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The time in history when there was most serious talk ~ Second, there is the fact that the largest power in the
about setting up a collective defence pact among the  region who would normally be at the core and the
Nordic states was in the 1940’s, just after the Second ~ head of any local defence movement — Sweden — has
World War. Denmark and Norway were those who  a longer-term history of extreme military violence
explored the idea most thoroughly and Sweden was ~ and a recent tradition of idealistic neutralism that
always more hesitant, while it became clear quite ~ makes it very opposed in taking the lead to defend
early that Finland would be more or less forced into  its neighbours, while quite a lot of people in the oth-
neutrality by its closeness to the Soviet Union. Asis  er countries feel equally opposed to letting Swedes
known, the end-result was that Denmark and Nor-  take the command over them. Third, and what was
way and also Iceland decided to join NATO instead,  certainly decisive in the 1940s, in modern times the
and — with Sweden as well as Finland remaining  Northern part of Europe has been facing threats that
neutral — in that way the famous Nordic strategic ~ were just too large for this group of countries to be
‘balance’ of the Cold War years was created. able to balance or contain - let alone to overcome —
by themselves. This is a group of five nations with
If we want to start thinking today about the argu-  huge and strategically exposed territories but with a
ments for a new start in Nordic defence coopera-  total population of just under 25 million and a total
tion — an idea that might well be in people’s minds  of 103,000 troops in their peacetime armed forces.
in view of the new MOU’s that Iceland has signed  Even as recently as the mid-199os, when some US
on defence cooperation with both Norway and Den-  and European thinkers suggested that the Nordic
mark and the talk of joint military projects between  states could form a group to protect the Baltic States
Finland, Sweden and Norway — it could be good to  so that the Balts would not have to enter fully into
take a frank look at why the idea broke down sixty =~ NATO with all the political turbulence that might
years ago. Of course there were many detailed ex-  cause, the Baltic leaders themselves replied at once
planations in terms of events and personalities, but  that they just did not think that the Nordics could do
three underlying factors were at work that have also  the job, even if they had wanted to — and the Nor-
continued to shape security developments in Nor-  dics for their part made pretty clear that they would
den in more modern times. First—and thisissome-  much prefer NATO to take the strain.
thing that Nordic analysts are always keen to stress
themselves — the Nordic countries are notactuallyso ~ Now history has been moving very fast in this part of
like each other, and don’t actually like each other so  the world as elsewhere, and we could certainly look
much, as most people in the rest of the world tendto  again at the changing security conditions and how
assume. There are crucial historical and geographi-  the Nordics as a group have responded to them. It
cal differences that have shaped the different coun-  is fair to say that there are at least 3 trends of change
tries’ experiences and feelings about their identities, ~ that make the idea of Nordic security cooperation
including of course factors from the time of the  both more realistic and more relevant.
Second World War when Western-occupied Iceland,
the Nazi-occupied countries, neutral Sweden and  First, although Europe still has a problem with the
Finland with its two direct wars with the Soviets had ~ Russians and Putin has been working hard to make
such completely contrasting fates. that obvious lately, the great majority of experts
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consider that the actual threat of military action from
the East is now very low or non-existent. Putin him-
self seems well aware that energy, other economic as-
sets, and his power to help or not to help in the West’s
new frontline concerns such as Kosovo or Iran are
his biggest bargaining chips: and the way he is using
military tools and topics is probably more for demon-
stration of his defiant attitude and for atmosphere-
building than anything else. It may thus no longer
be so relevant how many troops the Nordics could
put together to stop the Russians, and much more
relevant what influence and arguments the Nordics
can put together both to influence Putin himself, and
to influence NATO, the EU, and the United States
in the right direction for finding convincing Western
answers to this new type of Russian challenge. If
the Nordics were able to take a common line, for in-
stance, on Russia’s energy plans in the Baltic area; or
on the best way to protect Western interests against
Russia in the safe transit of energy routes through
the North Atlantic; or indeed how to work better with
Russia on the process of climate change in the High
North, that would be an effective way of promoting
what are now among the most vital Nordic interests.
It would probably also be a very good thing for the
quality of Western policy as a whole.

The second point is that while we do still have a
Western military agenda, it is now much more about
doing operations out in the world to help deal with
indirect rather than direct threats to our survival,
such as other people’s conflicts and the struggle with
terrorist and other extremist forces. One interesting
implication of this non-European operational focus
is that it matters much less today exactly which part
of Europe countries are in, or even if they are in
NATO or not. Everyone can in principle contribute
forces to the same operations, and everyone can in
principle develop longer-term military cooperation
to streamline and specialize their military contribu-
tions, move towards using compatible or identical
equipment, and so on. The facts do, indeed, show
that all five Nordic states in the last ten years have
followed very similar patterns of directing their best
forces towards overseas operations — in Iceland’s
case of course these have been civilian volunteers —
and also entering into closer mutual cooperation as
all Nordics except Denmark have done in the Nordic

Battle Group, and as Finland, Sweden and Norway
have been planning on a number of joint equipment
purchases, for instance. These Nordic military inter-
actions are already the strongest in modern history
and the present Swedish government, in particular,
seems keen to push them much further - in synergy
with its attempts to economize on its own defence
budget through modernization and specialization.

Thirdly, it can be argued that so long as the threat was
mainly a military one from the East, the varied strate-
gic geography of the Baltic-Nordic region made a big
difference in how countries experienced it and how
they felt they needed to react. For instance there is
a well-known Swedish joke that says ‘We can afford
to be much more relaxed than the Finns because we
have a better Eastern neighbour than they do!’. It is
also pretty obvious why Iceland with its mid-Atlantic
position was more interested in protection by air and
sea than by ground forces after 1945 and why the
USA was the closest as well as the strongest source
for Iceland to seek such protection from. Finally, be-
cause of this special bilateral relationship of Tceland’s
and because Iceland chose not to have its own forces
- while universal military service was both the basic
military solution and a very important cultural and
political feature for all the other Nordics — it is not
surprising that Icelandic defence and security think-
ing proceeded really quite separately from the rest of
Norden and there was frankly not much to talk about
in terms of joint defence business. As is known, the
official Nordic Cooperation system that was set up
for all five countries deliberately excluded security
cooperation from its agenda, and the word security
was not even supposed to be mentioned at Nordic
Council meetings until very recently.

In all these respect and more, the present tendency
to define national security in much more than just
military terms has changed the equation. Today’s
national defence and security policies have to take ac-
count of a whole range of state and non-state threats
to every aspect of national survival and welfare, in-
cluding human threats like terrorism, WMD prolif-
eration, international crime and illegal migration,
but also natural disasters like storms, floods and
epidemic diseases of people and animals, and lon-
ger-term changes in human ecology like the destruc-




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'tis 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
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outside world, on the dynamics of the different mul-
tilateral communities they belong to, and on all their
inevitable interdependence with thatlarger 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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