey Lee Williams & Barkley Jared Jones, 'NATO and the Transatlantic Alliance in the 21st 

Century', p. 212, Palgrave, New York, 2001. 
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21 years ago, a conference on "The Transatlantic Crisis" took place in Washington D.C., 

where 14 US and 11 European prominent intellectuals, including Samuel Huntington, 

Henry Kissinger and Eugene Rostow, discussed "the growing strain in the relations 

between the US and Western Europe27". A different era, a different geo-political 

landscape, but the same concern: a possible rift between the two sides of the Atlantic. As 

the same issue is debated today, it is safe to argue that the cement which holds the 

Alliance together is still strong.  

 

No other institution can provide interoperability between the armed forces of Allies and 

Partners, which allows for successful multinational operations within or beyond NATO's 

framework. Coalitions as diverse as the US-led army that fought the first Gulf War and the 

European peacekeeping force in Kabul - though neither was a NATO mission - could not 

have been so effective if NATO had not fostered the habit of working together28. As 

Senator Lugar so aptly points out, "many of NATO's members and Partners feel that 

deploying their troops alongside America's is the best training they get29." As long as 

reverting to a multinational military operation will remain an option in dealing with a number 

of security challenges, NATO will continue to have at least a military relevance.  

 

No other organization has NATO’s decade of experience in complex and dangerous 

peacekeeping missions in the Balkans. The EU may be better placed to address many of 

 
27 'The Trans-Atlantic Crisis - A Conference of the Committee for the Free World', The Orwell 

Press, New York, 1982. 

28 Grant. 

29 Financial Times, 'Nation-building is a role for NATO', 29 May 2003.  
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the non-military dimensions of security, due to its civilian power characteristics30. 

However, should ethnic tensions flare up again, no other institution is equipped to  put out 

the fire.   

 

Some countries on both sides of the Atlantic may have a different vision of what the world 

should be like, but that should not prevent nations from working together on security 

issues first and foremost through NATO. A successful functioning of NATO will depend on 

the balance between the United States, leading a more equal transatlantic alliance with 

due regard to Europe’s interests and vision, as well as pursuing its own superpower 

interests31. Underneath the diplomatic mantras of shared values and determination to 

"safeguard the freedom, common heritage and civilization of their people", there is 

certainly a genuine need for nations on both sides of the Atlantic to keep NATO in 

business, rather than let it wither away. 

 
30 Cinar Ozen, 'Integrationist Approach to Security and the New Security Role of the European 

Union', p. 132, Turkish Policy Quarterly, Fall 2002. 

31 Geoffrey Lee Williams & Barkley Jared Jones.  
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