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INTRODUCTION 

At the end of the Second World War, major European powers - Germany, France and Great 
Britain - were in varying states of devastation and exhaustion from a long, bitter war. A power 
vacuum existed in Europe. With Germany defeated and under allied occupation, and Britain and 
France preoccupied with reconstruction, only the United States and the Soviet Union were in a posture 
to assert themselves. The United States, from across the Atlantic, and the Soviet Union, from the 
eastern periphery of Europe, would soon be engaged in a struggle for the fate of Europe. The North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) would become a major factor in determining the outcome of 
this struggle referred to as the Cold War.1 

This paper reviews the evolution of NATO and the adjustments underway and foreseen to keep 
NATO a relevant and viable defense alliance. Fundamental U.S. interests in a stable and secure Europe 
underlie continued U.S. military involvement in NATO military structures. 

COLD WAR ORIGINS 

NATO was formed at the height ofthe post-World War II tensions between the West, led by the 
United States, and the Soviet Union. The Soviet Union, pursuing a policy of expansion which had 
begun long before the end of the Second World War, had, by 1945, annexed almost 180,000 square 
miles of territory with a population of more than 23 million people. 2 This territory included the Baltic 
states of Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia, which were annexed in 1940, together with parts of Finland, 
Romania, eastern Poland, northeastern Germany and eastern Czechoslovakia. 

The Soviet Union also carved out a sphere of domination over the other countries of Eastern 
Europe. These countries, on whose soil Red Army troops had pursued the retreating Germans, came 
under the political domination of Moscow. The Communist parties in these countries, in close 
consultation with Moscow, came to dominate the governments of these states. All of Eastern Europe 
"from Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic"-Czechoslovakia, East Germany, Romania, 
Bulgaria, Albania, Hungary and the remainder of Poland - came under the control of the Soviet 
Union. 



The Soviet Union undermined efforts to reach international agreements on a postwar settlement 
for Europe. After the war, peace treaties were required to resolve such issues as territorial claims and 
reparations between the Allies-Britain, the United States, France, the Soviet Union and the 17 other 
members of the United Nations- and the defeated Axis countries. The treaties between the Allies 
and the " Axis-satellite" powers ofltaly, Romania, Bulgaria, Hungary and Finland were not concluded 
until February 1947, nearly two years after the war. This long delay was largely due to Soviet 
intransigence. Three of the treaties, of course, were practically meaningless because Romania, 
Bulgaria and Hungary were under Soviet occupation. A treaty with Austria was not signed unti11955. 
The "Final Settlement with Respect to Germany," known as the Two-plus-Four Treaty, was not 
reached until after the Cold War, in 1990.3 

The future status of Germany became a particularly bitter source of division among the former 
Allies of World War II. In June 1948, the Soviet Union, in response to British and American efforts 
to consolidate their zones in western Germany, began a blockade of all lines of ground transportation 
linking the Western zones of Germany with the capital, Berlin. The West, led by the United States, 
responded to the "Berlin Blockade" by beginning a major airlift of food and supplies to the beleaguered 
population in the Western sectors of Berlin. This airlift, which lasted over nine months, ended in 
victory for the West when, in May 1949, the Soviets finally called off the blockade. 

It was in this postwar atmosphere of Soviet intransigence and tensions that the West Europeans 
began organizing for their mutual defense. 

EUROPEAN EFFORTS AT SELF -DEFENSE 

On March 4, 1947, Britain and France signed the Dunkirk Treaty. This treaty was one of 
"alliance and mutual assistance," and it provided for closer consultations in the economic, political and 
social affairs of the two countries.4 The Dunkirk Treaty was also a treaty of mutual defense. The 
signatory parties agreed to unite in the event of any renewed attempt at aggression by Germany. 
Though the treaty was aimed at Germany, the Soviet Union posed a more direct and immediate threat. 

On March 17, 1948, Britain, France, Luxembourg, the Netherlands and Belgium took a further 
step in providing for their security by signing the Brussels Treaty.5 This treaty, which was one of 
mutual assistance and defense, established the Brussels Treaty Organization, the forerunner of the 
present-day Western European Union (WEU). It was less directed at a renewal of German aggression 
than a signal of West European resolve to stand up to Soviet aggression. 

The Brussels Treaty also served as a signal to the United States that Western Europe was making 
an effort to provide for their own security. This show of effort was necessary to get assistance from 
the United States. The entry of the United States into a peacetime military alliance with a European 
power would be an action without precedence in the history of U.S. foreign policy. One of the U.S. 
negotiators of the North Atlantic Treaty stated that the conclusion of such a treaty "would constitute 
one of the most far-reaching changes in our foreign policy in U.S. history."6 
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The Vandenberg Resolution 

On June 11, 1948, the U.S. Senate passed a resolution sponsored by Michigan Republican 
Senator Arthur H. Vandenberg, chainnan of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, by a vote of 
64 to 4. This resolution, which recommended "the association of the United States, by constitutional 
process, with regional and other collective arrangements as are based on continuous and effective self­
help and mutual aid, and as affect its national security," would serve as the basis fornegotiations which 
led to the establishment of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NAT0).7 

The North Atlantic Treaty was negotiated and established on the basis of Article 1 of the United 
Nations Charter, which allows for national collective and self-defense. The need for a political and 
military commitment by the United States for the defense of Western Europe in the face of a clear 
Soviet political and military threat was obvious. Only the United States could provide the necessary 
resources, political, economic and military, to counterbalance the Soviet Union and its Eastern 
European satellites. 

Formation of NATO 

The North Atlantic Alliance was fonned on Apri14, 1949, when the leaders of 12 nations, meeting 
in Washington, D.C., signed the North Atlantic Treaty. The 12 countries were: the United States, 
Canada, Iceland, Great Britain, France, Belgium, the Netherlands, Luxembourg, Portugal, Italy, 
Norway and Denmark. This treaty became the foundation of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization. 

Article 10 provided for the accession of new members. On October 22, 1951, NATO member­
states signed a protocol which provided for the admission of Greece and Turkey, and on February 18, 
1952, the two countries acceded to the treaty. A subsequent protocol, signed on October 23, 1954, 
provided for the admission of West Gennany on May 9, 1955. On May 30, 1982, Spain was admitted, 
bringing the total membership to 16.8 

PURPOSE AND STRUCTURE OF NATO 

The purpose of the Alliance, as stated in the North Atlantic Treaty, is to "promote stability and 
well-being in the North Atlantic area." The parties to the treaty stated their detennination "to 
safeguard the freedom, common heritage and civilization of their peoples, founded on the principles 
of democracy, individual liberty and the rule of law." They also reaffinned "their faith in the purposes 
and principles of the Charter of the United Nations and their desire to live in peace with all peoples 
and all govemments."9 

The treaty itself is a short document, consisting of only 14 articles. The heart of the treaty is 
Article 5, which states that an anned attack on any one of the parties to the treaty shall be considered 
an attack on all of them, and further, that each of them shall "assist the Party or Parties so attacked" 
by taking immediate and all action deemed necessary to "restore and maintain the security of the North 
Atlantic area." The parties also agreed, as stated in Article 2, to coordinate their economic policies 
and strengthen their free institutions.10 
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The North Atlantic Council 

In order to institutionalize the Alliance, the North Atlantic Council was established, under Article 
9 of the Treaty. The purpose of the Council is to "consider matters concerning the implementation 
of this Treaty." 

The Council was also given the authority to establish subsidiary bodies for the purpose of 
implementing the provisions of the treaty. The Council is thus the core institution of NATO. 

The Council is the supreme operating authority of NATO. It consists of representatives from 
each of the member states, with the NATO Secretary General serving as the chairman. Each member 
state sends a permanent representative with ambassadorial rank to attend the weekly Council 
meetings. Twice a year, Council meetings are held at the ministerial level. Occasionally meetings are 
held at the level of heads of government. 

The Council serves as the central forum for consultation and cooperation between the member 
governments. The representatives discuss matters over a wide range of issues relating to the security 
of the members. The issues of discussion, however, are not limited to NATO's geographic area; the 
only topics excluded from discussion are those relating to the purely internal affairs of member 
countries. 

NATO is not a supranational organization. Therefore, all decisions are made by the common 
consent of all the members. Once decisions are made by the Council, however, they become binding 
and can only be reversed by the Council itself. 

The Military Committee 

The Military Committee, established by the North Atlantic Council at their first session on 
September 7, 1949, is composed of the chiefs of staff of each country, who meet three times each year. 
(France has a military mission and Iceland has a civilian representative.) It is responsible for advising 
the Council, the Secretary General, the Defense Planning Committee and theN uclear Planning Group 
on military matters, and also provides military guidance to allied commanders and subordinate military 
authorities. 

The strategic area covered by the North Atlantic Treaty is divided among three regional 
commands: Allied Command Europe, Allied Command Channel and Allied Command Atlantic. There 
is also a Regional Planning Group for North America, whose defense plans are developed by the 
United States and Canada. 

In December 1991, at a meeting of the North Atlantic Council, defense ministers of the major 
countries decided to reduce the number of major NATO commands from three to two- European 
and Atlantic. They also decided to create three major subordinate commands within Allied Command 
Europe, responsible for the northwest, central and southern European regions.11 

Each major command has a supreme commander. The Supreme Allied Commander Europe 
(SACEUR) is responsible for the European area of the Allied Command Europe (ACE). SACEUR' s 
headquarters, known as SHAPE (Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers Europe) are located in 
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Casteau, Belgium. The Supreme Allied Commander Atlantic (SACLANT) is headquartered at 
Norfolk, Virginia. 

France, Spain and NATO 

In 1966, the President of France, Charles de Gaulle, announced France's withdrawal from the 
integrated military command of NATO. President de Gaulle also ordered the removal from French 
soil of all NATO installations, including NATO Headquarters, which was then situated in Paris. 
Accordingly, NATO Headquarters were moved to Brussels, Belgium, and NATO military installa­
tions were removed from France in 1969. France still participates in the North Atlantic Council and 
other NATO activities while remaining outside the integrated military structure. 

Spain also remains outside the integrated military command structure ofNATO as a precondition 
of Spain's acceptance of NATO membership in 1982. 

NATO AND THE POST -COLD WAR ERA 

The events of recent years, particularly since 1989, have drastically changed the strategic, 
political, military, economic and social landscape ofEurope. The dissolution of the Warsaw Pact, the 
withdrawal of Soviet military forces from Eastern Europe, the emergence of the democratic process 
in Eastern Europe, the dissolution of the Soviet Union itself, the coming to power in Russia through 
free elections of a president dedicated to free-market reform and a nonhostile foreign policy towards 
the United States and the West have greatly altered the general security environment in Europe today. 

There is no longer a threat of a massive Soviet Warsaw Pact invasion ofWestern Europe. Today, 
a massive invasion ofWestern Europe of any dimension is highly unlikely. Even ifthere were a drastic 
change in the political situation in Russia-should hardline nationalists seize power, or a successful 
military coup be followed by an attempted a military assault on Europe-NATO would have a much 
longer warning time to prepare for and counter such a contingency. 

Debate on NATO's Future 

This reality, the end of the Cold War and the improbability of a military attack on Western 
Europe, has brought into question the existence of NATO itself. Some have argued that with the 
disappearance of the Soviet threat, NATO has lost its raison d' etre. After all, the sole reason that 
NATO was formed was to counter the Soviet threat and its purpose for existence throughout the Cold 
War remained solely to counter that threat. 

Others, however, have argued that NATO was about more than just countering the Soviet threat. 
They point to the fact that nowhere in the North Atlantic Treaty is the Soviet Union even mentioned 
by name. The treaty's purpose, as stated in the preamble, is "to promote stability and well-being in 
the North Atlantic area" and "to safeguard the freedom, common heritage and civilization of their 
peoples, founded on the principles of democracy, individual liberty and the rule of law."12 
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NATO proponents argue that the end of the Cold War has brought a whole new host of problems and 
threats, particularly long-term threats, to Europe's security and well-being. NATO, as Europe's 
primary security organization, can play a constructive role in meeting these challenges and threats. 

NATO is well-equipped for these new roles. Its common infrastructure of "installations and 
facilities such as airfields, communications and information systems, military headquarters, fuel 
pipelines, and storage, radar and navigational aids, port installations, missile sites, forward storage and 
support facilities for reinforcement," and its high level of military and political consultations make 
NATO unique among Europe's security institutions and among alliances in genera1.13 Proponents 
argue that NATO can and should continue to provide for the security and well-being of its member 
states. 

NATO, however, cannot remain a static organization; it must adjust to the new security 
environment. NATO has thus far met this challenge by changing and adjusting its force structure to 
meet the new challenges and threats which confront the Alliance. Among these new challenges and 
threats are instabilities in Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union; the proliferation of nuclear 
weapons and other weapons of mass destruction; national, ethnic and religious conflicts; and political 
instabilities, mass migration, economic instabilities and other threats that may emanate from regions 
that have traditionally been outside NATO's area of interest as defined in Article 6 of the North 
Atlantic Treaty. 

In order to meet these new challenges, NATO began a process of transformation which was given 
great impetus at the 1990 London and 1991 Rome summits of the heads of states and governments 
of the North Atlantic Council. 

The London and Rome Summits 

In July 1990, the heads of state and government of the NATO member countries met in London 
for a session of the North Atlantic Council. At this London Summit the leaders agreed to take major 
steps to transform the Alliance. In recognition of the new post-Cold War security environment in 
Europe, the leaders issued and published the "London Declaration on a Transformed North Atlantic 
Alliance," reflecting the changed situation in Europe and the determination of the Alliance to adapt 
to the new environment. It reaffirmed the defensive nature of the Alliance while recognizing that 
today, more than ever, security cannot be defined in strictly military terms. The Council stated its 
intention to enhance the political dimension of the Alliance as provided for by Article 2 of the North 
Atlantic Treaty. 

The Alliance leaders took practical steps by: (1) calling for the establishment of regular 
diplomatic liaison with the countries of the former Warsaw Pact and a new partnership with these 
countries; (2) announcing a fundamental review of NATO strategy; (3) announcing its intention to 
fundamentally change its integrated force structure to conform with the new strategy; and, finally, ( 4) 
recommending measures to strengthen the CSCE process.14 (The Conference on Security and 
Cooperation in Europe was established in 197 5 to promote contacts and dialogue among all European 
states and North America. The process involves the establishment of confidence-building measures 
in the political, economic and security areas.) 
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At the November 1991 Rome Summit of heads of state and government, the NATO leaders built 

upon the decisions of the London Summit and took further steps to transform the Alliance to meet 
the challenges of the new era. In the "Rome Declaration on Peace and Cooperation," the leaders called 
for a "new security architecture" for Europe. The declaration stated that "the challenges we will face 
in this new Europe cannot be comprehensively addressed by one institution alone, but only in a 
framework of interlocking institutions tying together the countries of Europe and North America.''15 

At Rome, the Alliance also published its new "Strategic Concept.'' This strategy provides for 
the capability to meet "any potential risks to our security which may arise from instability or tension," 
while at the same time maintaining an overall strategic balance in Europe.16 

The new "Strategic Concept" called for a fundamental restructuring of Alliance military forces 
to meet the new "diverse" and "multi-directional" risks that confront the new Europe. It called for 
an overall reduction of forces and enhanced "flexibility," "mobility" and an "assured capability for 
augmentation" of remaining forces.17 These capabilities are designed for crisis management -
managing and resolving crises at an early stage in their development and preventing their spill-over. 
This new concept, combined with an increasing political role for the Alliance, conforms to the 
principle, outlined in the Rome Declaration, of a "broad approach to security ."18 

NATO's new force structuring emphasizes multinational organizations, reflecting the changed 
security environment in Europe and reduced military assets available to NATO. Toward this end, the 
first U.S./German and German/U.S. multinational corps were activated on April 22, 1993, when the 
German 5th Panzer Division was assigned to the U.S. Army V Corps and the U.S. 1st Armored 

( Division was integrated into the German II Corps. 

The Rome Declaration also called for the establishment of the North Atlantic Cooperation 
Council (NACC). The purpose of the NACC, as stated in the Rome Declaration, is to "develop a more 
institutional relationship of consultation and cooperation on political and security issues" with 
NATO's former Warsaw Pact adversaries. The NACC would include the former Warsaw Pact 
countries of East and Central Europe, the fmmer Soviet Union, and the independent states of 
Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia, with Georgia and Albania to become members at a later date. The 
foreign ministers of these countries met with the 16 NATO foreign ministers in December 1991 in the 
inaugural meeting of the NACC. 

Since this inaugural meeting, the NACC has met on several other occasions. At these meetings 
the participants discussed a broad range of issues, "including political, military, economic, scientific, 
and environmental subjects.'' They also discussed "specific topics for cooperation {including} 
defense planning, conceptual approaches to arms control, democratic concepts of civilian-military 
relations, civil-military coordination of air-traffic management, defense conversion, and enhanced 
participation in NATO's 'Third Dimension' scientific and environmental programs.''19 

New Roles and Missions 

In addition to the steps taken in London and Rome, NATO is also considering other new roles 
and missions to confront the new "diverse" and "multi-directional" risks. Among these are 
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peacekeeping, peacemaking, and humanitarian missions. These missions might be perlormed by 
NATO on the basis of mandates from other multilateral institutions, in particular the UN and the 
CSCE. 

Currently, there is no consensus within the Alliance on these issues. One of the obstacles to 
reaching such a consensus has to do with the issue of operating outside the NATO area as outlined 
in Article 6 of the treaty. Another unresolved question has to do with the role of the other European 
security organizations, in particular the Western European Union (WEU), the CSCE and the 
European Community (EC). 

CONCLUSION 

In this post -Cold War era of fundamental political, economic and social change in European and 
world history, the North Atlantic Alliance has so far proven itself capable of adapting to the changes. 
The challenge for NATO is to continue to prove its relevance by continuing to provide for the "security 
and well-being" of its members. 

The threat of a single power - formerly the Soviet Union and now Russia - gaining 
predominance over the European continent may have been the main reason that the United States 
entered into the North Atlantic Alliance. Now that this threat has virtually disappeared, the United 
States must redefine the role it is willing to play in Europe in the context of the new roles and missions 
that NATO will likely assume. 

U.S. vital interests in a stable, secure Europe remain. In this regard, U.S. involvement in NATO 
will continue because NATO offers an international forum to resolve conflicts and a mechanism for 
coalition military forces to meet threats in vital areas, particularly the Middle East. NATO's military 
infrastructure and the integration and participation of U.S. forces in the NATO military command 
structure will greatly facilitate crisis responses in Europe as well as in adjacent regions. 

The role of NATO in the future will likely involve containing and preventing religious, ethnic and 
nationalistic conflicts in Eastern Europe, preventing the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, 
facilitating the integration of former Eastern Bloc countries politically, economically, and militarily, 
to the West. 

There are "out-of-area" threats such as terrorism and regional instabilities which directly threaten 
the interests of the NATO allies. NATO will have to address this issue of going "out-of-area." In a 
recent article in Foreign Affairs it was written that "NATO must go out-of-area or it will go out of 
business."20 The problem with going "out-of-area" is that this could involve redefining NATO from 
an organization of purely self-defense or collective-defense to one of collective security. This could 
require a redefinition of, or even a need to renegotiate, the North Atlantic Treaty itself. 

Another issue NATO must resolve is whether to extend membership to former Warsaw Pact 
countries. There is currently no consensus on this issue. The possibility of extending partial or 
associate membership is now under consideration. Countries with partial or associate membership 
would most likely not get the security guarantee that Article 5 provides. 
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A U.S. proposal meant to promote a new security system in Europe, with NATO as its core, is 

( under consideration by NATO allies. The nations joining the Partnership for Peace would eventually 
participate with NATO in a range of military activities, to include training as well as actual military 
operations. The members of the NACC would be invited to join, as would other European states to 
which the NATO allies agree. New partners would commit military resources and state the extent of 
their involvement in the partnership. The partnership would neither provide the NATO security 
guarantee nor automatic future membership in NATO. This approach would provide an integrating 
mechanism for the security interests of all European nations while retaining active U.S. involvement. 
Overall, as Secretary ofDefense Les Asp in pointed out, the concept of a security partnership "will help 
NATO adapt to changing times and requirements after two generations of concentration on the 
Warsaw Pact."21 

( 

Europe and the world are undergoing an era of transition. The Cold War clearly defined the 
security threat in Europe: A Soviet/Warsaw Pact attack on Western Europe. Today, however, the 
security situation in Europe is fundamentally different. Threats to security are more diffuse and 
unpredictable. NATO must adjust to this new security situation or become increasingly irrelevant to 
the security needs of the member states. 
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