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Introduction

Since the collapse of the Soviet Union and the dissolution of
the Warsaw Pact, the regions beyond NATO’s conventional Area of
Responsibility (AOR) have become of vital interest for the security
of NATO member states and the whole international community. As
the possibility of big conventional offensive attacks against NATO
has decreased and a number of new risks and threats from the pe-
riphery have emerged, NATO has adopted its policies, structure and
even membership to meet new challenges and remain relevant as a
regional political-security institution. NATO’s 1991 and 1999 strategic
concepts were prepared to deal with the requirements of the new
strategic environment, initiated the Partnership for Peace (PfP) and
the Mediterranean Dialogue (MD), and conducted peacekeeping
operations beyond the AOR. After the 9/11 terrorist attacks, NATO de-
clared an Article-V operation against terrorism and introduced a new
cooperation program, namely Istanbul Cooperation Initiative (ICl) to
help the countries in the Broader Middle East Project, but especially
for Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC)'s member countries

Resulting from the 2012 Chicago Summit NATO's existing coopera-
tion tools should be reviewed and new initiatives must be made. It
is believed that NATO's real influence in the peripheral area, which is
referred to as “NATO’s near abroad” in the following chapter, and the
perceptions of NATO by the people of the various countries must be
clearly understood before NATO initiates new programs or conducts
any further action.

The hypothesis of this article is that NATO does not have a big
influence in its near abroad despite several initiatives towards the
region. More importantly it has a bad image. Therefore, all NATO
actions towards the region should be carefully planned and gradu-
ally conducted.

This article consists of four parts; adefinition of the area and its im-
portance for NATO; discussion of the current NATO policies and tools
towards the region; the perceptions of NATO by the people of the
region; and finally some recommendations for NATO.



How to define the near abroad and the related specific term; the
broader Middle East and North Africa

At the very start of this chapter, there is a need to define the terms,
“the near abroad” and “the broader Middle East.” In Russian political
language and some other post-Soviet states, the near abroad gener-
ally refers to the newly independent republics which emerged after
the dissolution of the Soviet Union. The term is normally used to refer
to several countries in Eastern Europe, the Caucasus, and Central
Asia." By looking at this meaning of the term, one could easily define
an area as “NATO near abroad” which includes the adjacent territo-
ries of the borders of NATO members. Such an area largely overlaps
with the borders of the broader Middle East except the countries in
Eastern Europe.

The term “broader Middle East” has been used to refer to a large
area of Arab and non-Arab Muslim countries, stretching all the way
from Morocco in the west to Pakistan in Southeast Asia. However,
there is no precise listing of designated countries. There are various
lists with changing numbers of countries. Some argue that the term
“broader Middle East” refers to the countries of the Arab League,
plus Pakistan, Afghanistan, Iran, Turkey, and Israel,> Thus a total of
27 countries. Another group adds the central Asian countries such
as Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan and
South Caucasus countries such as Azerbaijan, Georgia and Armenia,
extending its total to 36 countries. The article will use the latter defi-
nition to refer to the area beyond the conventional NATO AOR.

Some countries on the lists such as Turkey and Egypt have never
accepted being designated a target country of the project, while
other countries are not even aware of what they are targeted for.

Why the broader Middle East is important for NATO?

There are several reasons why it is important for NATO to promote
dialogue and foster stability and security in the broader Middle East.
European and North American leaders and populations have a strong
strategic self-interest in promoting security in the Middle East. NATO
members have more interest in this region than in any other.? One
key reason is that a number of today’s security challenges - terrorism,
the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, failed states and



transnational organized crime - are common to both NATO member
states and to countries in these regions and, consequently, require
common responses.

The potential in these regions for instability due to many unre-
solved political, social and economic issues is also a concern. In the
Middle East, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict remains a major source of
tension. Progress towards a just, lasting and comprehensive settle-
ment of this conflict should be a priority for the countries of the
region and for the international community as a whole.

The stability and the peace in Irag, Afghanistan and Pakistan are
important for both the countries in the region and the entire world.

Energy security is another concern with as much as 65% of Europe’s
oil and natural gas imports passing through the countries in the re-
gion. A secure and stable environment in the region is important not
only to Western importing nations but also to the region’s energy
producers and to the countries through which oil and gas transit.*

NATO also has other important reasons to focus on this region
following the events in 2011 such as the possible implications of
the Arab Spring to the countries concerned as well as to the NATO
members.

NATO initiatives and missions in the broader Middle East

With each passing year, and in ways no one could have foreseen,
NATO’s role in the broader Middle East has continued to expand.
At the time the peacekeeping operations were conducted in the
Eastern Europe, Bosnia and Kosovo, few could have envisaged that
almost a decade later NATO would deploy over thousands of troops
to Afghanistan, intervene humanitarily in Pakistan and Sudan, train
Iraqi military forces in Baghdad and the intervene in Libya to help the
rebels change the regime.®



Over the past several years, NATO has:
invoked its Article 5 defense clause for the first time ever, follow-
ing the September 11 attacks on the United States;
deployed thousands of troops to Afghanistan and committedto
a state building mission; As of January 2012, ISAF’s total strength
is about 130,000. There are 50 troop contributing nations. Seven
of them, namely Armenia, Azerbaijan, Bahrain, Georgia, Jordan,
United Arab Emirates and Turkey are from the broader Middle
East region,
launched a NATO Training Mission operation for Iraqi forces in-
volving contributions from all NATO members;
created the NATO Response Force (NRF), a grouping of some
20,000 forces and equipment that can be deployed anywhere in
the world at short notice.
deployed the NRF in an earthquake relief operation in Pakistan;
established an air-bridge to supply soldiers from the African
Union to a peacekeeping mission in Sudan;
launched the ICl to develop its political and military relations with
members of the GCC;
expanded its MD to facilitate political dialogue with Middle East-
ern countries including Egypt;
enlarged the scope of political discussions in the North Atlantic
Council to include briefings on a range of Middle Eastern and
global issues;
established a Chemical, Biological, Radiological and Nuclear Re-
sponse (CBRNR) team to help deal with possible weapons of mass
destruction contingencies.
and lastly conducted the operation in Libya.

By looking at this long list, one can say that NATO has a big influ-
ence in the region and is in the process of transforming itself into a
global security organization in terms of its missions, its participation
and possibly its future membership. This might seem right from a
NATO point of viewhowever the perceptions of NATO by the peoples
of the various countries in the region are different. If we look into
some initiatives in detail, we will see what this means.



Partnership for Peace Program

The first NATO initiative in the region is the PfP Program. There are
eight countries from the broader Middle East region participating in
this program; Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Kirghizstan,
Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan. Among these countries,
Georgia has adopted a very different approach towards NATO.
Georgia’s membership aspiration is a challenge for NATO because of
the political realities and instability in the region. NATO has been sup-
porting Georgia's defense and security sector reforms and full mem-
bership aspiration through the NATO-Georgia Commission. However
the ongoing disputes over Abkhazia and South Ossetia complicate
NATO’s relationswithRussia. It is argued that the South Ossetia War
in 2008 has diminished the likelihood of Georgian accession to NATO
in the near future, although some analysts see it as a justification
for Georgian NATO-membership. This article argues that in the near
future NATO cannot ignore the influence of Russia in these areas.

Azerbaijan, Armenia and Kazakhstan agreed on Individual Partner-
ship Action Plans which aim to deepen the relationships of the PfP
partners with NATO in the general categories of political and security
issues. The main activities for these and remaining countries are however
limited to seminars, courses, visits at different levels, meetings and for
some countries, small size unit contributions to NATO missions.

None of the Central Asian countries contribute with troops to the
ISAF mission. Furthermore, NATO and coalition partners often face
challenges when using military bases in these countries for logistic
purposes. Despite this however, one can conclude that NATO has an
influence on these countries only 18 years after having signed the
PfP Framework Document. There are several reasons for NATO’s lim-
ited influence. The main reason is the influence of powerful regional
actors such as Russia, China and India. Most of the PfP countries are
members of regional political and security organizations such as the
Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO)¢, the Commonwealth of
Independent States (CIS)’, and the Collective Security Treaty Organi-
zation (CSTO).8 These organizations have also expanded their roles in
the region over the years. One example is the CSTO military exercise
in 2011 which was the largest military exercise ever held by the CSTO.



Involving up to 12,000 troops, it was conducted to raise preparedness and
co-ordination to counter Arab Spring style destabilization techniques.

The close economic relations of the Central Asian countries with
regional powers are other important factors which constrain NATO
and Western relations. The biggest trade partner for these countries
is either Russia or China.?

Another important reason is NATO’s negative image among the
Muslim populations in these countries. This issue will be further
elaborated in the following chapters.

Because of these reasons, it could be argued that NATO's influence
through the PfP program in Central Asian countries, together with
Armenia and Azerbaijan, will remain limited for the foreseeable future.

Mediterranean Dialogue’™
Since the launch of the MD in 1994, the number of countries
participating in this program has increased: Egypt, Israel, Mauritania,
Morocco and Tunisia, which accepted the invitation to participate in the
Dialogue in 1994, were joined by Jordan in 1995 and Algeria in 2000.
Initially, NATO wanted to create a forum for confidence-building
and transparency in which Allies could learn more about the secu-
rity concerns of Dialogue countries as well as dispel misperceptions
about NATO's aims and policies.
After the Istanbul Summit in 2004, NATO and the Dialogue coun-
tries have taken several steps. Some of them are:
bilateral and multilateral meetings at various levels,
establishment of Annual Work Program in 1997,
strengthened political consultations,
military-to-military cooperation,
intelligence-sharing related to Combating terrorism and new se-
curity threats,
cooperation for preventing the proliferation of weapons of mass
destruction and their means of delivery,
border security particularly in connection with terrorism as well
as tackling the spread of small arms and light weapons and illegal
trafficking,
civil emergency planning and,
defense reform.



Furthermore, in the field of cooperation in crisis management,
NATO and the MD partners have some positive records. Morocco,
Egypt and Jordan participated in NATO operations in Bosnia-
Herzegovina and Kosovo. Morocco and Israel are playing a role in the
Operation Active Endeavour patrolling the Mediterranean Sea.

The MD provides a multilateral format designed to stimulate
talks between the seven countries of the southern shore of the
Mediterranean Sea. Since the MD achieved partnership status in 2004
meetings at a level of the Ministers of Defense and Foreign Affairs as
well as Joint Chiefs of Staff have been held. However, no real multilat-
eral cooperation on security and defense issues is underway among the
Mediterranean partners. Mutual distrust and long-standing misconcep-
tions have precluded them from establishing a constructive interaction.

Istanbul Cooperation Initiative'

NATO’s ICl, launched at the Alliance’s Summit in Turkey June 2004,
aims to contribute to long-term global and regional security by of-
fering countries of the broader Middle East region practical bilateral
security cooperation with NATO.

Six countries of the GCC were initially invited to participate. To date,
Bahrain, Qatar, Kuwait and the United Arab Emirates have joined.
Saudi Arabia and Oman have yet to participate.

Since the Summitan annual Menu of Practical Activities focusing
on agreed priority areas has been gradually enhanced andnow con-
tains about 500 activities.

ICl partners have also increasingly demonstrated their readiness
to participate in NATO-led operations, acting as security providers.
Today, Bahrain and UAE are recognized as contributing nations to
the NATO ISAF operation in Afghanistan although their contributions
are symbolic (Bahrain 95 troops and UAE 35). Following the launch
of Operation Unified Protector (OUP) in Libya, Qatar and the United
Arab Emirates provided air assets to the operation.

Concerning the multilateral dimension, the ICl lacks a structured forum
for dialogue among partners. Although the new NATO Strategic Concept
(2010) advocates an “active engagement” with all partners, the success of
NATO initiatives and attempts towards the region highly depends on the
dynamics of the region rather than something else.



NATO image and real influence in the broader middle east

With respect to NATO image in the broader Middle East, it is always
difficult to tell the truth if it is uncomfortable. . There is a Turkish
saying“friends say even what hurts” Thus, the truth needs to be told.

Even though NATO has made a moderate success through the MD
and ICl program its image is poor in the broader Middle East.

Starting with Arab countries, it is quite clear that Arabs perceptions
of NATO are quite negative. There are of course reasons for this. First
of all, itis a reflection of prevailing attitudes in the Arab world that are
rooted in Arab historical experiences.

For the Arab public, NATO has no separate identity from those of
the Western powers and states that created the Alliance and consti-
tutes its members. In this way, the Alliance’s image has been formed
by attitudes towards events in the Arab world involving major NATO
members such as France’s colonial rule and the Algerian War; Italy’s
involvement in Arab North Africa; the United Kingdom's occupation
of the Gulf region and the support provided to Israel by the United
States. Based on this, NATO is widely perceived as a colonialist club.

Another factor contributing to NATO's negative image in the
Middle East is religious perceptions. Except Turkey, NATO is seen as
a dominant Christian club. UnfortunatelyTurkish membership of the
Alliance has not rectified this image.

Furthermore, NATO’s Afghanistan intervention and the high num-
bers of civilian casualties have considerably contributed to the nega-
tive image.

Although NATO involvement in Iraq is limited to training mission,
the US and coalition operations have produced negative percep-
tions not only among the people of Irag, but also the Muslim people
throughout the broader Middle East and North Africa.

I, Lastly, it is time to touch upon NATO's Libya intervention and its
negative image. The operation is generally seen as a success in two
respects by NATO officials. In their opinion, NATO demonstrated its
capacity both to decide and to act quickly and efficiently. Moreover,
the Alliance proved its ability to end a military engagement when the
reason for military action disappeared.

There is also a general belief in Western countries, especially in the
US, that NATO’s Libya intervention has produced positive results on



Arab perceptions of the US and NATO. It is believed that intervening
in Libya would shift the regional narrative that the U.S. and Western
countries only support brutal dictators and not the democratic aspi-
rations of Arabs.

However, there are some polls in Arab countries which indicate
that the internvetion has not translated into greater support for the
US among Arabs. A high percentage of people thinks that the US,
some Western Countries and NATO intervened in Libya to share its
oil and gas resources. They also firmly believe that the air campaign
destroyed the infrastructure of the country and killed thousands of
innocent civilians.

The operations has also been severely criticized by Turkish people.
While the Turkish Government gave a limited and obligatory sup-
port for the operation, the leaders of the opposition parties spoke
up against the air campaign inflicting damage on the infrastructure
and causing civilian casualties.'* Some polls indicate that the Turkish
people do not approve of NATO operations in Libya. According to the
IPSOS poll of May 2011, only one third (35%) of Turkish citizens sup-
ported the actions. This could however be an optimistic estimate as
other polls in Turkey indicate much lower support for NATO after the
Libya intervention. The IAW 2011 transatlantic trends survey showed
that while 53% of Turks felt that NATO was essential to their security
in 2004 compared to only 30% in 2010.

After the Libya operation a survey was conducted in Arab Coun-
tries between October-December 2011 by the Turkish think tank
TESEV (the Turkish Economic and Social Studies Foundation) showed
some interesting perceptions. Arabs perceive Israel to be the greatest
threat to their security followed by the US and Iran. > Arabs see NATO
as the least important security provider among seven actors, includ-
ing US, Russia, China, Turkey, UN, EU and NATO. Turkey is the first and
UN, EU and Russiafollow respectively.'®

There is a considerable number of articles claiming that the Libya
intervention was not a humanitarian operation. Although they ac-
cept that the Qaddafi regime was brutal, they argue that its forces
massacred no civilians before the campaign to “save” the Libyan
people. Like other civil wars in Third World countries, this one gen-
erated most of its killing through the fighting itself. The number of



Libyan deaths is uncertain but likely runs into the tens of thousands.
Most civilians died after the conflict was lengthened by minimal,
half-hearted Western action. NATO airstrikes persisted even after
Qaddafi's forces were largely defeated.

The legitimacy of the operation is debated. Some scholars in the re-
gion and the people on the streets question the legitimacy of UNSC
structure and voting procedures. Moreover, there are other sources
of legitimacy, the most important one being the belief of the citizens
in the relevant country. Nobody asked the Libyan people before
bombing their country.

It is argued that NATO's future image is also in danger. By enter-
ing the Libyan civil war, NATO has tied its credibility to an eventual
post-Qaddafi regime it has no control over, creating the potential for
an embarrassing implicit NATO endorsement of an abusive Libyan
government.



Recommendations

To play a successful and useful role in the broader Middle East,
NATO must be careful to distance itself both from the West's colonial
past and the dictatorial regimes of the present; any NATO role in the
Middle East must be based on universal moral norms and local values
of the countries in the region.

More public diplomacy focusing on younger people is needed to
advertise NATO and its role for the security and stability of the region.
Such diplomacy should advocate the use of all possible communica-
tion means, especially traditional ones. Moreover, NATO must take
into considerationthe requirements discussed above.

The ongoing events and unpredictability of the new regimes in the
Arab World might put the MD and IClI at risk. It is crucial to stress the
decision of the Egyptian provisional authorities to allow the passage
of two Iranian warships through the Suez Canal as it was neither in
line with the traditional Egyptian policy nor with the security arrange-
ments relevant to the NATO Active Endeavor and the aims of MD.

NATO operations should be carefully conducted to avoid civilian
casualties. The behavior of NATO troops respecting local rules and
order, traditional values, culture, and religion sometimes becomes
more important than a victory over the insurgency. Therefore NATO
soldiers and leaders should be given cultural education before
deployment.

NATO should cooperate more with regional security and political
organizations in the broader Middle East including the SCO, CIS, AU,
GCC and Organization of Islamic Countries.

The recent events and ongoing conflicts in the region clearly dem-
onstrate the need to raise a regional security compact/organization
to tackle the common threats to peace and stability. In this regard,
it is believed that any initiative by either US or NATO to create “mini
NATO” or “Middle East NATO” would complicate the region’s fragile
dynamics. We should bear in mind the 1950’s CENTO or Baghdad Pact
in the Middle East which is generally regarded as one of the least
successful of the Cold War alliances."” Instead, the security organiza-
tions should be created by the countries in the region which NATO
should support and seek to cooperate with.
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