Costs and Dangers of NATO Expansion

In focus

The North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)
was created in 1949, according to a popular adage,
for three purposes—to keep the Americans in
Europe, the Russians out, and the Germans down.
Since 1989 the security landscape of Europe has
changed tremendously. The Berlin Wall, the Soviet
Union, and the Warsaw Pact are no more. Yet
NATO continues to adhere closely to its original
objectives. NATO is still the key instrument of
U.S. involvement in Europe. It remains deeply
concerned about Russian influence. And it anchors
Germany firmly in a security

cles remain.

Key Points

« With the end of the cold war and
the demise of the Soviet threat,
NATO must find new rationales
for its existence.

¢ The Clinton administration is
urging NATO to welcome new
members from East-Central
Europe as early as 1999.

« The U.S. treats expansion as a fait
accompli, but many serious obsta-

alliance, allaying the fears of
neighboring countries of a
resurgent, reunified power.

U.S. policy toward NATO has
remained remarkably consistent
throughout the post-1989 con-
vulsions. The Bush administra-
tion steadfastly refused to con-
sider dissolving NATO in favor
of strengthened European secu-
rity structures such as the
OSCE (now the Organization
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for Security and Cooperation in
Europe). But with the cold war effectively over,
NATO will have to find new rationales—it will
have to go “out of area,” as Senator Richard Lugar
predicts, or go “out of business.” Without the
Soviet Union, NATO needs new enemies. Thus
NATO has begun to look outside Europe (toward
rapid response to conflicts in the Persian Gulf or
the Horn of Africa) and outside traditional mili-
tary definitions of security (to issues such as crime,
terrorism, and narcotics) to justify its existence. By
handling these issues within the NATO frame-
work, the U.S. can count on European contribu-
tions to offset costs.

But the chief preoccupation for U.S.-NATO rela-
tions has been NATO expansion into the former
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Warsaw Pact. In 1994, responding to calls for
NATO membership from the new democracies of
Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union, the
United States created an interim structure—the
Partnership for Peace (PFP). Now host to 27 mem-
bers, the PFP has worked closely with European
security organizations and has begun to prepare
countries—even those that have no stated inten-
tion of joining—for eventual NATO membership.
The Clinton administration, with strong support
from the Republican majority in Congress, is also
committed to expanding NATO eastward—it is
no longer a question of “if,” but of “how and
when.”

The “how and when” of NATO expansion have
proven controversial. Like the European Union,
NATO must decide whether to expand broadly or
deeply—to welcome all prospectives or to inte-
grate a select number of new members more close-
ly into NATO operations. The Clinton adminis-
tration seems to favor the latter option, and the
most likely candidates for early admission would
be three of the Visegrad Four—Poland, Hungary,
and the Czech Republic (the fourth, Slovakia,
would probably not be in the first group). Second-
tier candidates include Slovenia and Romania. In a
campaign speech in October 1996, Clinton called
for expansion by 1999 with a decision on the first
candidates in mid-1997.

NATO expansion is currently the centerpiece of
U.S. security policy toward Europe. It is not, how-
ever, a fait accompli. Expansion will cost a great
deal of money and encounter possible opposition
from deficit hawks stateside. Unless handled
adroitly, expansion could strain U.S.-European
relations as Western Europe struggles to define its
own security identity. Conflicts both real and
potential—from the former Yugoslavia to Central
Asia—may also temper U.S. enthusiasm for raising
the ante of its involvement in European security.



Problems With Current U.S. Policy

The current U.S. policy on NATO expansion suffers
from three main problems: it needlessly provokes
Russia, it would remilitarize and sharpen conflicts in the
region, and it would cost both Europe and the U.S. a
great deal of money.

Although a member of PFP, Russia has steadfastly
opposed NATO expansion. Virtually all political forces
within the country view this policy as an encirclement,
a containment that will lead to greater isolation. Thus,
Russia is particularly sensitive about the inclusion of
bordering countries—the Baltics, Ukraine, Moldova.
Should the Baltic countries join NATO, Russian offi-
cials hinted that they would counter with troop con-
centrations or tactical nuclear weapons on the border,
thus decreasing, not increasing, security in the region.
The Yeltsin government also threatened to scuttle key
arms control agreements such as START Il, CFE, and
INF. Since Russia poses a considerably diminished secu-
rity threat to Europe (see In Focus: U.S.-Russian
Relations), expansion is an aggressive act that threatens
to undo decades of security cooperation and tilt Russia
closer toward considering an anti-Western alliance with
China or pariah states such as Iraqg.

Even if Russia should suddenly change its mind, NATO
expansion still represents a step backward for Eastern
and Central Europe. On the heels of Soviet withdrawal,
expansion would reverse the trend toward demilitariza-
tion in the region. New NATO members would have to
devote enormous funds to buy the weapons and com-
munication systems necessary to mesh with the Western
command structure—an increase by one estimate of at
least 60 percent and possibly 80 percent over current
military expenditures. These defense budget hikes
would put enormous pressure on strained budgets and
divert money from the reform of productive sectors at a
time when the region is cutting its military spending
(Hungary has pared its defense spending by 60 percent
since 1988, Poland by 44 percent). Expansion will also
undo the steps, however tentative, that these countries
have taken toward military conversion.

NATO has promised to pick up some of the bill, but
this aid would be earmarked for military expenditures
rather than critical economic or civic reform. U.S. pol-
icy is driven in part by domestic considerations: new
NATO members would be prime markets for U.S. arms
exports (F-16 and F-18 fighter aircraft and Cobra attack
helicopters have already been offered to the region).
Yet, even with NATO subsidies and weapons giveaways
from the Pentagon, the Congressional Budget Office
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(CBO) estimates that the Visegrad Four would still be
unable to afford the necessary modernization.

The costs to the region are not simply monetary. By
admitting certain countries before others, NATO
would sharpen already existing divisions in the region
—Dbetween the more prosperous North and the less
prosperous South, between Eastern Europe and the
struggling countries of the former Soviet Union. This
division in particular threatens Ukraine, whose eastern
half contains a large ethnic Russian population. Russia
simply cannot countenance the absorption of Ukraine
into a Western security alliance. Ukraine itself suspects
that it will be allowed to slip into the Russian sphere of
influence in exchange for Russia’s approval of Visegrad
Four membership in NATO. The Clinton administra-
tion’s preference for limited expansion—a “two-com-
munity solution”—would draw new lines of demarca-
tion through an already conflicted region.

Should NATO pursue membership for the region as a
whole, a new set of problems arise. For instance, how
would NATO handle already existing conflicts—
between Hungary and Romania, Hungary and Slovakia,
Romania and Ukraine, Ukraine and Russia, Estonia
and Russia? To date, only Greece and Turkey maintain

a substantial rift within the
alliance. Could the alliance survive Key Problems
* NATO expansion needlessly pro-

a new set of fault lines?
vokes Russia.

Finally there are the costs to_the « Expansion promotes divisions in
U.S. of NATO expansion. Ireadv divided reai
According to the CBO, incorpora- an areacy dlviced region.
ti f iust the Vi ' dF « Expansion halts the demilitariza-
'Onldo JUS %d' |_segr|a $600ur tion of East-Central Europe and
wou .CQSt an additiona FO costs alliance members a great
$125 billion over 15 years. The bill deal of money

for the U.S. would be $5 to $19 :

billion—but only if the Visegrad Four covered a sub-
stantial portion of the upgrade, an implausible scenario.

The countries of East-Central Europe largely favor join-
ing NATO. The region has been promised a great deal
in terms of European integration and Western aid, but
integration remains in limbo, and Western aid has not
been forthcoming in large quantities. Sadly, NATO
expansion has become a substitute for more substantial
political and economic integration into the West, which
is what East-Central Europe really desires.

Lost in the discussion of NATO expansion is the obvi-
ous question: is the alliance still necessary after the end
of the cold war? The risks outlined above seem to out-
weigh any possible benefits for postcommunist Europe.
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Toward a New Foreign Policy

If not NATO expansion, what can the U.S. do to
strengthen security and cooperation in East-Central
Europe and the former Soviet Union?

e The U.S. must work to strengthen the OSCE, an
organization whose membership includes virtual-
ly every country from the U.S. to Tajikistan.
While an OSCE that subordinates both NATO
and the European Union’s military arm (a Russian
proposal) is unrealistic at the moment, the OSCE
could gradually assume more responsibilities. It
has already done important mediating, monitor-
ing, and peacekeeping work in Nagorno-
Karabakh, Latvia, Georgia, Moldova, and
Macedonia. It is also helping to supervise Bosnia’s
national elections. The OSCE’s strength—non-
military conflict resolution—is precisely NATO’s

trust. The U.S.-proposed NATO-Russia Charter
is a step in the right direction, but not if it acts as
a mere fig leaf for expansion.

e The U.S. should consider a “Scandinavian solu-

tion” for East-Central Europe and the Baltics—an
extension of NATO security guarantees but not
membership.

e The U.S. must commit to “Europeanizing” secu-

rity by supporting a stronger European Security
and Defense Identity (ESDI). The diplomatic
failures around the war in Yugoslavia demonstrat-
ed that the European Union was not yet able to
act with a common foreign policy. The U.S. must
support European efforts to strengthen its capac-
ity to respond to conflicts without resorting to
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weakness.

e The U.S. must commit to a policy of arms control
and disarmament for the region, not remilitariza-
tion. It should consider the recent suggestion by

Key Recommendations

« Strengthen the Organization for
Security and Cooperation in
Europe, a body committed to
conflict mediation and peace-
building.

« Promote arms control and disar-
mament in East-Central Europe,
and declare a moratorium on the
transfer of advanced weapons to
the region.

« * Engage Russia in the process of
determining a new European
security architecture.

Belarus to establish a nuclear-
free weapons zone in East-
Central Europe and build on the
unprecedented denuclearization
of Ukraine and Kazakhstan.
NATO has indicated that it will
not deploy nuclear weapons in
new member states, but no offi-
cial documents have been signed
to that effect. The U.S. should
declare a moratorium on the
transfer of advanced weapons to
the region, and it should provide
funds for conversion of arms
production facilities in the

region. It should also work with Russia to reduce
further the levels of nuclear and conventional
armaments in areas that border the region (see In
Focus: U.S.-Russian Relations).

e The Clinton administration must engage Russia,
not alienate it. Instead of provoking Russia with a
neocontainment policy, the United States must
include Moscow in regular discussions with top
security institutions such as the North Atlantic
Council, the Defense Planning Committee, and
the Nuclear Planning Group. It must encourage
constructive relations between Russia and its
European neighbors, not defensiveness and mis-

NATO. This policy would require U.S. support
for a stronger Western European Union, the secu-
rity arm of the European Union.

The Clinton administration has pointed to several other
virtues of NATO expansion—consolidating economic
and political reform, monitoring human rights, con-
ducting peacekeeping, and combating environmental
problems. These have dubious validity. Economically,
NATO has only been a burden to its member states. It
has never promoted democracy (for example, looking
the other way at Turkeys democratic flaws). Finally,
NATO was conceived as—and continues to be—a
military alliance designed to counter military threats. It
is not designed to do peacekeeping, and it has no train-
ing in or understanding of human rights monitoring or
environmental protection.

If the U.S. is truly committed to peacekeeping, resolv-
ing ethnic disputes, solving environmental problems,
and monitoring human rights, it should devote funds to
organizations already involved in these issues rather
than expanding NATO to assume roles it was never
intended to fulfill. NATO expansion is not inevitable,
despite statements from the Clinton administration.
Expansion requires a two-thirds majority vote in the
U.S. Senate. Several key politicians have recently
changed their minds about NATO. John Linder (R-
GA), for instance, recently switched his position from
pro-expansion to a recognition that NATO “expired in
August 1989.” In addition, civic pressure on behalf of
disarmament and demilitarization can play a critical
role in blocking NATO expansion.
Written by John Feffer, National Writers Union, Philadelphia.
Author of Shock waves: Eastern Europe after the Revolutions. Co-
editor of Europes New Nationalism.
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