




tion of the environment, the shortage and struggle 
over energy resources, and all the consequences of 
climate change.  It will be clear that all these are truly 
transnational threats that can spread across very wide 
areas and brush aside national boundaries.  Most of 
them can move so fast as to make Norden look like 
a pretty small area and make the differences among 
Nordic countries pretty insignificant.  

In fact, the fashionable new threats like terrorism, 
SARS or bird flu, major non-European immigration 
and energy competition create very similar challeng-
es for all Nordic countries precisely because they have 
not previously been any big part of Nordic security 
experience: and real and sometimes painful adapta-
tions of policies and systems are needed to deal with 
them in a way that meets European, American and 
international expectations. Arguably, when added to 
shared operational opportunities, this does add up 
to maybe the largest common security agenda that 
the complete group of Nordic states have had for 
some centuries in history.  This time, moreover, the 
convergent trends very much include Iceland, and 
there would have been more for Iceland to talk to the 
other Nordics about even if the Icelanders had not 
had to face the unilateral US force withdrawal which 
in itself gives them such strong incentive to look for 
new solutions and new friends.  Last but not least, it 
is surely no coincidence that the Nordic Council in 
April 2007 asked Nordic Ministers to study whether 
there was a basis for the Nordic countries to start offi-
cially cooperating on what the Council called ‘societal 
security’: that is, pretty much any danger that can hit 
Nordic citizens in their homes apart from a tradition-
al military attack.

Does all this mean that rapid progress can be expect-
ed towards a new kind of coordinated Nordic team 
both for performing the new-style military tasks more 
efficiently, and for forming a common front against 
non-military threats and on the big issues of strate-
gic policy where Norden’s voice needs to be heard?  
Could this offer a good formula to meet Iceland’s 
own possible security deficit now that the Americans 
have gone?  Attractive though the vision may be, it is 
difficult in all conscience to answer with a simple Yes 
on either point.  The fact is that all of the three basic 
problems of the 1940s are still with us today, even 

if in different forms. The first is that the common 
challenges of the early twenty-first century have often 
driven the Nordic countries in different political and 
technical directions. Denmark and Iceland went with 
the US into Iraq while Sweden called the operation 
illegal. In terms of general defence policy, Denmark 
has completely given up the idea of territorial defence 
and now reserves its army just for peace operations 
abroad and for helping the police in internal security, 
while old-fashioned territorial defence is still the al-
pha and omega of security in Finland. Finland still 
calls up more than 80% of its young men for military 
service while Sweden uses less than 17%.  Norway 
is more or less alone in still having a very big issue 
about the direct defence of its northern provinces. It 
can be noted that there are also very important dif-
ferences both of doctrine and performance between 
these countries in handling terrorism and the other 
new threats: common challenge is not enough in it-
self to guaranteee common response.  For instance, 
in Denmark the army is welcome to help in handling 
almost any kind of security emergency at home while 
in Sweden the role of the army at home is tightly re-
stricted for historical reasons.  

Of course, many of the detailed differences are also 
explained by the large and striking differences in 
the pattern of institutional membership in Norden.  
While a total of 21 European states today find it both 
natural and necessary to belong to NATO and the EU 
at the same time, Denmark is the only Nordic coun-
try to do so and even it has opt-outs from the EU’s 
most security-relevant policies.  These differences 
matter because the EU is now turning into a very ac-
tive and quite powerful actor for tackling the political, 
economic and other non-military aspects of security, 
and its three Nordic members are having to accept 
all the new standards it sets in those fields whether 
they like it or not.  Conversely, even if the 5 Nordic 
states did arrive at a common position on something 
like how to handle Russia only three of them could 
argue that case in NATO and a different three could 
argue for it in the EU. As might be expected, a clear 
common Nordic voice has been hard to identify lately 
in either of those institutions, and to a great extent 
this reflects the fact that the Nordics have not tried or 
perhaps even wanted to get their act together on the 
direct regional consequences of the dominant issues. 



One of the reasons they haven’t is that Sweden, which 
was the stumbling block to the Nordic pact propos-
als of the 1940s, is still highly attached today (above 
all at popular level) to its policies of non-alliance and 
independence.  Stockholm is pushing forward the 
ideas of active military cooperation and equipment 
cooperation partly because these are things which 
can be handled as practical solutions independent of 
national or institutional policy doctrines: but by the 
same token, they do not imply any real deep-down 
commitment to work for joint self-defence solutions 
with any of Sweden’s neighbours.

More than all of this, however, the strongest argu-
ment against a Nordic pact at least if it is considered 
as an independent alternative – for Iceland or for 
anyone else – is still that the five Nordics are not the 
kind of group of states that could solve all the neces-
sary problems on their own.  If a solution is going to 
be found for living and working peacefully with Rus-
sia it must be a solution for all of the West and indeed 
for all of Russia’s frontiers.  If Europeans are to con-
tinue going abroad to fight and solve other people’s 
wars there are not many peace missions that could 
be carried out just by the Nordic battle group alone.  
Even less can a group of five states on the edge of Eu-
rope hope to control among themselves the flows of 
terrorism, immigration, money, technology, disease 
and natural processes that are so often these days not 
just pan-European in scale but truly global in their 
dynamics.  For those purposes, there seems no alter-
native but to work through all the competent institu-
tions that we have and with all the great powers who 
do have the scale of resources to make a difference: 
the UN and EU as well as the USA, NATO as well as 
China and India.

Does that mean there is nothing for the Nordic states 
to talk about or work on together?  Absolutely not.  
Where this analysis is really leading is that we need 
more Nordic cooperation for the sake of better insti-
tutional policies in the EU, NATO, UN or anywhere 
else and as a contribution to more effective dialogues 
and partnerships between Europe and all the larger 
powers that Europeans depend upon in some way. 
But to get that kind of result the Nordics would have 
to talk together with their eyes firmly fixed on the 

outside world, on the dynamics of the different mul-
tilateral communities they belong to, and on all their 
inevitable interdependence with that larger world and 
those larger communities under the new compre-
hensive security agenda. What is more, they would 
have to be ready to talk more frankly than ever up to 
now about the differences between their national de-
fence and security policies and structures and about 
the reasons for those differences; whether they are 
really essential in modern conditions; and how any 
process of change and closer harmonization could be 
managed in political terms, given that the demands 
and sensitivities of public opinion are actually very 
different from one Nordic state to another.  Iceland’s 
situation and Iceland’s need for innovation and new 
partnerships today might be one of rather few active 
forces pushing towards such a fresh and frank evalu-
ation.  But as people within the country increasingly 
realize, Iceland’s full potential to promote change in 
Norden is not going to be fulfilled unless Iceland it-
self is prepared for some perhaps quite significant 
changes as well.      
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