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Towards the Lisbon Summit: Is 
NATO’s Glass Half-Full or Half-Empty? 
 
Ian Davis, Director, NATO Watch 
 
NATO’s next Summit in Lisbon is scheduled for 
19-21 November. According to US Ambassador to 
NATO, Ivo Daalder, the Summit will be dominated 
by four topics: adoption of a new Strategic 
Concept, Afghanistan, missile defences and 
NATO-Russian relations (we know this courtesy of 
the Ambassador’s recent press roundtable with 
German journalists posted on YouTube). At this 
mid-point between Summits (the previous NATO 
Heads of State meeting took place ten months 
ago in Strasbourg / Kehl) it is worth taking a reality 
check on these four crucial issues for transatlantic 
security, and asking: is NATO’s glass half-full or 
half-empty? 
 
Adoption of a new Strategic Concept 
 
The debate on NATO's new strategic concept is 
one of the most important that is unfolding at this 
time, with potentially huge implications for 
international interventions and peace-building 
globally. It should be recognised from the outset 
that NATO has generally surpassed expectations 
by organising a number of innovative consultation 
strategies. A group of eminent persons headed by 
Madeline Albright has been at the heart of these 
Harmel-plus type consultations, which have three 
distinct phases. The first, a reflection phase, 
which is now coming to a close, involves a series 
of online forums and discussions, four Strategic 
Concept Seminars with a wide range of experts 
from the strategic community, as well as a number 
of national and regional events organised by 
Allied member and Partner states. The second 
consultation phase with allied capitals (mainly 
governments, but where possible, also relevant 
parliamentary committees) is about to start, and 
will include a meeting in Prague on asymmetrical 
threats and discussions with Russian officials in 
Moscow. 

The drafting and final negotiation phase begins in 
April when the Group of Experts is expected to 

present its analysis and recommendations to the 
NATO Secretary General. Based on the experts’ 
analysis and recommendations and Allies’ initial 
reactions, the Secretary General will produce his 
own report, which will be submitted to Alliance 
governments. The Secretary General will then 
collect political guidance on the drafting of the 
new Strategic Concept and is likely to share a first 
draft with Permanent Representatives towards the 
end of July. A final version is expected to be 
agreed by the Allied Heads of State and 
Government at the Lisbon Summit. 
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Key players have 
been keen to stress 
the importance of 
brevity and clarity in 
the final document in 
order to build public 
support and 
understanding of the 
Alliance. If the new 
Strategic Concept is 
indeed very short 
(Ambassador Daalder 
says it should be akin 
to the North Atlantic 

Treaty – 14 Articles and 23 sentences), it is only 
likely to deal with generalities, leaving the difficult 
decisions (such as the future of NATO’s nuclear 
doctrine) to be pushed further down the road or to 
be covered in a much more detailed 
accompanying strategic guidance document that 
would remain classified. Both of the previous two 
Strategic Concepts (1991 and 1999) were 
accompanied by a classified military document: 
respectively MC 400 and MC 400/2.  Given the 
conservatism on offer here, expect the 2010 
Strategic Concept to be accompanied by, wait for 
it, “MC 400/3”.  
 
The devil, of course, will lie in the detail of such 
classified documents, and it is disappointing that 
NATO does not make these available. For 
example, the NATO Military Committee produced 
an interim report last year entitled, ‘Defining the 
Military Dimension of the New Strategic Concept’, 
which their news release described as a "starting 
point for informing the political debate, to provide 
a military frame for the New Strategic Concept 
and to contribute to a common understanding of 
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the new global strategic threats". This is precisely 
the sort of information that ought to be in the 
public domain since it has important implications 
not only for the new Strategic Concept, but for 
national defence capabilities and spending 
priorities. It would also enable informed and 
knowledgeable experts within civil society and 
parliaments to offer constructive feedback on the 
Military Committee’s initial analysis. The 
document remains classified, however.  
 
A public consultation exercise appropriate to 21st 
century expectations would entail open access to 
information (from NATO bodies such as the 
Military Committee) that is needed to inform the 
debate, especially among member state 
parliaments and parliamentary committees.  Most 
worryingly, it also seems likely that the reports 
from both the Expert Group and the NATO 
Secretary General will also be kept out of the 
public domain.  
 
Afghanistan 

 

(The family photograph of delegates at Lancaster House 
attending the ‘Afghanistan, The London Conference’, 28 
January - photo credit: Foreign and Commonwealth Office) 
 
President Obama and others have been keen to 
define the Afghanistan War as a ‘Good War’ (in 
contrast to the ‘Bad War’ in Iraq). While such 
black or white pronouncements are largely for US 
domestic consumption, last week’s London 
conference on Afghanistan confirmed that large 
swathes of the international community share this 
view, at least in public.  Ministers from 67 
countries, along with senior representatives from 
the United Nations, NATO and EU came together 
to try and align military and civilian resources 
behind an Afghan-led political solution. 
Consensus was reached on two major points: 
there needs to be a five year plan to shift security 
responsibilities to the Afghan people, and Taliban 
members need to be lured out of their ranks and 
into the mainstream. "Concrete" plans for the 
delivery of the London Afghanistan Conference's 
objectives are to be finalised at a conference in 
Kabul later this year, but achieving Afghan self-
reliance on security issues will be far from easy (see 
NATO Watch Observatory No.1, 3 and 5).  
 
Neither will it be easy to implement a peace 
process in which the Afghan Government is 

expected to hold talks with Taliban leaders while 
regular Taliban fighters are offered jobs and rural 
development incentives to disarm.  While the 
proposed Afghan national council for peace, 
reconciliation and reintegration is a welcome step 
forward, it requires that the US and NATO allies 
fight a cleaner war. This is what General Stanley 
McChrystal promised this summer, with fewer 
civilian casualties and house raids, and a more 
transparent detention process. But can he 
deliver?  While US troops that operate under 
NATO command may be enforcing stricter rules of 
engagement, a parallel counter-terrorism war 
continues to be fought with US Special Forces 
and drones. Largely out of sight of public scrutiny 
and not on the agenda of high-profile events like 
the London Conference, this dirty war risks 
undermining any fledgling peace process. As 
Mary Kaldor argues in a recent review of the US 
counter-insurgency literature, “the enemy-centric 
approach continues not only in the rhetoric of the 
Obama administration but also in the drone 
attacks on Taliban and al-Qa’eda strongholds. 
And despite the emphasis on legitimacy, the 
Americans continue to support governments 
composed of warlords (in Afghanistan) or of 
sectarians (in Iraq) whom they empowered for 
support in the war on terror”.  
 
Missile Defences 
 
Also last week, US Secretary of State Hillary 
Clinton called on Russia to drop its opposition to 
plans for a European missile shield, the latest 
reincarnation of which is intended as a hedge 
against Iranian-launched missiles. Moscow 
stridently opposed a Bush-era plan that involved 
deploying 10 missile interceptors in Poland and a 
radar installation in the Czech Republic; it has 
also raised doubts over the Obama 
administration's revised programme to use land- 
and sea-based versions of the Standard Missile 3 
system.  
 
However, despite the latest failure to achieve an 
intercept in a major flight test of the US Missile 
Defence Agency’s Ground-based Midcourse 
Defense (GMD) system—only eight (out of 16) 
GMD intercept flight tests since 1999 have been 
successful—and an estimated $35.5 billion price 
tag according to the US Government 
Accountability Office, NATO continues to explore 
ways of synergising its own more limited Active 
Layered Theatre Ballistic Missile Defence 
(ALTBMD) Programme with the US GMD system. 
This is justified by NATO officials on the basis of a 
“rapidly growing ballistic missile threat” 
(Ambassador Daalder), despite such assertions 
being contested by some independent experts 
(including this one). To facilitate a proper 
discussion of the threat and the best way of 
meeting it, NATO ballistic missile threat 
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assessments and industrial studies should be 
declassified and placed in the public domain. 

(Menwith Hill, UK; photo credit: tj.blackwell/flickr) 
 
At a time when many NATO economies are 
suffering from the worst economic collapse since 
the Great Depression and public spending 
programmes are being frozen – in the US, this 
includes all sectors of the federal budget except 
for defence, homeland security, veterans and 
international affairs – a further fattening of the 
military-industrial complex through new missile 
defences contracts appears badly misguided. At a 
minimum, NATO leaders should be looking to 
slow down spending for missile defence while 
maintaining funding for its continued research and 
development. 
 

NATO-Russian Relations 
 
Despite a number of differences (in addition to 
missile defences, these include the future of 
European security, Georgia and NATO's own 
expansion), US/NATO-Russian relations appear to 
be on a stronger footing than for some time. 
Washington and Moscow are almost finished 
negotiating a successor nuclear arms control 
agreement to the now-expired 1991 Strategic 
Arms Reduction Treaty (START), while the  
December 2009 Foreign Ministers meeting of the 
NATO-Russia Council (NRC) agreed to revitalize 
NATO-Russia military-to-military cooperation.  
During a recently concluded two day meeting in 
Brussels (26-27 January), the NATO Military 
Committee in NRC-format exchanged views with 
their Russian counterparts on military cooperation 
in the field of logistics, counter-terrorism, search 
and rescue at sea and counter-piracy. This 
discussion led to agreement of the “NRC-MR 
(Military Representatives) Framework for NATO-
Russia Military-To-Military Cooperation” which is 
expected to lead to a work plan of military 
cooperative activities. The next NRC-MR will take 
place in May. Again, to aid wider public 
understanding of the emerging cooperation and 
allay fears within some NATO member states of 
‘Russian appeasement’, a more open process and 
publication of core agreements should be 
undertaken. 
 
Conclusion: Half-full or half-empty, who 
can tell? 

 
A common thread running through all four topics 
is the absence of openness and transparency in 
NATO’s internal policy-making and procedures, 
both formal (among the committees located 
primarily in Brussels) as well-as the informal 
channels. While the current penchant among 
NATO officials for using social networking sites 
and new media for messaging and outreach is 
innovative and welcome, it is no substitute for a 
publicly available and dynamic information 
disclosure policy. In seeking to determine whether 
NATO’s glass is half-full or half-empty, it is the 
opaque nature of the glass itself that makes it 
impossible to know for certain one way or the 
other. 
 
NATO remains the only major intergovernmental 
body not to have even a basic information 
disclosure policy. Even the World Bank has 
recently adopted such a policy (having conducted 
a review of its information policy that included 
non-governmental input, see the Model World 
Bank Policy on Disclosure of Information). 
Similarly, an interagency task force has reviewed 
US national security classification policy in 
response to a request last summer from President 
Obama. The NATO Secretary General's 
commitment to greater transparency seems 
genuine and his rhetoric needs to be translated 
into something concrete and tangible. Otherwise, 
the Alliance will continue to be perceived by its 
own publics as a closed and secretive 
organisation. 
 
In addition to flashy PR videos on YouTube, on-
line ‘security jams’ and other Web 2.0 innovations 
for “getting the message out”, NATO needs to 
adopt an information openness policy consistent 
with the access to information laws already in 
place in the Alliance’s 28 member countries (the 
aforementioned US example, notwithstanding), 
including guidelines for proactive publication of 
core information, a mechanism by which the 
public can file requests for information, and an 
independent review body for hearing appeals 
against refusals or failures to make information 
public within a short time-frame. 
 
There is a widespread belief in NATO circles that 
citizens within the Alliance take peace and 
security for granted. This may be so. But the 
greater problem lies with ministerial and elite 
decision-makers within NATO and member 
governments.  They take the support of the public 
for granted and proclaim new security frameworks 
and ideologies without subjecting them to 
sufficient prior independent scrutiny and debate.  
Is it too much to ask that the Lisbon Summit 
explore ways to reconnect with citizens and to 
deepen and extend the shared values-base within 
the Alliance? 
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