NATO@70 – How can the Alliance continue to contribute to peace and freedom in the future?
It is a common saying that history is often doomed to repeat itself. 
Wars broke out then eventually peace was achieved. These two periods kept taking turns. States and alliances could be created overnight and then be suddenly destroyed. This never-ending cycle kept repeating and, for this reason, we can say that a lot of truth lies in the proverb that “History helps us understand the present and predict the future.”
70 years ago NATO was founded with the main purpose to deter Soviet expansionism, stop nationalist militarism in Europe by creating a strong bond between the countries from the two sides of the Atlantic Ocean, and encourage European political integration. The founding members could hardly imagine that around 40 years later the Soviet Union would not exist anymore and that 50 years later Article 5 of North Atlantic Treaty would be triggered for the first time in the Alliance’s history not to protect one of the small states in Eastern Europe, but one of its main pillars – the USA, against terrorism after one of the deadliest attack in history on 11th September 2001.
During the Cold War, NATO focused on collective defence and the protection of its members from potential threats emanating from the Soviet Union. However, after its end the question regarding the necessity of NATO was raised. What purpose would NATO serve after history again repeated itself and the Soviet Union followed the destiny of a lot of unions from the past and dissolved? The Berlin Wall was torn down. The Iron Curtain fell. The end of this historical play, which lasted almost half a century, was put. But ten years later after the 9/11 attacks and the beginning of the war in Afghanistan in 2001, it became obvious that the challenges to security have changed and that NATO is still more important than ever. The answer to the question “Has NATO lost its purpose?” was to be found in the past, present and the future. And it was one and the same – “No, it has not. It still must continue to exist to maintain peace and uphold human rights in the new international environment, full of challenges to global security.  
NATO now focuses on countering various threats by utilizing collective defence, managing crisis situations and encouraging cooperative security, as outlined in the 2010 Strategic Concept.
 The Alliance strives to secure a lasting peace in Europe, based on common values of individual liberty, democracy, human rights and the rule of law.
 However, these values can only exist in the presence of security.
There is no generally accepted definition of what international security is. According to one of the most famous thinkers of the neoliberal theory in International Relations Joseph Nye: “Security is like oxygen—you tend not to notice it until you begin to lose it, but once that occurs there is nothing else that you think about.” 

Most scholars emphasize that the absence of an armed conflict is not the only condition that should be present in order for security on an international and global level to be achieved. Other important conditions include compliance with international law, ability to predict other actors’ actions in international relations, cooperation between states, the effectiveness of peacekeeping operations, arms reduction and complete disarmament, respect for human rights and the rule of law.

Now, in 21st century security must be assessed on various levels – individual, societal, national, regional, international and global. In order to contribute to the effective maintenance of peace and human rights protection on all these levels, NATO must take up effective measures to deal with all risks, which are of various kinds and are all interconnected. What, I believe, must be pointed out first and foremost, is that what connects all these threats is that Member States must focus on the Alliance’s unity in order to be able to tackle the challenges efficiently, so that NATO can continue to be the bulwark of peace and freedom in the world.
It has been stated numerous times that NATO is the Alliance of friendship. It is hard to imagine an alliance or union to be successful if its Member States do not support and understand each other. Understanding, reliability, cooperation and friendship, this is what has made and will keep making NATO successful. Therefore, in order to contribute effectively to peace and freedom in the future, NATO should work towards enhancing the ability of the Member States to compromise and understand each other, as well as towards tackling the political issues between them, thus building mutual trust and improving the Alliance’s unity.
The first issue that needs to be solved in this regard is the one of burden-sharing, especially considering the USA’s position on this matter. To this moment, only 7 member states spend over 2% from their GDP on defence. However, it should be highlighted that 2% was never designed to be the sole measure of value. The Wales Defence Investment Pledge is broader, committing allies to 20% of defense spending for major new equipment and research and development of new capabilities with more than half of allies have made the 20% target.

Another internal threat is related to the state of democracy in some of the member states. It should not be forgotten that NATO is not only a military Alliance but also an Alliance of Democracies. NATO cannot fulfill its fundamental purpose of achieving peace and democracy, if human rights, freedom of expression and rule of law are not respected within its own borders. 
Third, NATO should work towards the improvement of its partnership with the European Union. The EU is NATO’s most natural partner not only because they both have 22 Member States in common, but also because they share the same values and cooperate on issues of common interest and work side by side in crisis management, capability development and political consultations, as well as face the same challenges. On 10 July 2018, in a joint declaration, the two organisations agreed to focus on swift progress in the areas of military mobility, counter-terrorism and strengthening resilience to chemical, biological, radiological and nuclear-related risks as well as promoting the women, peace and security agenda.
 
Apart from internal challenges, NATO also faces external ones. Russia has abrogated the INF Treaty, annexed Crimea from Ukraine and occupied provinces of Georgia, it has also been modernizing its nuclear arsenal over a long period of time.
 Its actions constitute a threat to the peace and security in the region and the way NATO should respond is again by staying united and presenting a common position. This is what NATO has done and has to keep doing. For the first time in NATO’s history, there are combat-ready troops in the eastern part of the alliance — Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Bulgaria and Romania. Moreover, NATO has made the Black Sea a priority in order to ensure the safety of its allies and partners and to send a countersignal to Russian aggression. NATO should keep its focus on increased training, visits, and information sharing.

Member States must always have a common position against Russian aggression if they want to ensure peace and security in the region for the years to come. Moreover, dialogue is fundamental to deterrence, as Russia must clearly understand NATO’s intent and the consequences of aggression. Thus, the NATO-Russia Council should continue to meet regularly to address risk reduction measures, provide transparency on military exercises and exchange views on priority political issues, including the conflict in Ukraine.

Another challenge which requires a stronger common NATO position comes from China. Despite the fact it does not present a military threat to NATO Allies, its global power has increased enormously in the political and economic field and will keep increasing in the future. Other threats to the position of NATO as a bulwark of peace are the intense hybrid threats, which include disinformation, cyber attacks, economic pressure and many more. Being prepared to prevent, counter and respond to hybrid attacks, whether by state or non-state actors, must be a top priority for NATO.
 NATO must also focus on gender inequality and the impact conflict has on women and girls, and work towards women’s empowerment and participation in peace processes.
 Moreover, the Alliance should not lose focus on its purpose to reduce the environmental effects of military activities and to respond to security challenges emanating from the environment.
 
In order to achieve peace and respect for human rights the Alliance must also work towards enlargement. “If NATO’s neighbors are more stable, NATO is more secure.” This statement is at the heart of NATO’s Concept on Projecting Stability adopted by Allied leaders at the NATO Summit in Warsaw in 2016. The vision of Europe “whole, free and at peace”, introduced in 1989 should be embraced to the fullest. Pursuant to Article 10 of the Washington Treaty, “The Parties may, by unanimous agreement, invite any other European State in a position to further the principles of this Treaty and to contribute to the security of the North Atlantic area to accede to this Treaty.”
NATO has successfully incorporated the northern Mediterranean coast and secured its southeastern flank after the accession of Slovenia, Croatia, Albania and Montenegro. After the historic Prespa Agreement between Greece and North Macedonia, the latter is expected to become the Alliance’s 30th Member. In comparison, its neighbor Serbia has no intention to join NATO. However, the country is part of Partnership for Peace and signed an Individual Partnership Action Plan in 2015. Moreover, NATO has been present in Kosovo for 20 years with the KFOR international peacekeeping forces, and in Bosnia and Herzegovina since 1995.
 Furthermore, it is NATO’s interest to hold open the possibility of membership of Ukraine and Georgia in the long term.
 NATO should not allow “a veil of indifference” to cover the perspectives of future enlargement. However, it must be taken into consideration that expansion should develop hand in hand with cohesion between the current member states.
In conclusion, challenges will always exist. Even if the above-mentioned ones are solved, new ones will occur. This will give NATO new priorities and goals to achieve and the member states will gain new opportunities to find a way for better problem-solving mechanism and stronger capabilities. What is certain is that the unity and understanding between NATO Member States must never cease to exist. Because this is what NATO is about – an Alliance of friends, as NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg pointed out in his speech at the Aspen Security Forum in 2019 – "It is extremely good to have friends and allies. You are privileged to have 28 friends and allies who are together with you. Every time." 
It is true that there are differences and disagreements between the Member States, which may multiple when new members join the Alliance in the future. Nevertheless, such problems can always be tackled, if the Member States do not lose focus on NATO’s fundamental values, i.e. maintaining peace and security, as well as respect for democracy and human rights, and stay united in their devotion to achieve these goals. As the Foreign Minister of Iceland Bjarni Benediktsson stated during speech at the signing of the North Atlantic Treaty in 1949 “It is a fact (…) that we are unlike each other in many respects, but there are many things which bind us solidly together… We all believe in friendly cooperation among nations. We all want peace for all the world and well-being for mankind.”
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