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Abstract: 

NATO’s current crisis is overstated and misunderstood. It is NATO’s success in transforming its 

security environment that has led a growing number of critics to question its contemporary relevance. 

By fulfilling its core purposes and creating a generally benign security environment, the Alliance has 

undermined its traditional raison d’être without agreeing on a new unifying core mission. In the 

absence of a first-order threat, the alliance is destined to continue to tackle the world one crisis at a 

time as it has done since the end of the Cold War. It will be reactive, messy and devoid of strategic 

foresight; but the alliance will endure because it continues to enable all members to do something that 

they could not do on their own. Our argument has three parts. First we present the three major 

challenges facing the alliance that are emphasized in the burgeoning “NATO-in-crisis-literature”: 

strategic divergence, a declining ability to act militarily, and fading public support. In the second part 

we demonstrate that they are all linked to the absence of a first-order threat and that NATO’s current 

troubles are to a large extent self-inflicted, resulting from NATO’s success in creating a benign 

security environment. In the final section we analyze the future consequences for the alliance 

concluding that it is in much better shape than the crisis literature suggests but that it will take 

determined and consistent transatlantic diplomatic efforts spearheaded by the US to keep the alliance 

afloat. 
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Introduction 

 

 

In late December 2014, NATO’s largest and most demanding operation came to an end. After 

more than a decade of fighting, rebuilding, and training in Afghanistan the Atlantic Alliance 

terminated the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) and handed over full security 

responsibility to the Afghan National Security Forces. ISAF had been NATO’s defining 

mission for a decade and so its passing begs the question: What next for NATO? What 

mission(s) or task(s) will provide a new signature role for the alliance? How can NATO 

rationalize its existence in the years to come?  

 

NATO’s former Secretary General, Anders Fogh Rasmussen, suggested that NATO should 

shift its focus from ‘operational engagement’ to ‘operational readiness’; from deployed 

NATO to prepared NATO.1 Another point of view – considerably strengthened by Russia’s 

annexation of Crimea and the low-intensity conflict in eastern Ukraine – holds that the 

alliance should ‘come home’, refocus on collective defense and the old mission so succinctly 

identified by NATO’s first Secretary General, Lord Ismay: Keeping the Russians out, the 

Germans down and the Americans in.2 Yet another group of commentators and policy-

makers (the ‘NATO-must-globalize-school’) is eager to keep the Alliance globally engaged. 

To these observers and decision-makers, NATO’s primary role is to serve as a ‘hub for global 

security’ and as a facilitator of ‘security export’.3 This group views the growing problems on 

NATO’s southern flank created by the rise of the Islamic State, the civil wars in Iraq, Libya 

and Syria and the resulting flow of refugees into Southern Europe as proof that NATO needs 

to continue to play a major role in the management of security challenges outside of Europe. 

 

NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg has sought to bridge this disagreement arguing 

that the alliance must do both. In his view the fundamentally new challenge facing the 

alliance is that it ‘for first time in its history has to do both collective defense and crisis 

management at the same time’.4 

 

The debate about NATO’s future roles feeds into an even more fundamental discussion: Will 

the lack of a common sense of purpose, coupled with decreasing defense investments, and 

declining popular support for NATO and the use of force doom the transatlantic alliance to 
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redundancy? Certainly, there has been no dearth of NATO-obituaries over the last five or six 

decades, but the “doom and gloom” school has been in ascendance in the past decade.5 

 

In our view the burgeoning NATO-in-crisis-literature misunderstands the depth and nature of 

NATO’s current troubles. Rather than being evidence of terminal decline, NATO’s current 

crisis - and all the others that the alliance has experienced since the end of the Cold War - is 

largely a function of its own success. As serious as the challenges facing the alliance might 

be, they are in essence a sign of well-executed policy and of NATO’s good fortune to be 

residing in a world free of existential threats. The alliance outlived the Warsaw Pact and 

played a crucial role in bringing about a new European order characterized by the lack of any 

existential threat to Western security. Also, after the end of the Cold War, NATO helped to 

stabilize the Balkans, and the alliance anchored the majority of the Central and Eastern 

European countries solidly in ‘the new West’.  

 

Despite frequent and often puffed up warnings about new threats and emerging security 

challenges (e.g. cyber-attacks, the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, piracy, 

energy-security, and terrorism), NATO today faces a benign security environment – partly of 

its own making. While the Soviet Union obviously amounted to an existential first-order 

threat, what NATO is confronted with today, including Russia, is no more than non-

existential, second-order threats or – even – ‘security headaches’.6 Russia’s aggressive 

behavior towards it’s near abroad has not changed this, as Russia is too weak to pose a direct 

military threat to the alliance as a whole. It is simply unable to compete in terms of military 

spending, personnel or conventional weapons. It is only with respect to nuclear weapons that 

Russia can match the alliance.7 While its nuclear arsenal can protect Russia from external 

attack and help offset NATO’s conventional advantages, nuclear weapons have little 

offensive utility in a direct military confrontation with the alliance given NATO’s robust 

second strike capabilities.  

 

This balance of forces is also reflected in the behavior and perceptions of most NATO allies. 

While 70% in Poland in April-May 2015 regarded Russia as ‘a major military threat to 

neighboring countries’, the average percentage of respondents taking this view in Canada, 

France, Germany, Italy, Spain, the UK and the U.S. was a mere 49%,8 and most European 

NATO allies are not sufficiently worried by events in Ukraine to increase their defense 

spending. 
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It is exactly this benign security environment that is (somewhat paradoxically) triggering the 

three challenges that are highlighted in the NATO-in-crisis-literature: 1) strategic divergence, 

2) declining military capabilities, and 3) fading public support. In the absence of a first-order 

threat, allies not only disagree among themselves about how to address a given security 

challenge, but also about what is a security challenge. Lacking a clear and present danger 

most European allies are unlikely to increase their defense budgets in spite of their pledge to 

do so at the NATO summit in Wales 2014; and faced with only second-order threats, 

European NATO treasuries and publics will continue to have difficulties understanding the 

need to prioritize defense spending at the expense of social services or care for the elderly or 

to support the use of force in complex missions far from home.  

 

However, while this conclusion will cause alarm among Western strategists and foreign 

policy professionals, there are also good tidings. Firstly, a crisis rooted in a benign security 

environment is, after all, a ‘benign crisis’. NATO as an organization might be challenged, but 

Western security is not. Secondly, NATO has already survived for almost 25 years without a 

first-order threat by addressing one crisis at a time and by engaging in constant adaptation. 

Common values, shared interests and operations in the Balkans and Afghanistan have been 

sufficient to keep the Alliance together. And although different NATO-countries are looking 

at the alliance and seeing different things, they all perceive of NATO as too important to 

fail.9 Therefore, NATO is not in danger of becoming irrelevant. 

 

We make our argument in three steps. First, we present the three major challenges facing the 

alliance that are emphasized in the ‘NATO-in-crisis-literature’:  strategic divergence, 

declining ability to act militarily, and fading public support. Then, we demonstrate how these 

challenges are all caused by one underlying structural factor: a benign security environment 

characterized by the absence of existential military threats, which has been created, in part at 

least, by NATO itself. The final section investigates the future consequences for the alliance. 

We conclude that although the alliance will never develop a common sense of purpose 

without shared threat perceptions, the situation is not alarming, as all allies – and not least the 

U.S. – have a strong interest in keeping the alliance alive. 

 

NATO’s three current challenges  



4 
 

The NATO-in-crisis-literature is long-standing, vast and multifaceted. The North Atlantic 

Treaty was hardly signed before a plethora of pundits and scholars started predicting its 

demise, and as pointed out by James Sperling and Mark Webber,10 for NATO, crisis has 

become ‘the norm’. Although the alliance quickly adapted and transformed itself after the end 

of the Cold War, the doom and gloom of this school of thought has become even more 

pronounced during the last two decades. 

 

The crisis narrative has several plots and comes in many different shapes. Neorealist scholars 

have long argued that no alliance can survive without ‘a worthy opponent’ or unifying major 

threat.11 In the words of Kenneth Waltz, ‘NATO’s days might … not be numbered, but its 

years are’.12 Even if the organization endures, in the absence of an existential threat to 

national security NATO will be little more than a hollow shell without the will or capabilities 

to act decisively. Others, coming from non-realist traditions, concur and hold that NATO has 

become an irrelevant alliance that would not be created today if it did not already exist.13 

According to this point of view, NATO has basically become an anachronism; a relic from a 

long gone era. To other observers, the growing transatlantic value and capability gap is 

paralyzing NATO and turning all talk of ‘the great alliance’ into ‘sheer nostalgia’.14 Boiled 

down to its core the most recent materializations of the NATO-in-crisis-literature identify 

three major crisis symptoms: Strategic divergence, decreasing military capabilities and fading 

public support. In the following, we deal with each of these crisis symptoms in turn. 

 

Strategic divergence 

An often-repeated claim about NATO’s current troubles is that the alliance is suffering from 

strategic schizophrenia.15 The gist of the argument is that the transatlantic alliance is in crisis 

because the allies have very different threat perceptions and, consequently, very different 

visions for NATO. In brief, NATO is haunted by the lack of a common sense of purpose.  

 

To one group of countries, NATO should reinvent itself as Lord Ismay’s NATO. That is, the 

alliance should focus on keeping Europe safe from Russian aggression and intimidation. 

Unsurprisingly, this group of nations consists mainly of countries bordering – or close to – 

Russia. During the Ukrainian crisis these so-called Article 5-allies have blatantly (and quite 

understandably) made use of their eastern neighbor’s actions to call for a more European-

focused alliance as well as the deployment of more American troops to Eastern Europe. 

Judging from the responses of the other powers, the rest of the alliance has signaled to the 
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Baltic countries, Poland and – to some extent – Norway and Romania that the Article 5 

security guarantee included in the North Atlantic Treaty can be trusted. Yet, the modest force 

numbers that have so far been deployed to NATO’s most eastern borders tell the story of 

allies not seeing eye-to-eye with regard to the severity of the threat posed by Russia. 

 

Another group of NATO allies has for more than two decades made the case that NATO must 

‘go out-of-area or out of business’. During the 1990s, the call was made to make NATO-

Europe accept a role for the alliance in the Balkans, and after the terrorist attacks on New 

York and Washington in September 2001 it was employed to persuade the allies to take on an 

increasingly global role. On paper the ‘NATO-must-globalize-school’ has been very 

successful. Witness the historical development of NATO’s strategic concepts: In the strategic 

concept from 1991, the alliance had a strong focus on Europe. NATO should – so it was 

stated – ‘preserve the strategic balance within Europe’. In the strategic concept from 1999, 

‘the Euro-Atlantic region’ had replaced ‘Europe’. The alliance had not yet accepted a global 

role for NATO, but the area of possible operations had clearly increased. In NATO’s latest 

strategic concept from 2010, it is difficult to find any real limits to the alliance’s geographic 

reach. Tellingly, the 2010-concept’s section on NATO’s security environment reads: 

 
Today, the Euro-Atlantic area is at peace and the threat of a conventional attack against 

NATO territory is low. That is an historic success for the policies of robust defense, 

Euro-Atlantic integration and active partnership that have guided NATO for more than 

half a century. 

 

However, the conventional threat cannot be ignored. Many regions and countries 

around the world are witnessing the acquisition of substantial modern military 

capabilities with consequences for international stability and Euro-Atlantic security 

that are difficult to predict.16 

 

In other words: While NATO’s role as the pacifier of the Euro-Atlantic area has been 

fulfilled there are still dangers emanating from around the world. NATO should thus not 

hesitate to ‘go global’ to meet the security challenges of the 21st century. The U.S., the U.K., 

the Netherlands, Canada and Denmark are all card carrying members of the ‘go global club’. 
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A final group of countries – the so-called traditionalists or status quo group17 – is 

characterized more by what they seek to avoid than a shared positive vision of what NATO is 

for. These allies do neither see Russia as a direct military threat to Western security nor a 

genuine need for NATO to go global. They have contributed to NATO’s Afghanistan-

mission and other ‘out-of-area operations’, but not as much as ‘the Article 5’ers’ or ‘the 

globalizers’.18 Germany, Belgium, Portugal, Spain and Greece belong to this group of allies. 

 

To many observers, the ensuing strategic divergence is the most significant of NATO’s crisis 

symptoms. The varying perceptions of what should be the alliance’s core purpose are making 

it difficult – if not outright impossible – to act in unison, the argument runs. While all NATO-

allies may still have vested interests in keeping NATO alive, these interests are far from 

identical and the result is paralysis and (terminal) decline. 

 

Lack of military capabilities 

In addition to arguing that differing strategic outlooks are paralyzing the alliance, the 

‘NATO-in-crisis-literature’ also argues that the alliance is losing its ability to act. As Andrew 

A. Michta recently put it: 

 
If you look at what is happening to budgets across Europe, it is not just a question of being able 

to work with the Americans in some expeditionary missions.  In some cases European allies are 

reaching a point where it will be difficult for them to work with each other.   Without 

investment in military capabilities NATO risks becoming a talking shop, progressively losing 

the ability to deter and defend.19 

 

The numbers speak for themselves. While three nations met both NATO’s targets with 

respect to national defense expenditures (2 per cent of GDP) and major equipment 

expenditures (20 per cent of defense expenditures) in 2007, only a single nation (the United 

States) met both targets in 2014. Moreover, while only a single nation spent 1 or less than 1 

per cent of GDP on defense in 2007, in 2014 the same number was ten.  

 

While a few countries – e.g. the U.S. and Poland – have made no or small cuts in defense 

spending since the end of the Cold War, others – as for instance Belgium, Canada, the 

Netherlands, and France – are today investing only a little more than half of what they 

invested in military capabilities in 1990 (see table 1 below).  
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[please insert table 1 here] 

 

The Ukraine crisis has not been a true game changer in this respect. Although 18 of NATOs 

members are increasing their military spending in real terms, the alliance’s collective defense 

expenditures continued to fall in both 2014 and 2015. From a total of $968 billion spent on 

defense in 2013, the total fell to $942 billion in 2014 and $892 billion in 2015. Moreover, the 

2 per cent target remains elusive. Only Estonia, Greece, Poland, the U.K. and the U.S. met 

the 2 per cent target in 2014 and U.K. defense spending is projected to fall below the 2 per 

cent in 201620; only three other countries—France, Norway and Turkey—reached the 1.5 per 

cent mark; and the other major NATO countries, including Canada, Germany, Italy, the 

Netherlands and Spain, spent only 0.9-1.2 per cent of GDP.21 

 

The transatlantic spending gap creates a capability gap as the European nations become 

increasingly dependent upon U.S. support for both collective defense and power projection. 

The former was demonstrated by the need for sending U.S. reinforcements to Europe in order 

to shore up deterrence following the Russian annexation of the Crimea and the outbreak of 

war in Eastern Ukraine. The latter was illustrated in the Libya air campaign where the 

Europeans (once again) depended heavily upon the U.S. for smart munitions, intelligence, 

surveillance and reconnaissance (ISR), aerial refueling, strategic air- and sealift and strategic 

targeting.22 Most recently, the French intervention in Mali in 2013 illustrated the growing 

inability of Europe’s military powers to go it alone. While France successfully deployed 

4.000 troops at short notice, it had to rely on allies to provide 75% of the airlift required to 

get troops and materiel into theater, 30% of the aerial refueling, and a considerable but 

unspecified portion of the ISR.23 

 

Fading public support 

The third and final of NATO’s three major challenges is fading public support.24 When asked 

about their view of the alliance, a decreasing number of respondents evaluate NATO 

favorably (see table 2 below).  
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[Please insert table 2 here] 

 

While the downward trend has been halted by Russia’s assertive actions in Ukraine in 2014-

15, the Ukraine conflict has thus far not succeeded in reversing the loss of support that the 

alliance has suffered since 2009. Barring a major escalation in the fighting or an overt 

Russian occupation of large swaths of Eastern Ukraine, this seems unlikely to happen. Once 

the fighting comes to an end and the pressures for economic “Normalisierung” with Russia 

generated by the strong economic interdependence between Russia and Western Europe 

again become irresistible, the declining trend in public support for NATO seems destined to 

continue. 

 

NATO’s public support problem is compounded by a declining European willingness to 

support the use of force. The less than successful efforts to use force to promote stability, 

democracy and human rights in Afghanistan, Iraq and Libya have made European public 

opinion increasingly skeptical about the use of force. In the Transatlantic Trends 2013 survey 

only 31% of the Europeans polled agreed that ‘war sometimes is necessary to obtain justice’. 

Only the United Kingdom had majority support for the proposition (59%), and support in 

France, Europe’s other leading military power, was as low as 32%. The corresponding 

number in the United States was 68%.25 When asked in the Transatlantic Trends 2014 survey 

if NATO should conduct out-of-area missions, a majority of Europeans (51%) said NATO 

should not conduct military operations outside of the United States and Europe, whereas a 

plurality of Americans said it should (49%).26  

 

The European reluctance to use force is also damaging the credibility of NATO’s article 5 

commitment to defend allies against external attacks. In April/May 2015 almost half (45 

percent) of the European respondents thought that their country should not honor its 

commitment to defend a NATO ally under attack from Russia.27 Only 46.7 per cent believed 

that a fellow NATO member should receive the support it was entitled to in the event of a 

Russian attack. By contrast 56 percent of the American and 53 percent of the Canadian 

respondents believed this to be the case. Interestingly, the majority of Europeans (67 percent) 

believes that the United States will use force to protect a NATO ally from Russian attack, 

indicating that many Europeans are happy to free-ride and leave it to the United States to sort 

out Europe’s security problems.28 
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The cause of it all: NATO’s benign security environment 

As stated in the introduction, the argument of this article is that a generally benign security 

environment produced in part by the alliance itself causes NATO’s predicaments. In this 

section we link the three major crisis symptoms identified in the article’s first section to the 

absence of an existential threat. 

 

Strategic divergence 

When the West was faced with a formidable opponent in the shape of the Soviet Union, all 

allies agreed on NATO’s raison d’être. The Soviet threat gave the alliance strategic direction 

and internal disagreements were seldom – if ever – about NATO’s core purpose but rather the 

means utilized to meet the strategic ends. While allies often differed about the right balance 

between deterrence and dialogue, their threat perceptions were almost alike. 

 

Bereft of its archenemy, NATO is no longer faced with any first-order threats and this 

fundamental shift has made room for very diverging threat perceptions. As described by 

Noetzel and Schreer:  

 
Today, the external pressure to find consensus has been greatly diminished ... The 

nature of threats and risks has become subject to interpretations among the member 

states of the Atlantic alliance. While NATO declarations identify terrorism and the 

proliferation of NBC weapons and ballistic missiles as major threats, the reality is that 

threat perception, particularly among political elites and the broader public in Western 

Europe, is rather low and diffuse.29 

 

Perhaps most importantly, the absence of a first-order threat to Western security has led the 

United States to pay less attention to Europe and more to Asia and the Pacific. The so-called 

‘pivot’ or ‘rebalance’ to Asia is thus (also) a consequence of NATO-Europe’s benign security 

environment. 

 

While Russia’s recent aggressive behavior in Georgia and Ukraine has certainly caught the 

attention of decision-makers in Western capitals, it has not provided the sense of direction 

and unity required to rebuild NATO’s strategic cohesion. For most of the allies, Russia’s 

actions are unsettling but they have not translated into consensus or agreement about the 

future direction for the alliance. Witness NATO’s new brigade-size ‘Spearhead Force’ – the 
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Very High Readiness Joint Task Force (VJTF). While the decision to set up the VJTF was 

taken at the Wales Summit in September 2014 within the strategic context of Russia’s 

aggression in Ukraine, a number of south European countries made their support for the so-

called Readiness Action Plan (RAP) and the VJTF dependent on wording linking the 

initiatives also to the south. Accordingly, every time the RAP is mentioned in official NATO 

texts, it is stated that the plan and associated capabilities is responding ‘to the challenges 

posed by Russia’ – but also to ‘threats emanating from the Middle East and North Africa’. 

Clearly, threat perceptions are still ‘regionalized’ – and member states are still trying to shape 

NATO-initiatives to accommodate their own particular needs. 

 

 

So rather than unify NATO, the Russian behavior in Ukraine has exposed and perhaps even 

reinforced the tensions between the European members, notably Poland and the Baltic 

countries who want NATO to focus on the threat from the east, and the Southern European 

members who are more concerned about the instability on the Southern banks of the 

Mediterranean.30 Moreover, according to senior NATO officials speaking off the record, 

Washington’s unwillingness to provide a clear strategic vision for the transatlantic alliance as 

well as a lack of American leadership have left NATO in state of strategic confusion.31 

 

Lack of military capabilities  

The willingness to spend money on defense is positively correlated to the perceived level of 

military threat; at least until it becomes so overwhelming that military resistance is seen as 

futile. It was the disappearance of the existential threat posed by the Soviet Union that caused 

the decline in defense spending in Europe. Since none of the European NATO members, 

except France and the UK perceive themselves as great powers requiring a military capacity 

to make a difference in the management of global security affairs, most European nations 

were happy to reduce their military spending and let their military capacities atrophy. The 

European aversion to military spending and the use of force was reinforced by the civilian 

power identity created in the EU, which emphasizes civilian instruments at the expense of 

military ones.32 In this perspective it not only made economic sense to reduce defense 

spending, it was also the right thing to do. 

 

The link between threat perceptions and the willingness to invest in military capabilities is 

underscored by the European reactions to Russia’s behavior in the Ukraine. It is the countries 
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that are closest to Russia finding themselves in the line of fire in the event of a future military 

confrontation with the Russian bear, which have decided to increase their defense spending. 

This mechanism is visible in both NATO and non-NATO member states. The Baltic 

countries, Finland, Sweden, Norway, Poland, and Rumania have all voiced concern about the 

Russian behavior in Ukraine and are increasing their defense spending. By contrast, Hungary 

and Bulgaria, which have warmer political relationships with Russia, have continued to 

decrease their defense budgets.33 Most other European NATO members further away from 

Russia have also refrained from increasing their defense spending perceiving no direct 

military threat from Russia in the near and medium term. This group includes Italy, Germany, 

France, and the U.K.34 

 

The European unwillingness to invest in defense is quite simply a reflection of the fact that 

they do not perceive any direct military threats to their national security. EU citizens, the 

majority of whom are also NATO members, worry primarily about terrorism, economic and 

financial crises, poverty, organized crime and corruption. Civil wars and war, the threat that 

NATO is tasked to address, were only perceived as a challenge by 11% in 2015 and the 

respondents put it in 9th place (see Table 3) when asked to rank threats to European security. 

 

[Please insert table 3 here] 

 

Moreover, the majority of the respondents did not regard their national army and hence 

NATO as the most relevant provider of national security. The police (68%) and the juridical 

system (61%) are regarded as more important security providers than the army (46%).35  

 

Others polls paint the same picture. With the exception of Poland and the Baltic countries, 

where a majority of the population views Russia as a military threat, military security is not a 

major concern in most other European countries. Germans and Italians worry primarily about 

the economy whereas the British, the French and the Spaniards worry primarily about the 

threat posed by radical Islam and terrorism; only in Spain does this concern translate into 

greater support for the use of force, however.36 

 

In sum, since most Europeans do not perceive major military threats or regard military force 

as a relevant solution to most of the threats that do concern them, it is hardly surprising that 

they remain reluctant to spend money on defense. Moreover, since a large majority of 
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Europeans with the exception of the Poles, expect the United States to protect them against 

Russia regardless of what they do, spending more money on the defense would be pointless.37 

 

Fading public support 

NATO’s fading public support follows logically from the polling results presented above. 

Why should the public support the alliance when they do not perceive any direct military 

threats to their security or regard their armed forces and hence NATO as a solution to the 

threat of terrorism that worries them the most? NATO might have compensated for its 

perceived lack of relevance with respect to national security if it had made a successful and 

visible contribution to the management of global security. Here the alliance is struggling too, 

however, as a result of the less than successful outcomes of its most recent major operations 

in Afghanistan and Libya. While NATO forces acquitted themselves well militarily, its 

operation in Afghanistan is largely regarded as a strategic failure and a mistake. Public 

support thus declined drastically in the course of the operation.38 The story is the same with 

respect to NATO’s 2011 Libya operation. Although the fall of the Gaddafi regime was 

initially hailed as a major success for the alliance, the country’s subsequent descent in to civil 

war and the dramatic increase in the number of refugees pouring out of Libya have led many 

to question the wisdom of NATO’s decision to intervene. 

 

The alliance, in short, has a public image problem, because most Europeans do not perceive a 

direct military threat to their security. As a result, NATO is not perceived as relevant in the 

management of their day-to-day problems or as a solution to the threat of terrorism that 

worries Europeans the most. Moreover, the public is less than impressed by the alliance’s 

efforts to manage international security by undertaking military operations away from home 

in Afghanistan and Libya. 

 

Consequences – NATO’s situation will remain hopeless but not serious 

NATO’s current troubles have no easy cure since they are caused by the absence of an 

existential military threat. Because most European member states do not see any big bad 

wolfs out there, American demands for greater European defense spending will most likely 

continue to fall on deaf ears. The repeated US threats to leave Europe if the Europeans do not 

open their wallets lack all credibility, because the 7th cavalry keeps coming to the rescue each 

time a military threat emerges on the European horizon. This was the case during the Cold 



13 
 

War, in 1990 when Iraq annexed Kuwait, in 1990s when the Europeans proved incapable of 

managing the conflicts in Bosnia and Kosovo, in 2011 when France and the UK wanted to 

intervene in Libya, in 2014 when the Islamic State in Syria and Iraq had to be contained, and 

most recently in 2014-16 when the Baltic countries and Poland demanded tangible military 

reassurance in response to Russia’s actions in Ukraine.  

 

The United States keeps coming back because it derives several tangible benefits from 

NATO’s continued existence. First, U.S. national security benefits from a stable Europe to 

which Russia no longer poses a military threat; something that cannot be taken for granted in 

a Europe without a U.S. military presence.  

 

Second, the American bases in Europe enable rapid response to crises in the strategically 

important and conflict prone Greater Middle Eastern region covering North Africa, the 

Middle East, the Levant as well as Afghanistan and Pakistan. Needless to say, these bases 

also make up an important part of the military infrastructure that enables the United States to 

project its military power globally.  

 

Third, despite all their shortcomings the European NATO members make up the most 

capable and willing pool of partners supporting U.S. military operations around the globe. 

90% of the 40,000 non-US troops serving in 2014 Afghanistan were European. In the 2011 

Libya operation Europeans carried out some 75% of all sorties and 100% of the maritime 

operations, and they also provide 90% of all forces for the peacekeeping operations in the 

Balkans.39 

 

Fourth, the Alliance provides training, doctrine and procedures that enable the Europeans to 

operate together with the Americans. Although interoperability is a challenge, NATO 

members are far more interoperable with the United States than alternative partners. 

 

Fifth, NATO is an important mechanism for coordinating Western nuclear policy, including 

the issue of ballistic missile defense and threats emanating from states like Iran. 

 

Sixth, NATO is also good for the American defense industry as it gives the Europeans a 

strong incentive to buy American not just in order to enhance interoperability, but also 

politically to keep the Americans in. The latter consideration has played a major role in the 
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decisions by European member states to procure American weapons systems, notably combat 

aircraft (F-16s, F-18s and the F-35 Joint Strike Fighter) and missile defense.40 

 

Finally, NATO provides crucial legitimacy for US military operations as the norm of 

multilateralism makes unilateral US military operations increasingly difficult to legitimize 

both domestically and internationally.41 

 

Since the US will stay ‘in’, NATO’s foreseeable future will resemble its recent past. The 

alliance will continue to suffer from the problems highlighted by the NATO-in-crisis 

literature - strategic divergence, declining military capabilities and fading public support. In 

this perspective the alliance is in a hopeless situation with no rescue in sight. In our 

perspective the situation is not serious, however, because the alliance remains much stronger 

across the board than its only potential European enemy – Russia. The alliance members 

disagree with respect to the appropriate military responses to Russia’s behavior in Ukraine, 

several of them fail to increase defense spending and most Europeans worry about other 

threats because they can afford to; why worry or take swift military action to counter second 

order threats when you are protected by the strongest military power on earth and can employ 

non-military means to keep the threat at an arms’ length? 

The weakness with this line of reasoning, as writers in the NATO-in-crisis camp often point 

out, is that transatlantic differences in threat perceptions, military capacity and strategic 

culture may eventually become so great that it will tear the alliance apart. The Europeans will 

simply lose the willingness to spend money on defense and use force to protect their interests, 

and this will cause the US to leave in disgust. This scenario is likely in a zero-threat 

environment, where there is no European need to threaten and use force. But Europeans do 

not live in a zero-threat environment. All European nations feel sufficient pressure from 

second order threats, be it Russia or the growing instability on the Southern banks of the 

Mediterranean, to continue to maintain military capabilities at a level that is sufficient, with 

US support, to tackle such threats. The European NATO members can field and rotate the 

lion’s share of the reaction forces that are needed to deter Russia and to enforce humanitarian 

zones, ceasefires or peace agreements in countries like Iraq, Libya or Iraq. The Europeans 

will maintain their capacity to do this because they all perceive a (common) national interest 

in doing so, and because the US will lose no opportunity to remind them of it. 
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Tabel 1 

Table 1: Defense expenditures as a percentage of GDP based on current price (numbers for 2016 
are estimates) 

Source: NATO, http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_49198.htm 
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1990-

2016 

Change 
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Albania // // // // 1.56 1.53 1.49 1.41 1.34 1.16 1.21 // 

Belgium 1.9 1.5 1.2 1.1 1.08 1.05 1.05 1.01 0.97 0.91 0.85 -55 

Bulgaria // // // 2.1 1.67 1.33 1.35 1.46 1.32 1.29 1.35 // 

Canada 1.8 1.3 1.1 1.2 1.16 1.23 1.10 0.99 1.02 0.98 0.99 -45 

Croatia // // // // 1.54 1.60 1.53 1.47 1.41 1.37 1.23 // 

Czech Rep. // // 1.8 1.5 1.29 1.07 1.06 1.03 0.96 1.06 1.04 // 

Denmark 2.0 1.6 1.4 1.3 1.41 1.30 1.34 1.23 1.16 1.14 1.17 -42 

Estonia // // // 1.6 1.70 1.68 1.89 1.90 1.94 2.07 2.16 // 

France 3.3 2.8 2.5 2.3 1.96 1.87 1.87 1.86 1.84 1.80 1.78 -46 

Germany 2.1 1.5 1.4 1.3 1.35 1.28 1.31 1.23 1.19 1.19 1.19 -43 

Greece 3.9 3.9 3.1 2.8 2.64 2.38 2.29 2.22 2.22 2.38 2.38 -39 

Hungary // // 1.6 1.3 1.04 1.05 1.04 0.95 0.87 0.94 1.01 // 

Italy 2.4 2.5 2.4 1.6 1.35 1.30 1.24 1.20 1.09 1.02 1.11 -54 

Latvia // // // 1.4 1.06 1.02 0.89 0.93 0.94 1.04 1.45 // 

Lithuania // // // 1.1 0.88 0.79 0.76 0.76 0.88 1.14 1.49 // 

Luxembourg 0.7 0.7 0.7 0.5 0.47 0.39 0.38 0.38 0.39 0.43 0.44 -37 

Netherlands 2.3 1.7 1.5 1.4 1.34 1.25 1.23 1.16 1.15 1.16 1.17 -49 

Norway 2.4 1.7 1.7 1.5 1.52 1.51 1.47 1.48 1.51 1.47 1.54 -35 

Poland // // 1.8 1.7 1.77 1.72 1.74 1.72 1.85 2.23 2.20 // 

Portugal 2.3 2.0 1.6 1.5 1.49 1.49 1.41 1.44 1.30 1.32 1.38 -40 

Romania // // // 1.6 1.24 1.28 1.22 1.28 1.35 1.45 1.48 // 

Slovak Rep. // // // 1.5 1.27 1.09 1.10 0.99 0.99 1.14 1.16 // 

Slovenia // // // 1.5 1.61 1.30 1.18 1.06 0.98 0.94 0.94 // 

Spain 1.6 1.3 1.2 1.1 1.03 0.94 1.04 0.92 0.91 0.92 0.91 -43 

Turkey 3.9 4.0 3.3 2.0 1.93 1.76 1.76 1.75 1.70 1.67 1.56 -60 

U.K. 3.8 2.5 2.2 2.4 2.51 2.42 2.20 2.30 2.20 2.09 2.21 -42 

U.S. 4.8 3.5 3.4 4.5 4.81 4.77 4.42 4.09 3.78 3.59 3.61 -25 

http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_49198.htm
http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_49198.htm


Table 2 
 
Table 2: NATO Favorability 

Source: Pew Research Center (2015:18) 
 

 
 

 2009 2011 2013 2015 
09-15 

Change 

13-15 

Change 

Germany 73 60 59 55 -18 -4 

Spain 56 62 42 47 -9 5 

France 71 70 58 64 -7 6 

U.S. 53 54 49 49 -4 0 

UK 63 63 59 60 -3 1 

Poland 75 72 64 74 -1 10 

Italy 64 -- 60 64 0 4 

 



Table 3 
 
Table 3: Europeans’ attitudes towards security 

Q: What do you think are the most important challenges to the security of EU citizens at the moment? 

 March 2015 June 2011 

Terrorism 49% 33% 

Economic and financial crises 27% 34% 

Poverty 23% 18% 

Organized crime 23% 21% 

Corruption 23% 15% 

Religious extremism 20% 6% 

Illegal immigration 19% 16% 

Cypercrime 12% 9% 

Civil wars and wars 11% 7% 

Petty crime 8% 5% 

Insecurity of the EU’s external borders 8% 10% 

Environmental issues or climate change 7% 12% 

Natural disasters 6% 11% 

Nuclear disasters 4% 10% 

Source: European Union (2015: 20) 
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