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Overhauling the Alliance: Getting Back to Basics

A year or so ago, the question of "overhauling the alliance," as narrowly construed,

was at once more interesting and less topical than it is today.! Then, we were in the midst
of the two plus four talks, and authoritative figures in Moscow were insisting that NATO
make reciprocal moves in response to the Soviet withdrawal from Europe. There was a
real need, therefore, to define our future security needs and to understand how the alliance
could help to meet them.

Today, our immediate objectives have been achieved: Germany has united without
having to adjust its status within NATO. The Warsaw Pact is dead. Moscow is in the
process of withdrawing its military forces from Central and Eastern Europe without having
obtained explicit or implicit assurances that U.S. forces will be withdrawn from Europe.
The question of overhauling the alliance, therefore, is less urgent than it once appeared:
there is no need to change existing arrangements in order to achieve other near term
objectives. Despite this (or perhaps because of it), a new round of speculation, theorizing,
and hand-wringing has begun--this time focusing on the future organizational frameworks
appropriate for an emerging "European security identity." "Bridges," "pillars," and other
architectural metaphors are marshalled to this task. Conferences are convened. Nasty
letters emanate from Foggy Bottom, followed by denials and conciliatory statements.

Yet for all of this, little light is shed on the topic. Why? Perhaps one reason is that
"architectures” and formal organization charts often say little about the actual dynamics of
policymaking and execution: informal relationships, habits of thought and interaction, and
historical communication patterns tend to dominate over formal arrangements. In this
regard, one is reminded of Stanley Hoffmann's injunction that foreign policy is more like
gardening than architecture. Institutions, commitments, and the trust that sustains them
cannot be created overnight. They must be nurtured and grown.

Another reason is that much of the talk about the European security identity is really
a surface manifestation of deeper concerns, including the future of the French role in the
alliance, whether Germany's weight is adequately represented in alliance councils, and
whether Great Britain is over-represented. To the extent that these underlying issues are
motivating the discussion, it is bound to be unprofitable to address the superficial
organizational questions on their own merits.

In short, it is hard to quarrel with John Goulden's characterization of some aspects
of the latest round of Euro-schmoozing as "navel gazing." That is not to say that truly
important matters may not be affected by the outcome of the exercise. If it is handled
poorly, the security of the allies could be damaged. Moreover, in our effort to tidy up the
European side of the alliance, we risk overlooking more significant problems. For both of
these reasons, it seems useful at this point to identify some more basic factors in Western
seclllnity that may be ignored or slighted in our preoccupation with new West European
architectures.

1This paper was prescnted at a conference on the future of the NATO alliance, sponsored by the Royal
Institute for International Affairs (Chatham House), May 11-12, 1991.
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This essay describes three threats to allied security that will likely persist at least
through the 1990s. 2 The paper s main point is that mmmlgmw
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Threats From the East

Two types of threats exist in the East. The most obvious is the residual threat
posed by the Soviet Union, the nature of which need not be belabored here. It may suffice
to say that the faltering of the reform movement in the Soviet Union, continued uncertainty
about Moscow's long-term objectives vis-a-vis the West, and its retention of large military
forces constitute at least an existential threat. The potential for conflict and instability
attendant to the breakup of the Soviet Union adds another dimension to this "threat.”
Pending the resolution of currently irreducible uncertainties about the future nature of the
Soviet Union, long-term political stability and independence in Europe will continue to rest
on Western security cooperation as a means of offsetting Soviet military potential. This, in
turn, will demand the continued participation of the United States in European security
affairs.

The knottier problem from the East stems from the very real possibility that political
and economic reform will fail in some or all of the newly liberated nations of Central and
Eastern Europe. The withdrawal of Soviet military power from this region represents a
marked improvement in Western security. Once this withdrawal is complete, the West (not
to mention the nations of Central and Eastern Europe, themselves) will have a strong
interest in deterring the reentry of Soviet power into the region. Likewise, all parties
involved will want to establish conditions conducive to long-term stability and harmony in
the region, preventing or muting conflict over inter-ethnic disputes, border confrontations,
and domestic political turmoil.

Two types of response are indicated: first, the West should, to the degree that
resources permit, underwrite what Uwe Nerlich has called "the second reconstruction of
Europe." Second, the West should make it clear to all parties involved that it is quite
interested in the security and independence of democratic states in Central and Eastern
Europe. As the reform process there begins to take hold, the alliance should extend, in
order, security cooperation, security assurances, and, ultimately, defense guarantees to
these nations.

As befits an issue of this magnitude and sensitivity, most allied governments have
been extremely cautious in approaching this new "Eastern Question." But the need for
caution does not excuse the reticence or even denial behavior of some.

An argumentative digression is in order:

2The term "threat” here is broadly construed to mean the potential for harm to the well-being and security
of the Western democratic statcs. Threats in this sense can be intentional or not. Indeed, they can be self-
inflicted. In an interdependent world, for example, the absence of a capacity for effective collective action
can, itself, be a threat.
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* NATO and especially Germany cannot be indifferent to the status of Central and
Eastern Europe. The presence or absence of political stability, economic prosperity, or
Soviet military forces east of the Oder-Neisse are matters of critical importance to NATO
governments and force planners, as well as to ordinary people in the West.

* The problem of security for the Central and Eastern European states has not been
solved. There can be little doubt that the chief threats to security in the East stem from
internal problems--potential turmoil arising from economic dislocations, immature political
institutions, etcetera. Nonetheless, Polish, Czech, and Hungarian leaders are under no
illusions that Soviet or Russian power is no longer at least a potential threat that needs to be
counterbalanced. Breezy assertions dropped by Western diplomats that deterrence of
Soviet threats in the East is no longer necessary are unseemly. Simply put: it ill becomes
those who enjoy security guarantees to tell those who don't have them that they don't need
them. If Poland faces no serious threat from Soviet military power, then surely Germany
doesn't either.

* The success of domestic reform in the new democracies is tied to the resolution of
their security problem. The first reconstruction of Europe, like the development of modern
economies in much of East Asia, was facilitated by the presence of a U.S. security shield.
Much like the recipients of Marshall Plan aid, the new democracies need security on the
cheap so that they can concentrate their resources on reconstruction, investment, and
improved consumer welfare. Security assistance and guarantees from the West are the one
way to get this. Moreover, the psychological benefits of a clear signal that the door to the
club is open would be incalculable. For one thing, it would encourage greater Western
investment in Central and Eastern Europe. For another, it would strengthen those parties
whose platforms emphasize cooperation and Western integration over nationalistic, beggar-
thy-neighbor policies.

* Refusing membership to European democracies is inconsistent with NATO's
purposes. The North Atlantic Treaty declares its members' determination to "safeguard the
freedom, common heritage and civilization of their peoples, founded on principles of
democracy, individual liberty, and the rule of law." If these principles take root in Central
and Eastern Europe, it will be awkward for NATO to turn its back on them.

* NATO needs a new and obviously worthy raison d'etre. With the atrophying of
Soviet military might and political cohesion, the chief risk to NATO is not death with a
bang but with a whimper. NATO's demise would be regrettable because of the threats
mentioned above as well as those that are mentioned below. Increasingly, allied nations
will be unwilling to forego narrow or near-term interests for the good of the whole if
NATO is only seen as providing a hedge against the unlikely eventuality of a return to
arms and hostility by Moscow. In short, it would be good for NATO's long-term health
to take on an obviously important new challenge.3

How might movement toward a new European security identity affect NATO's
ability to address these two threats from the East? The answer, of course, depends in large
measure on both the way the discussion on the issue is conducted and the content of any
new European relationship to NATO. Neither of these is clear as yet, but a few preliminary
points are in order:

3The author is under no illusions that it would be easy to extend credible security guarantees to Poland,
Czechoslovakia, or Hungary. The operational difficulties, in fact, would be extreme. But that, in a sense,
is just the point.
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« First, any proposals that might reduce the willingness of the American public to
station forces in Europe or the willingness of Europeans (Germans especially) to play host
to them must be considered with extreme care. The peacetime stationing of American
ground and air forces abroad is an anomaly born in a time of extreme danger. If the forces
are withdrawn, they will not be returned short of war. An all-European response force that

somehow competed with or marginalized U.S. forces in Europe would clearly be risky.4

« Second, European policies or structures that might inhibit the alliance from acting
decisively in support of Central and Eastern European reform efforts would be harmful.
Any arrangements for a new European security identity that would strengthen the voices of
those whose attitude is "I've got mine" should be opposed.

» Third, some are proposing to duplicate, under WEU auspices, capabilities that
already exist in NATO, such as military command elements, indications and warning
capabilities, and other costly intelligence functions. Surely current arrangements for
intelligence sharing are not ideal for all parties. Some changes are needed, but this does not
necessarily require the creation of expensive new parallel capabilities. To the extent that
such activities would drain scarce resources away from more pressing needs, such as the
second reconstruction of Europe, they ought to be regarded with skepticism.

The Threat From the South

In the wake of the Gulf War, it is hardly necessary to describe in detail that range of
challenges presented by situations and actors in the Maghreb, the Middle East, and the
Persian Gulf regions. These threats include terrorism, subversion or aggression against
pro-Western regimes, blackmail based on oil dependence or threats to use weapons of mass
destruction, immigration pressures, and a host of others. Protecting Western interests from
such threats will require close cooperation, policy coordination, and, in some cases, first
class military capabilities. For example, Western states will need to do a better job of
restraining their own citizens as well as other states from selling sophisticated arms and
sensitive technologies to some states in the region. Likewise, closer policy coordination
could improve the prospects for a settlement of the Arab/Palestinian-Israeli dispute.
Common energy policies could help reduce our dependence on imported oil.

Joint efforts to underwrite the security of pro-Western regimes in the Persian Gulf
and elsewhere will undoubtedly be called for again. It seems quite unlikely that an all-
European response force could, on its own, hope to field capabilities sufficient to deal with
an Iraq- or Iran-sized military threat within the foreseeable future. Capabilities and assets
that only the United States is likely to possess are needed, including: large-scale airlift;
near-real-time surveillance and assessment; counter-air defense, such as low-observable
aircraft and defense suppression weapons; and the capacity for a sustained and large scale
naval presence. Revisions in NATO's structure and forces should account for this
possibility. In particular, they should not render U.S.-European consultations and
decisionmaking on out of area activities more problematical than they already are.

Close relations with Turkey will also remain a strategic asset. "Europe's" relations
with Turkey will be strained as Ankara's application for EC membership languishes. A
European security entity based on either the EC or the WEU has inherent potential to

4This is not to say that Americans will be eager o get involved militarily in every dispute that might call
for European peacckecping or deterrence forces. Far from it. And that, in a sense, is part of the problem
inherent in a Euroforce: it risks creating a situation in which the Americans, during a crisis, might
rationalize that they arc not obliged to participate.
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exacerbate these frictions by excluding Turkey. An obvious conclusion is that any such
entity should probably leave the lead to NATO in out-of-area or out-of-region problems
involving Turkey.

The Threat From Within

The paper has already raised the need for broad cooperation among the Western
nations on issues ranging well beyond traditional "security” problems. When one compiles
a list of the problems with an international dimension that could affect the lives and well-
being of our populations in the future--the spread of weapons of mass destruction, access
to critical raw materials, terrorism, environmental deterioration, unfair trade practices,
expanding populations, to name a few--it is difficult to identify any that can be fruitfully
addressed unilaterally. Security, in short, is becoming increasingly indivisible.

Everyone recognizes that the post-war Western security system was created in large
measure to cope with the threat of Soviet expansionism. Another motive for its creation
was to foster the growth of common values and interests so that war among the world's
major capitalist powers could be avoided. The system has succeeded brilliantly on both
scores. Yet our preoccupation with the first objective has led us to take the second--
enhanced Western cooperation--for granted. This is unfortunate since the need for
expanded cooperation is now coming to the fore.

A central part of the allies’ long-term strategy must be to promote, on a global
basis, the gradual expansion of the group of states that accept Western principles of
peaceful resolution of disputes, respect for the rights of individuals, free trade, and
collective defense of common interests. This will entail, among other things, sustained
efforts to promote economic progress toward the fulfillment of basic human needs. A
world in which the great majority of states adhered to these values and enjoyed these goods
would certainly be a safer one. Such a vision also implies an equitable distribution of
burdens and benefits among the participants. This, in turn, implies a need for mechanisms
for the settlement of disputes on a relatively objective basis.

Surely several generations at a minimum will be required before the establishment
of such norms on a nearly global basis will be feasible. But the Western democracies
(including, of course, the democratic nations of Asia and elsewhere) are much closer to
such a system among themselves than any other group of states. While a clear path from
here to there is not yet visible, one thing is clear: we should avoid moving backwards.
Institutions that facilitate Western cooperation should, in general, be preserved, expanded,
and adapted to new conditions. The threat here is that without an obvious Soviet menace to
focus the attention of Western policymakers, shorter-term, parochial considerations will
move increasingly to the fore and result in a retreat toward nationalism and unilateralism or
spheres of influence just when more universal forms are most needed. The near-
breakdown of the Uruguay Round in General Agreement on Trade and Tariffs (GATT) is
an example of this. The discussion of Europe's future relationship vis-a-vis the alliance
should be carried on with these longer-term considerations in mind.

Conclusion

This essay should not be taken as an argument for the status quo: the European
security situation is changing dramatically, and commensurate changes in the alliance are
called for. Nor does this essay contend that "Europe” should not have a more distinctive
voice in the alliance: as the U.S. military role in Europe declines in both absolute and
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relative terms, it is quite appropriate that the Europeans have a larger voice in their security.
The paper does suggest, however, that careful consideration should be given to two points:

* Several unresolved issues--notably, NATO's role in the security of Central and
Eastern Europe and how the allies might best address security concerns from the south--are
at least as important as the question of a European security identity, and they may be harder
to solve. Questions begging for serious thought include how to assuage Soviet concerns
over NATO's involvement in the security of Central and Eastern European states, and what
are the military requirements of a viable conventional defense posture in Poland.

» Expanding Western cooperation is the key to a long-term strategy for shaping the
international environment in desirable ways. We should not allow euphoria, complacency,
boredom, or narrow self-interest to threaten the institution that lies at the heart of that
cooperation.





