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NATO Military Committee expects increased violence in 
Afghanistan following collapse of peace talks: 

A review of the NATO Military Committee meeting, Ljubljana, 13-14 September 2019 
 

By Dr. Ian Davis, NATO Watch 
 

This briefing paper presents an overview of the 
final NATO Military Committee meeting of 
2019, which took place in Ljubljana, Slovenia, 
on the 13-15 September 2019. It is limited to 
information that NATO published on the event 
and what is publicly known from other sources 
(mainly press briefings by individual Defence 
Chiefs to their domestic media). 
 
The NATO Military Committee—the most 
senior military authority within NATO and 
comprising the 29 Chiefs of Defence—met in 
Ljubljana for a two-day conference to discuss 
NATO’s operations, missions and activities, 
including the “deterrence and defence of the 
Euro-Atlantic area, NATO’s Warfighting 
Concept and Military Instrument of Power”.  
 

The meeting, the third and final one of three 
held by the Military Committee each year, took 
place in the aftermath of the collapse of Afghan 
peace talks. US Air Force Gen. Tod Wolters, 
NATO’s Supreme Allied Commander Europe 
(SACEUR), told reporters that he expects 
increased violence in Afghanistan in the lead-
up to the presidential election later this month. 
British Air Chief Marshal Sir Stuart Peach, the 
chairman of the Military Committee, said the 
maxim "in together, out together" still appends 
to NATO operations in Afghanistan.  
 

The meeting had four key sessions:  
 

• NATO operations, missions and 
activities, with a focus on Afghanistan; 

• Deterrence and defence of the Euro-
Atlantic area and NATO’s “warfighting 
capstone concept”; 

• Military Instrument of Power; and 
• A plenary session. 

 

The discussions in the four sessions were 
carried out in private and there were no official 
documents or summaries of the outcomes. 
 
NATO operations and missions 
 

Afghanistan 
 

NATO’s current main operational effort is the 
Resolute Support Mission in Afghanistan to 
train, advise and assist the Afghan security 
forces. NATO ended its combat mission in 
Afghanistan in 2014, handing security 
responsibility over to the Afghans, but 
maintains up to 16,000 troops on the ground as 
part of the Resolute Support Mission.  
 

The United States and the Taliban had 
appeared to be close to reaching an agreement 
to end the 18-year war (America’s longest and 
effectively a lost war) and start talks between 
the insurgent group and the Afghan 
government. However, on the 8 September 
President Trump cancelled the planned 
meeting at Camp David and declared the peace 
talks “dead” after a car bombing in Kabul on 5 
September killed dozens, including a US 
soldier. The negotiations were controversial 
given the lack of participation by the Afghan 
government. It was also unclear whether any 
agreement would have disarmed the shadowy 
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CIA-funded Afghan paramilitaries that have 
been linked to serious human rights violations 
and possible war crimes. 
 

The decision to end talks has increased 
concerns about escalating violence. In recent 
weeks, the Taliban has killed dozens of Afghan 
civilians in Kabul in suicide attacks and 
launched offensives on provincial capitals, as 
well as killing several US soldiers. In turn, 
Afghan and US forces have been attacking the 
Taliban with special forces raids and airstrikes. 
The Taliban has threatened to disrupt the 
upcoming presidential election on 28 
September.  
 

In his press statement Air Chief Marshal Sir 
Stuart Peach said "NATO allies and partners will 
continue to train the Afghan security forces. 
We will help to make them stronger so they can 
fight international terrorism and create peace 
and stability in their country. All chiefs of staff, 
today, reaffirmed their support for the 
Resolute Support Mission". 
 

According to General Wolters, "there are no 
discussions" with allies about any troop 
withdrawal from Afghanistan. President Trump 
has previously said the United States would cut 
troop levels from about 14,000 to about 8,600, 
but any pull-out appears to have been put on 
hold since the peace talks were cancelled. 
Indeed, President Trump has already signalled 
an increase in offensive operations, saying on 
11 September that "we've hit the Taliban 
harder in the last four days than they've been 
hit in over 10 years". US officials have so far 
declined to provide any further details. 
 

Iraq 
 

Peach also confirmed the continuation of 
the alliance mission in Iraq, where NATO 
personnel are strengthening Iraqi security 
forces to prevent the return of the Islamic 
State. NATO is training Iraqi soldiers in 
military medicine, logistics and countering 
improvised explosive devices. "Our mission 
in Iraq contributes to the wider fight 
against terrorism," Peach said. "Training 
local forces is one of the best weapons we 
have in this mission”. 

NATO’s new military strategy 
 

At their earlier meeting in May, the NATO 
Chiefs of Defence signed-off on NATO’s new 
Military Strategy. The document remains 
classified and there are no plans to publish it. 
The new Military Strategy is apparently going 
through a review and approval process by the 
respective defence ministries of the member 
states, but it is unclear as to whether it was 
discussed by the NATO Defence Ministers 
during their meeting in June (see NATO Watch 
Briefing Paper No.68). The forthcoming 
Defence Ministers meeting in October and 
Foreign Ministers meeting in November and 
then the NATO Summit in London in December 
provide further opportunities for the strategy 
to be reviewed. 
 
In his opening remarks, Air Chief Marshal Sir 
Stuart Peach briefly referred to the new 
military strategy, which he said “supports and 
informs the alliance's three core tasks of 
collective defence, crisis management, and 
cooperative security”. He added, “Based on 
this strategy which you have endorsed, the 
Deterrence and Defence concept will aid 
planning and provide direction, assist in the 
reinforcement of forces and examine our 
approach to future threats to the alliance in the 
Euro-Atlantic area”. 
 

Further explanation was given in a US 
Department of Defense news release, which 
stated that NATO's new strategy drives both 
alliance's plans and the posture of the forces 
that have been given to NATO by the member 
states. However, it “informs, rather than 
drives, the path of capability development of 
individual nations”. Accordingly, the document 
“gives the Chiefs of Defence a collective 
understanding of the challenges NATO faces. 
They can then go back to their countries and 
work with political leaders to make specific 
defence investments that serve their nation 
and are complementary to NATO's needs”. 
 

In his opening remarks Peach also added a new 
term to the ever-lengthening NATO 
obscurantist lexicon—the ‘warfighting 
capstone concept’, which he said, “will allow 
for a prioritisation of capabilities, force 
developments and experimentation to counter  
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multi-dimensional and multi-domain 
challenges”. He added, “This will enable NATO 
as an alliance to maintain our military edge 
against adversaries, potential or real, and allow 
us to continue to meet our objectives across 
our core tasks”. 
 

In Peach’s final press statement, the 
‘warfighting capstone concept’ had become 
the “future Warfighting Concept”, which he 
said had been agreed by the Chiefs of Defence 
and would involve “further work on space, 
innovation, and emerging and disruptive 
technology”. He also said that the Chiefs of 
Defence “noted that the Deterrence and 
Defence of the Euro-Atlantic area concept 
provides a clear link between our NATO 
Military Strategy and underlying plans”. 
Despite being almost unintelligible jargon, the 
press statement also states that these concepts 
will be developed further to guide future 
military requirements. 
 

A news release by NATO’s Allied Command 
Transformation (essentially the alliance’s 
Warfare Development Command) offered a 
few further insights into NATO’s warfighting 
capstone concept, describing it as a “military 
concept, based on a 20-year horizon 
warfighting perspective, shaping the Warfare 
Development trajectory and informing the 
integrated, timely, effective and efficient 
development of the Alliance’s Military 
Instrument of Power, in support of its current 
and future employment". 
 

This refers to yet another new concept that 
was introduced in the last session of the Chiefs 
of Defence meeting: ‘NATO’s military 
instrument of power’. Peach’s press statement 
offered nothing by way of an explanation of 
what this instrument might entail, but since the 
rest of the session focused on increasing 
NATO’s “readiness and responsiveness”, it 
might be related to that issue (but equally it 
could be because Defence of the Dark Arts had 
already been taken by JK Rowling). Within a 
June Policy Brief published by the NATO 
Defence College, the term ‘NATO’s military 
instrument of power’ is used almost as a catch-
all phrase for all the military instruments, 
strategies  and concepts at NATO’s disposal. 
Again,  it  is  unclear  whether  it  represents  a  

specific policy document or just a nebulous 
piece of jargon from the field of strategic 
studies. (On ‘instruments of power’ more 
generally, also see this February 2017 Allied 
Joint Doctrine document and this 2008 RAND 
study). 
 

While specific details of the new Military 
Strategy, and the three concept documents 
(the ‘NATO defence and deterrence concept’, 
the ‘warfighting concept’ and the ‘Military 
Instrument of Power’) are still unknown, it 
seems likely that the alliance is simply falling in 
line with recent updates to US military 
doctrine. Washington updated its National 
Security Strategy in 2017, National Defence 
Strategy (NDS) and Nuclear Posture Review 
(NPR) in 2018, and Missile Defense Review in 
early 2019. All of these documents were 
published in full, with the exception of the US 
NDS, for which only an unclassified summary 
was released. NATO’s new strategy document 
is probably just a consolidation of US military 
doctrine plus some window dressing. However, 
since it is not publicly available it is impossible 
to assess (a) how closely it mirrors recent US 
changes in military doctrine, and (b) whether it 
diverges from the 2010 Strategic Concept—
NATO’s most recently agreed statement on 
core values, tasks and principles, the evolving 
security environment and strategic objectives 
for the next decade. 
 
Towards a Syrian safe zone  
 

It was also reported that Turkey’s Chief of Staff 
Yaşar Güler and his US counterpart Joseph 
Dunford discussed a planned safe zone in 
northeast Syria on the sidelines of the Chiefs of 
Defence meeting. In August, the United States 
and Turkey agreed to establish a safe zone in 
northeast Syria to address Ankara’s security 
concerns about the Kurdish-led People’s 
Protection Units (YPG), which have been key to 
the US-led fight against the Islamic 
State. Turkey sees the YPG as an extension of 
the outlawed Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), 
an armed group that has been at war in Turkey 
for more than 30 years, and has repeatedly 
threatened to invade the area if the United 
States is unable to agree to its terms on the 
safe zone.  


