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Introduction

T
hroughout the course of its history, the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) has gener-
ated numerous Strategic Concepts. These docu-
ments are intended to serve as the basis for its 
operational doctrine, to provide a cogent assess-

ment of security threats to the member countries, to outline 
NATO’s basic geopolitical commitments, and to function as a 
template for political consensus in times of crisis. 

In spite of the inherent value of these Concepts, NATO 
has been faced with a complex and draining war in Afghanistan. 
Its failure to adequately adapt and perform in this conflict has 
led some influential political officials to express serious doubt 
about NATO’s effectiveness, as well as to the likelihood of its 
continued presence and function. For example, former U.S. 
Secretary of State, Condoleezza Rice, stated on 6 February 
2008: “I do think the alliance is facing a real test here [in 
Afghanistan…] There are certain allies that are in more dan-
gerous parts of the country, and we believe very strongly that 
there ought to be a sharing of that burden throughout the alli-

ance.”1 Or, as U.S. Secretary of Defense Robert Gates has 
stated: “I worry a great deal about the alliance evolving into a 
two–tiered alliance in which you have some allies willing to 
fight and die to protect peoples’ security, and others who are 
not. And I think that it puts a cloud over the future of the alli-
ance, if this is to endure and perhaps even get worse.”2     

To contend with these growing tribulations, NATO lead-
ers met in Lisbon in November 2010 to discuss the future of 
the Alliance, and to generate a new Strategic Concept. It is 
hoped that this new Concept will rejuvenate the Alliance’s 
strategic direction. And, according to the former NATO 
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Secretary General Jaap De 
Hoop Scheffer, such a 
renewal can best be had by 
incorporating the “funda-
mental lessons from our 
operations in Afghanistan 
and Kosovo.”3 

These intended lessons 
ought to include the knowl-
edge of the complexity of the 
operational issues facing the 
Alliance. First, each state 
involved has a distinct orga-
nizational system of com-
mand and control in theatre. 
This creates a situation 
wherein the cumbersome 
nature of the Alliance’s 
method of hierarchical deci-
sion-making — formerly 
used during the Cold War in 
large measure to prevent 
inadvertent escalation to 
nuclear war — is paired with 
varying degrees of horizontal incompatibility, as the different 
national forces face greater operational friction when employed 
in joint tasks. In terms of doctrine, these issues can be recon-
ciled politically through the North Atlantic Council (NAC) and 
the processes of consensus building that are indicative of 
NATO’s structure.4 But, ultimately, the need for a reorganization 
of the Alliance is derived from NATO’s basic military purpose. 
For, as Colonel Harry G. Summers Jr. notes: “It is axiomatic in 
military strategy that one can never factor out the enemy.”5 So, 
while the NATO member countries could, 
through the proper cultivation of political 
will, reconcile the Alliance’s internal issues, 
each must consciously contend with the fact 
that NATO is increasingly challenged by what 
has been described as a highly mobile and 
adaptive “fourth generation enemy.”6 That is, 
NATO’s cohesion is being tested by opposing 
forces that have learned that the accumulation 
of small political and military defeats can bring down giants; 
and, that the Alliance, so effective during the Cold War when its 
forces were not actively employed in a combat role, faces great 
problems in adapting to the remarkable fluidity of the emerging 
international environment.7

This point intimates the second reality of NATO’s post-
Cold War context, that, in contrast to the Cold War situation 
where force posture and troop deployment produced success 
through the logic of deterrence, NATO forces are now being 
employed, and, therefore, both the credibility and effectiveness 
of the Alliance are brought into general question. As General 
Wesley K. Clark, the Supreme Allied Commander Europe 
(SACEUR) noted during the time of the Alliance’s commit-
ment to operations within Kosovo: “Once we began to use 
force, we had to succeed.”8 As he further maintained, “we put 
NATO’s credibility on the line. We have to follow through and 
make it work. There’s no real alternative now.”9  

These operational and political realities beg the primary 
research question that had guided this article: Given the his-
tory of NATO’s engagement in Kosovo and Afghanistan, what 
should have been the central military components of the new 
NATO Strategic Concept? In response, I propose three compo-
nents that should have been included in the new Strategic 
Concept if we want the Alliance to remain at the centre of our 
national security strategy. First, the entire Concept ought to be 
grounded in the recognition that NATO’s new security envi-

ronment is characterized by a different stra-
tegic principle than that of the Cold War. 
That is, that force deployment no longer 
results in security and that now NATO forces 
must also be functional when actively 
employed in combat roles. Second, in recog-
nizing the decentralized and mobile nature of 
contemporary non-state military security 
challenges, any new Strategic Concept 

should embrace the face of battle and prescribe a force posture 
that emphasizes the decentralization of command and control 
into the theatre of operations. Third, such a proposition must 
also contend with the fact that NATO is a consensus-driven 
alliance, and that open-ended and authoritative prescriptions 
with respect to force posture and command and control will 
likely be greeted with a considerable degree of marked skepti-
cism. Thus, drawing from the evidence of NATO’s wars in 
Kosovo and Afghanistan, I propose that an operative caveat be 
included that ‘delimits’ the times at which the clause would 
hold an effect. Essentially, because NATO undertakes both 
voluntary (Kosovo) and involuntary (Afghanistan) wars, the 
functionality of the proposed command and control compo-
nent ought to be directly contingent upon the type of war that 
is being waged.   

To determine the validity of these proposed ideas, I present 
an analysis of two case studies. The first case considers the 
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On 9 May 1999, General Wesley Clark, Supreme Allied Commander of Europe, visits Navy and Marine main-
tainers deployed to Aviano Air Base, Italy, in support of NATO Operation Allied Force.

“To determine the 
validity of these pro-

posed ideas, I present 
an analysis of two 

case studies.”
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employment of NATO forces in Kosovo, assessing the impact 
of the employed command and control systems through the lens 
of the 1991 Strategic Concept. The second case considers the 
International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) mission in 
Afghanistan, interpreted through that most recent 1999 Concept. 

The bulk of this article was written in the spring of 2010. 
It was presented as a paper at an Atlantic Council of Canada 
conference on NATO’s New Strategic Concept and was pub-
lished in an ‘in-house’ edited volume that was later sent to 
NATO headquarters in order to contribute to the dialogue over 
what the new Concept should include.10 In the conclusion of 
the current article, I provide an update to this analysis of 
NATO’s new Strategic Concept — Active Engagement, 
Modern Defence — in light of the original findings of the two 
case studies.  

The 1991 Strategic Concept 

The end of the Cold War was a tumultuous time. For even 
as the political cohesion of the Warsaw Pact began to 

crumble — giving hope to the millions of oppressed people in 
its satellite countries — the absolute percentage of Soviet 
Union armament expenditures continued to increase, and the 
old logic of the Cold War seemed so firmly entrenched as to 
preclude a peaceable resolution.11 Yet, the breaking down of 
the Berlin Wall in 1989-1990 symbolized the culmination of a 
series of events that had really been fermenting and in process 
for many years. Shortly thereafter, on 6 June 1990, NATO 
began to respond to these changes in its geo-strategic environ-
ment. First, it issued the London Declaration, which recog-
nized the imminent demise of the Soviet Union as it had pre-
viously been understood. The Declaration affirmed: “…[that] 
the Soviet Union has embarked on the long journey towards a 
free society.”12 Yet, it also reiterated NATO’s purpose, stating: 
“We will remain a defensive alliance and will continue to 
defend all the territory of all our members. We have no aggres-
sive intentions and we commit ourselves to the peaceful reso-
lution of all disputes.”13 

NATO further responded by undertaking an internal stra-
tegic review.14 As the London Declaration stated: 

NATO will prepare a new allied military strategy 
moving away from ‘forward defence’ where appro-
priate to reflect a reduced forward presence and 
modifying ‘flexible response’ to reflect a reduced 
reliance upon nuclear weapons. In that connection 
NATO will elaborate new force plans consistent with 
the revolutionary changes in Europe.15

At the Rome Summit held on 8 November 1991, the 
NATO countries issued a new Strategic Concept to contend 
with the rapid changes in the international security environ-
ment. The Concept affirmed the changing nature of the secu-
rity environment stating: “… [that] the monolithic, massive 
and potentially immediate threat which was the principal 
concern of the Alliance in its first forty years has disappeared. 
On the other hand, a great deal of uncertainty about the future 
and risks to the security of the Alliance remains.”16 

It was also recognized that, with the removal of the 
Soviet threat, an unfamiliar degree of fluidity had returned to 
the conduct of international affairs. And so, “… in contrast 
with the predominant threat of the past, the risks to Allied 
security that remain are multi-faceted in nature and multi-
directional, which makes them hard to predict.”17 NATO’s 
military forces, then, in order to respond to this proliferating 
list of risks and threats, needed to adapt as well. As General 
John Galvin, the SACEUR at the time of the Rome Summit, 
optimistically stated: “Our military forces will be capable of 
several missions, including deterrence and support for crisis 
management, peace-keeping, humanitarian assistance, and, as 
before, the defense of Alliance territory.”18

It is here—within such an optimistic claim—that the cru-
cial connection between the Alliance’s Strategic Concepts and 
its military strategy emerges. NATO’s Military Committee 
(MC) employs the templates of force posture and command 

and control held in the latter sections 
of the Alliance’s Strategic Concept as 
the basic constraints upon its resultant 
military strategy. There was potentially 
some value, then, to the claim made in 
the 1991 Concept: “… to ensure that 
… the Allies’ forces can play an effec-
tive role in both managing crises and 
in countering aggression against any 
Ally, they will require enhanced flexi-
bility and mobility and an assured 
capability for augmentation when nec-
essary.”19 This advocated force posture 
could, perhaps, have gone a long way 
towards providing a sound template for 
military action. Yet, as the next section 
on NATO’s Operation Allied Force 
demonstrates, the connection between 
the prescribed force posture elements 
of the Strategic Concept and the emer-
gent military action was missing a cen-
tral component. Dismantling of the Berlin Wall, 20 February 1990.
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Operation Allied Force:  
The Kosovo Campaign and its Implications

After the limited successes of the US-negotiated Dayton 
Accords in 1995, which ended, in a somewhat strained 

manner, the violence in Bosnia-Herzegovina; and, following 
the failure of the Rambouillet Peace Talks 
and the escalation of Serb violence against 
the 90 percent ethnic Albanian population in 
the province of Kosovo, NATO authorized an 
“activation warning” in an effort to dissuade 
Yugoslavia’s President, Slobodan Milosevic, 
from further violence.20 Amidst an integrated 
process of consensus-building in order to 
make a final decision as to whether to pro-
ceed to war, the NATO member nations 
attempted this act of coercive diplomacy.21 
Their valiantly derived and potentially effec-
tive act of diplomacy, backed by the threat of force, failed to 
result in a cessation of violence, however. And so, on 24 
March 1999, NATO launched Operation Allied Force, which 
called for intensive air strikes of Serb forces, logistical facili-
ties, and other high-valued military targets.22     

The Allied air strikes gradually assumed a thundering 
momentum. Thirteen out of the nineteen NATO member 
states contributed aircraft, and nine out of these thirteen 
undertook combat operations. Indeed, over the course of the 
78-day air campaign, over 35,000 sorties were flown, and 
23,000 individual munitions were expended.23 The ultimate 

purpose of the initiated military campaign — undertaken by 
means of air strikes, and, eventually, by the threat of a ground 
invasion — was to attack “… the Yugoslav military infra-
structure with the objective of deterring future attacks on 
Albanian Kosovars and degrading the ability of Yugoslav 
forces to carry on these operations.”24 In particular, NATO 
forces were to attack airfields, air defence systems, military 
barracks, and artillery pieces positioned in southern Serbia, 
communications centres, and some equipment production 
facilities. As the campaign continued, more targets were, of 
necessity, added. These additions included logistical support 
facilities, arms dumps, the national television network, and 
the electrical system. However, despite the rather widespread 
sharing of sortie missions by different Alliance members on 
the basis of contributed capabilities, the targeting of each site 
was further subject to a cumbersome system of dual decision 
and review. The military commanders of Allied Force would 
decide upon a target, and would then have to select, on the 
basis of nationally derived prerogatives and rules of engage-
ment, which country’s forces could be used in a particular 
operation. Moreover, in a process that worsened over the life 
of the conflict, all targeting decisions had to move vertically 
to the United States command structure, and to the Atlantic 
Council, before receiving a final approval. Such a duplication 
of decision-making and the secondary specification for target-
ing is not uncommon in Alliance actions. For stationary tar-
gets, such as those just presented, there was little lost in 
immediate tactical effect by extending the bombing period 
over time, in order to reconcile the internal alliance command 
and control issues. 

This loss of only nominal tactical efficacy, however, was 
outweighed by both political and strategic advantages that 
could have been obtained through the rapid targeting and 
destruction of targets within Serbia. Politically, the demonstra-
tion of resolve and the rapid destruction of targets by air assets 
carry with it a weight that can compel desired behavior from 

one’s opponents.25 Here, interesting substan-
tiation can be drawn from the morale effect of 
previous air campaigns, wherein the magni-
tude of a bombing run and its temporal com-
pression tend to enhance both the psychologi-
cal effects of the attacks and to reduce the 
extent and effectiveness of enemy adaption.26 
Thus, as General Wesley K. Clark, SACEUR, 
noted, “War has a logic and dynamic all its 
own and … a strategy of half-hearted incre-
mentalism was likely to fail.”27 

The more time the Serbs had to prepare for air strikes, 
the less real damage would be done, and less political effects 
would be generated by the attacks. This amounted to the 
same rudimentary problem found in all strategies of punish-
ment: damage must be delivered faster and with a more 
powerful magnitude than an opponent can withstand and 
from which that opponent can readily rebuild.28 Politically, 
NATO’s gradual escalation of the use of air power signaled 
trepidation and a transient level of commitment to Milosevic; 
a signaling which was largely a derivative of the cumber-
some system of command and control indicative of NATO 
military actions. 

General John Galvin, US Army.
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Strategically, the extension of the bombing period in time 
reduced its potential military effect, even on static targets, 
such as those which were initially selected for bombing. This 
is because countermeasures could be adequately undertaken, 
with essential mechanical and electronic components of logis-
tical facilities and production shops being moved to alterna-
tive locations, and air defence systems possibly prepared in 
order to attempt to bring down NATO aircraft.

Yet this problem — ultimately derived from an absence 
of political consensus over the commission of the war and 
exacerbated by the in-place system of command and control 
— was also compounded by the military reality of NATO’s 
opponent: the Serbian military forces. As General Clark noted 
of the Serbian position, attacks on static targets were of a sec-
ondary effect. For Milosevic’s primary centre of gravity was, 
not his industry, but his armed forces.29 And so, “We wanted 
to go after Milosevic’s ‘center of gravity,’” General Clark 
writes, “… the source of his power and strength.”30 

The targeting and destruction of the ground forces was, 
therefore, essential. As was to become quite apparent through-
out the extent of the campaign, air strikes on Serbian troops 
were highly ineffective at their purpose.31 The central crux of 
this issue was that NATO, as a complex political-military alli-
ance, could not adapt and learn as quickly or effectively as its 
opponents. As one NATO commander involved in Operation 
Allied Force noted: “We have a process challenge, not a 
resource challenge. We should not substitute force flow for 
strategy. We do not need additional resources.”32 And as 
General Clark later noted, this war “… was [essentially] an 
adaptive process and the Serbs were learning, too.”33 

In this particular case, Serb adaptation could not occur 
with only direct reference to NATO forces, as the presence of 

the Kosovo Liberation Army (KLA) 
entailed some martial contracts within 
the province that would need to be con-
fronted directly. But the Serbian military 
was more materially capable than the 
KLA. Thus, “each day, the organized 
KLA diminished,” noted General Clark, 
“and this, in turn, meant that the Serb 
forces could reposition, disperse and 
hide from our aircraft.”34 Essentially, as 
the Serb forces neared the completion of 
their primary military-political task, the 
relative impact of NATO forces dimin-
ished. The best opportunity to defeat the 
Serb forces, therefore, was in the initial 
stages of the conflict. 

The 1991 Strategic Concept called 
for ‘flexible and highly mobile’ NATO 
forces to fulfill the new security tasks 
that confronted the Alliance—such as 
instability and ethnic warfare in 
Kosovo—yet the sub-optimal outcome 
that was obtained belies the potential 
effectiveness of the Concept’s proposal. 
The problem here is found in the neces-

sary distinction between force posture and implementation. 
Thus, the crucial issue in the Kosovo campaign, was, as 
Steven Bowmen noted in a Congressional Research Brief, the 
trouble generated by ‘command by committee,’ which “… 
hampered NATO military leaders’ ability to wage an effective, 
rapidly responsive campaign. Target lists, weapons used, 
forces deployed were all subject to prior approval by all 
NATO governments. This slowed decision making, con-
strained operations, and sometimes emphasized political over 
military considerations.”35 And while an unclassified After-
Action Report on Kosovo and Operation Allied Force rightly 
illustrates that with regards to all command and control issues, 
“… any discussion of NATO-U.S. decision making processes 
must begin with the simple fact that the process worked,” the 
tensions nevertheless abounded and the actual conduct of the 
war was more troubling than necessary.36 Indeed, that same 
report concludes that NATO needed to improve its “political-
military process,”  particularly through enhanced contingency 
planning for out-of-area operations, a politically agreed-upon 
process for policy implementation, a unified structure of com-
mand and control, as well as a strengthening and enhancement 
of NATO’s political-military interface.37   

Had these prescriptions been implemented they would 
have found their earliest root in the 1999 Strategic Concept, 
which was drafted and issued on 23-24 April, even as the 
Kosovo Campaign raged.

The 1999 Strategic Concept

The 1999 Strategic Concept marked the 50th anniversary of 
the NATO alliance. In its assessment of NATO’s geostra-

tegic environment, it provided a more expansive list of secu-
rity threats than its predecessor. It also expanded the “funda-
mental security tasks” of the Alliance, to include security 

A Norwegian F-16 with an operational load, Kosovo, 1999.
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provision, consultation, deterrence 
and defence, crisis management, and 
partnership.38 In many respects, 
NATO, in search of a cohesive exter-
nal threat to provide the Alliance with 
a justification for its very existence 
had now proliferated the enumerated 
security threats to an almost encyclo-
pedic extent. The logic behind such a 
desperate search for meaning is sim-
ple. As Glenn Snyder has noted, it is 
often taken: “… [that] alliances have 
no meaning apart from the adversary 
threat to which they are a response.”39 

Some officials, such as former 
Secretary of State Warren 
Christopher, and former Secretary of 
Defense William Perry, are champi-
ons for both such an expansion of 
threats, but also for the use of NATO 
as “… an instrument for the projec-
tion of force anywhere the West’s 
‘collective interests’ are threat-
ened.”40 Indeed, the expansion of the prospective threats tends 
to increasingly illustrate a possible global commitment for 
the Alliance.41 This has also given increased salience to 
Article II of the North Atlantic Treaty, and the function of 
NATO as a democracy promoter with all that such a role 
entails, including alternative systems of civil-military rela-
tions, a provision of security to foster democratic transitions, 
and support for regime consolidations.42 

This nascent possibility of a global commitment was 
given an externally derived and destructive impetus on 11 
September 2001, and the primary form of response has not 
been contingent upon Article II, but, instead, has been one of 
collective self-defence, that is, an Article V response. The 11 
September terrorist attacks on New York and the Pentagon 
resulted in the Alliance’s first ever invocation of its collective 
defence clause, Article V. Indeed, the collective sentiment 
that was expressed after these attacks was almost overwhelm-
ing, as one statement of the North Atlantic Council indicated: 
“At this critical moment, the United States can rely on its 18 
Allies. … NATO solidarity remains the essence of our 
Alliance. Our message to the people of the United States is 
that we are with you. Our message to those who perpetrated 
these unspeakable crimes is equally clear: you will not get 
away with it.”43 Also, the determination to employ NATO 
military forces to address this challenge was clear. As then-
Secretary General of the Alliance, Lord Robertson, stated: 
“These barbaric acts constitute intolerable aggression against 
democracy and underline the need for the international com-
munity and the members of the alliance to unite their forces 
in fighting the scourge of terrorism.”44 Thus, while a consen-
sus to invoke Article V was necessary, once that choice had 
been made, any military action that was to follow was no 
longer a war of volition, but was instead a war of need. 
Herein, the member countries of NATO had placed the future 
of the Alliance on the line and now had to successfully com-
plete any resultant task. 

The 1999 Concept, partially as a response to early analy-
sis of the Kosovo mission, had included a more rigorous sec-
tion on force posture, even raising some issues of command 
and control. The Concept called for more coherent “proce-
dures for consultation, an integrated military structure, and 
co-operation agreements.”45 It also reiterated the need for 
mobility and flexibility in operations, “… in both the near 
and the long term and for the full range of its mission, [NATO 
will] require essential operational capabilities such as effec-
tive engagement capability; deployability and mobility; sur-
vivability of forces and infrastructure; and sustainability, 
incorporating logistics and force rotation.”46  

As with the 1991 Strategic Concept, this most recent 
attempt did an adequate job of indicating the scope of possi-
ble political-military issues, and prescribing actions to over-
come them in a preparatory sense. As we shall see with 
respect to NATO’s military action in Afghanistan, however, 
the central problem which emerges is that both of these post-
Cold War Strategic Concepts speak only to the actions 
involved in the preparation for war, while largely ignoring 
the actual conduct of war.47 

Afghanistan: Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF) and 
the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF)

Afghanistan has a long and war ridden history; a narrative 
that is filled with the repulsion of invaders, and associ-

ated with extensive political ramifications.48 Yet, America and 
its allies were drawn into this country by the Taliban’s refusal 
to turn over Osama Bin Laden in the weeks that followed the 
11 September attacks. By 26 September 2001, US covert 
operatives had infiltrated Afghanistan’s northern portion to 
make contact with the leadership of the United Islamic Front 
for the Salvation of Afghanistan, also known as the Northern 
Alliance.49 By 15 October, these teams had made contact and 
had begun planning “… for [a] combined offensive action 

Lord Robertson
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against the Taliban.”50 As the joint offensive proceeded south-
wards, the Taliban forces organized into large formations to 
stop their advancement.51 This action made the Taliban fight-
ers particularly vulnerable to US and UK air strikes, which 
quickly decimated their ranks. By 8 December 2001, the 
Taliban and al-Qaeda forces had abandoned the cities, and fled 
to the mountainous regions of the southernmost provinces of 
Helmand and Kandahar, along the Pakistani border.52 

The enemy had learned. It had adapted to US, UK, and 
allied strength by dispersing and assuming a more net-
worked and decentralized method of war 
fighting. Yet, large US unit operations con-
tinued. During Operation Anaconda in 
2002, for example, more than 2000 US and 
allied forces swept the mountains in 
Afghanistan’s eastern regions, and while 
these operations resulted in some 500 
Taliban deaths, it was beginning to be rec-
ognized that a different form of warfare had 
begun to emerge. As then-CIA Director George Tenet stated 
in late-2002: “You’re entering into another phase here that 
is actually more difficult, because you’re probably looking 
at smaller units that intend to operate against you in a clas-
sic insurgency format.”53  The Taliban had now adopted the 
loose characteristics of a “fourth generation enemy.” That 
is, they now employed “… a networked, flexible force that 
avoids contact except on its own terms. It focuses on low-
intensity activities.”54 

By late-December 2001, the United Nations had man-
dated an International Security Assistance Force (ISAF). By 
August 2003, NATO had assumed full operational responsi-
bilities for the ISAF mission in Afghanistan. But, following 
the US diversion of political focus and troops to Iraq in early-
2003, there was also a divergence of opinion over NATO’s 
presence and proper role in 
Afghanistan.55 

NATO’s ISAF mission 
is the largest out-of-area 
operational force that has 
been employed in the 
Alliance’s history, consisting 
of 41,000 troops.56 Many 
nations have, due to domes-
tic political reasons, imposed 
strict national caveats upon 
the use of their forces. 
Germany and Italy, for 
example, will not allow their 
forces to be used in combat 
operations in the southern 
provinces. The effect upon 
NATO’s forces is a drastic 
reduction in its employable 
contingents. Thus, while 
NATO’s deployment is 
equivalent to about four 
divisions of troops, “… in 
most military engagements it 

is able to fight effectively at no more than battalion level.”57 
The result is that, in most cases involving the actual employ-
ment of troops, NATO’s resources appear to be lacking. As 
Lieutenant General David Richards, the Commander of NATO 
forces from July 2006 to February 2007 stated:

Our force levels in 2006 were just sufficient to contain 
the insurgency. Significant capability gaps remain that 
restricted my ability to reinforce where the situation dictated. 
As a result of too few forces, we have found it difficult to 
maintain security where we have gained it. … Given the 

nature of the insurgency that we are now 
fighting, we should look again at force 
requirements and adjust as necessary.58

But, as with the NATO employment in 
Kosovo, the issue is not really a resource 
challenge, it is a process challenge. As Ilana 
Bet-El and General Rupert Smith have noted: 
“… to a certain extent, size in itself is not the 

priority problem. Afghanistan has shown the difficulties this 
Cold War relic [NATO] has when facing modern warfare, no 
matter the troop levels.”59  

With the major tactical defeat which the Taliban received 
during the course of Operation Medusa in 2006, NATO is no 
longer confronted by any large scale formations that would 
present, either a singular existential danger to the ISAF mis-
sion, or a functional target for more NATO troops. The result 
is that the tactical situations have become more complex. 
These engagements are now less determined by technology 
and military material, and more by the small-unit skill of 
NATO forces.  And so, as Lieutenant General Richards further 
notes: “… as the complexity of operations develops, we need 
to adapt our preparation and training. All our soldiers need to 
be able to handle complex and sophisticated situations.”60  

Operation Medusa.
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“The Taliban had 
now adopted the 

loose characteristics 
of a ‘fourth genera-

tion enemy.’”
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The real issue, then, is that the enemy which NATO con-
fronts “… constantly refines its tactics through experimenta-
tion, widely disseminates its findings through the media, and 
supports its semi-independent cells through travelling train-
ers.”61 Thus, NATO is confronted by an adversary whose 
strategy is to commit 
one thousand small cuts 
upon the perceived occu-
piers, to essentially 
drain the enemy of its 
will to fight, and to 
slowly obtain victory. 
Under these protracted 
circumstances, it is clear 
that NATO forces “… 
must be capable of 
resisting each cut indi-
vidually. That can only 
be done by the forces 
present at the time of the 
cut, regardless of size.”62 

Those insurgent 
forces that are challeng-
ing NATO are able to 
employ such damaging 
sma l l -un i t  t a c t i c s 
because they lack any 
standardization of doc-
trine, which allows for 
constant tactical innova-
tions. Essentially, in 
terms of their military purpose, the insurgents are only mar-
ginally directed from any central source, and thus are able to 
exploit weakness and follow-up on tactical advantages. In 
contrast, NATO forces are directed from the centre, both in 
terms of the vertical nature of the Alliance structure, as well 
as the horizontal command and control issues that are derived 
from the various national governments. Yet, small-unit forces 
that are adaptable and flexible in their tactics are crucial to 
success in this type of war fighting.63 Thus, as RAND analyst 
Seth G. Jones maintains: “Perhaps the most significant com-
mand and control lesson that can be learned from the counter-
insurgency in Afghanistan was the need to decentralize 
authority to the small unit level.”64 As Jones further notes, to 
obtain this necessary form of command and control “… 
means giving infantry commanders the responsibility, auton-
omy, and distance from higher headquarters that is now held 
only by special forces. … Commanders must empower small-
unit leaders to deal with the challenges encountered during 
counterinsurgency operations, including the authority to rou-
tinely make decisions currently made by battalion and bri-
gade combat team commanders.”65 

“Active Engagement, Modern Defence” 

As was the case with the 1999 Strategic Concept, NATO 
undertook the planning, drafting, and adoption of its 

new Strategic Concept, “Active Engagement, Modern 
Defence,” in the midst of an ongoing operation—namely, the 
war in Afghanistan. As this conflict continues, I am certain 

that the precepts of the new Concept will appear increasingly 
outdated. The new Concept is not overly predictive or for-
ward looking, but, when viewed on the basis of NATO’s past 
operations, it does incorporate many principles that ought to 
improve its military effectiveness.

Conclusion

In this article, I have argued that, on the basis of NATO’s 
two main post-Cold War expeditionary operations—

Kosovo and Afghanistan—the Alliance ought to have incor-
porated three features into its newest Strategic Concept: 1) 
an emphasis upon the actual employment of forces; 2) a 
decentralization of command and control; and 3) a prescrip-
tion emphasizing greater burden-sharing across the Alliance, 
even to the level of drawing a distinction between voluntary 
and involuntary wars. 

The evidence from Kosovo and Afghanistan suggests that 
NATO needed to recognize that the international security envi-
ronment has radically changed since the end of the Cold War. 
Specifically, that the deployment of NATO forces for deterrent 
purposes is no longer sufficient to achieve the security of its 
member countries. The Alliance can now achieve security only 
through the active employment of its forces. 

In some respects, the new Strategic Concept does capture 
this component within its numerous prescriptions. While 
dressed in more politically correct language than I have pro-
vided here, the new Concept does state that the Alliance will 
“… develop and maintain robust, mobile, and deployable 
conventional forces to carry out our Article V responsibilities 
and the Alliance’s expeditionary operations.”66 Put otherwise, 
it will effectively maintain its employable forces. Similarly, it 
is further noted that, to retain a functional allocation of 

Operation Medusa.
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resources, NATO must now “… maximize the deployability 
of [its] forces, and their capacity to sustain operations in the 
field, including by undertaking focused efforts to meet 
NATO’s usability targets.”67 Again, while the language empha-
sizes the ‘deployability’ of NATO forces, the 
implicit emphasis is placed upon the actual 
use of forces in combat and complex expedi-
tionary roles.   

The second proposed component—a 
decentralization of command and control—
also finds some representation in the new 
Concept. The emphasis is now placed upon 
the need for integrated civilian, development, and military 
operations, with inherently decentralized forms of war and 
military operations being given a place of prominence. In this 
regard, the Concept notes: “The lessons learned from NATO 
operations, in particular in Afghanistan and the Western 
Balkans, make it clear that a comprehensive political, civil-
ian, and military approach is necessary for effective crisis 
management.”68 Moreover, it is also noted that in order to 
retain its effectiveness NATO, must now “… develop doctrine 
and military capabilities for expeditionary operations, includ-
ing counterinsurgency, stabilization and reconstruction opera-
tions.”69 As highlighted during the case analysis, effective 
counterinsurgency and other types of modern operations are 
inherently decentralized. By emphasizing these types of oper-
ations, the new Strategic Concept notes, again implicitly, that 
command and control prerogatives ought to be devolved as 
much as possible and practicable. 

This leaves only the final component, namely, that an 
authoritative provision be made to ensure the equitable and 
active participation of all NATO member nations in future 
expeditionary operations. As a distinctly political prescrip-

tion, and one that trammels upon member 
nations’ sovereignty and national preroga-
tives, this aspect is clearly the least likely to 
find any representation in the new Concept. 
It is not surprising, then, that the only refer-
ence to burden-sharing or the need for soli-
darity of purpose within NATO operations is 
minimal and quite lacking in specificity. In 
the section on core principles and tasks, the 

new Concept posits: “The security of NATO members on both 
sides of the Atlantic is indivisible. We will continue to defend 
it together, on the basis of solidarity, shared purpose and fair 
burden-sharing.”70 This prescription lacks specification, par-
ticularly a clear definition of “fair burden-sharing.” The new 
Concept is not, therefore, divorced from the politics of its 
member nation states. It grants them all the full rights and 
autonomy of their national prerogatives. In many ways, this is 
inevitable and totally expected. It is also pragmatic and polit-
ically motivated. 

Yet, while these characteristics are possibly virtues, the 
absence of a clear and authoritative statement on the com-
plexity of undertaking joint-operations in a world that increas-
ingly demands active and cooperative military action is a lia-
bility. Several NATO member countries will inevitably free-
ride upon the security guarantee provided by the Alliance, 

“The Alliance can 
now achieve security 

only through the 
active employment 

of its forces.”
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and fail to contribute to both present and future operations in 
an equitable manner. But, while this is an issue, it is poten-
tially less a failure of the Strategic Concept than a failure of 
the political solidarity of the Alliance itself. In the future, 
when NATO is called upon again to act in a collective man-
ner, we must only hope that the leaders of the member coun-
tries still see the value in the Alliance. In this respect, the fact 
that two of the three prescribed components of a new and 

functional Concept, as presented in this paper, are repre-
sented in the new Strategic Concept, might just be a harbin-
ger of blessing. It demonstrates that the Alliance has learned 
from past operations and evolved in its approach. In fact, it 
might just mean that the Alliance can, indeed, increase its 
military functionality in the contemporary world.


