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Russia is preparing for a conflict with NATO and NATO is preparing for a possible
confrontation with Russia.” These are provocative words from the European Leadership
Network, a British think tank. The think tank argues that the recent spate of exercises
conducted by NATO and Russia is increasing tensions between both sides. They are
threatening European security.

Europe’s security architecture was completely undermined when Russia annexed Crimea in
March 2014. Since then, Russian-backed separatists have destabilized large parts of eastern
Ukraine.

The result is that Europe’s post-Cold War security architecture has lost any kind of
predictability. Russia’s violation of internationally recognized borders has led to a certain
kind of insecurity in Europe, with growing fears by the Baltic states and other NATO members
about Russia’s long-term intentions along NATO’s eastern and northern flanks.
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That is why over the past few months NATO has been conducting exercises in the region. The
largest, held in June, consisted of 15,000 troops. Belatedly, NATO has agreed to boost the
defenses of the Baltic states, Poland and the Alliance’s southern flank in order to reassure its
allies.

Such reassurances fall short of permanently deploying NATO forces in any of these countries.
There is neither the political will nor the military capabilities to do so. Germany, for one,
opposes any such permanent deployment among NATO’s eastern members.

Furthermore, the majority of NATO countries have no intention of spending more on defense.
Any chance that NATO members will each meet the target of spending 2 percent of gross
domestic product on defense that was agreed in principle during the NATO summit in Cardiff,
Wales last year, is slight to say the least.

For all that, Russia continues to goad NATO.

Its ‘snap exercise’ held last March consisted of 80,000 military personnel. Russia has
repeatedly skirted the airspace of several NATO countries.

The kidnapping nearly a year ago of Eston Kohver, a counter-intelligence officer in Estonia’s
security agency shows how far Russia is willing to go to rattle small NATO member states.
Kohver was sentenced yesterday by a Russian court to 15 years in prison.

On a bigger scale, Russia is also trying to carve out its own sphere of influence in the Arctic
region, moves that both NATO members (Denmark, Iceland and Norway) and non-NATO
members, Sweden and Finland are particularly worried about.

Indeed, along with Poland and the Baltic states, it is this group of countries that see Russia as
a major threat to their security and not just because of what Russia is doing in Ukraine.

Just as Ukraine has become a competition over values between Russia and the European
Union, the Arctic region and Ukraine are becoming new sources of strategic competition
between Russia and the West.

Despite its military exercises and decision to boost the defenses of the Baltic States, NATO is
wholly unprepared for this kind of competition.

Its 28 members still do not share a common threat perception. The southern members,
particularly Spain, Italy, Greece and Turkey are understandably more worried about the
turmoil engulfing the Middle East than what Russia is doing in Ukraine.

NATO countries are also divided over any future enlargement of the Alliance. The small
Western Balkan country of Montenegro is lobbying hard to be admitted to NATO at its next
summit that will be held in Warsaw, Poland. Even at that, it is not certain that Montenegro’s
efforts will be rewarded.

As for Macedonia that has met all of NATO’s criteria for membership, Greece will continue to
block its entry because of disagreements over what name Macedonia — cumbersomely called
the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia — should be called.



There is absolutely no appetite by several big NATO countries to even offer Georgia the
Membership Action Plan that would put it firmly on the path toward NATO membership.
Several NATO countries said they don’t want to provoke Russia or send the wrong signal to
Russia. In reality, this view amounts to Russia having a veto over further NATO enlargement.

Most European members of NATO are woefully unprepared to compensate for the American
pivot to Asia and its gradual withdrawal from Europe. The U.S. is NATO’s security guarantee
for the Western alliance.

That security guarantee has been consistently taken for granted by the Europeans. A poll
conducted by the Pew Research Center concluded that it would be the U.S. and Canada, not the
Europeans, that would defend any ally attacked by Russia. So much for NATO’s collective
defense doctrine and its commitment to Article 5 that obliges a member to assist any other
member that is attacked.

The longer the Europeans refuse to understand the changing dynamics of the transatlantic
relationship the more Russia will try and exploit to its advantage the weaknesses of the
Alliance. That is exactly what Russia is trying to do in Ukraine, its ambitions in the Arctic and
its big military exercises.

NATO’s response and resolve will only be really tested if Russia moves the conflict to an
Alliance member.
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