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More flexible, less coherent: NATO after Lisbon

TiMo NOETZEL* AND BENJAMIN SCHREER

At its 2010 Lisbon summit, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization
(NATO) took significant steps towards becoming a modern alliance. In
the face of a changing security environment and divergent strategic interests
among 28 members, NATO adapted its strategic concept and reformed its
way of formulating strategy. The new strategic concept advances conflict
management as a core task for the alliance. In combination with a greater
emphasis on developing partnerships, NATO conceptually strengthened its
profile as a global security actor. The summit also reflected a new approach
to formulating NATO strategy by providing the Secretary General Anders
Fogh Rasmussen with a strong role in setting the strategic agenda. Indeed,
bhe assumed a more supranational function rather than acting as a
representative of all allies. But as the Libya operation demonstrates, NATO
will struggle to maintain cohesion in an increasingly ‘polycentric’ alliance.
While the focus on conflict management will make the alliance more
flexible, it will also become a less coberent global security actor.

Keywords: global security actor; North Atlantic Treaty Organization;
strategic concept

The summit of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) in Lisbon in
November 2010 displayed a degree of strategic consensus that had become
rather rare at such high-level meetings. Without much controversy, NATO
leaders recommitted themselves to the war effort in Afghanistan. They also
agreed on a new strategic concept titled ‘Active Engagement, Modern Defence’
(NATO 2010a), which is to guide NATO’s future goals, ends and means.
NATO Secretary General Anders Fogh Rasmussen was widely praised for his
ability to orchestrate and drive a unique process of drafting the new strategic
guidelines, which strike an ambitious strategic consensus between member
states’ divergent interests.

To what degree has the alliance been transformed in Lisbon? This article
argues that the summit did initiate two significant shifts in the way NATO aims
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to do business in the future. Firstly, the Lisbon summit confirmed the evolution
of the organisation into a twenty-first-century ‘crisis manager’. In fact, the
meeting can be regarded as a turning point in NATO?’s history in that the
alliance quietly abandoned its regional focus on the Euro-Atlantic area. No
longer able to agree on a common threat perception and purpose as a
permanent ‘kit’, NATO has become even more flexible with regard to its
mission spectrum. Secondly, the allies successfully reinvented the process of
agreeing on their premier strategy document. In order to address a rather
cumbersome process of reaching decisions by consensus in a NATO of 28
member states, the allies provided Secretary General Rasmussen with a
significant role in shaping NATO’s strategic agenda-setting. In some respects,
the centre of NATO’s strategy-making process has shifted from the exclusive
domain of member states to the level of the office of the Secretary General.

Yet, greater institutional flexibility will come at a cost. Crisis management
operations will exacerbate the trend among allies to participate, abstain or even
oppose common operations. In such cases, the influence of the Secretary
General to generate strategic consensus will remain very limited, as NATO’s
Libya operation demonstrated. Allies were divided on whether to intervene and
participate, showing that the Lisbon summit had only partially been successful
in addressing the challenge of an alliance fragmented into fractions of divergent
strategic interests.

This article proceeds in four main steps. The first part identifies the structural
challenges for NATO posed by shifts in the international strategic environment.
These changes provided the framework for debate on the new strategic concept.
The second part examines the new strategic concept and the conceptual shift
towards a stronger emphasis on crisis management operations. The third part
analyses the drafting process of the 2010 strategic concept and the particular
role played by Secretary General Rasmussen. Fourth, and finally, the article
concludes by identifying some ramifications for NATO’s future role in the
international security order and its ability to serve the interests of its member
states.

The context of Lisbon

Unlike previous summits, NATO’s meeting in Lisbon was accompanied by
widespread expectations in the public, media and academia that the alliance
dearly needed reform, and that the gathering had to be successful. Four factors
mainly contributed to this anticipation.

Firstly, it was clear that NATO had to further adjust strategy to the
characteristics of a new strategic environment. The previous strategic concept
adopted in 1999 was no longer adequate in providing strategic guidance (Kamp
2009: 21). Since then, core strategic trends emerging after the cold war had only
intensified. From NATO’s perspective, these included the absence of an
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existential threat and common threat perception; a shift of the centre of gravity
away from Europe to other parts of the world, particularly Asia; and the
emergence of new security risks such as terrorism, cyber-attacks and disruptions
of energy supplies. As demonstrated in Afghanistan and a whole range of other
missions, the security of NATO allies depended increasingly on developments
outside the Euro-Atlantic area. Crisis management rather than classical tasks of
collective defence dominated NATQO’s operational reality. In sum, the changes
in the international security environment required allies to reach a new
consensus on NATO’s core purpose and strategy.

But, secondly, finding a new agreement was easier said than done. On the
contrary, allies had hardly been able to agree on key strategic issues (Smith
and Williams 2008). Bitter disputes erupted over the mission in Afghanistan
and threatened to undermine key principles of alliance solidarity. Further-
more, allies were at odds over the future hierarchy in NATO’s core purpose.
The question was how to strike the right balance between a focus on Euro-
Atlantic security and collective defence (Article 5 of the NATO treaty), on the
one hand, and a greater role in global crisis management (Article 4)
operations, on the other (Yost 2010). One ‘tier’ of allies grouped around
the United States and United Kingdom argued that NATO had to adapt both
functionally and institutionally to play a greater role in international security.
In their view, NATO had to become the frontrunner in an emerging ‘global
security web’ by expanding its partnerships with other international institu-
tions and ‘countries across the globe’, and by engaging in crisis management
operations (Brzezinski 2009; Ringsmose and Rynning 2009). The British
House of Commons Defence Committee succinctly summarised this perspec-
tive on a ‘global NATO’:

[W]e believe there is no alternative to the Alliance fulfilling a global role. Its
willingness and ability to act on a global basis to tackle threats where they
arise is fundamental to NATO’s continued relevance. If NATO limits itself
to a regional role in defence of the territory of the North Atlantic area alone,
its value will be diminished, particularly to the United States, and its future
will be in doubt. (House of Commons Defence Committee 2008: 17)

Conversely, a group of allies led by Germany and France opposed the evolution
of NATO into a more mature global security actor. Given the problems of the
NATO-led International Security Assistance Force mission in Afghanistan, they
called for a much less ambitious agenda. In the words of one advocate of this
position, the alliance needed to ‘return home, to recognise that its sole raison
d’étre is European security. It is ill-suited to fighting a war thousands of miles
from home’ (Coker 2008: 11). Over time, however, their opposition to a more
globally oriented NATO decreased somewhat, since they recognised the
emerging contours of globalised security challenges. The question now was
no longer if the alliance should increase its network with global partners.
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Rather, the issue was one of degree and concerned the extent to which the
alliance should globalise its operational spectrum of tasks and missions
(functional globalisation), and whether this development should be accompa-
nied by an institutional globalisation, meaning establishing supporting institu-
tions at the political level (Bunde and Noetzel 2010).

Thirdly, allies were forced to find new ways to manage NATO’s ongoing
structural disintegration into a ‘multi-tier alliance’ (Noetzel and Schreer 2009)
or ‘heterogeneous clubs’ (Ivanov 2010). That is, the dispute over NATO’s core
purpose reflects the much deeper trend that, since the collapse of the Soviet
Union, the alliance has been increasingly shaped by ‘centrifugal dynamics’
(Canuel 2009: 85). When the old existential threat disappeared, NATO allies
individually reassessed their core strategic interests. More often than not, these
interests differed quite substantially, and NATO’s roles and purpose became
subject to interpretation. Common concerns that prevailed during the cold war
(such as national independence and territorial integrity) no longer sufficed to
define a common strategic interest (Canuel 2009: 84). Instead, NATO gradually
turned into a ‘multipurpose’ security and defence organisation (Forster and
Wallace 2001: 111).

As a result, Article 5 of the NATO treaty (collective defence) lost some
of its traditional glue in keeping the alliance together. NATO allies confronted
two cross-cutting trends. On the one hand, NATO was shaped by political
rifts amongst its allies about the future strategic direction; on the other,
allies recognised the strategic priority to address emerging threats and risks
such as cyber- and energy security. However, from the perspective of most
members, these ‘emerging security challenges’ did not constitute a classical
Article § task, given their often amorphous and not necessarily military nature
(Ucko 2010). Thus, many strategic analysts agreed that NATO required a new
‘vision” which could harmonise these conflicting strategic views (Aybet and
Moore 2010).

Finally, a unique drafting process of the new strategic concept had also raised
expectations about significant reform in Lisbon. At their Kehl and Strasbourg
summit in April 2009, allies had tasked Secretary General Rasmussen to provide
a draft concept for the Lisbon meeting. Unprecedentedly, they also decided to
initiate a substantial process of public consultation by setting up an eminent
persons group, chaired by former US Defense Secretary Madeline Albright,
which was to make recommendations for the new strategic concept. Never
before had the alliance agreed on such lengthy and transparent public
consultations on its key strategic document. Awareness was high that the final
document also had to be rather short and had to avoid micromanagement
deliberations on critical issues in order to address public perceptions that
NATO was unable to redefine itself (Yost 2010: 518). Taken together, these
four factors created immense pressure on the alliance to turn the Lisbon summit
into a success.
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Drafting the new strategic concept

In this context, the period between the Kehl and Strasbourg summit in
April 2009 and the Lisbon meeting in November 2010 provided allies with
a good opportunity to test a new model of strategy-making. Arguably,
the alliance met this test. When allies tasked Secretary General Rasmussen in
April 2009 to deliver a draft concept before the Lisbon meeting, they
were confident in their ability to agree on a new strategic concept on that
occasion.

The Secretary General built on the momentum developed in Kehl and
Strasbourg. Firstly, there was an understanding that global crisis manage-
ment would remain important for NATO. Secondly, the idea of a more ‘global
NATO’ became influential, not least because there was a need for European
members to keep the alliance relevant for their US ally. Rasmussen, therefore,
promoted the key conceptual premises of such thinking. For example, during
a speech in November 2009, he declared that a “‘eurocentric” conception of
security was hopelessly outdated’ and that a ‘territorial notion of security no
longer explains the challenges’ that NATO faced (Rasmussen 2009). On a
different occasion, he also stated that the alliance had to transform into a
‘hub of a network of security partnerships and a centre for consultation
on international security issues’ (Rasmussen 2010a). Arguably, the Sec-
retary General had realised that sceptical allies had reduced their objections
towards the long-term trend of a more globalised NATO (Bunde and Noetzel
2010).

Between late 2009 and early 2010, the work of the ‘Albright Group’ dominated
the public debate. During the ‘reflection phase’ (September 2009 to March 2010),
the experts engaged in intensive discussions on the new strategic concept
with officials, scholars and the media in Europe, Russia and the United States.
They then debated their preliminary findings with strategic decision makers
in allied capitals during the ‘consultation phase’. While their final report of
May 2010 (NATO 2010b) did not equate to the actual strategic concept, public
debate surrounding this process made it difficult for NATO allies to distance
themselves too much from the report (Shea 2010: 48). Thus, Rasmussen’s
first draft in September 2010 partially reflected the recommendations made by
the group of experts.

By that time, it also seemed obvious that the ‘drafting and final negotiation
phase’ would not be very cumbersome. Rather, the unique drafting process
had predetermined the final outcome in Lisbon. Six weeks before the summit,
the Secretary General already publicly announced the fundamental pillars of
the new strategic concept (Rasmussen 2010b). This demonstrated his critical
role and showed that the allies partially had ‘outsourced’ the strategy
formulation process. Consequently, member states adopted the new strategic
concept in Lisbon without major deliberations or disagreements.



Downloaded by [Australian National University] at 20:39 24 October 2012

More flexible, less coberent 25

The new strategic concept

It is beyond the scope of this article to analyse the 2010 strategic concept in
every detail. Rather, the focus here is on some of the core aspects of the new
strategic guidance. But, first, a word of caution is in order. NATQO’s strategic
concept is neither a panacea for any challenge to the alliance, nor does it deliver
a detailed blueprint for action in specific circumstances. In times of serious
crises, allies engage in a multilevel political-bargaining process to decide on the
details. Moreover, the strategic concept is an expression of the specific context
in which NATO operates at the time. During the cold war, most strategic
concepts were classified, given that they dealt with military operational issues of
how best to deter the Soviet Union. The exception was the famous Harmel
Report of 1967, which has retained its reputation for being a forward-looking
political document. The concepts of 1991 and 1999 displayed a NATO
carefully calibrating its course in the early post-cold war period. Thus, the
drafting and final negotiating process of these documents involved much
political wrestling among member states, which often argued over single words.
Both documents are also regarded as being descriptive rather than forward-
looking (Shea 2010).

That said, agreeing on a new strategic concept is far from being a futile
exercise. There is much value in providing a general strategic consensus among
allies on the core tasks, missions and capabilities. In fact, the 2010 strategic
concept was successful in establishing this very ‘general strategic consensus’,
which serves as the foundation of NATO and which had become so difficult in
preceding years. It focuses very much on political aspects of how NATO can
address the complex challenges in order to ‘safeguard the freedom and security
of all its members by political and military means’ (NATO 2010a: para. 1). It is
written in a very clear, accessible style and avoids military-technical details.
Unlike previous strategic concepts, the new document is also rather short.
At only 11 pages, it is half the size of the 1999 strategic concept.

NATO recognises that the most likely security threats to its members come
from rather diffuse and non-traditional challenges such as terrorism, cyber-
attacks and the disruption of energy supply lines. In this context, the strategic
concept emphasises that ‘instability or conflict beyond NATO borders can
directly threaten Alliance security’ (NATO 2010a: para. 11). Thus, globalised
security challenges require NATO to continue its engagement in international
crisis management. Conversely, the strategic concept notes that the ‘threat of
conventional attack against NATO territory is low’ (NATO 2010a: para. 7).
Yet, the document also identifies a ‘real and growing threat to the Euro-Atlantic
area’ from the proliferation of ballistic missiles (NATO 2010a: para. 8). This is
an indirect recognition that the threat from Iran’s ballistic missile capabilities
and its nuclear program is of growing concern to NATO allies. In fact, the
group of experts’ report had explicitly stressed the likelihood of Iran becoming
a conventional opponent for the alliance (NATO 2010b: 16). While Turkish
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objection prevented the 2010 strategic concept from directly identifying Iran as
a source of major concern (AFP 2010), Tehran’s policies and weapons programs
have now led allies to finally agree on developing a strategic ballistic missile
defence capability to defend NATO territory.

As a result of this assessment of NATO’s security environment, the new
strategic concept identifies three ‘core tasks’: ‘collective defence’, ‘crisis
management’ and ‘cooperative security’. This is a noticeable difference from
the 1999 strategic concept, which had listed five ‘fundamental tasks’. These
were categorised in a ‘three plus two’ formula. The first three tasks included
‘security’, ‘consultations’, and ‘deterrence and defence’. To these core security
tasks, ‘crisis management’ and ‘partnerships’ were added as complementary
(NATO 1999). While the first three represented ‘continuity with the purposes
articulated by and for the alliance during the Cold War ... [t]he “crisis
management” purpose ... constituted a significant departure from Cold War
assumptions as to NATO’s role’ (Yost 2010: 491). Yet, ‘partnerships’ only
focused on cooperation and dialogue with other countries in the ‘Euro-Atlantic
area’. Further, with the massive expansion of NATO’s involvement in global
crisis management after 2001, the ‘three plus two formula’ of the 1999 strategic
concept begged one central question: ‘How high up should crisis response
operations be in the order of priorities?’ (Shea 2010: 53).

The new strategic concept elevates global crisis management and cooperative
security as the core NATO tasks alongside ‘collective defence’. At the same
time, the new strategic concept reassures those allies still concerned about
the possibility of a resurgent Russia by stressing the carrying out of contingency
planning against the ‘full range of conventional and emerging security
challenges’ (NATO 2010a: para. 19). Moreover, deterrence based on a mix
of nuclear and conventional capabilities remains ‘a core element’ of NATO
strategy (NATO 2010a: para. 17). But, like preceding documents, the new
concept is restrictive in defining a case of collective defence. Importantly,
emerging security challenges such as cyber-threats and energy security will not
trigger a collective response under Article 5 of the NATO treaty. As a result,
consultations under Article 4 will be the primary mechanisms for dealing with
the most likely security challenges identified by the allies. In short, the alliance
will operate a motto of ‘we know it when we see it’ when it comes to non-
traditional security threats.

The strategic concept is much clearer when it comes to the other two pillars of
what Secretary General Anders Fogh Rasmussen has called ‘NATO 3.0’: crisis
management and cooperative security. The document strengthens the focus on
crisis prevention and post-conflict stabilisation, drawing on lessons from the
operations in the Balkans and Afghanistan. NATO announces a willingness to
engage ‘where possible and when necessary, to prevent crises, manage crises,
stabilize post-conflict situations and support reconstruction’ (NATO 2010a:
para. 20). In this context, the new strategic concept notes NATO’s ‘unique
conflict management capabilities’ and highlights the ‘indispensable contribution
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the Alliance can make to international conflict management efforts’ (NATO
2010a: para. 23).

Moreover, allies agree on concrete steps to improve NATO’s capabilities in
this area. The concept stresses the intention to ‘further develop doctrine and
military capabilities for expeditionary operations, including counterinsurgency,
stabilization and reconstruction operations’, and to ‘develop the capability to
train and develop local forces in crisis zones’ (NATO 2010a: para. 25). Civil-
military planning for international crisis management operations will be
enhanced, and NATO will even develop ‘an appropriate but modest civilian
crisis management capability’ (ibid.). This reflects a lesson learned from the
Afghanistan operation, where civilian actors were often not forthcoming.
In general, the alliance aims to better prepare for crisis management operations.

The section on cooperative security, the third core task for NATO, is
dedicated to ‘promoting international security’. Firstly, the alliance aims at
contributing to arms control, disarmament and non-proliferation. This goal had
been subject to intense debate within the alliance. The German Foreign Minister
Guido Westerwelle, in particular, linked US President Barrack Obama’s
initiative for a world free of nuclear weapons to possible changes in NATO’s
deterrent posture. He called for the withdrawal of US tactical weapons from
Germany, which constitute a crucial component of NATO’s concept of ‘nuclear
sharing’ (Chalmers and Lunn 2010). The French government, in particular
(quietly backed by a number of other allies), resisted such a development,
fearing a debate on its own nuclear capability. In the end, the new strategic
concept found a compromise. Reflecting the 2010 US Nuclear Posture Review
(United States Department of Defense 2010), allies pledge ‘to create the
conditions for a world without nuclear weapons’, while reaffirming NATO’s
status as a nuclear alliance as long as nuclear weapons exist (NATO 2010a:
para. 26). Yet, some allies will use the concept’s new linkage between arms
control and NATO’s nuclear strategy to press for changes in the alliance’s
nuclear posture—as demonstrated by the Non-Paper on NATO’s tactical
nuclear weapons delivered by Poland, Norway, Germany and the Netherlands
in April 2011, and supported by Belgium, the Czech Republic, Hungary,
Iceland, Luxembourg and Slovenia (NATO 2011a).

Secondly, under the same rubric of cooperative security, the 2010 strategic
concept also paves the way for enhanced cooperation with pertinent global and
regional institutions. NATO opens up to developing political dialogue and
practical cooperation with ‘any nations and relevant organisations across the
globe’ (NATO 2010a: para. 30). This is an inclusive, pragmatic approach to
building up NATO’s nodes in an emerging global security network, potentially
comprising a wide array of cooperation partners in emerging major powers such
as China, India or Brazil. It is markedly different from previous attempts to
perceive the alliance as an exclusive club of like-minded global democracies
(Daalder and Goldgeir 2006). This approach also provides the template for
improving NATO’s relationship with regional security organisations such as the
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Shanghai Cooperation Organisation, the Collective Security Treaty Organiza-
tion or even the Association of Southeast Asian Nations.

The new strategic concept thus demonstrates NATO’s willingness to play a
vital role in twenty-first-century global crisis management by engaging other
major players in the international system. It displays ‘a collective intention to
push NATO further in the direction of global engagement: NATO is becoming
more global and concomitantly it is becoming less confined by regional and
military considerations’ (Ringsmose and Rynning 2011: 7). Finally, the alliance
reflects yet another lesson learned from Afghanistan by offering its operational
partners a ‘structural role in shaping strategy and decisions on NATO-led
missions to which they contribute’ (NATO 2010a: para. 30). This step has long
been a goal of partners such as Australia and, post-Lisbon, has been codified in
a new political military framework document (NATO 2011b). Member states
have thus distinctly defined NATO as a global security provider and have
proclaimed their intention to enhance capabilities for this purpose.

Making NATO strategy: a new role for the Secretary General?

In Lisbon, NATO allies put a new way of making strategy to the test as a means
of coming to terms with their diverging strategic interests. A key for this has
been their willingness to strengthen the role of the Secretary General in the
formulation of the strategic concept. This process displayed contours of an
informal ‘supranational’ style of NATO’s strategy formulation.

Many commentators rightly singled out the influence of Secretary General
Rasmussen in setting the agenda for the 2010 strategic concept. The former
Danish prime minister played a key role in shaping the key tenets of the new
strategic guidance document. This is not to downplay the sometimes influential
roles played by some of his predecessors, such as Manfred Worner (1988-94)
and Lord Robertson (1999-2004), in shaping NATO’s strategic direction.
Yet, Rasmussen assumed a very strong ‘entrepreneurial’ leadership style and
abandoned the traditional role of previous secretaries general of concentrating
on quiet, behind-the-scenes diplomacy and consensus-building. In addition,
Rasmussen’s predecessors after 2001 largely could not fully exercise a strong
leadership role because NATO entered into a prolonged period of serious
disagreements among its members about its future direction (Hendrickson
2010).

A key explanation for his major impact on NATO’s strategy formulation has
been his strong personality, in combination with his previous position and
experiences as prime minister of Denmark. This enabled him to bypass many of
the traditional processes in building internal consensus within the alliance and,
instead, to communicate directly with allied governments (ibid.). Undoubtedly,
this is part of the puzzle. However, it seems reasonable to look beyond
Rasmussen’s strong leadership attributes and to consider additional factors that
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led to the Secretary General playing an instrumental role in the formulation
of NATO’s new strategic concept. The argument here is that the changing
character of the Atlantic alliance requires a new form of leadership that
upgrades the status of the Secretary General. In order to manage a military
organisation of 28 member states, a more independent Secretary General is
needed, who acts less like a representative of allies and takes on a more
‘supranational’ function in terms of strategic agenda-setting. Otherwise, a
complex alliance comprising a diverse mix of countries with very different
strategic outlooks becomes rather unmanageable.

The term ‘supranational’ is predominantly used in connection with the
European Union and the role of the president of the European Commission.
It generally involves ‘the delegation of decision making power to institutions
that are organisationally and politically independent from the founding states’
(Tallberg 2002: 23). Of course, NATO allies have not formally delegated
decision-making power to the Secretary General, and probably never will.
However, allies provided Rasmussen with a strong mandate that informally
entailed a much greater degree of autonomy in running the strategy formulation
process within a defined set of parameters and the day-to-day business of the
organisation. This process, which could be labelled a kind of ‘informal
supranationalism’, makes perfect sense from the member states’ perspective.
Particularly with regard to strategic agenda-setting, this procedure is likely to be
more efficient and cost-effective than the previous model of micromanaging and
increasingly dysfunctional consensus-building in a ‘multi-tier” NATO. During
the cold war, often very specific technical-military issues preceded the political
debate. In turn, this demanded a significant involvement of NATO’s bureau-
cratic experts in deliberations of the strategy formulation process. Given the
high stakes involved—i.e. NATO facing the risk of a nuclear war with the
Soviet Union—the predominantly military character of the alliance led to a tight
control over strategy and to the Secretary General being a ‘secretary’ rather than
a ‘general’. As the alliance became more involved in crisis management
operations, the NATO Secretary General turned more into a ‘political
manager’, acting as a new political centre within the alliance to absorb the
resulting tensions among allies (Hendrickson 2006).

Because NATO’s agenda is increasingly dominated by Article 4 operations
(crisis management), states are even more inclined to assign the Secretary
General with greater responsibility in the formulation of strategy, at least on the
level of strategic documents. Unlike in the case of collective defence, the Article 4
mission spectrum provides allies with much greater flexibility in terms of
decision-making and commitment. Moreover, assigning the Secretary General
with more autonomy in reorganising the alliance in areas such as streamlining
the political and military bureaucracy (another major decision taken at the
Lisbon summit) also reduces the workload for individual member states. This
evolutionary role of the Secretary General is essential for NATO to remain
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capable of making strategy, given that today’s core strategic issues are primarily
of a political nature.

However, it must be noted that the new role of the Secretary General in the
making of NATO strategy faces limits and is also not without risks. Very likely,
his influence will be restricted to strategic agenda-setting and to shaping
strategy documents such as the new strategic concept. Moreover, he will
probably enjoy relative freedom in enforcing the reform of the political and
military bureaucracy. That said, allies still retain control over the core tenets of
NATO strategy. The Secretary General was well aware of the corridor provided
to him by member states, which defined his ‘manoeuvring space’ on strategic
issues. Moreover, as soon as it comes to decisions about actual military
deployments, his role will be limited to working towards a consensus among
allies. Operation Unified Protector in Libya, which commenced in March 2011,
demonstrated Rasmussen’s difficulties and inability to reach a strategic
consensus among those allies who supported the operation, such as France
and the United Kingdom, and those who opposed the mission, such as Turkey
and Germany (Applebaum 2011; Der Spiegel 2011).

Furthermore, the argument here is not that Rasmussen has had an unrest-
ricted hand to steer NATO in certain directions and has never met opposition to
his initiatives. Moreover, he will only be able to play such a prominent role if
the United States, as the most powerful player, continues to support his
position. Rather, the point is that since allies have found internal consensus on
the need to harmonise the way of strategy formulation, they were willing to
assign the Secretary General with a stronger leadership role in specific areas of
strategy formulation.

Conclusion: towards a more flexible, yet less coherent, global security actor

The Lisbon summit confirmed the trend of NATO becoming a more flexible
institution when it comes to formulating strategy. This has been evident in the
role played by the Secretary General in drafting and shaping the new strategic
concept. The new strategic concept itself contributes to a greater institutional
flexibility by promoting greater emphasis on crisis management operations
and developing partnerships with countries ‘across the globe’. Such greater
institutional flexibility is a reflection of NATO’s evolution into a polycentric,
multi-tier alliance. It seems that such processes are required to maintain some
form of cohesion in ‘NATO 3.0’.

This development, however, is not without its problems. While the alliance
will become more flexible in its response to global security challenges, it will
also become a much less coherent actor. Despite the benefits in granting the
Secretary General an (informal) supranational-like role in shaping NATO’s
strategic concept, there is also a significant risk involved in allies ‘outsourcing’
the strategy-making process. When it comes to implementing the key pillars of
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the strategic concept, allies might well disassociate themselves from their
commitments. In other words, decoupling NATQO’s strategy-making from the
member states carries the danger of actually increasing the rift among allies in
times of crisis, particularly when it comes to global crisis management
operations.

Nowhere is this risk more visible than in the NATO-led operation in Libya.
This operation displayed the considerable cleavages among the allies about
how to fulfil NATO’s role as a global security provider. Despite Libya being
situated on Europe’s doorstep, and despite United Nations Security Council
Resolution 1973 authorising the use of force to prevent the Libyan govern-
ment’s atrocities against the civilian population, as of April 2011, only eight
allies had contributed to the air campaign (the United States, France, the
United Kingdom, Belgium, Norway, Canada, Denmark and Italy). Secretary
General Rasmussen’s repeated plea for more contribution fell on the deaf
ears of the other allies (Bittner 2011). What was more, Germany and Poland
flatly opposed their participation in the operation. While the Libya mission
certainly will not mean the end of the alliance, it raises serious questions
as to the ability of NATO to maintain cohesion as a global security actor.
If anything, Libya has demonstrated the drawbacks of an alliance fragmenting
into ‘coalitions of the willing and unwilling’ when it comes to crisis manage-
ment operations.

Greater flexibility, therefore, comes at a cost for NATO. The Lisbon summit
did not so much transform the Atlantic alliance, but was rather the result of the
structural challenge to manage a diverse NATO of 28 member states. The new
strategic concept is, indeed, a forward-looking document in that it identifies
some ways to operate such a ‘modern’ alliance. It is probably the most honest
confession at the level of a strategic document that NATO today is a military
organisation which will increasingly have to rely on informal operative
arrangements when it comes to actual deployments—even at the price of
decreased cohesion and agility.
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