


Finding a path away from 
NATO’s de-solidarisation

The New Horizons consultations lead to several observations on NATO’s future. De-

solidarisation is a central issue of concern. The security environment over the next 

five to ten years will present the Alliance with a series of challenges that will test the 

foundation of its solidarity. The overarching strategic necessity is for the Alliance to 

reconcile its traditional role with new challenges. 

Eight strategic dilemmas follow from the consultations. They relate to: 

oo The impact of the shift to a multipolar system and the global economic 

recession on the Alliance’s credibility and capabilities, and the increasing 

global demand for security;

oo NATO’s role in resource scarcity;

oo The need for NATO to address proliferation and redefine its deterrent posture;

oo The demand to increase NATO’s strategic ambitions;

oo The difficulty to achieve success in Afghanistan;

oo The discord over NATO’s strategic orientation;

oo Divergent views on NATO enlargement;

oo The discord over relations with Russia. 

A new Alliance Strategic Concept must find a resolution to these dilemmas.
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Drafting such a document is considered a necessity by more than two-thirds of the 

NATO participants, seventy percent of think tank experts, three out of four national policy 

planners, and four out of five national military officers taking part in the consultations. 

Three in four participants in the entire project believed the Alliance should reassess its 

strategic purpose and foundation.

In the next few pages the strategic dilemmas flowing from New Horizons are presented, 

followed by the most important observations regarding the results of the consultations 

and comments on the project itself. Finally, we end by providing our perspective on 

how the Alliance may cope with the strategic dilemmas. 

The Strategic Dilemmas

The financial crisis and the global economic recession 
will create more and greater security challenges for 
the West, but at the same time they will undermine the 
credibility of the West and weaken NATO’s capability to act. 

NATO was founded at a time when the West was one of two major global powers. It 

adjusted to a period known as the ‘unipolar moment’ which saw the Alliance engage in 

peacekeeping and crisis management operations. Yet, as a result of the global financial 

crisis and the global shift in power from the West to the East, the Alliance now needs to 

adjust once more to find its place in a security environment defined by multiple centres 

of power, and the West only being one of these. At the same time, the results suggest 

that the financial crisis will impact the West’s credibility and its wherewithal to deal with 

the expected proliferation of instability in key areas. 

Resource and energy scarcity are held to be key challenges, but 
respondents believe NATO remains undecided how to respond. 

The multipolar system, increasing global consumption of oil and natural gas, and the 

aftershocks associated with the global economic recession will strengthen the dynamic 

of resource competition. This is likely to affect the Arctic area of responsibility of the 

Alliance as well. NATO’s position on coping with the dynamic of resource and energy 

security remains underdeveloped. Respondents advanced arguments for NATO to 

commit to protecting key energy transit routes, through presence patrols, show of 

force missions or exercises deterring threats to energy supplies or engaging in a policy 

to stabilise key transit states. A new strategic concept would need to address a clearer 
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position on energy security. 

Defining NATO’s position on proliferation requires 
addressing NATO’s place in the international non-
proliferation regime, the Alliance’s nuclear posture and 
the Alliance’s concept of deterrence. But the best way to 
deter non-state actors is as yet unknown, as is the nature 
of a new nuclear posture and a role for the Alliance in 
supporting a new international regime remains uncertain. 

The proliferation of critical technologies, particularly associated with nuclear weapons, 

is considered a defining challenge for the next five to ten years. Respondents identified 

a need to reassess the international non-proliferation regime and dwelled on the 

possible role of NATO in assisting its enforcement. There was however, no consensus. 

As an example, the discussion about NATO’s position towards Iran brought a variety 

of options to light. Primary concern however, was dedicated to proliferation in relation 

to terrorist groups. This presents a dilemma regarding the Alliance’s traditional posture 

of deterrence. On the other hand, it affirmed the necessity to develop key capabilities 

to assist states in counter-proliferation, including forces for sustained expeditionary 

combat missions.

Key security trends (state failure, non-state actors and 
terrorism, demographics and societal vulnerabilities)  offer 
a powerful impetus to change NATO’s strategic orientation 
towards a broad expeditionary alliance embedded in international 
structures and to address societal resilience, but it is not 
certain whether the Alliance can live up to this ambitious agenda.

The respondents identified a series of key security trends in the form of state failure, 

terrorism, demographic trends, and concerns related to societal vulnerabilities. 

Regarding state failure, there was consensus that NATO had an important role to play 

in capacity-building in states subjected to failure, either through developing partner 

capabilities or by engaging in stability operations in a broader international context in 

these areas. 

On the topic of dealing with terrorism, a softer approach was envisioned including 

talking to particular groups, stressing strategic communication and dealing with root 

causes in a broad international effort. “Security strategies ... still too much focus on 

just one dimension”, a respondent said. For NATO it implies developing a true counter-
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terrorism policy in collaboration with other international institutions. The respondents 

defined a need for a comprehensive approach, but left the elements of such an 

approach largely undefined.

The demographic concerns relate to migration towards the West as well as dealing with 

regional instability precipitated by population growth. This required a set of initiatives 

to stimulate economic opportunities in developing countries, as well as improving 

the ability of Western states to integrate immigrant populations in their societies. 

The respondents envisioned a role for NATO where it would increase the capabilities 

of third countries to cope with demographic stress, as well as assist in controlling 

Western borders. 

Finally, domestic vulnerabilities resulting from the interconnectedness of global 

economies, politics and societies, were considered to be a key concern. Western 

societies are vulnerable to exploitation and must be made resilient to cyber-threats, or 

the secondary effects of military competition in space. The respondents that signalled 

these concerns believed it required an expansion of NATO’s capabilities, for instance 

in the field of cyber-protection. The security trends also beg the question whether 

NATO’s interpretation of Article V is still adequate. The collective defence clause only 

takes limited account of the deliberate incapacitation of a society by an instrument 

other than war, such as cyber-terrorism.

Dealing with these security trends requires a capability for sustained expeditionary 

combat operations, including a capacity to perform stability operations, in order to 

address the challenges connected to state failure, terrorism and demographics. It also 

requires increased societal resilience and efforts in the field homeland security to deal 

with vulnerabilities to critical infrastructure. 

The strategic dilemma is that if the Alliance addresses these security trends, this 

amounts to an ambitious agenda on which the Alliance has yet to develop an effective 

strategic policy and obtain consensus among its members. 

The mission in Afghanistan is believed to be of vital 
interest to the Alliance, but success is difficult, 
particularly when this requires a comprehensive approach. 

NATO’s operation in Afghanistan reveals some of the strenuous issues facing the internal 

cohesion of the Alliance. Whether it relates to national caveats and the discussion as to 

what alliance solidarity implies, or the ability to generate adequate forces to perform a 
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counter-insurgency operation. Failure to achieve success is considered a strategic loss 

to the Alliance, yet there is discord over how to achieve success. A clear understanding 

of what success in Afghanistan entails is lacking, let alone how it can be measured.

There appeared to be consensus that working towards a solution of sorts required 

integrating Afghanistan into a broader regional approach, including Pakistan and 

possibly India. Similarly, respondents advocated a comprehensive approach, but did 

not work out in detail how to bring this about. From a capabilities perspective, this 

underlined a further inclination to improve on NATO’s stabilisation capacity, particularly 

for sustained expeditionary combat operations and to develop close working relations 

with other institutions.

Since 1991, NATO has embraced the objective to establish a set of ‘mutually reinforcing 

institutions’ to improve European security. It was based on the recognition that no 

one institution could address European security concerns by itself. To improve the 

Alliance’s chances of success in complex emergencies such as Afghanistan, an 

effective collaboration among mutually reinforcing institutions is necessary as well. 

This can serve as the basis for a comprehensive approach.

Divergent views on NATO’s key areas of concern result 
in divergent views about how to structure its capabilities. 
This leads to NATO’s inability to develop adequate forces 
that can be deployed for a wide spectrum of missions. 

Among the key dilemmas facing the Alliance is the necessity to reach consensus on its 

strategic orientation. Most respondents placed a central emphasis of the Alliance on 

Eastern Europe and Russia, followed by the Middle East, Central Asia and East Africa. 

Participants similarly voiced concern that NATO interests might be at stake in the next 

ten years in South America, Southern Africa and Southeast Asia. This divergence 

between Eastern Europe on the one hand, and a broader geographical orientation on 

the other hand, reflects a differing focus by NATO member states on collective defence 

and ‘away’ missions. 

This distinction explains why NATO member states emphasising ‘away’ missions will 

transform their armed forces into expeditionary forces, while member states that are 

in favour of collective defence tend to retain in-place forces unsuitable for sustained 

expeditionary combat operations.
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Developing good relations with Russia is highly 
complicated since within the Alliance Russia is seen as 
a threat by some and a necessary partner by others. 

Russia’s assertive re-emergence as a central player in the international security 

dynamic results in divergence among NATO’s member states. The country plays a 

role in several key challenges, including resource and energy scarcity, proliferation and 

the global shift of power to a multipolar system. Moscow has already demonstrated 

a willingness to use its power instruments to encroach on the vital interests of several 

European states, and possibly there is more to come. The Alliance is divided over a 

proper response, with views ranging from engaging Russia on common issues of 

interest to risking a new Cold War. This has clear repercussions for the Alliance’s 

strategic posture as well as for the required capabilities.

This underlines the dilemma mentioned above and reinforces the notion that some 

member states emphasise in-place forces for collective defence. The inability of these 

forces to contribute to high-risk ‘away’ missions affects the expected mutual burden-

sharing and weakens solidarity in the Alliance. NATO must reach agreement on the 

strategic orientation of the Alliance and its consequences for force structuring.

According to the respondents, NATO enlargement is seen 
as both inevitable and undesirable. There is discord over the 
policy of enlargement, yet it will have strategic repercussions. 

The enlargement of NATO has been a central policy instrument of the Alliance for 

the past fifteen years. However, there is discord among the respondents whether 

in fact the Alliance should continue to enlarge eastward. Concerns over Russia’s 

development are dominant, mainly as a result of the Russian actions in 2008. This 

leads to the conclusion that the direction of enlargement is all but defined and should 

not be considered in the same light as during the 1990s. 
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Observations Following from the Results

The following is a list of the ten most important observations related to the project:

1)	 While we asked respondents to formulate opportunities as well as challenges 

facing the Alliance, their responses mostly focused on challenges. This portrays 

a general tendency in the broader security policy community to emphasise risks 

rather than to identify chances. Furthermore, respondents developed quite 

elaborate views on the key security challenges that confront the Alliance. This 

was followed by a substantial, but smaller number of proposed solutions, and 

fairly few responses regarding the implications for NATO. Nearly fifty percent 

of the responses related to challenges, while less than one-fifth related to 

implications for NATO.

2)	 Most remarks on solutions were either very general excluding specifics, 

pessimistic or idealistic and unpractical. This may reflect the current sentiment 

among the broader policy community and be an indicator that there is some 

room for creative thinking. For instance, a very  generic solution concerns the 

following, with regards to dealing with the challenge of the global shift in power; 

a policy planner responded by saying it required: 

International solidarity, investing in the multilateral system 

and transparent governance.

Or, as noted by a representative from the industry, discussing addressing the 

proliferation of weapons of mass destruction and terrorism: 

Having the relevant international organisations working 

together in a comprehensive way to try to anticipate such 

security implications and develop in advance anticipatory 

measures/solutions that can help deal with the problem.

3)	 Coupled to this is the fact that many solutions referred to institutionalism. 

Solutions were considered to lie in developing better relations among different 

institutions or developing new institutions altogether. Respondents favoured 

solutions where NATO operates more closely with the United Nations, or in a 

multilateral framework with others. 

“ ”
“ ”
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4)	 There was a substantial amount of ‘presentism’ in the thinking of the participants, 

meaning there was an emphasis on the security issues of today. While we 

deliberately asked for an identification of challenges and opportunities over the 

period in five to ten years time, meaning that they were required to look at issues 

just beyond the current horizon, many of the challenges identified were drawn 

from current concerns. This may lead to the conclusion that practitioners and 

experts are consumed by the events of the day and that as a complement to 

New Horizons, there is room to robustly test the results of the consultation on 

foresight analyses.

5)	 There appears to be a disconnect between NATO officials and national policy 

planners when it comes to strategic orientation. While NATO officials emphasised 

the challenges within the Alliance, policy planners hardly identified this challenge 

at all. Furthermore, concerning regional areas of concern the policy planners 

tend to be more focused on the immediate environs of the Alliance, while NATO 

officials and military officers have a broader, global operational scope. 

6)	 Participants expect demands on NATO’s expeditionary capabilities to remain 

high, particularly for longer term stabilisation activities. This is derived from 

the global shift in power, the greater demand for security, resource scarcity, 

demographic trends, state failure  and others. This leads to a necessity to 

strengthen NATO’s capabilities for sustained expeditionary combat operations. 

7)	 The debate on proliferation is dominated by concerns over nuclear weapons. 

While other weapons of mass destruction, such as biological agents, were 

mentioned, rarely nuclear weapons dominated the discussion. One wonders if 

this is an accurate reflection of the actual risk. 

8)	 International crime and pandemics were left nearly untouched, even though 

studies have pointed out that they are among the most pertinent threats for 

the years ahead. One think tank expert commented on the threat posed by 

pandemics: 

Currently it’s on the backburner in many countries, but it 

should not be. SARS, bird flu, hoof and mouth, etc. have 

all had devastating effects on national and international 

economies.

Another think tank expert noted: “In the Netherlands national risk assessment 

this [pandemics] was ranked number 1”. Even so, the issue was hardly mentioned 

by the respondents. As a solution the respondent involved proposed that global 

“ ”
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health care should be strengthened “in particular in the poorest countries”, 

albeit that for NATO he envisaged “no role”. 

9)	 There appears to be consensus that European states and the United States 

need each other to tackle important security challenges. However, there 

is concern over the ability of these states to overcome philosophical and 

institutional differences. 

10)	 The relationship with the European Union was not held by the respondents to be 

as central an issue as initially expected. Nevertheless, those concerns that were 

expressed were unrelenting. For instance, a NATO official noted: 

[A key concern is the] lack of political focus and a willingness 

to deal with international security issues among NATO alliance 

nations and in the European Union. It is demonstrated by 

the lack of responsible interest and proper awareness by 

national populations of the EU member countries to NATO. 

The impact and consequences of this are huge.

Others  found it “unbearable” that NATO and the European Union do not 

cooperate due to the issues between Turkey, Cyprus and Greece. 

Observations about New Horizons

We have answered the question how practitioners and experts of transatlantic security 

think about the future of the Alliance. Over a period of five months between late 2008 

and early 2009 we consulted the opinions and views of more than three hundred 

stakeholders of the Alliance. In this exercise, the first of its kind as far as we know, we 

deliberately wanted to invite those who work on transatlantic issues on a daily basis, 

but who are often not at liberty to speak in view of national governmental restraints. This 

led us to include national policy planners, military officers and NATO and EU officials. 

Using an innovative software platform we were able to solicit their participation, while 

respecting the critical condition of anonymity, hopefully removing possible inhibitions 

to speak freely. As a result, although we know from which community a given opinion 

is drawn, as illustrated by the prolific use of quotes, we do not know from which 

specific individual quotes originated. Participation was on an invitation-only basis, in 

order to guarantee control over the quality of participants. While it is impossible to 

“
”
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verify whether respondents spoke their mind, we have attempted to remove as many 

barriers as possible to truly capture how respondents think about the future of the 

Alliance. 

In addition to these policy officials and military staffs, we set out to include individuals 

who are usually not included, but who do have a stake in the future of NATO. This 

led us to invite representatives from non-governmental organisations, the industry, as 

well as the broader community of international organisations and university students. 

Finally, sizeable participation came from the group of transatlantic think tank experts. 

However, we believe that transatlantic security issues are more diverse than ever before. 

This made it necessary to include different groups of people in similar consultation 

exercises. 

It is our belief that collecting the opinions of three hundred individuals does not suffice 

to observe the full depth of the debate on the future of the Alliance. Still, our method 

has brought us closer than ever before. 

Future efforts may benefit from several observations regarding the set-up of the 

project. First, we wanted to include participation from a broad range of international 

organisations. This spanned those working with NATO in the field such as UN agencies 

or the Africa Union, or regional organisations that have an interest in the direction 

in which NATO develops, such as the Arab League, the Shanghai Cooperation 

Organisation or the Organisation of American States. However, it has been difficult to 

get their support. Similarly, obtaining support from the European Union, arguably the 

Alliance’s key partner organisation, has been troublesome. Although we succeeded in 

obtaining some EU participation and interviewed several EU officials, there was also 

some hesitation among EU officials to participate in a project which was perceived 

as primarily focusing on the future of NATO. Whether this is due to perceived rivalry 

between the organisations could not be verified. We maintain, however, and this has 

been reaffirmed by the views of the respondents, that a solid comprehensive approach 

and increased cooperation between organisations such as NATO, the European Union 

and the United Nations is necessary in order to deal with several key challenges, such 

as those posed by the global shift of power, resource and energy scarcity, proliferation 

and state failure. Including the views of these organisations when developing solutions 

to the key security challenges the transatlantic community faces is not only desirable, 

but necessary. 
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Second, according to the respondents, dealing with the key security issues identified 

by the respondents requires a broader international and comprehensive approach. 

Yet, this poses a dilemma for the strategic orientation of the Alliance as respondents 

feel that NATO’s orientation to interact with other organisations is not particularly 

developed. A similar initiative to collect the views among key stakeholder groups on 

how organisations like the EU or the United Nations should address the key security 

challenges of the next five to ten years may therefore be useful.

Third, we have been pleasantly surprised by the enthusiasm of national policy 

planners to participate in this exercise. This opens the possibility that through using 

such internet-based collaborative technologies key practitioner communities can be 

involved more frequently and on a wider basis for the development of new ideas. We 

have attempted to be as inclusive as possible, but naturally improvements may be 

made on participation. 

The New Horizons project has shown its worth by capturing the main flavour of the 

debate among the key communities of the Transatlantic Alliance. It is hoped that future 

exercises will benefit from the experience gained during this first iteration.

Keeping the Nucleus Together

NATO may be compared to a complex atomic nucleus. Just as that nucleus becomes 

brittle and unstable without the belt of electrons and glue of neutrons that hold it 

together, NATO may fall victim to the repellent forces within. While this study may 

lead to more questions rather than answers, New Horizons does shed light on the 

debates inside that nucleus and its immediate surroundings. Central to it are a series 

of dilemmas that weaken the Alliance’s cohesion.

The dilemmas force us to address the Alliance’s strategic orientation. This lies at the 

core of NATO’s de-solidarisation. The Alliance must define its mission spectrum with 

greater clarity, push towards a reconciliation of views on capability development, 

as well as develop a posture on new emergent concerns. Reinvigorating solidarity 

requires NATO to reassess how it can defend its common interests, by defining what 

those interests are, in an age shaped by the rise of a multipolar system, concerns over 

natural resources and the increasing strategic importance of non-state actors. In order 

for NATO to move away from de-solidarisation, the Alliance must be flexible enough to 

deal with the ambitious agenda it confronts and have a robust set of partnerships with 
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other regional and international organisations. For it is our strong belief that the political-

military alliance will only be able to effectively protect its interests by cooperating with 

other organisations.  

In view of the above, on the next page we offer recommendations regarding the 

strategic dilemmas. These are not elaborate solutions, and often contain elements 

that require political decisions in capitals, but they may serve as the starting point for 

addressing the dilemmas. So to speak, these would be part of our answers to the 

three questions posed by New Horizons. 

The respondents of New Horizons gave us their views and opinions about the future of 

NATO. Now let us move to act on them. 
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STRATEGIC 
DILEMMAS/ 

MAIN SECURITY 
ISSUES

POSSIBLE 
SOLUTIONS 

IMPLICATIONS FOR NATO

Financial Crisis and 
Global Shift in Power

Improve operations 

among different 

institutions to better 

reflect the changing 

division of power.

Develop a pool of flexible, deployable 

capabilities for sustained global 

expeditionary combat operations to meet 

diverse threats. 

NATO should set criteria that at least 40% 

of member states’ armed forces must 

meet these requirements.

Integrate energy security missions into 

NATO’s mission spectrum.

Resource and Energy 
Scarcity

Stimulate international 

solutions to avoid 

resource competition and 

nationalism.

Key Security Trends
Operate in a broader 

framework with multiple 

players.

Proliferation
Negotiate a new, 

strengthened  non-

proliferation regime.

Develop a new nuclear deterrent posture 

for the 21st century.

Afghanistan

Develop a broad and 

regional approach on 

the basis of “mutually 

reinforcing institutions”.

Develop a comprehensive approach and 

operational solidarity. Develop a pool 

of flexible, deployable capabilities for 

sustained global expeditionary combat 

operations

Regions of Concern n/a

Develop flexible expeditionary capabilities 

for sustained combat operations to meet 

collective defence, homeland defence and 

‘away’ missions.

Enlargement n/a
Develop new rationale on enlargement 

based on interests

Russia

Accept that Russia is 

a central node in the 

international security 

environment.

Engage Russia politically on issues of 

common interest, strengthen the NATO-

Russia Council while reasserting Alliance 

solidarity.


