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GETTING NATO BACKTO BASICS 

INTRODUCTION 

E v e r  since the Cold War ended, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization has been in the 
midst of an identity crisis. When it lost the Soviet threat in the early 1990s. the Atlantic alli- 
ance went on a search to redefine itself. There have been many stops on this inchoate jour- 
ney of redefinition. The Bush Administration used NATO forces, structure, and modus oper- 
andi to build a framework for the coalition that defeated Saddam Hussein in the Persian 
Gulf War. Since President Clinton took office, NATO has gone in even more directions. Be- 
tween 1993 and 1995, NATO acted as a combat subcontractor for the United Nations in the 
former Yugoslavia, implementing and enforcing a “no-fly zone” over Bosnia and providing 
close air support to U.N. peacekeepers. Now, of course, NATO is involved in an ambitious 
peace enforcement operation in Bosnia: a mission for which NATO was not originally de- 
signed and in‘a country that is not a member of the Atlantic alliance. 

NATO has traveled far from its original mission of deterring a Soviet attack on Western 
Europe. It stands to reason that it should do so, NATO planners maintain, because the origi- 
nal ruison d’itre of the alliance-the Soviet threat-has disappeared. What is needed, they 
argue, is to make NATO more up-to-date and more relevant to solving messy conflicts like 

’ Bosnia. Peacekeeping and “out-of-area” military operations (whereby NATO becomes in- 
volved in conflicts outside the treaty area) are supposed to save NATO from irrelevance. 
Unless NATO adapts to new circumstances, they aver, it will wither away and become ex- 
tinct. 

These advocates of a trendier NATO have it backwards. Unless NATO returns to its core 
mission, it will not survive. That mission is to preserve the freedom and security of Europe 
as a whole-to prevent the general conflagration of Europe-and not to put out every 
brushfire that breaks out in every comer of the continent. Put in the parlance of the strate- 
gist, NATO’s core mission is to prevent the domination of Europe by a hostile power or 
bloc of pdwers which strive to deny the continent of its overall freedom and security. 

That mission-preserving the basic security condition of Europe-is as relevant today as 
it was during the Cold War. Moreover, it is especially important in defining the American 
role in European security and NATO. The U.S. has a vital interest in the freedom and secu- 
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.b . rity of Europe regardless of whether a hostile attack is imminent. Who’is to say whether 
. .Russia or some othei: country may or may not be a threat to Europe ten or twenty years.’ . 

from now? It .is not the immediacy. of the threat that counts, but the depth of America’s vital 
interest in the basic security condition of Europe. If even a potential threat to that interest 
exists, the U.S. must be prepared to deter major power aggression and defend European se- 
curity and freedom. It makes no sense for America to leave Europe and return, as it did in 
the last two world wars, only when Europe is in flames and the threat is practically on 
America’s doorstep. It is far better to keep 100,000 troops in Europe to maintain the peace 
than to send 1 ‘million GIs to fight a European war that broke out in America’s absence. 

The more NATO drifts away from this core mission, the less likely it will survive in the 
long run. It will not work to create new .roles and missions for which the alliance is poorly 
suited and in which the U.S. is reluctant to become involved. Military make-work will 
cause the interests of alliance members to diverge and will accelerate the demise of the alli- 
ance. If peacekeeping and other crisis management operations take NATO too far afield of 
its core mission, the cohesion of the alliance will be diluted and the U.S. will lose interest 
over time. Getting NATO involved in “out-of-area” operations for their own sake will not 
do the trick either. Having a baby to save the marriage is neither good family practice nor a 
sound basis for military strategy. 

NATO needs to get back to basics. It needs to refocus on its core mission of ensuring that 
peace and freedom in Europe as a whole are not threatened by a hostile power. The greatest 
threat to NATO’s cohesion today is the possibility of failure in Bosnia.’ No other issue has 
such a potential to tear NATO apart-not the debate over NATO enlargement or disagree- 
ments about how to handle the Russians. If NATO trips up today, it will not be over a dis- 
agreement concerning its core mission, but over some tangential but seemingly urgent prob- 
lem (like Bosnia) which Europeans and Americans mistook as being fundamentally and 
strategically important to the security and freedom of Europe as a whole. 

Why NATO? . 

NATO countries need to explain to their peoples why NATO is needed regardless of 
what happens in Bosnia. American leaders in particular need not only to articulate more 
clearly to a skeptical public why NATO should exist, but also to establish clearer principles 
for when the U.S. should or should not become involved in Europe’s wars. In addition, lead- 
ers should make an effort to define how America will become involved in other European 
security affairs. This will promote a clearer and more sensible division of labor that can be 
understood by Americans and Europeans. Accomplishing these tasks would give NATO di- 
rection and purpose. There are three reasons why NATO should exist. 

Reason #1: NATO is needed as insurance to maintain the freedom and security of 
Europe. This is vitally important to the freedom and security of the United States. A 
Europe dominated by any power hostile to America, her interests, and her values would 
be a direct threat to the security, stability, and prosperity of the United States itself. 
America fought two world wars and sustained over 40 years of a Cold War military com- 

1 See Thomas Moore and John Hillen. “Clinton’s Bosnia venture Threatens What It Is Supposed to Uphold-The Atlantic 
Alliance,” Heritage Foundation Buckgrounder Update No. 267, December 15, 1995. 
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mitment to prevent Europe’s domination. It should be no less committed to this goal to- 
day, even though the immediacy of the threat has diminished. 

NATO is a strategic insurance policy. Insurance exists to protect against catastrophe, 
no matter how remote the threat may be. Because the cost of catastrophe is so high, peo- 
ple are willing to pay insurance premiums to protect them in case it strikes. Even when 
the likelihood of a household fire is remote, most people still take out fire insurance be- 
cause the cost of a fire is so devastating, and far greater than the cost of the premiums. 

So it is with NATO. The threat today in Europe is not as great as it once was, but nei- 
ther are the premiums. One hundred thousand troops deployed in Europe today is far 
more economical, both in blood and treasure, than the cost a world war would impose on 
America tomorrow. Twice this century, Americans have seen what happens when fire 
sweeps over Europe. Anything that would prevent such a catastrophe would be well 
worth the price. Indeed, for this reason, NATO is even better than insurance. It actually 
helps to prevent catastrophe. That makes it a double bargain. 

Reason #2: NATO is needed to provide general economic and political stability in 
Europe, which is  vitally important to the U.S. economy. A major power threat to 
Europe would cause economic disruption that would be devastating to U.S. markets and 
economic stability. The U.S. economy is greatly dependent on the economic stability of 
America’s principal trading partners, and access to trade and resources in Europe is a vi- 
tal American interest. Europe is America’s second largest trading region and accounts 
for billions of dollars in two-way trade per year. Many millions of jobs in the United 
States are directly dependent upon American trade with Europe and European invest- 
ment in the U.S. The prosperity of America depends in large measure on a free and pros- 
perous Europe. 

Reason #3: NATO is  an important vehicle for consolidating and spreading freedom 
and democracy in Europe. While NATO ultimately isan alliance of collective de- 
fense, it also is a functional vehicle for promoting democracy and freedom in Europe. It 
is not only practically important from the standpoint of providing stability in Europe, but 
it has a moral component as well. NATO is an organization of democratic states and a re- 
flection of America’s identity in the world, an anchor for American values both abroad 
and at home. This stability, born of political freedom and economic prosperity, should be 
brought by NATO to Central Europe, a region historically characterized by political in- 
stability. 

When Should-America Become Involved? 
It is not enough to know that America should remain in the NATO alliance. The far more 

pressing problem is to know when and under what circumstances U.S. combat troops 
should or should not become involved in a range of military operations in Europe. In order 
to have a coherent strategy and promote a sensible divi’sion of labor in Europe, the U.S. 
should adhere to some basic guidelines. 

Guideline #1: America’s principal military role is  to serve NATO’s core mission of 
collective defense. The main mission of the U.S. armed forces in Europe should be to 
prevent Europe from falling victim to a hostile hegemonic power. Thus, America’s main 
military mission is collective defense-to protect NATO member states from a major 
power threat. While the U.S. should never rule out participation in less threatening sce- 
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narios or turn its back on out-of-area operations, in general it should concentrate its ‘mili- 
tary efforts on achieving NATO’s core military mission. This will lend definition and 
purpose to NATO and the American role. 

Guideline #2: U.S. forces must make a unique contribution to the military opera- 
tion. As a rule, if U.S. forces duplicate the efforts of European allies that can provide 
the same capabilities, the European forces should get the nod. The United States is 
NATO’s military leader because of its unique and powerful military capabilities. It is not 
just another European military power; it is a world power with many strategic commit- 
ments. A significant U.S. military role in NATO must be guided by the singular capabili- 
ties that America can bring to bear. 

bers of American combat forces should make the difference between winning and losing 
or drawing. If the American people perceive an American-led NATO chasing peripheral 
security crises with the reluctant participation of prosperous European allies, public sup- 
port for NATO will erode quickly. The U.S. military role in NATO must be a unique 
and decisive contribution towards the core mission of the alliance. 

’ 

Guideline #3: The U.S. force contribution should be decisive. The use of large num- 

Enlarging NATO. 
Expanding the Atlantic alliance to include Poland, Hungary, the Czech Republic, and 

Slovakia would enhance NATO’s capability to perform its core mission of defending the 
basic security condition of Europe. The profound geopolitical security and stability this will 
bring to Central Europe far outweighs the technical and financial difficulties of limited en- 
largement. To do this, the Clinton Administration must stop dragging its feet. Clinton has 
taken the exclusive counsel of his fears and has given too much weight to complaints from 
Russians who oppose NATO enlargement. The President has given Russia a de facto veto 

. and has used the Partnership for Peace plan as little more than a bureaucratic delaying tac- 
tic. Clinton needs to act now by making a political commitment to these four Central Euro- 
pean states and demonstrating the same kind of vision and courage that German Chancellor 
Helmut Kohl and President George Bush showed in pressing for German unification in the 
face of Soviet opposition. 

A NATO Revitalization Act. To spur the President to revitalize NATO, the Congress 
needs to act. The Clinton Administration has not done a good job of giving NATO a sense 
of purpose and mission in the post-Cold War era. The Congress should consider passing a 
NATO Revitalization Act that not only spells out the reasons for the American people 
about why the U.S. should beinvolved in NATO, but also clearlydefines the strategic role 
of the U.S. in fulfilling NATO’s core mission of collective defense. This Act also should de- 
fine the principles governing U.S. military participation in NATO, thereby urging the Euro- 
peans to take more responsibility for peacekeeping and other marginal military missions. Fi- 
nally, it should call expressly for, the rapid inclusion of Poland, Hungary, the Czech Repub- 
lic, and Slovakia in NATO and substantial modification of the Clinton Administration’s 
Partnership for Peace program. 
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NATO’s IDENTITY CRISIS 

The North Atlantic Treaty Organization has proven to be the most effective security alli- 
ance of modem times. Its stated aim was to “safeguard the freedom, common heritage and 
civilization of [its] peoples, founded on the principles of democracy, individual liberty and 
the rule of law.” The treaty signatories also sought to “promote stability and well-being in 
the North Atlantic area” and were “resolved to unite their efforts for collective defense and 
for the preservation of peace and security.”2 That NATO achieved these goals with small 
loss of life in the face of an adversarial and expansionist Soviet Union was truly remark- 
able. Underpinning this success story was the enormous and expensive political and mili- 
tary commitment made by America to NATO, a commitment that did not waver during the 
many crises of the Cold War. 

ence. Such is the case with NATO, where the moment of the alliance’s greatest triumph 
contained within it the seeds of the identity crisis that now threatens its viability and even 
its existence. The demise of the Soviet Union brought calls for a “peace dividend” the 
world over. Politicians and strategists proposed a restructuring of alliance commitments, de- 
fense requirements, and security architecture to meet the more unpredictable but less apoca- 
lyptic threats of the new world disorder. The American public demanded that its politicians 
focus on troubles at home. The 1992 presidential campaign was about “the economy, stu- 
pid,” and foreign policy issues dropped out of the immediate consciousness of Amer i~a .~  

’ 

In the meantime, NATO has struggled for a post-Soviet identity that can inspire its mem- 
bers to remain completely committed. It is still not clear that this can be accomplished in 
the absence of a clear and present danger that would cause the interests of all NATO mem- 
bers to converge. Consequently, the struggle to find a new identity for the alliance has been 
marked by an inchoate and inclusive program of NATO enlargement (further muddled by 
the Partnership for Peace program), a dabbling in combat support to U.N. peacekeeping, a 
proposal to refocus NATO on the Mediterranean and the implicit threat of nationalist Islam, 
and the out-of-area peace enforcement operation in Bosnia-Herzegovina. 

None of these operations has served to inspire solid support for NATO from the Ameri- 
can public and Congress. While a majority of Americans (56 percent) support America’s ba- 
sic commitment to the alliance, public support for the American role in NATO’s Bosnian 
intervention has peaked at around 40 percent! In addition, while support for NATO is sta- 
ble in Congress, the Bosnian mission has met strong congressional opposition in both the 
House and Senate. Many congressional leaders question the utility of an American-led alli- 
ance that created a supposedly vital American interest in Bosnia, an area of marginal strate- 
gic interest for the United States. Indeed, President Clinton used American leadership and 
credibility in NATO as the chief justification for the American role in Bosnia. NATO be- 
came the end in itself, no longer an appropriate means to the relative end of preventing a 
major power threat to Europe. 

It is the ironic fate of alliances that their success ultimately can spell the end of their exist- 

2 
3 

4 

Preamble to the North Atlantic Treaty, signed in Washington. D.C., April 4, 1949. 
For the most comprehensive study of these shifts in public opinion, see the 1995 Chicago Council on Foreign Relations 
survey, American Public Opinion and Foreign Policj, pp. 9- 12. 
fbid., p. 35, and polling by Louis Harris and Associates, December 5, 1995, and New York TimeslCBS. December 14, 1995. 
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THE NEED FOR A WORKABLE ATLANTIC ALLIANCE 

The United States needs alliances of all sorts in an interdependent world. Economic alli- 
ances allow the U.S. to remain the number one trading nation in the world and sustain 
American prosperity at home. Political alliances ensure that America is involved in deci- 
sions the world over that may influence the peace and prosperity of the United States. Mili- 
tary alliances give America partners in fighting her enemies and defending her interests, 
thereby lessening the costs to the U.S. in time of war and peace. 

The U.S. has many national interests throughout the world, but not all are equally impor- 
tant. The principal task of American statecraft is to discriminate among these interests, set 
strategic priorities, and choose policy options commensurate with their importance. Such an 
approach distinguishes among vital national interests, important interests, and marginal in- 
terests5 Naturally, America has a vital national interest in defending the physical territory 
and airspace of the United States and ensuring the safety and well-being of Americans . 

abroad.To protect these vital interests, the U.S. should be willing to wage war if necessary. 

In addition, the U.S. has vital national interests that lie beyond American shores. For both 
political and economic reasons, it is in America’s vital national interest that Europe, East 
Asia, and the Persian Gulf are not dominated by a hegemonic power or bloc of powers. It is 
also in America’s vital national interest that the U.S. have unimpeded access to foreign 
trade and natural resources. American prosperity overwhelmingly depends on the stability 
of international markets and free trade regimes. Political scientist Benjamin Schwarz has 
written that: 

’ 

Economic interdependence dictates security commitments. As long as 
world politics remain what they have always been, Europe and East 
Asia will be potentially unstable. And as long as U.S. prosperity is 
understood to depend upon the stability of those regions, the United 
States must pacify them. Ame ica’s worldwide security commitments 
are a truly permanent burden. 

‘ 

. d 
However, Schwarz and many others also recognize that this permanent burden ultimately 

could turn into a “wasting proposition.” America, without a coherent strategy, and in order 
to sustain its prosperity, will run itself ragged trying to preserve the stability of the entire 
world. Its engagement in world affairs therefore must be selective. The U.S. must set clear 
priorities that allow it to use its political capital and military forces for the tasks that most 
matter to America. If the U.S. tries to do everything, it will overextend itself and accom- 
plish nothing? ‘ 

5 

6 

7 

See Kim R. Holmes, ed., A Safe and Prosperous America: A U.S. Foreign Policy and Defense Blueprint, 2d Edition 
(Washington, D.C.: The Heritage Foundation, 1994). 
Benjamin C. Schwarz, ‘The Arcana of Empire and the Dilemma of American National Security.” Salmagundi, Winter-Spring 
1994, p. 195. 
In doing so. it could become, in the words of Professor Ronald Steel, “A strange kind of superpower, with chronic deficits, 
weak currency, massive borrowing, and immense debt.” Ronald Steel. Temptations of u Superpower (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 1995). p. 5. 
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a In order to avoid becoming the world’s policeman, the U.S. must operate within security 
alliances. These alliances must preserve the conditions necessary for American prosperity, 
and must do so by “stretching” American resources through an intelligent definition of 
America’s exact role and principles for sharing burdens with allies. These alliances must un- 
equivocally lay out the roles that make the most sense for America and her goals abroad. 
NATO, in particular, needs to be refocused to avoid being drawn into an expensive “wast- 
ing proposition” that the American people will not support. 

WHY NATO? 

Most military alliances in the world can only hope to attain the level of political and mili- 
tary credibility enjoyed by NATO. However, in order for NATO to sustain public and con- 
gressional support in the U.S., its fundamental purpose must be refocused. American lead- 
ers should explain exactly why NATO is critical and should define America’s basic role in 
the alliance. 

There are three principal reasons why the U.S. should be a member of NATO. 

Reason #1: NATO is needed as insurance to maintain the freedom and security of 
Europe. The U.S. has been a major European power throughout the 20th century, inter- 
vening in three world wars (two hot and one cold) to prevent a hostile power or bloc of 
powers from dominating the continent. An American commitment to this basic security 
condition of Europe is an insurance policy that works to prevent another great power 
war in Europe. The premiums that America pays on this policy are commensurate with 
the benefits. A focused and clearly defined policy will ensure this balance is retained. In 
fact, the costs of these premiums have dropped tremendously since the end of the Cold 
War. In 1989, the United States military had over 313,000 servicemembers permanently 
stationed in Europe. That number is now down to 100,000.8 

As with any insurance policy, the cost of being insured through NATO is far less than 
the cost of not being insured at all. A major power threat to the political freedom of the 
European continent was the condition that inevitably drew the U.S. into the enormously 
expensive campaigns of World Wars I and I1 and the Cold War. It is far better to have 
100,000 troops peaceably deployed in Europe now than have to commit a million later 
to fight a war that broke out in the absence of the one power that could guarantee the 
core security condition of Europe: Less expensive to live as lodgers now than as libera- 
tors later. Even the most superficial and cursory look at modem history supports this 
view. 

Reason #2: NATO is needed to provide general economic and political stability in 
Europe, which is vitally important to the U.S. economy. A U.S. commitment to the 
collective defense of Europe is necessary to preserve the economic prosperity of Amer- 
ica. The system of international trade upon which American prosperity depends is predi- 
cated on free, stable, and orderly political conditions. In 1993, Europe was America’s 
second largest customer, taking 3 1 percent of American exports. It also was the U.S.’s 

. 

8 International Institute of Strategic Studies, The Militaq Balance 1989-YO and The Military Balarice 1995-6, Brassey’s (UK) 
and Oxford University Press, p. 25 and p. 30. 
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THE US.  ROLE IN NATO 

second largest supplier, providing 29 percent of imports. While the U.S. runs a large 
trade deficit with Asia, it has relatively balanced trade with Europe. More important, al- 
most 50 percent of direct American investment abroad is in Europe, and over 60 percent 
of direct foreign investment in the U.S. comes from Europe. Finally, and closer to home, 
nearly 3 million Americans are employed in the U.S. by European-owned firms, and an- 
other 1.5 million American workers are supported directly by U.S. exports to Europe.’ 

D 

A great power threat to Europe would cause the wholesale disruption of the European 
economic order. The stability of world markets and international trade depend on a sta- 
ble and thriving Europe. The United States cannot afford to cut itself off from the world 
market. Neither could the U.S. long sustain its economic growth if Europe as a whole 
were to enter an economic crisis born of insecurity or protracted instability. America’s 
very standard of living depends on stable international financial and commodity mar- 
kets, of which Europe is a critical element. 

Reason #3: NATO is an important vehicle for consolidating and spreading freedom 
and democracy in Europe. America’s defense of Europe through NATO strengthens 
America’s values and identity as a nation. NATO is a community of democratic nations. 
It is based on a common set of ideals that originated in European thought but have be- 
come uniquely American. Helping to secure these ideals in Europe anchors the values of 
freedom and democracy at home, giving them a larger life on the world stage, and by so 
doing deepens their roots in America’s own political culture. 

In addition to reinforcing these ideals and values, American commitment to NATO 
serves as a solidly practical vehicle for expanding democracy and freedom. NATO repre- 
sents not only a “zone of peace and security,” but a “zone of democracy” as well. Demo- 
cratic systems and market economies produce free and prosperous societies and are stabi- 
lizing forces that serve to lessen tensions and prevent the conflicts NATO is intended to 
deter. While the main mission of NATO, as a defensive alliance, is not to crusade for de- 
mocracy, it must be recognized that democracy is both a cause and effect in NATO. An 
alliance of free and democratic nations that wish to preserve their political and economic 
systems, NATO provides the security and stability in which democracy and economic 
prosperity can flourish. 

Despite these compelling reasons for American involvement in NATO, the American 
public will not support such a commitment if it is not supported by a clear and coherent 
military strategy. A commitment that does not discriminate between situations where 
American power is necessary and those where it is merely a substitute for that of reluctant 
Europeans will cause the American people to balk at an expensive transatlantic responsibil- 
ity. A recent poll by the University of Maryland’s Program on International Policy Atti- 
tudes shows that over 70 percent of Americans believe the United States should work prin- 
cipally through alliances or coalition structures to relieve America of some of its security 

9 Institute for National Strategic Studies, Strategic Assessmenr 1995 (Washington, D.C.: National Defense University Press, 
. 1995). p. 42. 
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burden. More conclusively, 7 1 percent of Americans said the U.S. is playing the role of 
world policeman “more than it should be.”” Americans want multilateral security struc- 
tures that make sense for America. This means working through military alliances, not the 
United Nations. Americans want the U.S. involved in alliances where the U.S. role is 
clearly understood, the burden is shared, and American participation is essential for success. 

Americans need to understand clearly the criteria that determine the American role in 
NATO and NATO’s role in Europe. In the identity crisis that has characterized NATO’s 
search for a post-Cold War role, many new or revised missions have been entertained and 
questions raised. Should NATO operate only in its traditional area of operations, or should 
it consider out-of-area missions? Should NATO concentrate on traditional notions of mili- 
tary deterrence and warfighting, or should it engage in peacekeeping, peace enforcement, 
and military operations other than war? Should NATO extend its nuclear guarantee to new 
members or associate members? 

These questions are based on the search for relevant and viable missions that would jus- 
tify the existence of NATO in the absence of a threat to its core role as a defensive alliance. 
As guidelines for determining the future American role in NATO, they completely miss the 
point. The U.S. role in NATO, a fundamentally American alliance, should be determined by 
principles of engagement, not by geographic parameters or mission types. Stating that the 
U.S. will undertake NATO operations only in certain areas or will not participate in certain 
types of missions unnecessarily limits American flexibility. Instead, the American role 
should be considered through guidelines that point the way to a successful and sensible role 
in NATO? 

Guideline #1: America‘s principal military role is to serve NATO’s core mission of 
collective defense. NATO’s mission is collective defense, not collective security. Col- 
lective defense seeks to tie many nations to a collaborative effort in defending their terri- 
tory. It is inherently limited, focused, and reactive in its political nature. The missions of 
collective defense are straightforward and focused: defend members from outside attack. 
Collective defense seeks to deter through military strength and defeat an aggressor when 
deterrence fails. Collective defense organizations cannot afford to do anything except 
succeed spectacularly. Any other result amounts to failure. 

Collective security arrangements are different from collective defense. They seek to 
provide a forum through which members can organize cooperative responses to security 
problems, especially those below the threshold of war. Collective security missions can 
include many quasi-military efforts such as humanitarian intervention, support for na- 
tion-building, peacekeeping, and peace-enforcement. 

The United States already is involved in a collective security organization in Europe, 
and it is not NATO. It is the 54-member Organization for Security and Cooperation in 
Europe (OSCE). Established in 1973, the OSCE has become increasingly institutional- 
ized since the end of the Cold War. It is an organization that can act as a forum in which 

10 Steven Kull, “The Public Rejects a Hands-Off Defense Budget,” The Chrisrian Science Monitor, January 22, 1996. p. 19. 
11 These principles serve mainly to inform the commitment of American combat troops to significant military operations. 

Combat support and combat service support to European missions or more limited operations are much less contentious and 
are not typically a policy dilemma. 
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the nations of Europe can coordinate and integrate their common efforts towards preserv- 
ing peace and stability. Along these lines, it has undertaken very limited factifinding, 
sanctions-monitoring, and observation missions in the former Yugoslavia, Hungary, Bul- 
garia, Romania, Ukraine, Albania, and even Chechnya.12 However, the OSCE is viewed 
largely as a toothless talking-shop. There is too much disparity among its members to in- 
stitutionalize the military resources and structures needed for more significant military 
operations. 

The failure of the OSCE and the United Nations (another collective security organiza- 
tion) to deal competently with problems like Bosnia has thrust NATO into the picture. In 
short, events are taking NATO down the road to becoming something it never was: a col- 
lective security organization. By default, not design, NATO has been consigned to fill 
the collective security gap in Europe. This means that NATO might become involved in 
even more ambiguous security missions like Bosnia. As it does so, it will find that the in- 
evitable divergence of opinion over these operations will dilute its unique and formida- 
ble cohesion. NATO drew its strength from its core identity, which united all members. 
A lack of focus on its principal mission of collective defense will continue to weaken the 
alliance. As one U.N. scholar recently recognized, “NATO’s biggest advantage over the 
UN, historically, has been agreement on some clearly defined defensive purposes, 
whereas the UN has an almost infinite range of resp~nsibilities.”’~ Using NATO for con- 
tentious collective security missions will only serve to erode that unique advantage. 

The U.S. public and Congress will not support an American-led alliance running 
hither and yon from one media-generated crisis to another and lacking criteria for distin- 
guishing the roles of America and its European allies. The U.S. should refocus its role in 
NATO on the core mission: to prevent a major power threat to Europe by a hostile 
power or bloc of powers. While U.S. participation in NATO peacekeeping operations 
should not be ruled out, it should be undertaken only if participation affects NATO’s 
core mission or some other vital U.S. national interest. 

Guideline #2: US. forces must make a unique contribution to the military opera- 

’ 

tion. The United States is the only military superpower in the world today. It has an enor- 
mous edge in intelligence-gathering systems, military technology, and the size, lethality, 
and professionalism of its armed forces. No other nation alone, and few combined, can 
challenge the combined air, land, sea, and space-based military capability of the U.S. 
But while America’s military capabilities are enormous, they also are thinly spread. The 
Soviet threat has collapsed, but global U.S. military commitments remain. The U.S. mili- 
tary has bggn reduced by over one-third since the end of the Cold War and has been 
greatly strained in trying to honor its commitments with such a reduced force. This situ- 
ation is made worse by the defense cuts imposed by the Clinton Administration-cuts 
that underfund President Clinton’s own strategy by some $150 billion over five years.I4 

12 Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe press release, January 24, 1995. 
13 Adam Roberts, “From San Francisco to Sarajevo: The UN and the Use of Force,” Survival. Vol. 37, No. 4 (Winter 

14 U.S. General Accounting Office, “Future Years Defense Program: Optimistic Estimates Lead to Billions in 
Overprogramming,” July 29, 1994. 

1995-1996), p. 25. 

10 



Since American military forces are stretched thin, the U.S. must deploy them only 
when their capabilities and effect are unique. As a rule, America should not duplicate the 
efforts of the European powers. If an American infantry battalion is needed to balance a 
NATO force on paper, but does not make a unique contribution to the force, it should 
not be deployed in place of a similar European unit. The United States is not just another 
European power; it is a world power with unique capabilities and a unique role in Euro- 
pean security. The division of labor in NATO military operations should be based on this 
premise. The intention is not to help the U.S. shirk mundane tasks, but to ensure that the 
American public see clearly that, to paraphrase Lyndon Johnson, “American’boys aren’t 
dying where French boys should.” The intention of an intelligent division of labor in 
NATO is to preserve, at all costs, the fundamental American security guarantee to 
Europe. To do that, Americans must be convinced that every NATO nation is pulling the 
wagon in the best way it can, and is not merely along for the ride. 

Does this mean that America would lose its leadership role in NATO, consigning it- 
self to a specialist’s role in the alliance? Not at all. The U.S. need not match the Danes in- 
fantry battalion for infantry battalion to exert its leadership. At times the U.S. may need 
to deploy a large American combat formation in order to exercise its leadership in a 
NATO coalition of forces, even if the French, British, or Germans can match the size 
and type of contribution on paper. This is a unique contribution because it demonstrates’ 
the seriousness of the U.S. military commitment in a way that air, sea, or support forces 
cannot. A leader reserves his talents, time, and resources for important tasks that only he 
may be able to accomplish. It is good teamwork, but not always good leadership, for a 
leader to duplicate the efforts of others to the detriment of his unique responsibilities. 

Guideline #3: The US. force contribution should be decisive. The last principle that 
should guide American military operations in NATO is that the American contribution 
should be decisive. The American military effort must make the difference between win- 
ning and losing or drawing. Ultimately, American support for a rich and prosperous 
NATO alliance cannot be sustained if the American public and Congress see that the ba- 
sic security condition of Europe can be guaranteed without the United States. If that is 
the case, it is time for the United States to come home. 

The United States military contribution should push the effort over the top. In some 
cases, this may mean the limited deployment of special capabilities that dramatically en- 
hance and multiply the effectiveness of a European-dominated coalition. For example, 
the U.S. may wish to deploy intelligence, logistics, air, sea, and specialized combat sup- 
port units to assist a European effort in out-of-area peacekeeping. In the core missions of 
NATO, the U.S. may need to dominate the force structure, base its operations on Ameri- 
can command and control structures, and take ‘the lead in determining strategy and opera- 
tions. This was the arrangement in the Persian Gulf War. 

Critics might argue that this distinction robs the United States of a leadership role in 
day-to-day European events and reserves U.S. influence for some cataclysmic battle for 
Europe’s future. Once again, this presents a narrow reading of the principle of a decisive 
role and discounts the role that competent American leadership can play in Europe. The 
United States can exercise American leadership in NATO and European security affairs 
in many ways. American diplomacy, political influence, and economic tools all can be 
decisive in conflicts outside of a great power threat to Europe. . 

11 



? 

However, randomly deploying American military forces on peripheral missions in or- * 
der to “fill out” a European force structure and “preserve American leadership” will 
erode American support for NATO. It traps the U.S. into having always to “lead” in 
even the most marginal operations, because European security systems have no other vi- 
able alternative. In a recent address to Congress, President Jacques Chirac of France 
seemed to support this line of reasoning, stating that reform of NATO would “enable the 
European allies to assume full responsibilities, with the support of NATO facilities, 
whenever the United States does not wish to engage its ground forces.”15 America leads 
in NATO because of the conditions that leadership engenders, conditions that must be fa- 
vorable to the United States. Leadership is not an end in itself. 

EXPANDING THE EUROPEAN ZONE OF PEACE AND FREEDOM 

The immediate enlargement of NATO to include Poland, Hungary, the Czech Republic, 
and Slovakia would bring a level of stability and security to Central Europe that the region 
has never enjoyed throughout its tortured history. In short, it would expand the zone of 
peace and freedom that NATO has provided for Western Europe for almost 50 years. 

However, those who take a skeptical view of NATO enlargement raise questions about 
provoking Russia and drawing a “new Iron Curtain in Europe.’’ They also point to the tech- 
nical and financial difficulties involved in military integration and NATO interoperability. 
Other critics maintain that the countries of the former Warsaw Pact have not yet shown a 
sustained commitment to free market economies, democratic political institutions, and civil- 
ian control of the military. 

The naysayers of NATO enlargement are making the same mistakes that opponents of 
German reunification made in 1990. At that time, it was widely thought that the Soviet Un- 
ion would never accept a unified Germany. At most the Soviets might accept a long-term 
plan for confederation within a neutral Germany.16 Among the many dire warnings that 
came from the Soviets was the prediction by then Foreign Minister Eduard Shevardnadze 
that “Europe could come again to ruin on German soil.? British Prime Minister Margaret 
Thatcher and French President Fransois Mitterand were adamantly opposed to German uni- 
fication; many Germans balked at the tremendous costs to be borne by the West German 
taxpayer; and even after the reunification plan was announced, Soviet President Gorbachev 
warned the U.S. that a reunified Germany in NATO would be an absolutely “unacceptable 
shift in the balance of power.”17 

Ten months later, in October 1990, reunification was fact. More significantly, the reuni- 
fied Germany was not some neutral European entity, but a leading NATO member. What 
was unthinkable to the world less than a year before was neatly accomplished due to the 
driving leadership and vision of President George Bush and Chancellor Helmut Kohl. A 
comprehensive strategy was undertaken adroitly by these two leaders. President Bush in 

15 Stanley Meisler, “France’s Chirac Urges Revamped NATO in Address to U S .  Congress,” The LQS Angeles Times, February 2,  
1996, p. A2. 

16 See Philip Zelikow and Condoleeza Rice, Germany Unified and Europe Transformed: A Study in Statecraft (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1995). 

17 Josef Joffe, “Putting Germany Back Together,” Foreign Affairs, Vol. 75. No. I (JanuarylFebruary 1996), pp. 16 1 - 162 
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particular put forward a three-part plan which ensured that Germany would not work issues 
in isolation from the Soviets, that the Soviets would not feel forced into a corner, and that a 
unified Germany must be a full member of NATO. 

This courageous approach should have been adopted for NATO enlargement from the be- 
ginning. In fact, the window of opportunity for bringing a guarantee of peace and stability 
to Central Europe is rapidly disappearing. The Clinton Administration has dragged its feet 
on NATO enlargement, taking the exclusive counsel of its fears. The Administration had 
hoped that the soft line on NATO enlargement would encourage Russian democratic re- 
forms and make enlargement “easier” in the future. In essence, President Clinton has given 
Russia a veto over how, when, and where NATO will enlarge, ostensibly to gain Russian 
cooperation in Bosnia and stop a hard-line trend that already has occurred and is getting 
worse. However, it is clear that being soft on NATO enlargement has not stopped the 
Russian drift away from democratic reforms. The election results in the Russian Duma and 
the appointment of hard-liner Yevgeny Primakov as Russian Foreign Minister should give 
notice that the trend is most likely in the other direction. l 9  

The U.S. needs a plan to admit Poland, Hungary, the Czech Republic; and Slovakia as 
soon as possible. The first pillar of this plan would offer full membership for these coun- 
tries. To be sure, there will be technical difficulties, i d  these countries will put a financial 
burden on NATO. However, the costs are far outweighed by the greater geopolitical good 
of NATO enlargement. Full NATO membership for these Central European countries will 
bring them a security and stability they have never known. 

A purely military line that distinguishes NATO from non-NATO should stop for the time 
being after the admission of these four countries. As with German reunification, Russia 
must be convinced that while she has no veto, she is a partner in Europe and her security . 

concerns are a consideration. Limited NATO enlargement will make it clear that enlarge- 
ment is not intended to encircle Russia with an adversarial alliance. 

dropping its membership provision. Other useful aspects of PFP, such as association 
through defense cooperation, should be retained. PFP offers an official association with 
NATO and the implicit guarantee of full membership. However, it also perpetuates a dam- 
aging myth: that NATO eventually can include every part of the former Soviet Union (in- 
cluding Russia). Such a move is unsound for several reasons. Admitting all the PFP states 
to NATO would dilute the cohesion of NATO as a focused alliance of collective defense. A 
NATO of some 40 nations, including Russia or other former Soviet Republics, would be a 
collective security organization as unwieldy and ineffective as the OSCE or U.N. NATO 
cannot be all things to all people; if it attempts to do so, it will lose the unique and formida- 
ble cohesion that makes it the most functional military alliance in existence. 

To reinforce this point, NATO must modify the Partnership for Peace program (PFP) by 

18 See Peter W. Rodman, “Yalta in the Balkans,” National Review, December 25. 1995, p. 23, and “Understanding with 
Moscow,” The Washington Post, January 16. 1996, p. A15. 

19 See Ariel Cohen. “The Duma Elections: Russian Reformers Beware,” Heritage Foundation Executive Memorandum No. 443. 
December 29, 1995, and Stephan Halper, “While We Weren’t Watching Russia,” The Washington Times, January 25, 1996, p. 
A17. 
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I TOWARD A REVITALIZED NATO 

The Clinton Administration has failed to develop a sound strategy for NATO. Lacking a 
practical vision for America’s role in Europe, President Clinton has taken the alliance in 
dangerous directions. If the present course is not changed, it could threaten the survival of 
the alliance. To give NATO badly needed focus in the post-Cold War era, Congress needs 
to step into the breach opened by the President’s failure to articulate a coherent NATO strat- 
egy. Congress should consider, as an amendment to the FY 1997 Defense authorization 
bill, a NATO Revitalization Act that: 

0 Spells out America’s vital national interests in Europe, explains the reasons for 
America’s participation in NATO and the U.S. strategic role, and states that NATO is 
a political insurance policy that ensures Europe will not be dominated by a hostile 
power or bloc of powers; 

8 Defines the principles governing U.S. military participation in NATO, states that any 
significant American combat force commitment to a NATO operation must be firmly 
grounded in NATO’s core mission of collective defense, and recognizes that U.S. 
forces must make a unique and decisive contribution to NATO military action; 

@ Encourages the Europeans to take lead roles in addressing marginal and peripheral 
security problems while guaranteeing an active U.S. support role in these endeavors; 

@ Offers immediate NATO membership to Poland, Hungary, the Czech Republic, and 
Slovakia and drops the implicit guarantee of membership for other countries in the 
Partnership for Peace program. 

CONCLUSION 

NATO is an American alliance. It is a tool that America needs to defend its vital national 
interests in Europe. It does not need charity work in the form of attempting to reinvent, itself 
as a pan-European alliance of collective security. NATO protects the political freedom and 
economic prosperity of the United States, and serves as an effective means to this end. 

NATO needs to get back to basics. In the absence of a clear and present danger to 
Europe, it has lost its focus. It has tried to become relevant by embarking on military make- 
work programs for the United Nations, and now on its own behalf. These diffuse efforts 
have diluted-NATO’s cohesion and caused U.S. public support for the alliance to erode. 

A NATO Revitalization Act will refocus the alliance and preserve American support for 
the U.S. role in Europe. It will enhance this support by laying out principles guiding U.S. 
military action in NATO. These criteria will serve to put forth a clearly understood and sen- 
sible division of labor in NATO that will keep the alliance strong. This strong, cohesive, 
and focused NATO must undertake limited enlargement to extend the zone of peace, secu- 
rity, and freedom to Poland, Hungary, the Czech Republic, and Slovakia. This will enhance 
NATO as an alliance of collective defense. Forestalling enlargement and failing to refocus 
NATO will, at best, turn the alliance into an incohesive and emasculated collective security 
organization that bears no resemblance to its robust predecessor. 

John Hillen 
Policy Analyst 
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