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If NATO is not obsolete, what does that mean for Arab states?

Will NATO increase its footprint in the Middle East?

D 

ebate about 
NATO being a 
relic of the 
Cold War is not 
new but the 
past few years 
have seen its 
employees and 
other propo-

nents reasserting the case for its 
raison d’être and future. There 
are, however, aspects of NATO 
that are difficult to reconcile with 
the emerging order of global 
power.

During his presidential election 
campaign, Donald Trump called 
NATO “obsolete” — his reasoning 
being “because it was designed 
many, many years ago”. When 
NATO was formed following the 
second world war it had a straight-
forward mission — “to keep the 
Russians out, the Americans in 
and the Germans down”, in the 
words of Hastings Ismay, the chief 
military assistant to Winston 
Churchill during the war.

Since then, NATO’s mission mor-
phed into an overtly Russia-centric 

collective deterrence mechanism 
despite the collapse of the So-
viet Union as NATO became busy 
inducting members from Eastern 
Europe while others were drawn 
firmly into its sphere of influence.

A resurgent Russia is looking to 
reclaim its identity as a leading 
global power and that is creating 
anxiety in Europe and the United 
States. The invasion of Georgia in 
2008 and annexation of Crimea in 
2014 and its reported meddling in 
the 2016 US presidential election 
represent the contemporary Rus-
sian threat to the West.

But Europe has also changed 
drastically. Germany, blamed for 
the 20th century’s world wars, 
dominates the European Union. It 
is leading the European Union to 
decisive generational transforma-
tion towards deeper economic and 
political integration

Europe is antagonised by Russia 
but European political culture ap-
proaches issues of securitisation, 
arms control and confidence build-
ing in starkly different tones to its 
American friends. The European 

Union would welcome greater 
independence from the United 
States insofar as it could enable 
more constructive engagement 
with Moscow.

The United States has tradition-
ally taken a highly competitive and 
hard-line approach with Russia 
and this has proven politically 
restricting for Europe because of 
how NATO’s primarily military-
focused agenda is interpreted by 
Moscow.

The European Union has enter-
tained the idea of a European army 
for some time and a resolution in 
November 2016 finally paved the 
way ahead. Notably, the decision 
came after Britain’s decision to 
leave the European Union. It had 
resisted the idea of a European 
army.

German Chancellor Angela Mer-
kel said in January that Europe’s 
future was “in our own hands”. 
Trump’s NATO comments prompt-
ed French Prime Minister Bernard 
Cazeneuve to tell the country’s 
parliament: “[W]e need European 
defence with European means, 
with European investments, with 
a European projection capacity 
that will make the EU, the peoples 
and the nations that make it up 
independent.”

France has traditionally found 
it difficult to accept the extent of 
European security dependence on 
the United States.

Until now, the EU Common Secu-
rity and Defence Policy has made 
only tentative progress but the 
political environment emerging is 
changing the equation. The United 
States and Britain may struggle to 
block the European Union from 
moving towards a future security 
set-up that many European intel-
lectuals view as a logical evolution.

NATO itself may not disappear 
altogether but the NATO era, which 
has defined European security, has 
begun to fade.

On the American side, there 
has been serious debate about the 
future of NATO, which could not 
survive without US financing.

In any case, the United States 
can no longer focus its competition 
with Russia solely in and from Eu-
rope. It must compete with Russia 
increasingly in the Middle East and 
in Central Asia.

It is China, however, that poses 
the greatest challenge to US global 

primacy. In a potential conflict 
with China, the United States 
could very well find that many 
of its traditional European allies 
prefer to sit out a fight where the 
stakes of national interest are 
much different for them.

The United States must also 
confront terrorist threats, includ-
ing the Islamic State (ISIS) and 
al-Qaeda, a host of problematic 
rising military powers such as Iran 
and North Korea and an array of 
complex hybrid threats emerging 
from the failing states of Syria, 
Yemen, and Libya.

The United States will inevita-
bly have to take a step back from 
NATO to effectively re-pivot its 
attention towards establishing the 
global collection of political-mili-
tary alliances its needs to support 
its security agenda.

Previous US experiments to 
develop such alliances in the Mid-
dle East and Asia fizzled without 
a lasting effect but the United 
States is again in growing need 
of new military alliances in the 
Middle East and Asia that can help 
it preserve its future global power 
and role.

In the Middle East, Iran, Russia 
and the Islamic movements will 
be the primary factors defining the 
regional agenda for the Ameri-
cans. For Arab states, there are 
two potential futures: Firmly as an 
ally of the United States with ties 
closer than before or the prospect 
of systematic disengagement 
by America that stops short of a 
complete break-off that could cre-
ate sufficient space for its strategic 
competitors to exploit.

The Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) belongs to the former group 
and its members can anticipate 
their strategic relationship with 
the United States — especially 
military-to-military ties — to be 
upgraded massively over the next 
decade. The United States will 
likely be more willing than ever to 
service deeper operational integra-
tion, intelligence sharing, access 
to new technologies and expanded 
training for its most important 
GCC partners.
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T
he North Atlantic 
Treaty Organisa-
tion — NATO — 
was formed in 
1949 as a 
bulwark against 
Soviet expan-
sion. Sixty-eight 
years later, 

nearly 26 years after the implo-
sion of the Soviet Union, the 
28-member alliance finds US 
President Donald Trump ques-
tioning NATO’s relevance and 
Washington’s underwriting 75% 
of its budget.

The European Union has been 
rattled by Trump’s virulent 
criticism as well as his praise of 
Russian President Vladimir Putin, 
whom it sees as undermining 
Western unity.

As Trump considers combating 
radical Islamic terrorism a high 
priority, significant of assets of 
NATO, of which Turkey is the only 
Muslim-majority member, are 
likely to be redeployed to support 
this initiative. This will come no 
matter how unwilling individual 
members might be to placate 
Trump’s agenda. His administra-
tion has already tried to bar 
nationals from seven predomi-
nantly Muslim countries from 
entering the United States.

Given US pre-eminence in 
NATO, such policies will affect 
those of the alliance, which has 
three dolorous examples of 
deployment in the Muslim world: 

Iraq, Afghanistan and Libya. None 
of these can be adjudged a 
success, one of the factors 
causing Trump during his 
campaign to label the alliance 
“obsolete”.

In 2001, after the September 
11th attacks, the United States 
invoked NATO’s Article 5, requir-
ing alliance members to assist its 
campaign in Afghanistan. Sixteen 
years later, NATO troops are still 
mired there, according to the 
most recent quarterly report of 
the US government’s special 
inspector general for Afghanistan 
reconstruction. As of November 
2016, the Afghan government had 
uncontested control over 57% of 
the country, down from 72% the 
year before.

In 2003, a number of NATO 
countries participated in opera-
tions in Iraq.

In March 2011, a NATO-led 
coalition began intervention in 
Libya to implement UN Security 
Council Resolution 1973, with the 
United States in overall com-
mand. Six years later Libya is split 
between two rival political 
entities, one based in Tripoli, the 
other in Benghazi.

Despite this track record, recent 
signs point to an increased NATO 
presence in the world’s most 
volatile region.

Last September, Israel opened a 
mission at NATO headquarters in 
Brussels. On January 24th, NATO 
Secretary-General Jens Stolten-

berg said he was “proud” to 
inaugurate the organisation’s 
regional centre in Kuwait, calling 
the centre’s potential “enor-
mous”.

Besides the turmoil enveloping 
the Middle East, the alliance has 
been beset by internal political 
upheavals beyond the recent US 
election, from Britain’s Brexit 
vote to the unsuccessful July 15th 
coup in Turkey.

The failed uprising exacerbated 
relations between European 
NATO members and Ankara. It has 
demanded the return of all 
Turkish military liaison officers 
formerly assigned to NATO, 
among them about 40 mostly 
high-ranking Turkish officers who 
worked at NATO facilities in 
Germany who have requested 
asylum, along with eight seeking 
asylum in Greece, a NATO 
member.

US Army General Curtis Scapar-
rotti, on the sidelines of a NATO 
meeting in December, said that 
after the coup there had been 
about a 50% reduction in the 
number of Turkish officers 
seconded to NATO. Frustration 
with NATO and the United States 
supporting Syrian Kurdish forces 
led Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan to renew and 
deepen his ties with Russia, 
unsettling alliance members 
unnerved by Russian policy 
towards Ukraine.

The final wild card complicat-

ing future Middle Eastern NATO 
activities is Trump’s increasingly 
hard-line stance towards Iran, 
which on January 29th tested an 
intermediate-range ballistic 
missile, leading Michael Flynn, 
then Trump’s national security 
adviser, to put Iran “on notice” 
and threaten renewed sanctions.

Stoltenberg sought a middle 
ground, remarking: “NATO 
continues to develop its ballistic 
missile defence system because 
we see that several nations, 
including Iran, are developing 
different kinds of ballistic 
missiles and are testing and 
strengthening their systems.”

Rival Middle Eastern factions 
are tossing out carrots in return 
for support; on February 1st, 
Libya’s UN-backed Prime Minister 
Fayez al-Sarraj said after talks in 
Brussels with Stoltenberg that 
NATO warships could be permit-
ted to operate in Libyan waters 
alongside the national navy if it 
helped it modernise.

It remains to be seen how 
relevant NATO might be in 
untying one of the Middle East’s 
many Gordian knots. Any NATO 
effort to prove its relevance to 
Washington by deepening its 
presence in the Middle East, 
epicentre of radical Islamic 
terrorism is most likely only to 
produce results similar to its 
earlier interventions, however 
much NATO wishes to prove its 
worth in the 21st century.
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The United 
States is again 
in growing need 
of new military 
alliances in the 
Middle East
and Asia.

Frustration with 
both NATO and 
the United States 
has led Turkey 
to renew and 
deepen its ties 
with Russia.
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