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Erzsébet N. Rózsa - Viktor Marsai                       The NATO and the MENA

IntroductIon

In the history of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization the Middle East and North 
Africa (MENA) has never played a crucial role. During the Cold War NATO 
focused its attention on Eastern and Central, and partly Southern, Europe. After 

the collapse of the bipolar world order and the dissolution of the big enemy, the Soviet 
Union, the Alliance had to re-orient its tasks, and while according to its strategic concept 
accepted in Washington in 1999, NATO has remained the main guard of Euro-Atlantic 
security,1 the Organization has found its new function in crisis management operations. 
It must be underlined, however, that by these steps NATO had not discovered any new 
instrument, and the Alliance legitimised its running operations in the Balkans only. The 
participation in the termination of the 1991–95 war and the Kosovo crisis has contributed 
to the strengthening of Euro-Atlantic security, and it meant no radical change in NATO’s 
Europe-centred security perception.

the nAto And the MenA

The breakthrough came after 9/11, when NATO accepted the fact that the security 
of the North Atlantic region did not begin at the border of the member states. 
Although the circumstances in Afghanistan, the origin of the New York and 

Washington terror attacks, and the implementation of the Article 5 of the Washington 
Treaty were more complex and controversial issues, the results were evident: NATO 
committed itself to crisis management and state building operations not only in Europe, 
but anywhere over the globe where the Organization perceived and defined its own 
interests. The Alliance has started its ”out of area” operations in Iraq, Pakistan, the Gulf 
of Aden, Darfur, Somalia, and Afghanistan, although the extent of the commitment was 
different from case to case. It took part in peacekeeping and -making operations, state-
building, relief assistance, SSR, anti-terrorist and anti-piracy missions, and it provided 
training, advice and logistic assistance.2

However, these activities highlighted the limits of NATO, too. The perception of 
the Alliance has become definitely negative in the Muslim world. Among the peoples 
of the Middle East and North Africa the Organization has become the symbol of “US 

* The study has appeared originally: Erzsébet Nagyné Rózsa – Viktor Marsai: „NATO, severná 
Afrika a Blízky vychod – nové vyzvy, staré prístupy” [NATO, Észak-Afrika és a Közel-Kelet – új 
kihívások, régi megközelítések]. Zahranicná politika, No. 2. (2012). http://www.zahranicnapolitika.
sk/?id=1007&id=1492. 20–21. o.

1  “The Alliance’s Strategic Concept”. North Atlantic Treaty Organization, http://www.nato.int/cps/en/
natolive/official_texts_27433.htm, 24 April 1999.

2 “NATO Operations and Missions”. North Atlantic Treaty Organization, http://www.nato.int/cps/en/
natolive/topics_52060.htm. Last accessed on 29 October 2012.
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imperialism”.3 The PR efforts of the Alliance to counter these allegations were not 
sufficient, mainly because in spite of the success in Afghanistan, the great breakthrough 
did not happen. NATO has been obviously overstretched by the ISAF mission, and hit 
by the global economic crisis the Organization was seeking opportunities for a more 
moderate international activity in the 2010s.

In this context the so-called “Arab Spring” brought new and unexpected tasks for the 
Alliance. The region was not totally unknown for the Organization. The Mediterranean 
Dialogue initiated in 1994, provided a strategic framework for the cooperation between 
the Alliance and its partner states (currently seven countries, including Morocco, 
Algeria, Mauritania, Tunisia, Egypt, Israel, and Jordan). The aims of the Dialogue 
were to 1) contribute to regional security and stability; 2) achieve better mutual 
understanding; 3) and dispel any misconceptions about NATO among the partner 
countries.4 The cooperation mainly ran on a bilateral level (NATO+1), although it also 
allowed multilateral meetings. During the 1990s the Mediterranean Dialogue was almost 
totally inactive (there were only common workshops, trainings and some exercises). It 
was the Istanbul Summit in 2004, which gave a new impetus to the cooperation. Since 
then the Mediterranean Dialogue Work Programme (MDWP) has been accepted annually, 
which states the priority and the area of common activities to be performed in the relevant 
year. The MDWP increased the number of activities from 100 in 2004 to 700 in 2011, in 
30 different fields (including: military education, training and doctrine, defence policy, 
intelligence, civil emergency planning, etc.).5 On the whole, however, the intensity of 
cooperation has remained low: the declared primary strategic interests of NATO were 
far from the MENA region, and the tensions between the southern partner states of the 
Mediterranean Dialogue have not made it possible to deepen cooperation. Furthermore, 
as Martin A. Smith and Ian Davis underlines, “the MD/ICI6 throughout its relatively 
short history has predominantly focused on the interests and security agendas of the 
Alliance, rather than those of the partner states.”7 The Alliance had no exact picture 
about the Arab societies, economies or political conditions. Its capacities were tied down 
in Afghanistan, and the MENA in the last decade seemed a relatively stable region of 
the world: the intensity of the Arab–Israeli conflict remained low, and the authoritarian 
regimes closed the borders towards Europe in front of illegal migrants and terrorist groups 
like the AQIM. The relatively safe and predictable economic environment was mostly 
favourable for investments. There were rumours about the unequal distribution of state 
benefits, corruption, pauperisation, despotism, and the breakdown of the middle class, but 
nobody seriously considered these till January 2011.

3 See: Ghali Hassan: “NATO: A Tool of U.S. Imperialism”. Countercurrents.org, http://www.
countercurrents.org/hassan250808.htm, 25 August 2008.

4 “NATO Mediterranean Dialogue”. North Atlantic Treaty Organization, http://www.nato.int/cps/en/
SID-05C3B300-1A7271C6/natolive/topics_60021.htm?. Last accessed on 29 October 2012.

5 “NATO’s Mediterranean Dialogue”. North Atlantic Treaty Organization, http://www.nato.int/cps/en/
natolive/topics_52927.htm. Last accessed on 29 October 2012.

6 Istambul Cooperation Initiative.
7 Martin A. Smith – Ian Davis: “NATO’s Mediterranean Dialogue in the Wake of the Arab Spring: 

Partnership for Peace or Succour for Despots?”. NATO Watch Briefing Paper, No. 19. (2011). http://
www.natowatch.org/sites/default/files/NATO_Watch_Briefing_Paper_No.19.pdf, 27 June  2011, p. 1.
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NATO – and other international actors, like the EU, the Arab League, and the African 
Union – was not prepared for the Arab Spring. The dilemma was huge: the stability of 
the region was the most important for the Alliance, and the authoritarian regimes could 
provide it. But the declared values of the Organization – democracy, freedom and human 
rights, that is, the flagships of official NATO participation in Kosovo or Afghanistan – 
were completely against the obvious interests. Therefore, at the beginning everybody 
was waiting to see which way the events would develop. In the case of Tunisia and Egypt 
it seemed that the strategy was working, since it could be argued that the great powers 
did not shift loyalty and support until the point of no return was passed. The Libyan 
civil war, however, proved that the West could not keep away from crisis management. 
Some European countries – the prominent member states of the NATO and the EU, like 
France, Italy, and Great Britain – had serious interests at stake in the Libyan energy 
market, infrastructure and other economic sectors. The only question was under which 
organisation’s umbrella they would start to interfere, and if the operation would be 
backed and/or limited by a UNSC resolution or not.

It became evident soon that the EU would not take the opportunity to demonstrate 
the effectiveness of the CSDP in Libya, in spite of the fact that the EU would have 
been capable of carrying out an aerial operation as authorised by the UNSC, even with 
the lack of different capabilities – sufficient intelligence, surveillance (AWACS), great 
number of cruiser missiles and other precision weapons. However, in order to avoid 
unacceptable own casualties and high collateral damages the European countries decided 
to ask support from the US and make use of common NATO capabilities.

NATO came under high pressure from its European member states. The Alliance 
did not want another unpredictable intervention in the Muslim world, and many experts 
warned that Libya could be the “new Afghanistan”.8 But France and the UK convinced 
the USA that Europe needed to have Tripoli stabilised by the fall of Gaddafi, and the 
hasty French involvement determined the next steps of the West.

NATO began its Libyan mission, the Operation Unified Protector (OUP), on 22 March 
2011 by enforcing the UN arms embargo. Two days later, on the 24th, the Alliance decided 
to enforce the UN-mandated no-fly zone, too. Since UNSC Resolution 19739 authorised 
the international community to take all necessary measures to protect civilians, NATO 
forces carried out airstrikes against regime forces attacking populated areas. During the 
222 days of the OUP, NATO air assets flew more than 26,000 sorties, and damaged or 
destroyed around 6,000 military targets. The mission ended on 31 October 2011.10

The OUP revealed many aspects of the new NATO – and Western – approach to crisis 
management missions in the Muslim countries. First, the Alliance felt it necessary to 
have the UN Security Council to support (and authorise) their operation. The European 
countries and the US did not want another illegitimate mission. Although China and 

  8 “Fears of a Long War as Fox Says Libya Is the New Afghanistan”. Mail Online, http://www.dailymail.
co.uk/news/article-1379051/Libya-new-Afghanistan-says-Liam-Fox.html, 20 April 2011.

  9 “UN Security Council Resolution 1973 (2011) on Libya – Full Text”. The Guardian, http://www.
guardian.co.uk/world/2011/mar/17/un-security-council-resolution, 17 March 2011.

10 “NATO and Libya”. North Atlantic Treaty Organization, http://www.nato.int/cps/en/SID-8D0E1775-
8E90BADB/natolive/topics_71652.htm. Last accessed on 29 October 2012.
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Russia found the implementation of the UNSCR 1973 controversial, it is almost sure 
that without a UN resolution the West would not have interfered in the Libyan crisis 
with weapons, or, at least, not in this framework. Secondly, beside the UN authorisation 
the Alliance made sure to secure the support of the most competent and credible 
regional organisation, the Arab League, too.11 The time of unilateral action was over, 
and NATO did not feel itself politically strong enough to run such an operation without 
a stable regional support. The third issue follows from the second: NATO determined 
the clear limits of its commitments. The Alliance underlined that it would stick to the 
maintenance of the no-fly zone, the arms embargo and the protection of civilians only 
as mandated by the UNSC. Although the warplanes of the member states accomplished 
numerous attacks against the Gaddafi forces, and – contrary to the authorisation of 
UNSC Resolution 1973 – contributed considerably to the fall of the dictator, NATO 
rejected any land operations,12 and declared that it would not participate in post-Gaddafi 
crisis management and state-building.13

The OUP was one of the most successful operations in the history of the 
Alliance,14 and many waited further NATO commitment in North Africa, but in 
vain. NATO – as it was promised – completed its role in Libya, and there are no 
signs for a similar intervention in Syria. It seems that the Libyan crisis management 
was a unique occasion, and NATO will not start other missions in the MENA 
region. The direct threat was eliminated, and after the controversial fall of Gaddafi 
there is no chance for similar consensus and authorisation by a UNSC resolution. 
Furthermore, the interests of the European states in Syria are much more limited 
than they were in Libya.

At the Berlin meeting in April 2011, NATO produced a new package for the 
Mediterranean Dialogue partner states, and increased the number of common MDWP 
activities beyond 1000 per year. But these steps do not make up for the basic problems 
of the cooperation and the partner states, and can contribute to the stability of the 
MENA countries only to very limited degree. NATO’s attention and capacities are still 
tied down in Afghanistan. And with the decreasing military budgets the question is 
not ‘where our new commitment will be?’, but ‘how we can afford another new and 
costly operation?’. Therefore, if the stability of the MENA area does not decline rapidly, 
NATO‘s interests and role will remain limited in the region.

11 “Arab League Backs Libya No-Fly Zone”. BBC News, http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-
africa-12723554, 12 March 2011.

12 “Rasmussen Rules out NATO Land Operations in Libya”. CRIEnglish.com, http://english.cri.
cn/6966/2011/07/04/2724s646280.htm, 4 July 2011.

13 “NATO’s Role after the Fall of Gaddafi”. The PRI’s World, http://www.theworld.org/2011/08/nato-
role-gaddafi-libya/, 23 August 2011.

14 “NATO and Libya”, op. cit.

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-12723554
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-12723554
http://english.cri.cn/6966/2011/07/04/2724s646280.htm
http://english.cri.cn/6966/2011/07/04/2724s646280.htm
http://www.theworld.org/2011/08/nato-role-gaddafi-libya/
http://www.theworld.org/2011/08/nato-role-gaddafi-libya/

