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The latest wave of agita-
tion to spread over Ger-
many was triggered this 
week by a Green Party 

mayor. A professor – a member 
of his party – said to him: “I 
have two blonde daughters, and 
I worry if 60 Arab men are living 
now only 200 meters away.”

It is less the fear of Syrian or 
Iraqi men, and more a matter 
of votes that has induced parts 
of Europe’s political establish-
ment to voice words formerly 
reserved exclusively for populists 
and Islamophobes. 

In Germany the political 
movement for malcontents is 
called Alternative für Deutsch-
land (AfD). In March the party 
managed double-digit results in 
regional elections in Baden-Würt-
temberg, Rhineland-Palatinate 
and Saxony-Anhalt. They are 
attracting fearful, anxious voters 
with populist slogans like “The 
boat is full,” “Tighten the bor-
ders” and “Rapid repatriation,” 
while offering a thick helping of 
cynicism: “Syrian men should stay 
in their own country to fight IS.”

Those on the campaign trail 
while already in government 
know very well that there are 
no easy solutions, large or small, 
to the refugee distribution crisis. 
Migration policy requires tough 
negotiations, which may entail 
only baby steps of progress and 
compromises that are not always 
so elegant.

And how is it acceptable to 
block Syrians and Iraqis in their 
attempt to trade violence, war 
and despotism for democracy 
and a chance at life? Neither the 
European Convention on Human 
Rights nor the Geneva Refugee 
Convention allows for people to 
be sent back to countries in which 
they were persecuted or treated 
inhumanely.

The crudest form of pandering 
to the ire of the people can cur-
rently be found in the US presi-
dential race. Donald Trump is 
all too eager to agitate against 
Muslims and Mexicans, wants to 
build fences and walls and claims 
he would allow not one Syrian 
refugee to enter the country. All 
the while, the billionaire presents 
himself as the advocate of the 
common man against the excesses 
of global capitalism.

And here he strikes a tone that 
also resonates in Europe, where 
adherents to right-wing populist 
politicians feel neglected, unfairly 
treated and not taken seriously for 
their genuine concerns.

There are people who fear 
globalism in its current form, 
have already been victimized by 
it, or at least feel they have; 
people who see that the rich 
are becoming richer, and the 
poor are becoming poorer; that 
countries are engaged in a divi-
sive and unsustainable race to 

ruin by offering tax havens to 
international corporations; that 
banks, which were bailed out 
with taxpayer money, are raking 
in profits with the same old busi-
ness models and are allowed to 
keep them; that they are footing 

the bill for the wild parties of yes-
teryear with their unemployment 
and plummeting wages. They 
believe politicians to be the lack-
eys of the long-since uncontrol-
lable business conglomerates and 
to have more or less abdicated 

their responsibility to protect the 
people from them.

The bottom line: the representa-
tives of the people no longer have 
the situation under control. And 
to cap it all off, here come hun-
dreds of thousands of young men 

from Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan and 
Pakistan, people from different 
cultures with different religions 
and different value systems, who 
will compete – or so some believe 
– for our jobs, housing and social 
benefits.

And this is not only in Germany. 
In France, where elections are set 
for spring 2017, the right-wing 
populist Marine Le Pen is prey-
ing on people’s fear of the Islam-
ization of Europe. Denmark’s 
extreme-right Liberal Party gov-
ernment has passed a law – evi-
dently as a deterrent to migration 
– requiring incoming refugees to 
surrender money and valuables, 
which has long been the case 
in Switzerland. Croatia’s conser-
vative HDZ won parliamentary 
elections in November with prom-
ises of using the military to curb 
the number of asylum-seekers. 
And in Hungary, Czech Republic 
and Poland, where, as in Slo-
vakia, hardly anyone is seeking 
asylum, politicians are fomenting 
an atmosphere hostile to refugees 
and the EU. The Social Democrat 
Robert Fico is campaigning to 
remain prime minister with the 
slogan: “We protect Slovakia.” 
He is promising to “make no 
decision on a voluntary basis that 
would allow for the emergence 
of a Muslim community in Slo-
vakia.”

Does this stir up anger or is the 
anger already there from the mere 
169 asylum requests in 2015, 
and the additional 149 Chris-
tians who were flown in from an 
Iraqi refugee camp in December. 
“2016 will be the year in which 
the EU either brings the refugee 
crisis under control or breaks 
into pieces.”

But on what concrete basis 
would the EU threaten to crum-
ble? The crisis is not the number 
of refugees. “A continent of 
500 million citizens cannot fold 
under 1.5 to 2 million refugees!” 
said Germany’s Defense Minis-
ter Ursula von der Leyen at the 
Munich Security Conference, in 
a passionate defense of Europe 
rarely seen today. Europe could 
crumble, however, if country after 
country closes ranks and erects 
fences. And it was no sign of soli-
darity or other European values 
when the more centrally located 
countries of Greece and Italy, 
along with Turkey, had to go it 
alone and the UN was forced liter-
ally to reduce rations to the Syrian 
refugees because rich donor coun-
tries have become stingy.

The EU would not crumble, but 
rather grow both morally and 
politically if every country took 
in its fair share of refugees. If all 
member states gathered to finally 
(and again) give Syria’s neigh-
bors enough funds to care for 
the cold and hungry. If all coun-

The hour of populism
Since the euro crisis, the continent has been quarreling over the distribution of refugees –  
and the demagogues are having a field day  |  By Peter H. Koepf and Lutz Lichtenberger

Wolfgang Ischinger 
sent the visitors of 
the Munich Secu-
rity Conference 

home with his wish that they bear 
not the image of a “continuation 
of the bleakest possible picture,” 
but rather one with “a glimmer 
of hope.” A few hours earlier 
he had made his point clear; to 
those who had the feeling that 
this conference delivered nothing 
but bad news, he countered: “I 
attended some meetings where the 
tone and direction were much less 
confrontational.”

But the debates in Munich 
laid bare the multiple failures of 

conflict resolution and preven-
tion. Security and cooperation in 
Europe are in sorry shape. Where 
there was once an Iron Curtain, a 
wide chasm now separates Russia 
and the West. Deep disagree-
ments and manifold misinterpre-
tations persist, above all in defin-
ing and combating terrorists in 
Syria and regarding the question 
of Ukraine; in the corridors of 
Hotel Bayerischer Hof, the talk 
was repeatedly of lost trust, and 
even mutual suspicion.

Ukraine’s President Petro Poro-
shenko aired one misinterpreta-
tion: “Mr. Putin, this is not a 
civil war in Ukraine, this is your 

aggression.” His Polish coun-
terpart, Andrzej Duda, voiced 
mistrust concerning imprecisely 
formulated “Russian ambitions.” 
Lithuania’s Dalia Grybauskaitė 

perceived no great difference 
between Russia’s bombard-
ments of Aleppo and IS terror-
ism. German Minister of Defense 
Ursula von der Leyen offered: “It 
was unbearable how the people 
in Aleppo were covered with a 

carpet of bombs while, at the 
same time, trust was supposed 
to be built in the Vienna talks.” 
As NATO Secretary General 
Jens Stoltenberg summed it up: 
“Russia is destabilizing the Euro-
pean security order.” 

Russian Prime Minister Dmitry 
Medvedev was defiant: “We are 
rapidly rolling into a period of a 
new cold war,” he said. “Russia 
has been presented as well-nigh 
the biggest threat to NATO.” 
And later: “Is this 2016 or 1962?”

Russian Foreign Minister 
Sergey Lavrov would also com-
plain of a “tendency for Russo-
phobia in certain countries.” He 

went on to explain that “today, 
the level of interaction between 
Euro-Atlantic organizations and 
Russia in certain spheres is even 
lower than during the Cold War 
period.”

But even the EU is discordant, 
particularly due to the refugee 
distribution crisis. In Munich, 
Prime Minister Manuel Valls 
of France laid out the limits of 
French tolerance: his country will 
accept no more than 30,000 refu-
gees. In the past year, Germany 
took in more than one million 
refugees. The number of allies 

continued on page 5

The bleakest possible picture
The Munich Security Conference revealed the wide chasm between Russia and the West

Read more  
about the MSC  
on pages 6/7.
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Regarding the pain of others: The Chinese artist Ai Weiwei created a temporary memorial to the drowned 
refugees. Thousands of life vests from the Greek island of Lesbos are draped around the columns of 
Berlin’s Konzerthaus.  

The right-wing popu-
list party was founded in 
2013 in reaction to German 
Chancellor Angela Merkel’s 
efforts to save the euro. The party was formed 
predominantly by economics professors, whose 
criticisms were wonky at best. Yet more impor-
tant was that, for the first time, Germany had a 

somewhat serious party to 
the right of Merkel’s Chris-
tian Democrats. Over the 
last year a shrewd populist 

faction of the AfD has successfully exploited the 
refugee crisis to take over the party. The AfD has 
since sharpened its rhetoric, which, according to 
all public opinion polls, has paid off handsomely. 

What is the Alternative  
für Deutschland (AfD)?
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The Cold War ended with 
the collapse of com-
munism in the Soviet 
Union and Central and 

Eastern Europe. Numerous Euro-
pean states as well as countries 
that had been incorporated into 
the Soviet empire were liberated 
from Soviet dominion. These 
states and their tens of millions 
of citizens now had the freedom 
to determine their own future, 
including their alliance member-

ships. This was 

not a victory of the West but 
a victory for freedom and democ-
racy, and was recorded as such in 
the Charter of Paris in 1990.

In Paris, the Soviet Union 
and other states from the Euro-
Atlantic space came together to 
welcome a “new era of Democ-
racy, Peace and Unity” in Europe. 
“Europe whole and free,” the 
Charter said, “is calling for a new 
beginning.” 

The West had prevailed in a 
clash of systems and ideas, but 
it did not try to exploit Rus-

sian weakness; instead it made 
an effort to support and stabi-
lize the complicated transition as 
the Soviet Union disintegrated. 
It hoped that Russia too would 
become a successful democracy 
and a prosperous economy and 
would play a part in stabilizing 
Europe. 

The end of the Cold War 
made possible the creation of a 
Europe that was whole and free, 
democratic and at peace. Key to 
this was the willingness of the 
countries themselves to make the 
hard decisions to enable their 

transformation. Their wish 
to reaffirm their West-

ern and European 
identity meant 

that they wanted 
to join Western insti-

tutions, including NATO 
and the EU. This gave the West 
an opportunity to help both in 
their transition and in supporting 
stability in Europe.

The enlargement of NATO and 
the EU did not follow a Western 
plan to encircle Russia. It came 
about because large majorities in 
many of the newly independent 
states wanted to return to the 
democratic family. On the other 
side, the legacy of history meant 
that many NATO countries felt 
an obligation to help these states 
fulfill their legitimate aspirations.

To complement this the West 
aimed to build a strategic part-
nership with Russia that would 

include close cooperation with, if 
not integration in, these Western 
institutions. With this in mind, 
the West proposed the NATO-
Russia Founding Act and later the 
NATO-Russia Council. NATO’s 
first round of enlargement in 
1999 was realized after inten-
sive discussions, including with 
Russia. Russia has also benefit-
ted from the improved security 
environment enlargement created: 
inclusion in NATO meant that 
the states in Central and Eastern 
Europe did not have to seek solely 
national ways of providing for 
their defense.

EU policy also was to take 
relations with Russia forward in 
parallel with those of its other 
neighbors. The 1999 Common 
Strategy on Russia preceded the 
EU’s decision on enlargement; the 
“four common spaces” initiative 
was in parallel with the Euro-

pean Neigh-
b o r h o o d 

Policy (ENP); 
and negotiations 

for the new bilat-
eral agreement with 

Russia started before 
the Eastern Partnership,
which was designed to 

take cooperation beyond the 
level of cooperation with ENP 
countries.

The claim that the EU took over 
Russia’s markets is unfounded. 
When Russia adopted free market 
policies, the idea of captive mar-
kets became a thing of the past. If 
Russia lost market share, this was 
a result of the normal operation 
of open international markets. 
Russia’s reluctance to modernize 
its economy may also have played 
a part. 

To further deepen the partner-
ship, Russia was also invited to 
join the G7. It was questionable 
whether Russia was ready for 
membership of a club of major 
economies that were also democ-
racies. But the West wanted Russia 
to succeed and believed that in due 
course it would meet the normal 
standards for membership.

The process of rebuilding 
Europe was challenged by the 
disintegration of Yugoslavia and 
by the conflicts that emerged in 

the wake of the dissolution of the 
Soviet Union. Addressing the wars 
in the former Yugoslavia and the 
unresolved territorial and ethnic 
disputes in former Soviet coun-
tries brought the West into con-
flict with Russia. In Bosnia, this 
conflict was overcome through 
an intensive diplomatic process 
that included Russia. In the case 
of Kosovo and in the unresolved 
conflicts in former Soviet coun-
tries, including Georgia and 
Moldova, it was not possible to 
overcome deep-seated differences.

In Kosovo, the West tried to 
address the issue in partnership 
with Russia, seeking a political 
solution. When this failed and 
the signs of impending violence 
against Kosovars and refugee 
flows grew, the Western coun-
tries decided they could not again 
risk to wait for mass atrocities, as 
they had done in Bosnia, before 

they acted. On the question of 
Kosovo’s status, many diplo-
matic avenues were pursued. 
Only after eight years, when it 
had proved impossible to find a 
solution acceptable to all parties, 
did Kosovo declare itself inde-
pendent (accepting initial limita-
tions on its sovereignty). Most 
countries of the West decided 
to recognize it as an indepen-
dent state, and the majority of 
the international community has 
since joined them.

In the cases of the unresolved 
conflicts in post-Soviet states, 
the international community had 
recognized the territorial integ-
rity of Azerbaijan, Georgia and 
Moldova. But for more than two 
decades Russia has now worked 
to support separatists in these 
countries, significantly weakening 
the states concerned. 

When popular protests occurred 
in Georgia (2003), Ukraine 
(2004) and Kyrgyzstan (2005), 
conflict between Russia and the 
West grew. These so-called color 
revolutions were the result of 
legitimately popular movements 
protesting against fraudulent elec-
tions and corrupt elites; they led 
to peaceful transitions of power. 
But Moscow was increasingly 
afraid that such changes could 
spread to Russia, as well as jeop-
ardize its supposed interests in its 
“near abroad.”

The question of further enlarge-
ment of NATO was hotly debated 
by its member states; they consid-
ered the concerns expressed by 
Russia about its security, yet in 
2004 NATO was enlarged again 
on the demand and insistence of 
the candidate countries. The new 
members included former repub-
lics of the USSR as well as other 
Central and Eastern European 
states. This was consistent with 
their sovereign right to choose 
their own alliances. 

At the NATO Bucharest Summit 
in April 2008, requests by Geor-
gia and Ukraine for Member-
ship Action Plans were rejected. 
NATO instead decided that Geor-
gia and Ukraine would become 

members of NATO but did not 
say how or when. 

In August 2008, following a 
series of provocations and esca-
lating exchanges of fire, Geor-
gia fell into what, in retrospect, 
looks like a Russian trap and 
moved against a town in South 
Ossetia (this region of Georgia, 
like neighboring Abkhazia, had 
been under control of Russian-
backed separatists since the early 
1990s). The Georgian army was 
overwhelmed by a larger Rus-
sian force. 

After the end of the fighting, 
in violation of both a cease-fire 
agreement and international law, 
Russia recognized the indepen-
dence of Abkhazia and South 
Ossetia and kept its troops in 
these regions. Many interpreted 
these actions as a pre-emptive 
Russian move against Georgian 
membership in NATO. 

Even so, in early 2009, as one 
of its first acts the Obama admin-
istration pressed the “reset” 
button with Russia. A period 
of increased cooperation cul-
minated in the NATO Lisbon 
summit in 2010, which renewed 
NATO-Russia relations, includ-
ing an envisaged joint missile 
defense system, and the New 
START Treaty (which entered 
into force in early 2012). 

However, from 2012, mostly 
due to domestic reasons after 
Putin’s re-election as president, 
the Russian government chose a 
more antagonistic course. Russia 
was growing more authoritarian 
internally and more assertive in 
its foreign policy. The West grew 
increasingly concerned about a 
Russian leadership that restricted 
personal freedoms and human 
rights at home. The countries 
close to Russia’s border, in partic-
ular, warned that this authoritar-
ian turn would shape Moscow’s 
foreign policy as well. It certainly 
did in Ukraine.

After months of negotiations and 
preparations, Ukrainian President 
Viktor Yanukovych had agreed 
to sign a limited EU Association 
Agreement at the EU Summit in 
Vilnius in November 2013. After 
being called to Moscow the night 
before, he reneged on the agree-
ment, leading to mass protests on 
the Maidan, which the President 
attempted to contain by violent 
means.

In February of 2014, several 
European foreign ministers agreed 
to witness a compromise agree-
ment, which they hoped would 
end the crisis. Instead of seeing 
this pact through, Yanukovych 
left the country. The ensuing con-
stitutional crisis was resolved by 
the parliament’s election of an 
acting president and by well-orga-
nized and monitored elections 
first for a new president, then for 
parliament. 

The Russian description of these 
events as a coup d’état is entirely 
inaccurate; equally wrong, as the 
election results proved, were Rus-
sian allegations of a takeover by 

the extreme right. The rhetoric 
employed by Russia, depicting 
Ukraine’s youth and reformers 
as Nazis and murderers, is crude 
and hate-mongering language, an 
unacceptable return to the worst 
practices of a bygone era.

Nothing in the events in 
Ukraine can justify Russia’s 
seizure by force of Crimea, in 
breach of international law, the 
UN Charter, the Helsinki Final 
Act and many other agreements. 
The claim that this was an act 
of self-determination would be 
more convincing if Russian forces 
had not been involved, if the pro-
cedures had complied with the 
Ukrainian constitution and if the 
referendum had taken place fol-
lowing an open debate and with 
proper international monitoring. 
Unlike Kosovo, which Russia cites 
as a precedent, this declaration 
of independence did not follow 

a decade of diplomatic negotia-
tion and deliberation within the 
international community.

Nor is there any justification at 
all for Russia’s armed interven-
tion in eastern Ukraine, a further 
breach of basic principles of inter-
national law. This conflict has 
been sustained by Russian arms 
and by Russian forces. 

Russia made no attempt at all to 
resolve the issues it may have had 
about Ukraine, including Crimea, 
peacefully or legally. It also dealt 
a blow to the non-proliferation 
of weapons of mass destructions, 
violating the security guarantees 
Ukraine received in the Budapest 
Memorandum for giving up its 
nuclear weapons. As a result of 
Russia’s intervention, other coun-
tries may think twice before trusting 
a similar guarantee in the future. 

Russia’s policies in Ukraine 
follow the pattern of its rela-
tions with other former Soviet 
republics, where it has fostered 
(and then frozen) ethnic con-
flicts. Putin’s stated conviction 
that Russia has the right to act 
to protect Russian-speakers – no 
matter where they are – poten-
tially sows the seeds of future 
interventions to protect Russian 
“kin.” It also violates numerous 
agreements Russia has signed, as 
well as the UN Charter. 

Russia has decided to give up 
on any pretense of cooperating 
with, let alone integrating in, the 
West. It also has abandoned any 
pretense of playing by the rules, 
including respect for the political 
independence of sovereign states 
and the principle of not using 
force to change borders. As a 
result, Russia’s definition of its 
security today means insecurity 
for its neighbors. 

Due to its own choices, Russia 
is now a very different country 
than it was in the 1990s and 
early 2000s. Instead of focus-
ing on domestic modernization, 
Russia is pursuing a revisionist 
and unpredictable foreign policy, 
manufacturing and actively seek-
ing conflicts abroad to control the 
fate of its neighbors.  n

Why is it that, at least 
for now, Russia and the 
West misunderstand one 
another on all fronts? 

With a focus on Ukraine, a “Panel of 
Eminent Persons” commissioned by 
the OSCE investigated this question 
and presented its results at the Munich 
Security Conference. The answer can be 
packaged under two headings: “lack 
of trust” and “diametrically opposed 
narratives.”

The meetings of the 15 panel members 
must have seen some heated debates. 
“Our disagreements were numerous,” 
writes Chairperson Wolfgang Ischinger 
in his foreword. That prompted the 
Russian representative, Sergey A. Kara-

ganov, to write a letter of disagreement 
that can be found in the brochure under 
the title “Back to dialogue.”

Jean-Marie Guéhenno, president and 
CEO of International Crisis Group, 
bemoaned in Munich “the badly dam-
aged relations in Europe.”  OSCE Sec-
retary General Lamberto Zannier saw 
“many monologues, little dialogue.” 
Vaira Vīķe-Freiberga, former president 
of Latvia, detected “different interpre-
tations” and “mutual suspicion.”  

When asked if there is “a way out 
of the woods,” Karaganov conceded: 
“We spoke very openly for the first 
time,” but then qualified this statement 
in adding that “we do not know where 
we want to go.”

Yet the panelists still managed to for-
mulate how “a new start for Ukraine” 
can be achieved. In Munich, Gernot 
Erler, special representative of the gov-
ernment for Germany’s OSCE Chair-
manship in 2016, called the full imple-
mentation of the Minsk agreements 
“essential.” Until this is achieved, “we 
have no chance of moving forward.” In 
essence this would mean a cease fire, the 
reverse of heavy weaponry and effective 
border control by Russia.

The panel recommends “more effec-
tive measures to reduce the risk of mili-
tary accidents or incidents,” “the reac-
tivation of the NATO-Russia Council“ 
to improve communication, “a resump-
tion of military-to-military contacts,” 

“reinforcing the operations and capa-
bilities of the OSCE Special Monitor-
ing Mission to Ukraine (SMM)” and 
“the creation of a Ukraine Contact 
Group that would bring together the 
Normandy Group and the signatories 
of the Budapest Memorandum to help 
deal with political and security issues 
arising in the implementation of the 
Minsk agreements.”

The fundamental misunderstanding 
between the West and Russia rests on 
conflicting interpretations of the past 25 
years. The Panel writes: “In the course 
of frank and open discussions, members 
of the Panel set out different interpre-
tations of events in Europe since 1990 
and different views on the causes of the 

breakdown of trust. To reflect this and 
the different perspectives on the origins 
of the current crisis, the report presents 
different narratives of the events. Some 
Panel members remain in fundamental 
disagreement over each other’s narra-
tives; nevertheless, the articulation of 
these views has enabled a better under-
standing of each other’s perspective.”

As the findings have thus far had 
no resonance among the public, the 
compressed versions presented here 
summarize the narratives from the 
West, from Moscow and from the 
states in-between. The highly rec-
ommended longer narratives can be 
found here: http://www.osce.org/
networks/205846?download=true. n

Starting with the negotia-
tions on German unifi-
cation, the West system-
atically took advantage 

of Russia’s weakness. The West 
never acted in the spirit of the 
Charter of Paris, in which the 
indivisibility of security was a 
key concept. The West never tried 
to address security with Russia, 
only without it, or against it. 
The United States instead seized 
the opportunity to dominate 
international affairs, especially 
in Europe.

The “common European 
home” failed because the West 
was unwilling to build new, 
open security architecture – 
and to fulfil its promises. The 
West talked of cooperation 
and expected cooperation from 
Moscow, but believed in Russia’s 
perennial aggressiveness, weak-
ness or both. 

From the Russian side a crucial 
contribution was made to elimi-
nate the material legacy of the 
era of confrontation. Russia had 
withdrawn its troops and arma-
ments from Germany, Central 
and Eastern Europe and later 
from the Baltic countries, fully 
implemented the CFE Treaty by 
cutting thousands of conven-
tional armaments and equipment 
pieces, and signed and ratified the 
Agreement on the Adaptation of 
the CFE Treaty.

Under the slogan of promot-
ing democratic values eastwards, 
the West continued to expand 
its institutions at the expense 
of Russian security interests. It 
was the main dynamic after the 
Cold War. Consecutive waves of 
NATO expansion reduced Rus-
sia’s security. The EU’s expan-
sion took over Russia’s markets, 
and as new member states joined 
Schengen, the area of visa-free 
travel for Russian citizens was 
reduced. As compensation in 
each case, Russia was offered 
a formal junior partnership: the 
NATO-Russia Founding Act and 
the NATO-Russia Council were 
sugar coating for the bitter pill 
of enlargement; the EU’s idea of 
partnership is that Russia should 
adopt its rules.

NATO enlargement was pur-
sued in spite of dozens of assur-
ances to the contrary. For exam-
ple, NATO Secretary General 
Manfred Wörner said in May 
1990, “the very fact that we 
are ready not to deploy NATO 
troops beyond the territory of 
the Federal Republic gives the 
Soviet Union firm security guar-
antees.” But they did and do 
deploy troops all over this area. 

NATO’s 78-day bombing 
campaign against what was 
left from Yugoslavia – Serbia, 
a small defenseless country – 
for something it had not yet 
done was an atrocity. The West 
involved Russia in the negotia-
tions, but when there was no 
agreement it acted unilaterally. 
The intervention was an open 
and blatant breach of interna-

tional and humanitarian law and 
the first breach of the Helsinki 
principles in post-war Europe – 
and unfortunately not the last. 
Kosovo’s unilateral declaration 
of independence was another 
illustration of the hollowness 
of the “partnership” between 
the West and Russia. It was a 
subversion of international law 
and the OSCE principles. Russia 
sat at the table, but, in the end, 
the West made the decisions, 
and made them against Russian 
interests and Helsinki principles. 
Kosovo’s separation from Serbia 
took place without a referen-
dum.

In the first years of the new 
millenium, the international 
legal order and global stability 
were further undermined by the 
United States with few protests 
from Europe. Russia was also 
frequently lectured on democracy 

and the rule of law, while the US 
was running secret prisons and 
torturing prisoners. The US-led 
intervention in Iraq in 2003 was 
not only another blatant viola-
tion of international law, but 
has been one of the causes of 
the continuing turmoil in the 
Middle East.

The West has meanwhile con-
tinued to pursue regime change 
there, supporting the popular 
movements of the “Arab Spring” 
with catastrophic results, espe-
cially in Syria, and occasionally 
using force, as in Libya.

The unresolved conflicts in the 
former Soviet Union – the so-
called “frozen conflicts” – did 
not emerge after 1992 because 
of Russian involvement, but 
because large parts of the popula-
tion in those areas wanted to stay 
with Russia, against the interest 
of the elites. When the conflicts 
started, Russia had to intervene 
to stop the bloodshed. Since then, 
Russia has played a stabilizing 
role in the region, preventing the 
outbreak of major wars. Russian 
actions in Moldova/Transnistria 
and Tajikistan are among the 
rare examples of effective peace-
keeping.

Before the 2008 NATO Bucha-
rest Summit, the West did not 
even pretend to consult Russia, 
although the promise of NATO 
membership for Georgia and 
Ukraine was, as President Vladi-
mir Putin later said, “a direct 
threat” to Russian security. The 
war provoked by Georgia later in 
the year demonstrated the fool-
ishness of the Bucharest decision. 

Writing in 2008, former Presi-
dent Mikhail Gorbachev summed 
up Russia’s view: “Russia has 
long been told to simply accept 
the facts. Here’s the indepen-
dence of Kosovo for you. Here’s 
the abrogation of the Antibal-
listic Missile Treaty, and the 
American decision to place 
missile defenses in neighboring 
countries. Here’s the unending 
expansion of NATO. All of these 
moves have been set against the 
backdrop of sweet talk about 

partnership. Why would anyone 
put up with such a charade?”

In spite of this ongoing cha-
rade, Russia played its part in the 
“reset,” taking the initiative to 
prepare a new European Security 
Treaty, the objective of which 
was to make legally binding the 
principle of the indivisibility of 
security. Russia also proposed 
creation of a common economic 
and humanitarian space from 
Vladivostok to Lisbon. All initia-
tives came to nothing. Russia’s 
willingness to cooperate on Libya 
was exploited by the West, again 
for its agenda of regime change, 
ending in profound destabiliza-
tion, civil war and refugee flow.

The West continued to pursue 
a “Versailles policy in velvet 
gloves,” constantly enlarging its 
sphere of interest and control. 

Russia made its views known 
on all these subjects but no one 

l i s t e n e d . 
Instead, a 
negative propa-
ganda campaign 
was launched 
against Russia, espe-
cially in 2012-2013, 
and Western leaders boy-
cotted the Sochi Olympics. 
Moscow came to the conclu-
sion that the West was starting a 
new containment policy. Russia 
had to preempt this and had to 
teach its partners to respect its 
vital interests.

All the elements came together 
in Ukraine: first the promise of 
NATO membership at the NATO 
Summit in Bucharest – a threat to 
Russia – then the attempt by the 
EU to increase its own economic 
space at the expense of Russia, 
and finally the open Western 
support for the Maidan regime-
change movement. 

The EU’s neighborhood poli-
cies and its Eastern Partnership 
had created a situation in which 
several of Russia’s closest neigh-
bors were faced with an artificial 
choice: either they were with 
the West, or against it. Only in 
such an atmosphere of polariza-
tion and forced choices could 
the events that led to the coup 
d’état against President Viktor 
Yanukovych unfold. 

Russia repeatedly expressed 
understanding for those protes-
tors in Kiev who demonstrated 
against corruption, bad govern-
ment and poverty. But those who 
forced the elected president of 
Ukraine to flee had a different 
agenda: they wanted to seize 
power and resorted to terror and 
murder. Nationalists, neo-Nazis, 
Russophobes and anti-Semites 
were behind this coup. And it 
was openly supported by West-
ern officials. 

Russia responded in the only 
language that draws Western 
attention. 

People all over 
Ukraine realized 
what was 

happening. The 
people of Crimea 
overwhelmingly favored 
its reunification with Russia in 
a referendum. Russia, unlike the 
West in many cases, did not use 
force in Crimea; it only assured 
that others would not use it. 
Eastern Ukrainians also made it 
clear they would not accept the 
power grab of the new govern-
ment in Kiev. Russia is not a 
party to the conflict, but it has 
sympathies for the goals of the 
self-defense forces. The sanctions 
against Russia are unjustified, 
counterproductive and another 
blatant violation of international 
law, as they were imposed with-
out a decision of the UN Security 
Council. 

Russia tried many times to pre-
vent Western expansion but was 
not listened to. Positive alterna-
tives were ignored and ridiculed. 
Europe has failed to capitalize on 
the opportunity offered by the 
end of the Cold War – to build 
a sustainable and fair system of 
security and cooperation. 

Western interventions in Yugo-
slavia, Iraq and Libya, the rup-
ture of Kosovo, poor perfor-
mance in Afghanistan and open 
support for the 

Arab Spring have damaged 
the most important principles of 
international security and stabil-
ity: state sovereignty and non-
interference in internal affairs. 
It is the West’s actions that pose 
threats to international peace 
and security. The West has irre-
sponsibly destabilized the inter-
national system: stable political 
orders are upended and replaced 
with nothing but chaos. Russia 
has lost not only trust in the 
West’s words, but also respect 
for the West’s competence. n

THE VIEW FROM RUSSIA: 

NATO exploited 
our weaknesses

Not on the   
 same page

An OSCE report 
explains  
why Russia  
and the West  
do not see  
eye to eye

THE VIEW FROM THE WEST: 

We invited Russia 
to work with us
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continued from page 1

The hour  
of populism

tries were to recalibrate their 
actions around this question 
of common values: solidar-
ity, human rights, humanistic 
thinking, liberalism, rule of 
law, the welfare state, cooper-
ation, democracy and the dis-
solution of all old hostilities.

It was Germany’s great 
sociologist of the early 20th 
century, Max Weber, who 
coined the famous dictum that 
“politics is a strong and slow 
boring of hard boards.” No 
great feat is required – not the 
leadership of a great man or 
great woman – but rather a 
steady course of specific steps. 
Sure, confronting the causes 
of migration is essential; this 
has indeed been the case for 
years. But that would have 
been easier in peacetime than 
during this year of hard heart-
edness and dwindling empa-
thy. Confronting the causes of 
migration is a heavy load: help-

ing restore the economy so that 
the people have schools, work 
and enough food. But where to 
get the money? Stronger taxa-
tion of higher incomes, capital 
gains and inheritance along 
with international agreements 
against profit shifting within 
global corporations would be 
a few options. These would 
require a self-proclaimed 
socialist – or, in reality and in 
the original sense of the term, 
social democratic – candidate, 
even in the US, a possibility 
that cannot entirely be ruled 
out considering Bernie Sand-
ers’ surprising success early on 
in America’s Democratic Party 
primaries.

However, solutions based 
on solidarity face the panic 
of the fearful and the ten-
dency of many politicians to 
exploit it. Subduing the refu-
gee crisis takes time, as was 
the case with the step-by-step 
approach to the euro crisis. 
Negotiating solutions requires 
calm, not clamor, composure, 
not panic – as Chancellor 
Merkel has shown, despite 
tremendous pressure and 
plummeting poll numbers. 
Europe will not crack from 
immigration, provided that 
sensible regulations accom-
pany it; the EU could crack 
if the retreat behind national 
borders continues and if fun-
damental European values are 
betrayed, particularly now as 
they face their greatest test in 
decades. Egoism and Europe 
are a poor match.� n
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More than any other 
event in recent his-
tory, the current 
refugee crisis has 

illustrated that the world has 
walked through our front door 
– mostly without knocking first. 
The effect of a civil war 3,000 
kilometers away is on display in 
German schools, gyms and on the 
streets. And it sheds a clear light 
on our responsibilities for Europe 
and abroad.

Two years ago at the Munich 
Security Conference, we dis-
cussed how shouldering inter-
national responsibility starts at 
home. This insight has become a 
reality to an extent I would not 
have imagined then. In 2015, 
Germany received over one mil-
lion refugees fleeing war and vio-
lence in Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan 
and other conflicts. We have lived 
up to our responsibility, offering 
protection to hundreds of thou-
sands of refugees. And that is 
something we can be proud of.

At the same time, it is obvious 
that we will have to find ways to 
reduce the number of refugees 
coming to Germany and Europe, 
as the current trajectory is clearly 
unsustainable. But just sealing off 
our borders will not help, nor 
will defining an upper limit on 
the number of refugees that we 
will take on board.

Instead we need a strong and 
decisive Europe. Focusing on 
national solutions to this global 
challenge might seem tempting, 
yet it is nothing but an illusion. 
And more than that: terminating 

the principle of European soli-
darity puts the European idea as 
a whole at risk.

In view of a divided Europe, 
right-wing populism is on the 
rise again. Freedom of move-
ment within the Schengen area 
– a major achievement of our 
integration process – is in danger.

We cannot allow ourselves to 
stand on the sideline of this con-
flict. We have built this continent 
for over half a century; we have 
put enormous efforts, power and 
strength into achieving a truly 
united Europe. Together we have 
managed to overcome huge chal-
lenges in the past and present. 
And yet again, we are facing truly 
historic tasks: to offer shelter 
to the truly needy, to integrate 
men, women and children into 
our societies, but also to reduce 
and control the steady influx of 
migrants to Europe.

However difficult this might 
seem, it also holds a good chance 
for success: We have already 
taken steps towards a European 

solution, the European Commis-
sion has already put forward the 
outlines of a broader mandate 
for Frontex, and we are work-
ing hard to implement the far-
reaching agreement with Turkey 
in order to reduce and manage 
the flow of refugees. Clearly, 
we will not achieve a solution 
overnight. But we are already in 
the process of implementing a 
bundle of measures that will help 
us tackle the crisis. 

I admit: this is not going to be 
an easy road, but it is the only one 
which will not lead into a dead 
end. Ultimately, however, we will 
not be able to bring the influx of 
refugees back down to manage-
able levels unless we address its 
root causes – most importantly by 
defusing the violent conflicts and 
crises that have been destabilizing 
Europe’s southern and eastern 
neighborhood.

These are trying times for the 
European Union. Striking a bal-
ance between the common Euro-
pean interest in maintaining an 

effective and humane refugee 
policy on the one hand and the 
need to build and maintain politi-
cal majorities in member states 
will remain a key challenge.

On the international stage, 
Germany has stepped up its 
efforts to contribute to politi-
cal and diplomatic solutions. 
This is more often than not a 
painstaking process, requiring 
persistence and patience, but we 
have recently made important 
progress. The nuclear accord 
with Iran shows that it was pos-
sible to negotiate a solution for 
a proliferation crisis that had an 
immediate potential to become 
a hot war. And it may yet turn 
out to be a crucial milestone on 
the way to resolving other violent 
conflicts in the region. 

In the case of Syria, we have 
managed for the first time to 
bring to the negotiating table 
all the crucial international and 
regional actors needed for a 
political solution. More impor-
tantly, these actors have agreed 

on a road map for a political 
solution – including a ceasefire 
and the outlines of a transition 
process – which was endorsed 
by a resolution of the Security 
Council. There is still a very long 
way to go, and none of the steps 
ahead will be easy – the recent 
escalation between Saudi Arabia 
and Iran bears witness to that. 
But crises like these can and must 
be alleviated by diplomacy. Our 
message to Riyadh and Tehran 
is clear: Both countries bear a 
broader responsibility for the 
stability of the region. 

In Eastern Europe we have also 
made some real progress since 
we last met at the Munich Secu-
rity Conference. The situation in 
Ukraine is far from perfect. Yet 
compared to the situation we 
had last summer, when we were 
almost running into an open war, 
Ukraine and the whole of Europe 
are much better off today. The 
Minsk process has delivered a 
marked reduction in violence and 
casualties. 

Without any doubt, there is 
still a lot of work ahead of us: 
Frequent violations of the cease-
fire must stop. Every shot that 
is fired is still one too many. At 
the same time, a constitutional 
reform for decentralization in 
Ukraine and the elaboration of 
a special status law for certain 
areas in eastern Ukraine remain 
decisive for a peaceful settlement 
of the conflict.

Russia’s annexation of Crimea 
and its intervention in Ukraine 
have stirred many concerns and 
fears, especially among our East-
ern European NATO allies. That 
is why Germany has politically 
supported and militarily contrib-
uted to the alliance’s reassurance 
and adaptation measures.

At the same time we need to 
complement reassurance with a 
reinvigoration of our dialogue 
with Russia: I am speaking of 
a dialogue that should identify 
areas of common interest but 
also clearly spell out where we 
have sharp differences. The core 
principles of European security, 
as enshrined in the Helsinki Final 
Act and the Paris Charter, are not 
up for negotiation. Reaffirming 
them is exactly what Germany 
will strive for during our OSCE 
Chairmanship. Our guiding 
motives for this chairmanship 
are renewing dialogue, rebuilding 
trust and restoring security. 

In all of these endeavors – be it 
in the Middle East or in Eastern 
Europe – our transatlantic rela-
tionship is of critical importance. 
The diplomatic punch and the 

Renew dialogue,  
rebuild trust  

and restore security
Germany’s goals for its OSCE chairmanship

By Foreign Minister Frank-Walter Steinmeier

security guarantee of the United 
States remain indispensable. It 
is in this context that Germany 
actively contributes to conflict 
resolution, be it in the context 
of the E3+3 or the Vienna talks 
on Syria.

Germany wants to be a facilita-
tor, enabling dialogue and sup-
porting negotiation processes. 
We have stepped up our commit-
ment of both diplomatic energy 
and resources to civilian stabili-
zation and reconstruction, efforts 
that are essential to pave the 
way towards longer-term peace 

in conflict areas. A case in point 
is Iraq, where we are helping 
to quickly rebuild public ser-
vices and critical infrastructure 
in areas liberated from ISIS. We 
are convinced that these mea-
sures are essential in order to 
restore the confidence of the Iraqi 
people in their public institu-
tions. In Tikrit, this stabilization 
operation has allowed more than 
150,000 internally displaced per-
sons to return to their homes, and 
we are preparing to deliver the 
same support in Sinjar, Ramadi 
and elsewhere.  

Relying on diplomacy, crisis 
prevention and stabilization does 
not rule out military engagement 
if and where it is a necessary 
component of a peace effort. We 
all know that a group like ISIS, 
which is not interested in negoti-
ated solutions or peace accords, 
will not be defeated without mili-
tary means.

Germany has decided to con-
tribute reconnaissance assets, 
logistical support and protec-
tion to the fight against ISIS, as 
well as providing training and 
equipment to the Kurdish Pesh-

merga, who are fighting ISIS on 
the ground. Germany is also con-
tributing, alongside its NATO 
allies and other partners, to inter-
national missions in Afghanistan, 
Sudan and Mali.

In sum, Germany’s interna-
tional responsibility has many 
facets – domestically, on the 
European level and with regard 
to global peace efforts. We must 
use the full spectrum of our for-
eign policy and security tool-
box in an effective and coherent 
way, from conflict prevention to 
post-conflict stabilization. The 

political processes to solve con-
flicts and crises will always be at 
center stage, involving persistent 
efforts and patience. The conclu-
sion of the nuclear agreement 
with Iran and the beginning of 
its implementation is a hearten-
ing example that such efforts can 
indeed be successful. n

Leader of the pack: Frank-Walter 
Steinmeier, Germany’s foreign 
minister and new chairman of 
the OSCE for 2016, with the 
ambassadors of the member 
states in Vienna’s Hofburg Palace 
in January.   

on whom she can still rely is 
shrinking fast.

The solid reasoning of the 
German delegation fell on deaf 
ears. Defense Minister von 
der Leyen cannot understand 
why 1.5 to 2 million refugees 
should pose a threat to an 
EU comprising 500 million 
people. This crisis is “moral 
in nature; the solidarity among 
EU member states is threat-
ening to erode. The future 
Europe promised over the past 
70 years, as the model for 
freedom and common values, 
threatens to be consumed by 
xenophobia and national-
ism.” If the Europeans find 
no solution, “we are shift-
ing the dilemma to countries 
with external borders: security 
or human rights! That is a 
betrayal of European values.”

Martin Schulz, President 
of the European Parliament, 
said: “Desolidarization is the 
biggest crisis in the EU. We 
are wiping out our common 
agreements.” Chief of the 
German Chancellery Peter 
Altmeier exclaimed: “Lock-
ing doors is not the solution,” 
and later, “we will not accept 
national solutions.” Wolfgang 
Ischinger admonished: “Rena-
tionalization will make things 
worse, not better. We need 
more EU, full stop.” Fear has 
never been a good advisor, 
he added. 

US Secretary of State John 
Kerry listed off all the crises, 
but then offered: “I have abso-
lutely no doubt whatsoever 
we’re going to get this right, 
we’re going to get through this 
moment, and we’re going to 
build the prosperity and the 
security and the stability that 
every single one of us wants. We 
are going to do just fine.” PHK

continued from page 1

The bleakest 
possible  
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Munich 
talks
World leaders gathered  
at the MSC. Here’s  
what they had to say:

MSC Chairman Wolfgang Ischinger: 
“Renationalization will make things worse,  
not better. We need more EU, full stop.”

French Prime Minister Manuel Valls:
“We have entered a new era, characterized by a 
durable presence of hyperterrorism.”

EU High Representative for Foreign Affairs Federica 
Mogherini: “Peace is not the absence of conflict. 
Conflict is part of life. Peace is the capability to 
manage conflicts in a peaceful way.”

NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg:  
“NATO does not seek confrontation. We do not 
want a new Cold War. At the same time our 
response has to be firm.”

Iraqi Prime Minister Haidar al Abadi:  
“We intend to make this year the final year  
of Daesh’s existence in Iraq.”

German Defense Minister Ursula von der Leyen: 
“The future Europe promised over the past 
70 years, as the model for freedom and common 
values, threatens to be consumed by xenophobia 
and nationalism.”

King Abdullah II bin Al Hussein of Jordan: “We, as 
Arabs and Muslims, have a responsibility and duty 
to be in the lead in the fight against the Khawarej, 
or outlaws of Islam. This is a war to protect our 
religion, our values and the future of our people.”

Former Secretary General of the United Nations 
Kofi Annan: “You cannot have peace without 
security, and you cannot have security without 
inclusive development.”

Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-Jubeir:  
“ISIS is as much Muslim as the KKK is Christian.”

Ukrainian President Petro Poroshenko:  
“Mr. Putin, this is not a civil war in Ukraine,  
this is your aggression.”

President of the European Parliament Martin Schulz: 
“Desolidarization is the biggest crisis in the EU. We 
are wiping out our common agreements.”

US Secretary of State John Kerry: “This moment is 
not as overwhelming as people think it is. We know 
what needs to be done and, most importantly, we 
have the power to do it.”

Lithuanian President Dalia Grybauskaite:  
“We are giving in aggression. We are allowing 
Russia to behave that way in Ukraine, in Syria.”

Iranian Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif: 
“We need to work together. We have enough 
challenges. We are prepared to work with  
Saudi Arabia.”

Russian Prime Minister Dmitri Medvedev: 
“Restoring trust is a challenging task.  
It’s difficult to say how long it would take.”

Polish President Andrzej Duda: “My dream  
is to have a good relation with all neighbors.”

German Foreign Minister Frank-Walter Steinmeier: “We have to measure 
the true strengh of states by their ability and willingness to take on 

responsibility not only for their own security.”

Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov: “We should not demonize Assad. 
We should not demonize anyone in Syria except the terrorists.”
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The refugee distribution crisis 
also raised tempers at the 
Security Times International 
Press Lounge on the eve of the 

Munich Security Conference. Luxem-
burg’s Foreign Minister Jean Asselborn 
reacted against plans to heavily arm the 
EU’s external borders. Because Frontex 
has failed, she maintains, Europe should 
now turn to NATO for help. Her con-
cerns are that “if refugees from Aleppo 
– who have just saved their own lives – 
look down the rifles lining the border to 
the EU, then Europe is finished.”

For Serbian Foreign Minister Ivica 
Dačić, the crisis has but one cause: “lack 
of political will.” To the question posed 

by Security Times executive editor Theo 
Sommer as to whether there is danger 
of war in the Balkans, Dačić responded: 
“We always hear this expectation. But 
in the last ten years no crisis has com-
menced in the Balkans.” Neither the euro 
crisis nor the financial crisis not the refu-
gee crisis. “Your migrants are coming to 
us. They’re stranded in Serbia,” he said. 
“How long will we be the victims of your 
incapacity?” 

Why so direct, Mr. Minister? Serbia is 
due for elections in April.

Munich  
reads
The Security Times Press Lounge at the MSC

Candid answers: Security Times 
Executive Editor Theo Sommer 
interviews Jean Asselborn (left) and 
Ivica Dačić (below left). 

Vigorous debate (from left to right): 
Security Times Executive Editor  
Theo Sommer, Jackson Janes, AICGS, 
and Detlef Prinz, publisher of The 
Security Times (below right). 

Deep in conversation: Christiane Meier, 
correspondent for the ARD  
news network (below lower left). 

Silence please: First readers of  
The Security Times (below lower right).

Fresh off the press:  
Wolfgang Ischinger,  
chairman of the MSC 
presented the new issue  
of The Security Times  
to the guests at Hotel 
Bayerischer Hof in Munich.  
The Security Times is a  
special edition of Times 
Media's Atlantic Times,  
issued at the Munich  
Security Conference  
since 2009. 
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Doing the possible
In today’s woebegone state of the world, de-escalatory diplomacy  

and compartmentalized cooperation are the order of the day  |  By Theo Sommer

  98 February 2016

Today, we are facing 
greater challenges to 
our security than we 

have experienced for a genera-
tion,” said NATO Secretary 
General Jens Stoltenberg (pic-
ture) in an article for News-
week in late January. 

Stoltenberg 
calls out Russia 
for  “i l le -
gally annex-
ing Crimea,” 
making it “the 
first European 
country to take 
part of another 
by force since 
World War II.” 

Russia has 
now entered 
the war in Syria 
on the side of 
President Bashar al-Assad, 
complicating matters still 
further. “I would like to see 
Russia playing a constructive 
role in the fight against ISIS, 
our common enemy,” Stol-
tenberg said. The secretary 
general considers the chal-
lenges the world faces to be 
complex and multifaceted and 
sees the transatlantic alliance 
playing a key role in trying to 
resolve them.  

Stoltenberg wants NATO 
to strengthen its collective 
defense. The organization, 
he writes, has increased its 
military presence in Central 
and Eastern Europe. It has 
more than doubled the size of 
the NATO Response Force to 
over 40,000 troops: “NATO 
is doing what is necessary to 
stay strong and keep its people 
safe. There is no contradic-
tion between having a strong 
defense and being open to 

dialogue. Being strong means 
being more able to engage in 
dialogue with countries such 
as Russia.”

Stoltenberg considers 
NATO to be at the forefront 
of the fight against interna-
tional terrorism. The aim of 

the organiza-
tion’s biggest-
ever operation 
had been to 
deny safe haven 
to international 
terrorists in 
Afghanistan. 

The former 
prime minis-
ter of Norway 
also mentioned 
NATO’s efforts 
in training Iraqi 
officers in areas 

such as countering roadside 
bombs, de-mining, cyberde-
fense and military field medi-
cine. NATO was working 
with Tunisian intelligence and 
the country’s special forces 
to fight terrorism, and stood 
ready to support Libya should 
the situation have called for it. 

The organization also 
helped Ukraine, Moldova 
and Georgia to better defend 
themselves. 

In Iraq and Syria, all NATO 
allies took part “in the global 
coalition to degrade and 
destroy ISIS,” Stoltenberg 
said. “They have agreed to 
additional assurance measures 
for Turkey, and NATO will 
continue to enhance Turkey’s 
own air defenses. NATO fully 
supports all efforts to find a 
political solution to the con-
flict in Syria, including a polit-
ical transition and democratic 
elections.” n

Jens Stoltenberg:  
The best defense against  

extremism is unity

International politics has 
become a “G-zero world” with 
no shared values, standards or 
priorities (Ian Bremmer). Global 
hegemony is no longer possible. 
While Washington will remain 
preeminent for decades, it will 
no longer predominate. Nor can 

any other nation don the cap of 
world policeman.

The Middle East is experiencing 
an extraordinary level of vio-
lent turmoil. The state system 
is fraying in Syria, Iraq, Yemen 
and Libya. Except in Tunisia, the 
Arab Spring has ended in dictato-

rial winter. The self-proclaimed 
Islamic State (IS) is imposing 
its writ on Mesopotamia. Saudi 
Arabia and Iran are engaged in 
intense proxy warfare. The con-
flict between Israelis and Palestin-
ians, although no longer central 
to the region, continues to fester; 

another intifada seems more 
likely than any diplomatic settle-
ment, two-state or otherwise. 
Afghanistan’s future after ISAF 
is parlous at best.

The Levant stands before a 
long phase of turbulence. It will 

take decades for the Muslim arc 
of crisis to find its future shape, 

viable national borders and 
an enlightened attitude to 

religious diversity. The 
explosive mix of elite 

failure, terrorism and 
mass migration 

defies military 
solutions.

The same 
goes for 
m a n y 

reg ional 
f l a s h -

points 

in Asia, Africa and Latin Amer-
ica. However, the smoldering 
conflict between India and 
Pakistan, the Chinese-Chinese 
tug-of-war over Taiwan, the 
dangerous Korean tinderbox 
and steadily increasing tensions 

between China and the US are 
cause for global concern.

Looking at the world as it 
is, not as we wish it were, one 
cannot help but feel that our 
leaders should welcome another 
revenant: realpolitik. In other 
words, secure your defenses but 
do not eschew dialogue; contain 
where necessary and cooperate 
where possible; bear in mind 
humanitarian principles, but not 
as the sole benchmark for secur-
ing your interests; avoid bluster 
and blame; tolerate differences 
among nations while simulta-
neously building on common 
interests.

Our diplomats are beginning 
to use a new term for this: “com-
partmentalized cooperation.” It is 
a method for dealing with friends 
as well as rivals and adversar-

ies: disagree where your inter-
ests diverge, but join hands 

wherever they coincide; 
turn red-hot conflicts 

into frozen ones rather 
than bull-headedly 

pursuing maximum 
objectives. Stra-

tegic patience 
is a virtue, 

not a vice. 
Avoiding 

disasters 
must 

be 

accorded absolute priority. De-
escalatory diplomacy is the order 
of the day. n

Theo Sommer is the executive editor  
of The German Times and former editor  
of the German weekly Die Zeit.

Leonardo DiCaprio’s 
frontiersman Hugh 
Glass is not the only 
revenant in 2016. Geo-

politics and realpolitik are back; 
spheres of interest and influence 
are once more contested by the 
great powers; nationalism is 
again rearing its ugly head; glo-
balization seems to be backped-
aling; concepts like deterrence 
and containment are making a 
comeback; thoughts of war, even 
nuclear war, weigh anew on the 
minds of global leaders.

To describe the lamentable state 
of the present-day world one can 
hardly do better than to quote 
William Butler Yeats’ 1919 poem 
“The Second Coming”: 

“Things fall apart; the center 
cannot hold; 

Mere anarchy is loosed upon 
the world, 

The blood-dimmed tide is 
loosed, and everywhere

The ceremony of innocence is 
drowned.

The best lack all conviction, 
while the worst

Are full of passionate inten-
sity.”

These lines were written in the 
wake of World War I, yet there 
is no better description of today’s 
woebegone state of the world. 
Even the title – “The Second 
Coming” – fits our era of rev-
enants.

Crises have become the new 
normal. “We live in a time of 
extraordinary change,” US Pres-
ident Barack Obama declared 
in his last State of the Union 
address. “We are living in a 
world that in many ways is fall-
ing apart,” said World Economic 
Forum founder Klaus Schwab last 

month in Davos. Global business 
leaders are worried that nations 
are drifting apart rather than 
growing together.

Wolfgang Ischinger, chairman 
of the Munich Security Confer-
ence, deems our global security 
situation “the most dangerous 
since the end of the Cold War.” 
Former US Secretary of Defense 
William Perry reasons that the 
danger of a nuclear confronta-
tion is higher today than at any 
time since the termination of the 
East-West conflict.

The Science and Security Board 
of the Bulletin of the Atomic Sci-
entists finds the state of the world 
“so threatening that the minute 
hand of the Doomsday Clock 
must remain at three minutes to 
midnight, the closest it has been 
to catastrophe since the early 
days of above-ground hydrogen 
bomb testing.”

Two facts compound the prob-
lems emanating from this por-
tentous development. First: All 
major powers and power group-
ings are in a state of transition. 
Second: The time is out of joint, 
but there is no one to single-
handedly set it right.

The political system of the 
US is polarized and paralyzed 
to the point of dysfunctionality. 
Its politicians have lost the abil-
ity to get things done construc-
tively through rational dialogue 
and pragmatic compromise. The 
question of who will stand on the 
steps of the US Capitol to deliver 
his or her inaugural address on 
Jan. 20, 2016, agitates both friend 
and foe. A Trump presidency is a 
particularly worrisome prospect 
for America’s allies. Their plea 
is like that of New York Times 
columnist David Brooks: “Stay 
sane America, please!”

At the same time, the trials and 
tribulations of the refugee crisis 
strike at the heart of the Euro-
pean project. For the first time in 
half a century, one can no longer 
preclude that the EU, battered by 
economic malaise, the migrant 
emergency and terrorism, will 
collapse and splinter. The crisis 
has revealed fundamental differ-
ences between the member states 
about the nature, purpose and 
destination of their union.

A trend toward renationaliza-
tion threatens to tear the EU into 
several blocs. In Eastern Europe, 
a lack of solidarity and, as in 
Hungary and Poland, a procliv-
ity toward illiberalism gnaws at 
the foundations of the European 
project. In Scandinavia, Britain, 
the Netherlands, Belgium, France 
and even Germany, the burgeon-
ing right wing continues to deni-
grate the European idea. Their 
aim: not only exodus from the 
Brussels community but exci-
tus EU.

Russia, too, is a country 
in transition. The question 
is whether the country’s 
dire economic freefall will 
make Putin more ame-
nable to seek the coop-
eration of the West, or 
whether dwindling 
GDP will incite him 
to look for foreign 
scapegoats. His 
Syrian interven-
tion has returned 
the Kremlin leader 
to the top table of world politics; 
that must soothe his ego. It is 
obvious, however, that at best he 
can be a spoiler, not a shaper – 
unless he opts for accommodation 
and conciliation.

China is also in the throes of 
fundamental change. Growth has 

dropped from 10 percent 
annually to about 6.8 
percent; 4 percent, 
some experts argue, 
may be more real-
istic. This “new 
normal” is forc-
ing the Com-
munist party to 
reform its eco-
nomic model 
while at the 
same time 
buttress-
ing the 
party’s 
l ead-
i n g 

position – a highly risky experi-
ment. While we cannot expect 
Beijing to mollify its aggressive 
policies in the South China and 
East China Seas, its “One Belt, 
One Road” is likely to remain 
a grandiose scheme with little 
substance.

PICTURE ALLIANCE/AP PHOTO/ALEX BRANDON

Three minutes to midnight:
 The Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists has established the Doomsday Clock to convey 

how close the world is to destroying civilization with dangerous man-made 
technologies.  First and foremost among these are nuclear weapons, but the 

dangers include climate-changing technologies, emerging biotechnologies, 
and cybertechnology that could inflict irrevocable harm, whether by intention, 

miscalculation, or by accident to the planet. 
© http://thebulletin.org
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Monitoring mission: The OSCE special commission confirms weapons withdrawal from the contact line in the Donetsk People’s Republic.

Approaching its one-
year anniversary, the 
February 2015 Minsk 
II agreement to end 

the conflict in eastern Ukraine’s 
Donbass region is not faring 
well. All of its provisions were 
to have been implemented by 
Dec. 31, 2015. Few were. Yet 
Minsk II remains the only settle-
ment arrangement on offer and 
continues to command at least 
rhetorical support in Kiev and 
Moscow. For the foreseeable 
future, however, it appears that 
Donbass is destined to occupy 
a place on the list of frozen (or 
not-so-frozen) conflicts dotting 
the post-Soviet space.

Following Russia’s military sei-
zure of Crimea, an armed separat-
ist conflict broke out in eastern 
Ukraine in April 2014. Moscow 
gave the separatists significant 
support: leadership, funding and 
heavy weapons as well as politi-
cal backing. When the Ukrainian 
military appeared on the verge of 
retaking the Donbass in August 
2014, regular units of the Russian 
army intervened.

A ceasefire was hastily bro-
kered in Minsk in September 
2014, but it never seriously 
took hold. Fighting continued 
while discussions in the trilateral 
contact group – chaired by the 
Organization for Security and 
Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) 
and involving representatives of 
the Ukrainian government, sepa-
ratists and Russian government – 
made little headway. In February 
2015, with a looming possibility 
of a resumption of full-scale con-
flict, German Chancellor Angela 
Merkel and French President 
François Hollande brokered the 
Minsk II agreement between Rus-
sian President Vladimir Putin 
and President Petro Poroshenko 
of Ukraine.

Minsk II provided for a ceasefire 
and withdrawal of heavy weapons 
from the line of contact within 
two weeks’ time. Other provisions 
laid out the terms for a political 
settlement, including the release 
of prisoners, a special status for 
Donbass, local elections, consti-

tutional reform to provide for 
the decentralization of authority 
to local governments and the res-
toration of full Ukrainian control 
over its border with Russia.

Implementation of Minsk II got 
off to a poor start. Separatist 
and Russian forces ignored the 
ceasefire and instead launched 
a major attack at the key rail 
center in Debaltseve. While the 
line of contact separating the two 
sides subsequently stabilized, the 
sides continued to exchange fire. 
In August 2015 the Ukrainians 
reported as many as 200 ceasefire 
violations per day.

Things improved somewhat 
in autumn. The ceasefire took 
better hold in September and 
the sides withdrew much of their 
heavy weaponry, though not all 
fighting came to end. In Octo-
ber Poroshenko, Putin, Merkel 
and Hollande met in Paris and 
agreed that local elections in 
the separatist-occupied parts of 
Donbass should be postponed 
until they could be organized 
in accordance with Ukrainian 
law and under OSCE observa-
tion, as provided for by Minsk 
II. The separatists, under some 
pressure from Moscow, agreed 
to the postponement.

Kiev and the separatists have 
yet to agree on terms for hold-
ing the elections. The separat-
ists demand that Donbass receive 
special status before the elections 
are held, while the Ukrainian gov-
ernment demands that the elec-
tions should be held first and 
then certified by OSCE to have 
met democratic standards. In 
another possible complication, 
a separatist leader has said that 
pro-government political parties 
would not be allowed to compete 
in the local elections.

Furthermore, Ukrainian offi-
cials argue that the separatists and 
Russians have failed to meet key 
Minsk II provisions, including the 
withdrawal of foreign forces and 
military equipment from Ukraine, 
full access for OSCE to the Don-
bass, the release of all illegally 
detained persons and the restora-
tion of Ukrainian control over the 

border. The separatists claim that 
Kiev has not yet granted amnesty 
and has not enacted constitutional 
reforms to provide for decentral-
ization.

Concerning decentralization, 
on Aug. 31, 2015, the Rada 
(Ukraine’s parliament) passed a 
constitutional amendment on first 
reading with 265 votes. The vote 
generated controversy as oppo-
nents criticized it for rewarding 
the separatists. The Radical Party, 
one of five that constitutes the 
pro-government coalition, left the 
vote in protest. The amendment 
must pass on second reading with 
a constitutional majority of 300 
votes. In a new twist, Prime Min-
ister Yatsenyuk suggested on Jan. 

24 that the amendment instead be 
put to a referendum.

Most disturbingly, perhaps, 
leaders of the “People’s Repub-
lics” of Donetsk and Luhansk have 
repeatedly stated that they will not 
accept a restoration of Ukrainian 
sovereignty, which is, of course, 
the ultimate objective of Minsk II.

All the agreement’s provisions 
were to have been implemented 
by the end of 2015. In a Dec. 
30 phone conversation, Porosh-
enko, Putin, Merkel and Hollande 
agreed to extend the deadline into 
2016, but did not fix a specific 
date.

While Russia moved promptly 
to annex Crimea in March 2014, 
it has given no indication of simi-
lar intentions regarding Donbass. 
Crimea has historical significance 
for Moscow and hosts the Black 
Sea Fleet. Moreover, it is proving 

a financial burden, and most ana-
lysts believe that Donbass would 
impose an even heavier burden. 
The Kremlin appears to regard 
Donbass as a means to destabilize 
Kiev and to make it more difficult 
for the central government to 
proceed with needed reforms and 
implementation of the Ukraine-
European Union Association 
Agreement.

Moscow’s apparent support for 
ratcheting down the violence in 
Donbass and for postponing local 
elections there, coupled with the 
appointment of Boris Gryzlov, 
a Kremlin insider, as Russia’s 
point-person for the conflict, 
have led some to suggest that 
Russian policy may be changing. 

They argue that Kremlin policy 
has hit a dead end in Donbass, 
that Moscow has now turned its 
attention to Syria, and that the 
Russian economy is in more dif-
ficult straits than anticipated. The 
economy contracted by 4 percent 
in 2015 and, faced with the low 
price of oil and Western economic 
sanctions, is expected to contract 
further in 2016.

Kremlin policy may be chang-
ing. But it is also possible that 
Moscow has concluded that, 
at this point in time, no further 
destabilization is necessary. Poli-
tics in Kiev has become more 
difficult over the past half-year. 
In addition to the Radical Par-
ty’s departure from the pro-
government coalition, rifts have 
reportedly broken out between 
Poroshenko and Yatsenyuk while 
public approval ratings for both 

leaders and the government’s per-
formance have plunged.

Absent a more serious effort 
by Moscow to implement the 
Minsk II provisions, all indica-
tors point to the conclusion that 
Russia is not yet prepared to reach 
a settlement of the crisis in eastern 
Ukraine, at least not on terms that 
would be considered reasonable 
for Kiev.

The most likely state in which 
Donbass will remain into the fore-
seeable future is thus a frozen 
(or not-so-frozen) conflict, where 
there is no major fighting yet 
no complete ceasefire, and where 
negotiations on implementing 
Minsk II continue yet show scant 
real progress. That would allow 
the Kremlin to ratchet up the con-
flict at a later point if it desired to 
further pressure Kiev.

The Ukrainian government, 
while regularly reiterating its 
desire to implement Minsk II and 
restore sovereignty over all of 
Donbass, may consider a frozen 
conflict acceptable for the near 
to medium term. Kiev is not in 
a position to assume economic 
responsibility for Donbass, which 
would require significant humani-
tarian assistance and reconstruc-
tion funds to repair the heavy 
damage caused by nearly two 
years of fighting. Some privately 
question whether Ukraine should 
seek the return of Donbass or 
just let it go. It is not apparent, 
however, that letting Donbass go 
would settle matters with Russia, 
particularly as Moscow appears 
to use Donbass as leverage to 
pressure Kiev, rather to pursue 
securing the territory as part of 
Russia.

The EU and US should con-
tinue pressing all parties to imple-
ment the Minsk II provisions, 
even if full implementation seems 
unlikely. That means urging Kiev 
to do its share. If, or when, it 
is concluded that Minsk II has 
failed, the Ukrainian government 
should be in a position to say 
that it did everything in its power 
to honor the agreement, so that 
the blame will rest squarely with 
Russia and the separatists.

The key to settling the conflict 
continues to lie in Moscow, which 
has decisive influence on the sepa-
ratists. Western policy should aim 
to change the calculation of costs 
and benefits underlying the Krem-
lin’s policy toward Ukraine.

The West should continue to 
give Kiev political support and 
– provided that the government 
accelerates economic and anti-
corruption reforms – additional 
financial assistance, with the 
aim of bolstering Ukraine’s resil-
ience. Additional military assis-
tance should be provided with 
the objective of driving up the 
costs of any renewed offensive 
by separatist and Russian forces.

The West should make clear to 
Moscow that a return to more 
normal relations will depend on 
the Kremlin changing its policy 
toward Ukraine. In particular, the 
EU and US should hold to their 
position that sanctions will be 
eased only after Minsk II is fully 
implemented. As for the separate 
issue of Crimea, Kiev has wisely 
said it should be addressed in the 
longer term. Western sanctions 
linked to Crimea should continue 
to apply.

Above and beyond Ukraine, 
the West must take into account 
the broader implications of Mos-
cow’s use of military force against 
Ukraine. While the likelihood of 
Russian military action against 
a NATO member state is low, 
it cannot be entirely discounted. 
NATO should take steps to bol-
ster its conventional forces and 
deterrent capabilities in the Baltic 
States and Poland.

In many quarters of the West 
there is interest in engaging 
Russia, which should certainly be 
a part of the EU and US approach. 
But the West should recognize 
that the more effectively it bol-
sters Ukraine and demonstrates 
NATO’s readiness to deter other 
Russian provocations, the more 
likely it will be that engagement 
will prove fruitful. n

Steven Pifer is a senior fellow  
at the Brookings Institution and a former 
US ambassador to Ukraine.

Letting go
Even if full implementation of Minsk II seems unlikely, the EU and US should continue  

pressing all parties to meet its provisions  |  By Steven Pifer

Russia is not yet  
prepared to reach  

a settlement of the crisis  
in eastern Ukraine,  

at least not on terms  
that would be considered  

reasonable for Kiev.

IMAGO/ITAR-TASS

Four-plus months into 
Russia’s military opera-
tions in Syria, it is time to 
look at the results it has 

produced thus far, the objectives 
Moscow pursues and the risks 
that are involved.

The Kremlin’s rationale for 
going in was rather straight-
forward. No government takes 
lightly the decision to put military 
forces in harm’s way. Those who 
argue that President Vladimir 
Putin went into Syria to replace 
on Russian TV screens the picture 
of a stalemate in Donbass with 
one of Russian Air Force prow-
ess in the skies over Syria should 
know better. The first thought 
average Russians had upon hear-
ing of their country’s involvement 
in Syria was “Afghanistan.” Such 
a move is far less likely to win 
political capital than to spend it. 

Russian airpower was deployed 
to Syria after Moscow had con-
cluded that the collapse of Bashar 
al-Assad’s military was imminent. 
If allowed to happen, that would 
have almost inevitably led to the 
takeover of Damascus by the self-
proclaimed Islamic State (IS). Such 
a triumph would have greatly 
enhanced the extremists’ appeal 
not only in the Middle East, but 
across the entire Muslim world. 
Putin, thinking he both could and 
had to prevent it, proceeded to 
order Russia’s first-ever offensive 
military operation in an Arab 
country. The immediate objec-
tive of the intervention has been 
reached. With Russia’s support in 
the air, Assad’s military was able 
to stabilize the situation on the 
battlefield and gain some ground, 
at the expense of other jihadi 
groups more than of IS itself.

Putin’s longer-term objective 
was to have as many jihadists 
killed in Syria as possible, par-
ticularly those hailing from Russia 
and other countries of the former 
Soviet Union. Russian forces 
intervened in the Middle East to 
avoid having to fight at home. 
It is still too early to assess the 
success of this strategy. A month 
into the Syria campaign, terror-

ists bombed a Russian passen-
ger plane over Sinai, causing 224 
deaths; and on New Year’s Eve 
an IS-affiliated group attacked 
Russian servicemen on a tour of 
the ancient fortress in Dagestan.

Yet it is not a given that if Russia 
had not intervened in Syria, its 
citizens would have been spared. 

Terrorism has been a threat to 
Russians for over two decades, 
but Moscow has only now gone 
abroad to address the problem 
militarily at its source.      

Yet, Putin’s overriding goal 
in the Syrian war is not Syria, 
or even defeating terrorism, but 
changing the world order, and 

elevating Russia’s position within 
it. The Russian leader had con-
sistently aimed at a sustainable 
arrangement in which all major 
global security decisions would be 
made by a committee of more or 
less co-equal great powers, with 
Russia as a permanent member 
of the group.

In Putin’s view such an arrange-
ment cannot simply be granted, or 
even amicably agreed. One must 
fight for it, sometimes literally so. 
By inserting the Russian military 
into the Syrian conflict, Putin has 
sought to impose Russia on the 
United States as a major indepen-
dent party in the fight against IS, 
and to bolster Russia’s credentials 
as a co-chair of the Vienna peace 
process. 

Within a few months after the 
fact, Russia has become an indis-
pensable power in matters of 
war and peace in Syria. Putin’s 
offer to Washington, first made 
in 2013, to engineer a peace 
settlement in Syria brokered by 
Russia and the US – a sort of 
“Dayton-à-deux” for the Middle 
East – has finally found takers in 
the Obama administration. If suc-
cessful, the military-diplomatic 
gambit in Syria would give the 
Kremlin what it craves most in 
the international arena: America’s 
recognition of Russia’s role as 
a great power in the post-Cold 
War world. 

This result is of course any-
thing but assured, and the gambit 
itself is not without risks. The 
Middle East is not only a grave-
yard of historical empires; more 
recently it has been littered with 
the debris of numerous peace 
efforts. On the political front, 
Russia faces huge difficulties with 
the notoriously fractured Syrian 
opposition, much of which is 
hostile to Moscow – as a result of 
recent Russian bombardments – 
and overly dependent on outside 
sponsors. Nor is Russia having 
a particularly easy time with its 
nominal ally, Bashar al-Assad. 
Having saved his regime with its 
airstrikes, Moscow feels posi-
tioned to demand more flexibility 
from Damascus, but Assad is 
not always amenable, and often 
requires Putin to perform heavy 
lifting to get what he wants.  

Putin has also faced difficulties 
from Saudi Arabia and Qatar, who 
are eager for the end of the Assad 
regime. The Kremlin leader was 
unpleasantly surprised by Turk-

ish President Tayyip Erdogan, a 
longtime partner who ordered the 
downing of a Russian warplane 
near the Turkish-Syrian border. 
The two men killed in the incident 
remain the only Russian military 
casualties of the Syria campaign. 
The Russo-Turkish relationship, 
strategically important and eco-
nomically productive, has suffered 
a serious blow. Moscow has also 
had to downplay the image of 
Russia siding with the Shia regimes 
in Tehran, Baghdad and Damascus 
in a region bitterly divided between 
the minority Shia and the majority 
Sunni sects. The combined effect of 
these factors places huge demands 
on Russian diplomacy.

The Russian military interven-
tion in Syria has thus far paid off, 
but the future remains unclear. 
In response to a question at a 
press conference last Decem-
ber, Putin suggested that Russia 
would find it easy to withdraw 
from Syria once its mission there 
is accomplished. Accomplish-
ing its mission, however, would 
require a successful completion 
of the Vienna process and some 
sort of breakthrough in the fight 
against IS in Syria. Neither looks 
imminent at the moment. Even 
if the mission is accomplished, 
it is unlikely that Russia, which 
aspires to a major global role, 
would vacate a position it has 
won in the heart of the Middle 
East.

Russia, meanwhile, would need 
to prosecute its first “US-style” 
war, in which the Air Force and 
Navy engage the enemy with 
often spectacular strikes while 
suffering no combat casualties. 
Above all, Vladimir Putin would 
need to ensure that the inter-
vention he has ordered does not 
escalate toward a more tradi-
tional military engagement, with 
Russian ground troops and the 
inevitable casualties drawing dis-
turbing parallels with the failed 
Soviet intervention in Afghanistan 
three decades ago. n

Dmitri Trenin is director  
of the Carnegie Moscow Center.

Russia’s  
Syria gambit

Putin’s overriding goal in the Levant is not defeating  
terrorism, but elevating Russia’s place in the world order

By Dmitri Trenin

Toasting the future: Russia’s Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov.
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for 2015, approximately half took 
place in NATO’s eastern territo-
ries. Most significant were those 
exercises designed to test new 
structures under the RAP, such as 
Noble Jump in Poland in June and 
Trident Juncture in October and 
November, which tested rapid 
deployment capacity and interop-
erability. Trident Juncture was 
NATO’s largest exercise in over 
a decade, but was still relatively 
modest compared to some of Rus-
sia’s exercises.

The other key strand in NATO’s 
response is “adaptation.” On Sep. 
1, 2015, the first NATO Force 
Integration Units (NFIUs) were 
inaugurated in Bulgaria, Estonia, 
Latvia, Lithuania, Poland and 
Romania. They are expected to 
be fully operational in advance 
of the Warsaw Summit. Others 
are planned for Hungary and Slo-
vakia. Numbering about 40-50 
personnel, these are intended to 
aid rapid deployment of NATO 
forces. 

In particular, NATO is trying 
to enhance the NATO Response 
Force (NRF), increasing it from 
13,000 to 40,000 troops. NATO 
has also set up a Very High Readi-
ness Joint Task Force (VJTF) to 
operate as the spearhead of the 
NRF. The VJTF is scheduled 
to be deployable in 2016; the 
concept was tested during the 
Noble Jump and Trident Juncture 
exercises in 2015. However, one 
lesson learned was that in peace-
time – which might well be the 
condition in which the VJTF is 
deployed – bureaucratic measures 
can cause the movement of muni-
tions, weapons and equipment 
across European borders to take 
upwards of 14–30 days.

Member state forces are also 
changing. US European Com-
mand, its leaders acknowledge, 
has been focused since 2002 on 
counterinsurgency training for 
other nations. In October 2015, 
the Supreme Allied Commander 
Europe (SACEUR) said that “our 
force level in Europe now is not 
adequate to the larger Russian 
task that we see,” though he 

acknowledged that “our current 
permanent force structure” is 
unlikely to change. As such, the 
US is relying on pre-positioning 
equipment: a heavy brigade set of 
army equipment (the European 
Activity Set) has been distributed 
to maintenance bases in Esto-
nia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, 
Romania and Bulgaria – all due 
to be operational in 2016 – and 
is ready to be drawn on by US 
forces rotating through these 

countries on exercises. Sepa-
rately, the US has been working 
to establish two Aegis Ashore 
sites in Poland and Romania as 
part of NATO’s Ballistic Missile 
Defense. 

In the three Baltic States, Lithu-
ania reintroduced conscription in 
2015. All are procuring artillery, 
armored vehicles as well as anti-
armor and air defense systems. 
Poland is also boosting its budget 
and there are proposals to acquire 
Patriot air defense systems, AGM-
158 air-launched cruise missiles 
and a range of maritime systems 
that include new submarines, pos-
sibly with the capability of carry-
ing cruise missiles as well. Though 
the change in government late 
in the year has raised questions 

concerning the details of some of 
these plans, the upward trajectory 
is clear. In Norway – already one 
of the few states to have increased 
spending since 2008 – the govern-
ment has proposed a 9.8 percent 
real-term defense budget increase 
for 2016.

Questions have been raised 
over Finland and Sweden’s rela-
tionships with NATO. Increased 
cooperation is the likely trajec-
tory, but both are examining their 

capabilities and plan to bolster 
bilateral cooperation.

However, maintaining the 
common purpose shown by 
NATO since 2014 and resourc-
ing future defense plans may be 
challenging. In 22 of Europe’s 
26 NATO states, the average 
share of GDP spent on defense 
in 2015 was 1.1 percent. Figures 
provided in the IISS Military Bal-
ance 2016 indicate that if all of 
Europe’s NATO states had met 
the 2 percent target, spending 
as a whole would have risen by 
nearly 45 percent. Allocations 
have increased in Northern and 
Eastern European member states 
most concerned about Russia’s 
actions, but among some South-
ern European NATO states, in 

particular those hit hardest by the 
effects of the financial crisis, the 
economic situation will compli-
cate attempts to meet the target 
of 2 percent. 

Furthermore, while responses 
to Russia’s actions have given 
NATO renewed purpose – only 
a few years after its post-Afghan-
istan relevance was called into 
question – member states must 
now reckon with more crises in 
more places, and these crises may 

not resonate to the same degree 
in all countries. For example, 
many southern member states are 
directly affected by instability in 
the Middle East and North Africa, 
resulting in an increased flow of 
refugees. In response, Italy allo-
cated significant military assets 
to its Operation Mare Nostrum 
before it was replaced by the EU’s 
Operation Triton in 2014.

In 2015 France suffered two 
major terrorist attacks and as 
a result significantly boosted 
defense outlays. While it has taken 
an active role in NATO’s assur-
ance measures, France’s principal 
military focus is now on domestic 
security and tackling IS, as well 
as on its existing commitments 
in Africa. These examples indi-

cate the remaining importance of 
developing a cohesive perception 
of European security concerns in 
order to develop and maintain a 
system of unified response.

The military assurance and 
adaptation measures agreed in 
Wales are important capability 
developments, but more remains 
to be done. As an example, some 
observers may consider recently 
established forces and facilities, 
such as NATO Force Integration 

Units (NFIU), to be a tripwire for 
triggering NATO involvement in 
the event of an attack, while some 
allies in the East are calling for a 
more permanent NATO presence 
in their territories. 

Furthermore, although the RAP 
has addressed NATO decision-
making structures – long seen as 
a possible hindrance to potential 
rapid reaction – and SACEUR has 
been given the authority to pre-
pare NRF troops for deployment 
up to the point of issuing an acti-
vation command, the type of crisis 
states may face could complicate 
decision-making. For instance, 
regional states may face non-mil-
itary or “hybrid” threats as well 
as military challenges, and there 
remains debate on which threats 

and actions, short of military 
attack, should invoke an Article 
5 response. With deployment of 
the NRF (and VJTF) still subject 
to North Atlantic Council (NAC) 
approval, adversaries could create 
or exploit seams between allies, 
which has the potential to affect 
deployment decisions.

But in the Eastern European 
context, the assumption remains 
that after a decision to deploy, 
NATO is indeed rapidly able to 
reinforce its allies. In the past few 
years, Russia has deployed capa-
bilities in its Western Military 
District, including the movement 
of Iskander missiles into Kalinin-
grad, the Bastion coastal defense 
missile system and advanced 
combat aircraft and air-defense 
systems. These deployments could 
impede access to the region and 
constrain freedom of action in 
the Baltic Sea. Anti-access/area 
denial (A2/AD) had been previ-
ously mentioned, mainly in the 
context of the Asia-Pacific; now it 
concerns NATO in Europe.

NATO Secretary General Jens 
Stoltenberg said in January 2016 
that “NATO does not have the 
luxury of choosing between either 
responding to challenges stem-
ming from the south or the chal-
lenges stemming from the east, 
we have to do both at the same 
time.” Progress has been rapid 
towards meeting the goals agreed 
in Wales, but with challenges only 
multiplying, the process of change 
for NATO is likely to be a more 
fundamental and time-consuming 
exercise than observers initially 
realized. While the Wales Summit 
ushered in a phase of strategic 
adaptation for NATO, there will 
be pressure in Warsaw to con-
tinue this process, and to decide 
how and in which ways NATO 
must further transform itself to 
address the range of security 
threats facing the alliance. n

James Hackett is editor of  
The Military Balance and Senior Fellow 
for Defence and Military Analysis  
at the International Institute  
for Strategic Studies.
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The use of military force 
to redraw national 
boundaries on Europe’s 
borders was a stark 

reminder to NATO that rela-
tions with Russia could deterio-
rate as well as develop. The alli-
ance began to craft a response to 
Moscow’s aggression at its 2014 
Summit, and the credibility of 
this response will be measured 
at NATO’s Warsaw Summit this 
July.

It was no surprise that Rus-
sia’s actions in 2014 – annexing 
Crimea and supporting separatist 
forces in eastern Ukraine – caused 
considerable concern in NATO 
capitals, particularly in its eastern 
member states. As leaders agreed 
in the Wales Declaration at the 
end of the 2014 Summit, “Rus-
sia’s aggressive actions against 

Ukraine have fundamentally chal-
lenged our vision of a Europe 
whole, free, and at peace.”

The capabilities Russia has 
recently employed highlight that 
despite budgetary concerns, Rus-
sia’s armed forces have benefited 
from significant technical and 
financial investment. And these 

capabilities are being used. In 
Syria Russia has recently dem-
onstrated its advanced guided 
weapons, launched from both air 
and sea, and continues to mount 
large-scale military exercises with 
tens of thousands of troops.

An assertive Moscow, however, 
is not the only challenge con-

fronting NATO. The actions of 
the self-proclaimed Islamic State 
(IS) along with the continuing 
fragility and failure of states on 
Europe’s southern and southeast-
ern periphery have had growing 
impact at home – notably as a 
cause of the 2015 refugee crisis 
– and have reminded Europe’s 

defense planners of the complex 
security challenges they face.

With vulnerabilities on its 
southern and its eastern flank 
clearly on display, NATO is 
trying to improve its military 
readiness, reinforce its collec-
tive defense posture and speed 
up alliance decision-making. The 

Wales Summit ushered in another 
phase of strategic adaptation for 
NATO. It saw member states 
agree on a new Readiness Action 
Plan (RAP) to reassure NATO’s 
eastern members regarding soli-
darity and the collective defense 
commitment, and adapt NATO’s 
forces to better respond not just 
to the renewed challenge from 
Moscow, but also to instabil-
ity in Europe’s south and south-
east. There was an accompanying 
ambition, for those then spend-
ing under 2 percent of GDP on 
defense, to “aim to move towards 
the 2 percent guideline within a 
decade,” i.e. by 2024.

Since 2014 NATO’s exercise 
activity has developed both in fre-
quency and scope, in line with the 
“assurance” side of the RAP. Of 
the roughly 270 exercises planned 

More crises in more places: With an assertive Moscow, IS and vulnerabilities on its southern and eastern flanks, NATO is improving its military 
readiness, reinforcing its collective defense posture and accelerating decision-making. Above: the results of a bombing attack by Russian Sukhoi 
Su-30 aircraft in Damascus, Jan. 31, 2016; and French soldiers during a NATO exercise in Poland, May 29, 2015.
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NATO’s next  
strategic adaptation

The alliance must improve military readiness, reinforce its collective defense posture 
and accelerate decision-making  |  By James Hackett

Challenging NATO: Russian forces prepare a Tupolev Tu-22M3 for combat over Syria. 
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Russia’s annexation of 
Crimea and its ongo-
ing undeclared war 
with Ukraine have 

created a radically new situation 
for NATO. Two major premises 
upon which the alliance’s post-
Cold War reform was based – that 
Russia’s evolution would remain 
benign and the enlargement of 
Western institutions could be rec-
onciled with Russia’s interests 
– no longer apply.

Russia’s intervention does not 
necessarily amount to a direct 
threat to NATO. However, if 
Ukraine’s wish to associate itself 
with the European Union is 
already a casus belli for Moscow, 
the security of Europe’s post-Cold 
War order, which includes the 
right of countries to freely choose 
their alignments, has experienced 
a major setback.

Worse, with its military inter-
vention in Syria, Russia has now 
become part of the IS conundrum 
at NATO’s southeastern borders. 
The West, notably the United 
States, has been forced to real-
ize that any vacuum it allows to 
develop in the Middle East will be 
filled by other actors. 

These developments have 
sparked NATO’s largest politi-
cal and military reorientation 
since the end of the Cold War. 
But the Allies must also consider 
the policy they want to pursue 
towards Russia. As Russia will 
be an important factor in shaping 
political and military develop-
ments in both the eastern and 
southern reaches of NATO, allies 
must do more than simply lament 
the failure of earlier hopes for a 
stable European order.

NATO’s initial reaction to the 
Russia-Ukraine crisis was swift 
and clear: it increased its military 
presence and activities in the east. 
However, transforming these ini-
tial reflexes into a posture that 
is both militarily coherent and 
politically acceptable will be more 
demanding.

This has already become evident 
with regard to the centerpiece of 
NATO’s military response, the 

Readiness Action Plan (RAP), 
which emphasizes the rapid deliv-
ery of reinforcements to Cen-
tral and Eastern Europe. RAP is 
designed to remain compliant with 
the 1997 NATO-Russia Founding 
Act, whereby NATO will not 
deploy substantial combat forces 
or nuclear weapons on the terri-
tory of its new members.

While it can be argued that Rus-
sia’s behavior has pulled the rug 
out from under these assurances, 
NATO has thus far sought to 
avoid irreversible steps that could 
undermine a new rapprochement 
with Russia. To put it bluntly, 
RAP was meant to assure Russia 
as much as NATO’s eastern allies.

However, given the steady 
improvement of Russia’s anti-
access/area denial (A2/AD) capa-
bilities, such as the deployment of 
modern air defense and anti-ship 
missiles in Kaliningrad, some are 
calling for a shift from “reas-
surance” to “deterrence.” They 
envisage a posture focused less 
on reinforcements and more on 
standing, in-theater military capa-
bilities. This should deny Russia 
the opportunity to use its regional 
military superiority to create a fait 
accompli, for example through 
a limited incursion into a Baltic 
State. 

NATO need not hold changes 
to its strategy or posture hos-
tage to Russian (mis)perceptions; 
however, it must carefully ponder 
the messages such a shift would 
send to Russia as well as to its 
member states. What may deter 
Russia may not necessarily reas-
sure all NATO states. Thus, while 
NATO’s reinforcement para-
digm is likely to be augmented 
by equipment pre-positioning or 
similar measures, it is unlikely to 
morph into posturing reminiscent 
of the Cold War’s substantial 
military deployments.

A similar logic pertains to the 
nuclear dimension of deterrence. 
Russia’s nuclear saber-rattling 
has provided a new rationale 
for nuclear deterrence as a basis 
of defense, but any revisiting of 
NATO’s nuclear policy will not 

result in a mirroring of Russian 
doctrinal and rhetorical excesses. 
Here, too, reassuring NATO’s 
own members is as important as 
deterring Russia.

NATO’s southern states, 
where security is determined less 
by Russia than by instability in 
North Africa and the Middle 
East, must also be reassured 

that NATO remains their best 
insurance policy. While south-
ern member states have less spe-
cific defense requirements than 
those in the east, their concern 
about a perceived overemphasis 
of NATO’s eastern dimension 
is palpable. For NATO to avoid 
a bifurcation into two regional 
groupings with different security 

concerns, it must maintain its 
ability to conduct expeditionary 
missions in full, whenever and 
wherever necessary. The fight by 
many member states against IS 
demonstrates as much. 

The debate in Europe over the 
flow of refugees from the Middle 
East has further bolstered the 
rationale for addressing the crisis 
in the region. While the Russia 
challenge is mainly a matter of 
deterrence, IS is an immediate 
threat requiring an immediate 
military response. 

Adapting NATO’s military pos-
ture is a major challenge, yet 
developing a new policy towards 
Russia will be equally difficult; 
not only have various member 
states traditionally held different 
views on Russia, but Russia itself 
has changed in such a way that a 
reliable analysis is both necessary 
and daunting.

Most observers agree that 
Putin’s 2012 return to the office 
of president has shifted the issue 
of maintaining power to center 
stage. Russia’s military doctrine 
strongly reflects the fear of “color 
revolutions” like those in Georgia 
and Ukraine, as well as the Arab 
Spring.

Putin’s aim is thus not an elu-
sive reconstruction of the Soviet 
Union, but rather to maintain the 
regime and prevent any further 
waning of Russia’s political clout. 
With Russia’s territorial amputa-
tions in countries it considers to 
be within its traditional sphere 
of influence, Moscow is creating 
a string of “frozen conflicts” to 
prevent these countries from join-
ing Western institutions.

At the same time, Russia is 
propping up Syria, its last ally 
in the Middle East. Whether it’s 
improvised activism or part of a 
master plan, most observers agree 
that this policy is here to stay. 

Given this backdrop, attempts 
to resurrect the overhyped 
NATO-Russia Strategic Part-
nership seems futile. However, 
notions that NATO could remain 
in wait-and-see mode or that it 
must build up more military 

muscle before engaging Russia in 
a new dialogue are equally short-
sighted. Russia’s permanent seat 
on the UN Security Council gives 
it veto power over NATO-led 
operations of a nature considered 
beyond collective defense – a fact 
that calls for at least some sort of 
dialogue. The same goes for the 
need to reduce the risk of military 
incident. 

However, an even more impor-
tant reason for engagement is 
the unresolved issue of Russia’s 
future role in European security. 
The current focus on military bal-
ances obscures the fact that the 
real issue at stake is a geopolitical 
one: Russia’s place in Europe. The 
West’s twin strategy of enlarging 
NATO and the EU while forg-
ing an ever-closer relationship 
with Russia was contingent on a 
cooperative environment, i.e. on 
Russia’s acquiescence. Now that 
Russia has demonstrated that it 
will violently oppose the further 
expansion of NATO and the EU 
into its sphere of interest, the 
game has changed. 

Convincing Russia of the benign 
nature of NATO and EU enlarge-
ment appears a lost cause. Europe 
needs security arrangements that 
take legitimate Russian interests 
into account without relegating 
certain NATO and EU aspirants 
to a permanent zone of limited 
sovereignty. Developing such 
arrangements will be difficult, 
particularly as Russia’s behavior 
has all but destroyed its credibility 
as a guarantor of agreed norms. 
For the tragedy of a wayward 
Russia not to become a tragedy 
for all of Europe, the previous 
focus on institutions and mem-
berships must be supplemented 
by policies prioritizing functional 
cooperation over formal affilia-
tion. More years of hard work 
are still required for Europe to 
become truly “whole and free.” 
 n

Michael Rühle heads the Energy Security 
Section in NATO’s Emerging Security 
Challenges Division. The opinions he 
expresses are solely his own.

Game  
of thrones

Europe needs security arrangements that 
take Moscow’s legitimate interests into 

account without relegating certain NATO 
and EU aspirants to a permanent zone of 
limited sovereignty  |  By Michael Rühle

How to play the Ukraine card? The board game Risk was originally 
released in 1957 and has been reissued many times. It allows for all 
kinds of strategic alliances and unofficial treaties.
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Polar opposites
Towards a new equilibrium between NATO and Russia

By Łukasz Kulesa
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Since the Russian annexa-
tion of Crimea, and quite 
unexpectedly for Western 
audiences, pictures of mili-

tary hardware and troops exercis-
ing in Central Europe have begun 
to make regular appearances in 
the evening news. On their own 
TV screens, Russian viewers have 
seen an intensification of hos-
tile, anti-NATO propaganda and 
even more images of mass drills 
and parades of modern Russian 
weaponry. And the escalation 
of tensions has found physical 
expression as well; there has been 
a notable increase in dangerous 
encounters between the Russian 
military and those of NATO 
members. In November 2015, 
the Turkish Air Force shot down 
a Russian Su-24 bomber, killing 
one of its crew members.

In the coming months an even 
more dangerous military reality 
may emerge on both sides of the 
NATO-Russia border, from the 
High North to the Black Sea. 
It could include the deployment 
of additional military forces and 
new categories of weapons into 
the area – along with nuclear 
warheads – and even more fre-
quent exercises. Another inci-
dent would increase chances of 
NATO-Russian tensions spiraling 
into a graver crisis. 

NATO’s response to the crisis 
has thus far focused on strength-
ening its collective defense 
capabilities. A number of allies 
have argued that, given Russia’s 
aggression against Ukraine and 
its assertive behavior elsewhere, 
NATO must update its thinking 
on deterrence and establish clear 
“red lines” against Moscow’s 
adventurism. If a credible NATO 
military presence in border areas 

can be established through 
deployments and exercises, so the 
argument runs, Russia would be 
deterred from initiating aggressive 
actions against the area protected 
by NATO.

For its part, Moscow seems 
happy to perpetuate a confron-
tational mode of relations with 
the alliance and to use NATO’s 
increased military activity as a 
pretext for more military spend-
ing and for beefing up its own 
forces; the Russian Ministry of 
Defense recently announced that 
three new armored divisions will 
be created in its western region 
“in response” to NATO’s actions. 

It is high time to chart a way 
out of the current cycle of mili-
tary actions and counteractions. 
Unfortunately, pushing a “reset” 
button and simply returning to 
a pre-2014 state of relations 
between NATO and Russia is 
not an option. It must be assumed 
that the relationship will continue 
to be adversarial and a return to 
business as usual is impossible. 

Our efforts should focus on 
establishing a new set of rules 
for managing the NATO-Russian 
confrontation at lower political 
and financial costs, and with a 
reduced chance of a military crisis 
or escalation. The aim should 
be to establish a new military 
equilibrium, which is understood 
as a situation where each side 
avoids introducing military mea-
sures that can be interpreted by 
the other side as provocative or 
escalatory, but is satisfied that 
its military posture is adequately 
robust to deter an armed attack 
or an attempt at military coercion.

Initial plans should avoid seek-
ing a grand bargain between 
Russia and NATO or far-reaching 

arms control agreements, 
but rather focus on rela-
tively simple confidence-
building mechanisms and 
adjustments to deployment 
and policy.

The key to establishing 
a sustainable equilibrium 
lies in introducing restraint 
concerning deployments of 
conventional military forces 
by Russia and NATO in the 
border areas. In the run-up 
to the Warsaw Summit in July 
2016, it is understandable that the 
question of possibly permanent 
deployments of NATO forces 
in Central and Eastern Europe 
attracts most of the attention.

However, it would be a mis-
take to call on NATO to show 
restraint while turning a blind 
eye to Russian military activities. 
In order to stabilize the Russian-
NATO relationship, both sides 
must signal their willingness to 
decrease tensions.

For Russia, that could include 
refraining from the deployment 
of major new units and the estab-
lishment of new military bases 
in the border areas – including 
Crimea – and abstaining from the 
addition of more military forces 
in Belarus. In response, NATO 
should agree in Warsaw to keep 
its “persistent” presence in the 
Baltic States and Poland limited 
and within the confines of pre-
vious pledges of no permanent 
stationing of “substantial combat 
forces” in the East.

Second, we need more warning 
of military exercises, particularly 
those held in the border regions. 
Similar to the NATO practice of 
publishing an advance exercise 
schedule, a list of major Rus-
sian exercises planned for 2016 

could be made 
available by the 
Russian Ministry of 
Defense. One particular source 
of NATO anxiety are Russian 
“snap exercises,” which often 
involve the sudden mobilization 
of substantial military forces 
and their deployment close to 
NATO-protected territory. As 
a confidence-building measure, 
Moscow could voluntarily decide 
to reduce the frequency and size 
of such exercises.

Third, NATO and Russia 
should resume substantive dia-
logue on their military doctrines 
and postures. Russia has concerns 
about the “aggressive” scenarios 
of NATO exercises in Central 
and Eastern Europe and the pur-
pose of developing a territorial 
missile defense in Romania and 
Poland. In NATO, many experts 
worry about the threat of hybrid 
warfare against the Baltic States 
and about Moscow’s appar-
ent readiness to use its nuclear 
weapons at an early phase of a 

crisis, in line with its concept of  
a “de-escalatory nuclear strike.” 
European security will be served 
well if these concerns are openly 
discussed by experts from both 
sides, with the inclusion of the 
military establishment. 

Finally, both sides should 
refrain from increasing the role of 
nuclear weapons as more central 
tools for confrontation. It can be 
argued that nuclear weapons are 
already a background element of 
the current crisis. Russian nuclear 
saber-rattling has prompted calls 
for NATO to re-emphasize its 
own reliance on nuclear deter-
rence. 

However, the absence of 
restraint could have dire effects. 
Many in NATO would see certain 
Russian actions – such as the 
deployment of nuclear weapons 
in Crimea, their redeployment to 
Kaliningrad or withdrawal from 

the Intermediate-
range Nuclear Forces 

Treaty – as a serious escala-
tion of the crisis, which would 
increase pressure on NATO to 
beef up its nuclear posture, lead-
ing to a possible deployment of 
nuclear weapons closer to Russia.

Taken together, the implemen-
tation of the steps suggested above 
can form a basis for stabilizing the 
relationship between Russia and 
NATO in a state of manageable 
confrontation and minimize the 
chances of the relationship sliding 
deeper into hostility. While still 
a far cry from the lofty visions 
of a NATO-Russian partnership 
based on mutual respect, the most 
likely alternative to managed con-
frontation is an endless crisis, 
peppered with the occasional 
outburst of military threats and 
dangerous incidents. Such is a 
future that – hopefully – no one 
in Europe wants. n

Łukasz Kulesa is research director at the 
European Leadership Network, London.
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Two years ago, at the 
2014 Munich Security 
Conference, Germa-
ny’s President Joachim 

Gauck, Foreign Minister Frank-
Walter Steinmeier and Defense 
Minister Ursula von der Leyen 
all signaled that Germany, hence-
forth, was willing to play a more 
substantive role in international 
politics, particularly with regard 
to crisis management. Most of 
Germany’s partners and foes 
have indeed seen that something 
has changed in Berlin’s foreign 
policy behavior. Some, quite 
naturally, still criticize Germany 
for contributing too little; others 
applaud what they see in terms of 
leadership; and still others worry 
about the way Germany leads 
where it does. This was particu-
larly evident with regard to the 
refugee crisis, where more than a 
few EU partners complained that 
Berlin had failed to consult them.

Even in previous years, Ger-
many was not exactly machtver-
gessen, i.e. oblivious to its inter-
national weight and power. Just 
ask policy makers from Greece. 
The last two years, however, were 
something like a crash course 
in geopolitical realism for post-
Cold War Germany. Lessons 
included the Russian annexation 
of Crimea and the conflict in 
eastern Ukraine; the explosion 
of Syria; the participation of 
jihadists with German or other 
European passports in the Syrian 
war; terrorist attacks in Europe; 
and an unprecedented influx of 
refugees. 

While the European Union has 
only received some 3 percent or 
less of all refugees worldwide, 
the number of arrivals has sig-
nificantly strained the capacities 
of states at the EU’s external 
borders as well as of major recipi-
ent countries. The stream of refu-
gees has triggered tensions within 
the EU and has furthered right-
wing populist movements almost 
everywhere on the continent.

More generally, Germans 
and Europeans are increasingly 
coming to realize that their idea 
of institutionalized multilateral-
ism and multilateral decision-
making is not shared by most of 
their partners in the rest of the 
world. They have had to accept 
that the United States is no longer 
prepared to take the lead in any 
crisis at any time, while rising 
or re-emerging powers, notably 
China, India and Brazil, seem 
yet unprepared to contribute 
effectively to the global order. 
As a result, regional orders have 

been threatened, not only in the 
neighborhood of Europe, but in 
Europe itself.

At the same time, dividing 
lines between the domestic and 
international spheres have all but 
disappeared. The refugee crisis, 
for example, demands policy 
approaches that span diplomacy, 
defense, development, European 
integration, homeland security 
and social policy.

Crises that have impact 
on German and European 
security are no longer sepa-

rable from one another: Refu-
gees, Syria, Russia, terrorism  
and EU problem-solving capacity 
have merged into one single crisis 
landscape.

Germans and other Europeans 
have had to learn that conflicts 
on their periphery will not simply 
burn out and may not be contain-
able. They were also forced to 
acknowledge that major crises in 
their vicinity will not be resolved, 
at least not in the short term, but 
will need to be managed over 
extended periods.

This changing environment has 
certainly helped German policy 
makers develop their country’s 
international profile. Germany 
has taken the diplomatic lead in 
the crisis of Russia’s presence in 
Ukraine; it was a key participant 
in the nuclear negotiations with 
Iran; it is involved, as a member 
of the International Syria Sup-
port Group, in recent efforts to 
find a political solution to the 
Syrian war; and it has accepted 
the OSCE presidency for 2016. 
Moreover, Berlin has beefed up 
its contribution to NATO reas-
surance measures in the Baltic 
region and Central Europe. It 
is also increasingly prepared to 
contribute military forces to crisis 
interventions outside NATO’s 
area: as part of UN efforts in 
Mali, as one of the countries pro-
longing their military engagement 
in Afghanistan, with arms deliv-
eries and training activities in 
Northern Iraq, and more recently 
with reconnaissance flights over 
Syria and other measures to sup-
port France and the US-led coali-
tion against the self-proclaimed 
Islamic State (IS). 

Policymakers in Berlin are 
aware that their European and 
international partners expect this 
new level of international co-
leadership to become a regular 
feature of German policies, not 
just an accidental one. Berlin no 
longer sees this as a challenge. 
Rather, these expectations are 
matched by a growing interest 
in sustaining the influence Ger-
many has won, not least in dip-
lomatic formats where, despite 
not being a permanent member 
of the Security Council, it figures 

prominently, such as the P5+1 
on Iran and the “Normandy 
Quartet” to address the crisis 
in Ukraine. 

German policy preferences are 
relatively stable. Even with an 
increased preparedness to use 
military force in UN, NATO or 
EU operations, Germany does 
not see itself as a military power. 
Influence can also be won by 
political and economic means, 
indeed, in the view of the German 
elite, much more effectively.

Germany will remain a pro-
moter of a rules-based interna-
tional order – both in the pan-
European realm and globally – 
and still prefers to act and, where 
appropriate, lead in association 
with partners such as France, 
rather than alone. German policy 
makers may yet have to learn that 
it is not always enough to do what 
is “right” when partners who 
may even share Berlin’s objectives 
don’t feel sufficiently consulted.

Ironically, perhaps, the more 
Germany assumes leadership 

roles internationally, the more it 
becomes dependent on other inter-
national actors. The outcome of 
the US elections will also determine 
the coherence of the Western com-
munity of states; the possible elec-
toral success of the Front National 
in France could make Germany feel 
rather lonely in Europe. Further 
state failures in Europe’s south 
will have all EU states, includ-
ing Germany, opting for security 
rather than partnership vis-à-vis 
the south. And China’s regional 

posture, along with the way Wash-
ington and Beijing manage their 
strategic relationship, will affect 
German and European efforts to 
promote multilateral solutions for 
global challenges such as climate 
change and cybersecurity.

For all these reasons, we should 
expect Germany to increase its 
resources available for foreign 
and security policy over the next 
few years. Berlin neither meets 
NATO’s 2-percent-of-GDP target 
for defense nor the 0.7 percent 
Official Development Assistance 
(ODA) quota; however, unlike 
some of its partners it has not 
slashed its defense budget and 
has substantially increased fund-
ing for diplomacy. Berlin is likely 
to further develop its diplomatic 
toolbox, focusing on the oppor-
tunities of digital diplomacy and 
on a more networked national 
and European foreign policy that 
takes the activities and possible 
contributions of non-state actors 
into consideration. Also expect 
Germany to become more con-
scious and transparent about its 
national interests.

Given the high level of inter-
national connectivity not only of 
the German economy, Germany 
is vulnerable even to geographi-
cally distant developments. As a 
middle power, however, it cannot 
be present everywhere with the 
same level of involvement.

The freedom of the seas in gen-
eral and more specifically the pre-
vention of military conflict in the 
South China Sea constitute obvi-
ous and fundamental German 
interests. An aggressive Chinese 
pursuit of hegemonic aspirations 
would not only threaten regional 
stability, but also undermine the 
international order at large, which 
Germany and Europe see as vital 
for their security and well-being.

For Berlin, the solution is not 
to reduce its engagement in and 
with China. Rather, Germany is 
in the process of politicizing its 
approach to Asia: i.e., engaging 
in a more open political debate 
with Chinese leaders while simul-
taneously increasing its coopera-
tion in all policy fields with like-
minded countries in the Pacific 
Rim, such as Australia or South 
Korea.

At the same time, there is little 
doubt that the main focus of 
Germany’s foreign and security 
policies will be on the eastern and 
southern vicinities of the EU and 
on Europe itself. After all, geo-
graphy remains a critical factor. 
Immediate security risks tend to 
emanate from nearby rather than 
from distant regions; societies 
are more closely linked; and the 
capabilities Germany and the EU 
can muster to manage conflicts, 
stabilize countries and support 
economic and political transfor-
mation will be more effective 
in their immediate environment 
than in other parts of the world.

The EU will certainly remain 
Germany’s main framework of 
action. Given the turbulence in 
the world around us, Germany 
has a fundamental interest in 
strengthening the foreign policy 
and security policy dimensions 
of the EU. It is one thing for 
German policy makers to enjoy 
the heightened global demand for 
German contributions to inter-
national politics and privileged 
relations with Germany. But they 
must also do more to explain at 
home that without the EU, Ger-
many – like France and the UK 
– would be a much less relevant, 
less secure and less prosperous 
international actor. n

Volker Perthes is director of the  
German Institute for International  
and Security Affairs (SWP) in Berlin.

Refugees, Syria, Russia, terrorism  
and EU problem-solving capacity  

have merged into  
one single crisis landscape.

Atalanta
Horn of Africa 114

Resolute Support
Afghanistan, Uzbekistan 842

EUTM Mali
Mali 197

MINUSMA
Senegal, Mali 12

Operation Counter Daesh 
The Middle East 419

Training mission 
Northern Iraq 106

MINURSO
Western Sahara  4

STRATAIRMEDEVAC
Germany 41

as of Jan. 18, 2016;  source: Bundeswehr

German armed forces abroad
Total: 3,002 Operation name

region  military personnel

EUTM SOM
Somalia 9

UNAMA
Afghanistan 1

KFOR
Kosovo 698

OAE
Mediterranean Sea  175

Operation Sophia
Mediterranean Sea  246

UNMIL
Liberia 3

UNIFIL
Lebanon 110

UNAMID 
Sudan 8

UNMISS
Southern Sudan  17

Germany’s new level of 
international co-leadership: 
Angela Merkel engaged  
in joint crisis management  
with David Cameron,  
François Hollande and 
Arseniy Yatsenyuk (from left).

On the  
sidelines  
no more 
Two years into Germany’s  

“new” foreign policy
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In early September 2015 the 
picture of three-year-old 
Alan Kurdi shook the world. 
The photo of the dead boy, 

having drowned after a boat 
holding Syrian refugees capsized 
on the Turkish coast, caused 
an international outcry. Heads 
of state expressed their shock, 
French President François Hol-
lande demanded a shared Euro-
pean refugee policy and other 
politicians called for new efforts 
to end the war in Syria.

Five months later Syrians con-
tinue to die in Syria and in the 
Mediterranean, many of them 
children. The images of their 
bodies no longer cause a stir. 
They barely even make it into the 
news. It is early February 2016 
and the world wishes the war 
in Syria would simply go away. 
The new round of peace talks in 
Geneva is aimed at making that 
happen. 

According to the framework 
agreed upon in Vienna last 
November, the negotiations in 
Geneva will lead to a ceasefire 
and a national transitional gov-
ernment by mid-2016. By the 
end of 2017 the Syrian people 
will vote on a new constitution 
and a new president. By then the 
first refugees will have returned 
home and plans for rebuilding 
the country will be on the table. 

Some may call this schedule 
overly optimistic, but the time-
frame is not the main problem. 
The events on the ground in Syria 
are threatening this new peace 
process before it has even begun.

The terror attacks by the self-
proclaimed Islamic State (IS) in 
Paris last November lent diplo-
matic efforts a new urgency and 
an initial sense of optimism. All 
foreign governments intervening 
in Syria finally seemed to real-
ize that battling the IS is futile 
as long as the war between the 
Syrian regime and anti-Assad 
rebel groups continues.

In Vienna, Iran was at last 
allowed to the negotiating table, 
while the US finally granted Vlad-
imir Putin what he had craved: 
America’s acknowledgment that 
Russia is not a “regional power,” 
as US President Barack Obama 
once condescendingly called it, 
but a geo-strategic heavyweight 
currently ruling the airspace over 
Syria. In turn, Russia signaled 
that it could imagine a Syria with-
out Bashar al-Assad, possibly by 
2017. Washington responded 
with a thumbs-up.

Saudi Arabia probably pulled 
off the biggest success in the 
run-up to Geneva. At a confer-
ence in Riyadh in December the 

Saudi government, with some 
help from Ankara, forced the 
notoriously divided Syrian oppo-
sition to agree on a negotiation 
committee and a list of basic 
goals, which is surprisingly free 
of Islamist zealotry. The main 
points are: the integrity of Syrian 
territory; preserving state institu-
tions while reforming the military 
and the security apparatus; free 
and fair elections; a rejection of 
any form of terrorism and any 
presence of foreign fighters; and 
Assad’s removal from power once 
the transitional process begins. 

The fact that one of the most 
powerful rebel commanders, the 
Saudi-backed Zahran Alloush, 
signed on to the Riyadh agree-
ment gave the negotiation com-
mittee some badly needed cred-
ibility among Syrians. It also pro-
vided the opportunity to draw 
a clearer line between Islamist 
forces that can be part of a politi-
cal process and those that have 
and will have to be fought with 
military means, such as IS and the 
Nusra Front. 

However, a few days after 
the Riyadh conference Alloush 
was killed by an airstrike, which 
apparently was carried out by 
Russian planes. Given his record 
of war crimes – though pale in 
comparison to that of the Syrian 
regime or IS – few tears were shed 
over his death. But the political 
message of that particular missile 
strike from then on dominated 
the preparation of the Geneva 
talks: Moscow wanted to define 
who represents the Syrian opposi-
tion in Geneva – not only through 

airstrikes, but also by introducing 
its own “opposition delegation.”

The “Russian list” includes 
names deemed acceptable by the 
Assad regime, hence disqualifying 
them in the eyes of the major-
ity of Syrians. It also apparently 
includes the political leader-
ship of the Syrian Kurds, who 
have proven to oversee effective 
ground troops against IS. Because 
they are the Syrian outfit of the 

Turkish-Kurdish PKK, Ankara 
had blocked their inclusion in the 
“Riyadh list.” Syrian civil society, 
on the other hand, has had no real 
voice in any negotiation process 
up to now. Its members, who 
run  local councils, schools and 
hospitals in cities and villages 
outside the control of the regime 
or IS, and who document crimes 
by all armed parties, have been 
systematically shut out.

So it comes as no surprise that 
the initial sense of optimism 

quickly evaporated. As this article 
goes to print, Geneva III, which 
had already been rhetorically 
demoted to “proximity talks,” 
has been suspended after only 
two days until the end of Febru-
ary. The UN special envoy Staf-
fan de Mistura had successfully 
defused the arguments about who 
would participate. But the relent-
less onslaught of Russian air-
planes and pro-Assad troops on 

the ground in Syria, along with 
the continuation of sieges and 
barrel bombing against civilian 
areas, have rendered obsolete any 
chances for talks.  It confirmed 
the opposition’s fears that this 
round of talks will play out as 
simply the diplomatic stage of 
Russia’s Syria script: Help the 
Syrian army and its Lebanese 
and Iranian allies regain as much 
opposition territory as possible 
while at the same time push for 
a political “transition” that will 

keep the Alawite security appa-
ratus in power. It is a script that 
Western countries appear to have 
accepted. While Western govern-
ments insist that IS in Iraq can 
only be defeated if the Sunni pop-
ulation is given adequate political 
representation, no such reasoning 
applies in Syria.

Even the concession of Assad 
at some point stepping aside 
seems to be off the table for 
now. According to a recent report 
in the Financial Times, Assad 
reacted with an angry “No way!” 
when a high-ranking envoy of 
Putin tried to convince him in 
December that his days as presi-
dent should come to an end. De 
Mistura bravely insists that the 
“proximity talks” have not failed 
and will resume, but this seems 
highly unlikely.

It may be useful to remember 
what is at stake; in the fifth year 
of the war the statistics of suf-
fering in Syria have numbed the 
international community: more 
than 250,000 people killed; half 
of the population either internally 
displaced or forced to flee the 
country; more than 16 million in 
need of humanitarian assistance; 
about half a million besieged, 
mostly by pro-regime forces, but 
also by rebel groups; cities barrel-
bombed by Assad’s airplanes on 
a daily basis; Raqqa currently 
being terrorized by IS; chemical 
weapons still being used by the 
regime as well as IS.

But not only is a whole country 
being destroyed. The war in Syria 
and the international commu-
nity’s inability to end or at least 

suspend it has shredded decades 
of progress in humanitarian law. 
The UN Security Council has 
regressed to its worst levels of 
ideological trench-digging since 
the Cold War. And the EU has 
shifted into full panic mode in the 
face of its refugee crisis. Above 
all of this hovers the threat of 
another Paris-style terror attack.

Against this background it was 
tempting to stem the tide of bad 
news with reports of progress 
in Geneva. Both Washington 
and Moscow have invested too 
much diplomatic capital to let 
the process falter before it has 
even begun. US Secretary of State 
John Kerry had all but dragged 
the opposition’s delegation to the 
table despite its repeated precon-
dition that the shelling and sieges 
of civilians stop.

But keeping up appearances 
will be no substitute for sub-
stance. The flow of refugees will 
only continue if the barrel-bomb 
attacks, sieges and shelling pro-
ceed and corridors for humani-
tarian aid are not established. 
Western countries, but above all 
Saudi Arabia, Turkey and Qatar, 
have the leverage to restrain all 
anti-Assad forces that want to be 
part of the negotiating process. 
But the Syrian regime is by far 
the biggest perpetrator of crimes 
against its own population.

Russia and Iran have the lever-
age to restrain Assad, which 
would require considerable self-
restraint. According to Syrian 
and international human rights 
organizations, Russian airstrikes 
have targeted hospitals, schools 
and rescue workers in territory 
controlled by opposition forces. 
More than 1,000 civilians have 
been killed by Russian bombs 
and missiles since the beginning 
of Moscow’s intervention.

For the time being the new 
round of talks in Geneva have 
become another “toxic icing on 
a half-baked diplomatic cake,” as 
Frederic C. Hof, Barack Obama’s 
former Syria advisor, described 
Geneva II. Unless Putin realizes 
that he needs more than just the 
semblance of a political process, 
and that his intervention might 
well experience mission creep, 
the war will go on. This may be 
in Moscow’s short-term interest. 
Should the talks indeed resume by 
the end of February, the regime 
could be in a position to not have 
to compromise on anything. And 
Syrians will continue fleeing to 
Europe. n

Andrea Böhm, based in Beirut,  
is Middle East correspondent  
of the German weekly Die Zeit.

Once optimistic: US Secretary of State John Kerry and UN Special 
Envoy Staffan de Mistura at the Syria conference in Vienna on Nov. 14. 
As of Feb. 3, the Syria peace talks have been “temporarily paused.”

At their meeting in Vienna on Oct. 30, 
2015, the participants agreed on the fol-
lowing final declaration with the goal of 
bringing about an end to the violence as 
soon as possible:
1.  Syria’s unity, independence, territorial 

integrity and secular character are fun-
damental.

2.  State institutions will remain intact.
3.  The rights of all Syrians, regardless of 

ethnicity or religious denomination, 
must be protected.

4.  It is imperative to accelerate all diplo-
matic efforts to end the war.

5.  Humanitarian access will be ensured 
throughout the territory of Syria, and 

the participants will increase support for 
internally displaced persons, refugees 
and their host countries.

6.  Daesh and other terrorist groups – as 
designated by the UN Security Council, 
and further, as agreed by the partici-
pants – must be defeated.

7.  Pursuant to the 2012 Geneva Commu-
niqué and UN Security Council Resolu-
tion 2118, the participants invited the 
UN to convene representatives of the 
Government of Syria and the Syrian 
opposition for a political process lead-
ing to credible, inclusive, non-sectarian 
governance, followed by a new constitu-
tion and elections. These elections must 

be administered under UN supervision 
to the satisfaction of the governance and 
to the highest international standards of 
transparency and accountability. They 
must also be free and fair, with all Syr-
ians, including the diaspora, eligible to 
participate.

8.  This political process will be Syrian-
led and Syrian-owned, and the Syrian 
people will decide the future of Syria.

9.  The participants, together with the 
United Nations, will explore modali-
ties for, and the implementation of, a 
nationwide ceasefire to be initiated on 
a certain date and in parallel with this 
renewed political process.

Overly optimistic?
The new Syria peace process is in peril before it has even begun  |  By Andrea Böhm

Soon back in Assad’s hands? The ruins of Aleppo. IMAGO/ZUMA PRESS
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Turkey’s relations within 
the Middle East have 
often been a story of 
hope yet soon may 

end in havoc. Today, Turkey 
suffers from terrorist attacks by 
the self-proclaimed Islamic State 
(IS) and from an internal war 
against Kurdish guerilla groups 
in the southeast. The country has 
also become party to the region’s 
treacherous Sunni-Shiite divide. 
Nobody was able to predict such 
devastating developments when 
the Arab uprisings began five years 
ago.

In early 2011 Turkey was a 
widely respected country com-
fortably situated between the 
EU, oil-rich Russia and a rela-
tively peaceful Middle East. The 
Turkish economic powerhouse 
granted visa-free travel to many 
visitors while entertaining good 
relations with most of its neigh-
bors. These factors contributed 
to Turkey’s sunny image, making 
it a beacon of hope for many in 
the region.

Turkey’s fall stems from some 
drastic miscalculations by Presi-
dent Tayyip Erdogan as much 
as from the country’s changing 
environment. Erdogan’s quest 
for absolute power has divided 
Turkey while the war in Syria has 
greatly destabilized regions just 
beyond its borders. The country 
is neighbor to a civil war of indefi-

nite duration and unforeseeable 
consequences; some 2.3 million 
refugees had settled in Turkey by 
the beginning of this year. IS ter-
rorists recently targeted German 
tourists in the heart of old Istanbul 
and Turkey’s tourism sector is 
sure to suffer dire repercussions 
as a result.

The IS threat has proved far 
from easy to contain. Turkey’s 
border with Syria cannot be sealed 
entirely as refugees cross into 
Turkey on a daily basis. As the 
Turkish government has tolerated 
the movement of IS fighters into 
Syria in the past, the country is 
still home to IS cells, particularly 
in towns close to the border. It will 
take years of meticulous work by 
police and secret service agencies 
to root out these cells operating 
on Turkish soil.

What has landed Turkey in this 
precarious situation and what 
conclusions has the Turkish gov-
ernment drawn thus far? 

The current situation cannot be 
understood without first consider-
ing Erdogan’s missteps over the 
past five years. When Egyptian 
masses began to revolt against 
President Hosni Mubarak in Janu-
ary 2011, Erdogan, then prime 
minister, was caught by surprise. 
Two months earlier he had been 
awarded the Muammar Gaddafi 
Human Rights Award by Libya’s 
eccentric ruler; Erdogan enjoyed 
cordial relations with many dicta-
tors in the Middle East, including 
Gaddafi and Syria’s Bashar al-
Assad. Turkey had been pursuing 
a balanced foreign policy, with 
an emphasis on sound economic 
relations, while avoiding to take 
sides in quarrels between Syria 
and Iraq or Iran and Saudi Arabia. 
This posture of non-alignment 
was one reason for Turkey’s eco-
nomic success.

However, things began to 
change as Mubarak’s fall caused 
Erdogan to rethink his position. 
Was he not one of the very few 
democratically elected leaders in 
the region? Was he not a pious 
Muslim with great popularity as 

a leader in the Arab world? Was 
a successful Turkey not in a posi-
tion to lead the revolutionized 
Sunni Arab states through their 
transition?

Step by step Erdogan distanced 
himself from the autocratic Arab 
rulers, yet his fallout with Bashar 
al-Assad in 2011 proved to have 
the biggest impact – on both 
Turkey and the Arab world.

When Assad began waging war 
against his own population with 
hopes of saving his rule, Erdo-
gan became his enemy. Even if 
Turkish forces were not directly 
involved in the fighting, Turkey 
supported rebel groups such as 
the Free Syrian Army and various 
Islamist groups. Jihadist IS fight-
ers received treatment in Turkish 
hospitals while enjoying freedom 
of movement between Turkey and 
Syria. 

These measures were aimed at 
a quick downfall for Assad; they 
were to help create a new Syrian 
government that would be depen-
dent on Turkish guardianship and 
support. Such was Erdogan’s plan 
of action, which thus far at least 
has not been successful.

Bashar al-Assad’s survival 
derailed Erdogan’s Middle East 
strategy. Assad has prevailed due 
to strong support from Iran and 
Russia and the absence of a con-
cise American strategy for Syria. 
By 2014 Erdogan had to have real-

ized that his battle for supremacy 
in the Levant had failed. He again 
needed the backing of a strong 
ally. The United States exerted 
pressure on Turkey to end all sup-
port and tolerance of IS terrorists. 
Since 2014 American bombers 
and Western jets have departed 
from İncirlik air base for their 
missions against IS targets inside 
Syria. The US is also trying to 
convince Erdogan to take a more 
accommodating stance towards 
the Kurds at home and thus con-
tain Turkey’s devastating internal 
front, the brutal fight against the 
Kurdish PKK. 

This is clearly a war of choice. 
It was Erdogan who, as prime 
minister in 2005, recognized that 
Turkey had a Kurdish question. 
He began a policy of reconcilia-
tion and eventually a peace pro-
cess that would hopefully end the 
decade-old conflict with a new 
constitutional agreement on more 
Kurdish autonomy within Turkey.

However, when Erdogan’s 
party lost a crucial election in 
June 2015, he used the specter of 
war as an electoral strategy. He 
responded to local attacks by the 
PKK with a completely overblown 
military campaign. Erdogan knew 
the renewed war would neither 
eliminate the PKK nor strengthen 
Ankara’s rule in the southeast, but 
he was sure it would reaffirm his 
party’s dominance in a new elec-
tion in November. He was right, 
yet the war rages on.

The Kurdish battleground 
utterly complicates matters for 
Turkey and its new allies in their 
fight against IS. Erdogan consid-
ers the PKK-allied Syrian-Kurdish 
militia groups his fiercest enemies 
next to Assad. However, the 
Kurdish groups in Syria are fight-
ing primarily against IS. Thus, the 
US has two powerful allies in its 
struggle with IS, Turkey and the 
Kurdish Democratic Union Party 
(PYD) in Syria, which seem to 
fight each other as often as they 
engage IS. Turkey’s clout in Syria 
and the Middle East is severely 
constrained by its parochial cam-

paign against the Kurds along its 
southern border.

To make matters worse, Turkey 
has recently made new allies that 
may cause it even more trouble. 
Erdogan has teamed up with Sunni 
powers in the region; during the 
Arab uprising Erdogan sometimes 
acted as if he were the undeclared 
leader of the Muslim Brotherhood 
in Arab countries. Moreover, after 
King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al 
Saud assumed power in Riyadh 
in early 2015, Erdogan established 
a close relationship with the new 
ruler. Turkey and Saudi Arabia 
cooperate in Syria, have converg-
ing views on the treacherous roles 
of Russia and Iran, engage in 
close business relations, and both 
have their problems with Barack 
Obama’s cautious approach in 
Syria and his reluctance to commit 
US troops to the common fight 
against Bashar al-Assad. 

Erdogan and the Saudis have 
found common ground over their 
sectarian agendas, but not over 
their particular religious affilia-
tions. Erdogan, although very con-
servative, embraces Sunni Islam, 
a far cry from the Wahhabism 
practiced in Saudi Arabia. Yet 
their shared opposition to Shiites 
and Alawites has been a power-
ful factor in uniting the aims of 
Erdogan and King Salman.

While the past year has seen 
the emergence of a Saudi-Turkish 
alliance, more striking is the recent 
warming of Turkish-Israeli rela-
tions. Israel shares the Saudi view 
on Iran, the Muslim Brotherhood 
and other regional issues. Now, 
against the backdrop of the Syrian 
war and the Sunni-Shiite rift, even 
Erdogan and Netanyahu are seem-
ing to find common ground.

At the same time, Turkey is 
becoming more involved in the 
Gulf region. Along with Qatar, 
Turkey has agreed to build a mili-
tary base on the peninsula, not 
far from the Iranian shores of the 
gulf and in the middle of a huge 
underwater gas field shared by 
Qatar and Iran. Erdogan’s family 
and friends enjoy close business 
ties with Qatar, the site of much 
new infrastructure as the country 
prepares to host the 2022 soccer 
World Cup.

Erdogan had visited Saudi 
Arabia shortly before its execu-
tion of the Shiite cleric Nimr 
Baqir al-Nimr and the subsequent 
destruction of the Saudi embassy 
in Tehran in early January 2016. 
After the collapse of relations 
between Saudi Arabia and Iran, 
Turkey’s conspicuous silence can 
be read as tacit support for Riyadh 
rather than for Tehran. 

In its struggle for regional 
supremacy with Iran, Saudi 
Arabia is increasingly asking its 
Sunni neighbors for their loyalty 
in the conflict. Along with Saudi 
Arabia, Bahrain and Sudan have 
severed diplomatic ties with Iran, 
while the United Arab Emirates 
has recalled its ambassador from 
Tehran. 

As of now, Turkey has not 
openly sided with Saudi Arabia 
on issues involving Iran. If the 
Sunni-Shiite divide deepens, how-
ever, Erdogan may align his coun-
try even more strongly with the 
Saudi-led Sunni camp against the 
Persian power. Turkey and Iran 
are already at odds over Syria and 
the Shia-dominated government 
in Baghdad.

With the lifting of interna-
tional sanctions, Iran is entering 
regional markets as a new com-
petitor, offering a range of indus-
trial goods similar to those from 
Turkey. The economies of Turkey 
and Iran have been in competition 
for quite some time. Should this 
rivalry be extended to the geopo-
litical and military arena, Turkey’s 
foreign policy would suffer yet 
another severe blow. The border 
between Turkey and Iran has gone 
almost unchanged for five centu-
ries. The last thing Turkey needs 
now is more trouble at its eastern 
edge. n

Michael Thumann is Middle East 
correspondent of the Hamburg-based 
weekly Die Zeit.

Turkey stumbles
Erdogan’s recklessness has jeopardized his country’s future

By Michael Thumann

IM
A

G
O

/X
IN

H
U

A

In mourning: Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoglu (center) lays 
flowers at the scene of the car bomb in Ankara on Feb. 19.

Whenever the topic is the 
Middle East, its oil, overt 
or covert civil wars, 
Islamist terrorism or Islam 

itself, we keep hearing a well-worn bit of 
wisdom from Western diplomats, policy 
makers and the business community: No 
one can afford the luxury of alienating 
Saudi Arabia.       

That’s true. The Arabian Desert king-
dom is an oil super-heavyweight, the 
leading Arab power in the Gulf as well 
as the global lead nation of Islam. 

However, even before the international 
nuclear agreement with Iran was signed 
and sealed in July 2015, a second insight 
challenging the old doctrine began gain-
ing currency: that today, no one can 
safely ignore the Islamic Republic of Iran, 
a rising petro power aspiring towards 
regional hegemony, a growth market of 
the future and the most important voice 
for Shiite Muslims, not least within the 
Arab world.        

The problem with this bilateral con-
figuration on the Persian Gulf is not 
only that, even for the most hard-boiled 
policy makers, both states set unattract-
ive examples with respect to their treat-
ment of civil and human rights, democ-
racy and rule of law. The two regimes 
are world leaders in their use of the death 
penalty; both in part employ Sharia law; 
both suppress any real opposition. 

In Saudi Arabia, except for one experi-
ment at the local level and – unlike Iran 
with its highly restricted yet thoroughly 
active parliament – there’s no voting at 
all. Women’s rights are a grim matter 
not only among the Saudis, but in many 
respects the Iranians as well. 

The view is no more upbeat concerning 
direct or indirect support for terrorist 
groups, militias or resistance movements 
as extended policy arms. Whether it’s 
Tehran’s backing of Hezbollah in Leba-
non, other Shiite militias in Syria’s civil 
war or the fighting in Iraq, or the Saudi 
patronage of Syrian rebels and parts of 
the anti-government forces in Iraq, both 
countries are extremely problematic and 
often dubious allies – but also deep-pock-
eted business partners and indispensable 
regional actors.           

Even more explosive for pragmatically 
inclined Western politicians is the fact 
that the two predominant Gulf powers, 
Sunni Saudi Arabia and Shiite Iran, have 
been deeply hostile for decades. That 
makes relations with these states at the 
Straits of Hormuz – through which a 
quarter of the world’s traded oil passes 
– an enormously delicate matter. The 
Saudi-Iranian conflict, after escalating 
for months, has by now taken on the 
dimensions of a Middle East cold war.  

The struggle that began three and a 
half decades ago in 1979 with the Ira-
nian Revolution in Tehran is now being 
conducted through proxy wars and 
thinly veiled political conflicts through-
out the Middle East. Saudi and Iranian 
interests collide and clash mercilessly 
in the wars in Syria, Iraq and Yemen. 
They each have a barely concealed hand 
in Lebanon and Palestine. Even the 
global petroleum market is a theater in 
this conflict. Saudi Arabia is waging a 
pricing war on the global oil market. 
The price of a barrel of crude oil has 

fallen dramatically during the past year. 
Energy analysts think the market could 
go to as low as $20 per barrel, with only 
a medium-term rebound on the horizon.     

Saudi Arabia’s ever-higher output is 
flooding the global market with cheap 
oil – much to the detriment of its own 
revenue, which is all but completely 
dependent on oil. This tactic is no longer 
aimed chiefly at the US and its rising 
production levels thanks to fracking. It’s 
also targeting Iran, which is set to return 
to the oil market now that its sanctions 
have been lifted as part of the newly 
forged nuclear agreement.   

In the multiple conflicts in the region, 
loose ends almost always lead back to 
the two Gulf rivals, and therefore to an 
institutionalized competition presenting 
itself increasingly as an intra-Muslim 
sectarian conflict between the majority 
Sunni and minority Shiite communities.   

At its heart, however, this is a politi-
cally driven conflict of interests between 
two states over hegemony in this strate-
gically vital region. When all is said and 
done, the catch phrases “Sunnis against 
Shiites” and “Arabs against Persians” can 
no longer veil the fundamental conflict 
between the archconservative Saudi king-
dom and the physically and ideologically 
aging revolutionary Shiite clerics in Iran.    

The conflict finally broke out into the 
open at the beginning of 2016. “The 
battle of the beards” was the headline 
of one German mass-market newspaper 
on the sudden Saudi-Iranian escalation. 
Enraged at Saudi Arabia’s execution of 
a dissident Shiite cleric, Nimr Baqir al-
Nimr, as part of a mass execution of 47 
Saudis in early January, Iran’s Supreme 

Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei threat-
ened the Saudis with “divine retribu-
tion” for the death of Nimr. A mob that 
seemed just waiting to be activated then 
attacked and set fire to the Saudi embassy 
in Tehran.    

Incensed at this gross violation of dip-
lomatic standards and international pro-
tocol, Riyadh broke off relations with its 
neighbor and pressured other Arab states 
to follow suit. Bahrain, Kuwait, Sudan 
and the United Arab Emirates withdrew 
their diplomats from Tehran, the Arab 
League sent a bellicose letter of pro-
test to Tehran over the embassy attack, 
and the Royal Saudi Air Force resumed 
its bombing campaign in Yemen, its 
war-torn southern neighbor, breaking a 
ceasefire that had been negotiated just a 
few weeks earlier.       

Once again, the front now clearly fol-
lows the borders of the Sunni-ruled Arab 
states under Saudi leadership. At least 
for the time being, Iran can rely on its 
allies in Iraq, Syria and Lebanon, which 
are all Shiite-dominated in one way or 
another and form part of the Shiite arc 
by which Tehran – much to the dismay 
of the Gulf’s Sunni regimes, along with 
Egypt and Jordan – exerts its influence 
throughout the Arab world. 

Just how much of a threat Riyadh 
regards its neighbor, both before and 
after the nuclear agreement, was made 
clear in a remark by Saudi King Abdul-
lah, who died last year. In a leaked diplo-
matic cable, he told the US government: 
It’s time to “cut off the snake’s head.”

Abdullah was overtly urging Saudi 
Arabia’s American ally to bomb Iran’s 
nuclear installations – something the 

US, as we know, did not do. Instead, 
President Barack Obama pushed forward 
with the nuclear deal with Iran, which 
was concluded in July 2015. It allowed 
the Saudis’ archenemy to return to the 
global market and to the international 
stage. No longer is it a pariah state and 
part of the alleged “axis of evil.” The 
Saudis felt betrayed by the Americans, 
who had once been their closest ally.   

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, with 
its population of 30 million, has neither 
a constitution nor a legal codex that 
encompasses all areas of law. The basis 
for parts of its jurisprudence remains 
the Koran and Sharia law. Unlike Iran, 
Saudi Arabia – where the state religion 
is a rigid interpretation of Sunni Islam 
called Wahhabism – is not a clerical 
state and not a theocracy. Since the 
establishment of modern Saudi Arabia in 
1932, the foundation of the monarchy, 
which regards and legitimizes itself as 
the custodian of all Islam’s holy sites of 
Mecca and Medina, has been an iron pact 
between the Saud dynasty and Wahhabi 
Muslim scholars. From the beginning, 
this alliance has severely restricted the 
monarchy’s capacity to reform.  

For its part, the Islamic Republic of 
Iran, with a population of almost 80 mil-
lion, was created in a revolution against 
a secular monarch. The fall of the Shah 
led to the proclamation of a firmly Shiite 
republic that has both a president and a 
parliament. Strategic policy and de facto 
leadership, however, lie in the hands of a 
“spiritual leader” appointed by a council 
of experts, mainly clerics. The Vilayat-e 
Faqih devised by Ayatollah Ruhollah 
Khomeini means “rule by the supreme 

religious scholar.” In its early days the 
Islamic Republic also espoused a doctrine 
of “exporting revolution,” spreading fear 
among the Gulf monarchs and prompting 
them to establish the Gulf Cooperation 
Council as a defensive alliance against 
their unpredictable neighbor. 

Even if Tehran has stopped openly 
propagating the export of revolution, the 
conflict focuses more on the role of Shiites 
in the Gulf States. Saudi Arabia has a 
comparatively large Shiite minority con-
centrated in the oil-producing areas in the 
east, which for decades has felt marginal-
ized by the royal family and its Wahhabi-
Sunni doctrine. This fact has repeatedly 
led to protests. In 2011 during the Arab 
Spring, the problem was compounded by 
a Shiite uprising in the tiny neighboring 
state of Bahrain, where Shiites constitute 
the majority of the population but are 
ruled by a Sunni royal family closely allied 
with the Saudis. That explains why the 
uprising was quickly put down by forces 
of the Gulf Cooperation Council with the 
Saudis in the vanguard.

In the Saudis’ view, ever since the Iran 
nuclear deal was finalized, their once-
best friends in the West have been falling 
over themselves to court their Iranian 
enemy. Most sanctions have been lifted. 
The red carpet laid for Iranian President 
Hassan Rouhani on his European tour 
demonstrated clearly to the leadership in 
Riyadh just how much the Iranians have 
risen in European and American esteem 
since the agreement. Iran, internationally 
isolated since the Islamic Revolution, 
is returning to the world market, head 
unbowed. After three and a half decades 
of isolation, its decrepit infrastructure 
requires the investment of billions in 
nearly all economic areas. 

The planned contracts for the European 
aviation sector alone are raising eye-
brows. Iran’s state-run airline is ordering 
114 jets from Airbus, a huge stroke of 
luck for the European aircraft manufac-
turer. Over the longer term Iran will need 
up to 400 planes to modernize its fully 
derelict fleet, which suffered for decades 
from the inaccessibility of spare parts. 
The Iranians are even interested in US-
made Boeing jets.   

The Iranians need to catch up in numer-
ous sectors: automobiles, rail transport, 
machine tools, health care, agriculture 
and much more. During Rouhani’s 
visit to Rome, his Italian hosts not only 
showed respect for their Muslim guest 
by serving fruit juice instead of wine (not 
an uncommon gesture for Muslim state 
visits), they also covered up the nude 
sculptures at the Capitoline Museum 
(an exceedingly unusual gesture, even 
for Muslim guests). The president of the 
Islamic Republic of Iran, a nation highly 
sensitive to more than just this issue, 
was treated to a shock-free reception for  
thoroughly profane reasons. Rouhani 
was on a shopping spree. After the lift-
ing of international sanctions Iran has 
gained access again to some 100 mil-
lion euros in frozen assets. In this case, 
respect for the sensitivities of others 
should pay off. n

Tomas Avenarius is an editor for the Munich-
based Süddeutsche Zeitung. He served as the 
paper’s Cairo correspondent until 2015.

Wrath of  the people: Iranian protests against Saudi Arabia after the execution of Baqir al-Nimr, Jan. 4, 2016.
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Standoff in the Gulf 
Saudi Arabia and Iran: an escalating struggle for hegemony  

in the Middle East  |  By Tomas Avenarius
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Adversaries: Iran's Supreme Leader  
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei (left),  
and Salman bin Abdulaziz al-Saud,  
King and Prime Minister of Saudi Arabia.
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The Balkans:  
no war in sight
But the migrant crisis can create further obstacles  
to the integration process  |  By Ivan Vejvoda

The Balkans have been 
making headlines again 
since last year’s esca-
lation of the refugee 

crisis. Chancellor Angela Merkel, 
speaking recently to her fellow 
party members, warned that a 
closing of borders in Europe, spe-
cifically between Germany and 
Austria, could lead to conflict 
and war in the Balkans. This 
statement had multiple address-
ees: the German public as well 
as coalition partners, who were 
being warned what a collapse of 
the Schengen open-border regime 
could bring about internally as 
well as in the immediate European 
neighborhood. Her speech was 
also a warning to the leaders and 
states in the Balkans to cooperate 
rather than fall prey to mutual 
recriminations.

In concert with the EU, Germany 
is muddling through this crisis. For 
the moment there is a worrisome 
lack of a much needed, unified 
strategic approach to everything 
from asylum policies and reloca-
tion schemes to enhanced external 
EU border controls.

The Western Balkans constitute 
only one piece of this complex 
puzzle. The clear and immediate 
goal is to stem the flow of refugees 
and migrants and to keep them in 
the vicinity of the countries from 
where they have fled, be they in 
the Middle East or Africa. The 
eradication of the root cause in 
the Middle East is badly needed 
but nowhere in sight.

Geography and geopolitics 
matter. The Balkans are not the 
periphery, as is sometimes said; 
they are the inner courtyard of 
the European Union, surrounded 
by EU and NATO member-states. 
This Southeastern European pen-
insula – the Western Balkans – 
remains the last non-integrated 
part of Europe. This is unfinished 
business for the EU and a serious 
test for its credibility. If the EU is 
unable to help spur the enlarge-
ment process to the Western Bal-
kans, it is hard to grasp how 
capable it is in dealing with other 
challenges. 

The EU Summit in Thessaloniki 
in June 2003 opened the pathway 
to full membership for the Balkan 

countries. All have committed to 
both EU and NATO integration 
(except, at the moment, Serbia 
when it comes to NATO). Only 
Croatia has made it into both 
NATO and the EU; the others are 
moving toward this goal, some 
clearly with great difficulty – in 
particular Macedonia (largely due 
to its dispute with Greece over 
its name) and Bosnia and Herze-
govina. Montenegro, Serbia and 
Albania have achieved candidate 
status and the first two are already 
negotiating their entry.

The challenges in the region 
are undoubtedly grave: very low 
economic growth, high unemploy-
ment rates and the stagnation or 
decline of living standards coupled 
with a continuing brain-drain and 
several unresolved regional issues. 

However, war will not return to 
the Western Balkans. The conflict 
in the 1990s, which ended with 
78 days of bombing of the then 
Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, 
is much too present in the minds 
of the political leaders and the 
societies that suffered and paid 
such a huge price. No one wants 

to revisit such times, no matter 
how domestic political rhetoric 
may sound.

Even the migrant crisis will not 
lead to war, though it can clearly 
exacerbate tensions and create 
further obstacles to the integration 
process. In fact, compared to other 
parts of the world the Balkans are 
an oasis of peace. And there is a 
reason for this: the existence of the 
European Union and its enlarge-
ment policy.

This leads to a second observa-
tion: Notwithstanding the current 
crisis, the soft power of the EU 
is alive and well in the Western 
Balkans. The Belgrade-Pristina 
agreement signed by the prime 
ministers of Serbia and Kosovo 
under the aegis of the EU High 
Representative Catherine Ashton 
in 2013, and now carried forward 
by her successor Federica Mogh-
erini, testifies to the beneficial and 
soothing effects of the EU’s soft 
power in the region.

Germany’s initiative in the pro-
gression toward enlargement, the 
Berlin Process begun in August 
2014, has been of utmost impor-

tance. At the same time the US 
firmly backs the Balkans’ integra-
tion into the EU. 

NATO is also a significant 
stability factor with its on-going 
mission in Kosovo and as guar-
antor for the Belgrade-Pristina 
agreement. Furthermore, the 
recent invitation to Montenegro 
to become a NATO member state 
sent a strong message to all actors 
in the region. The two-day visit 
to Serbia last November by the 
NATO secretary general was a 
notable event. 

Moscow’s new assertiveness 
was demonstrated by its actions 
in Ukraine.  Russia’s annexation 
of Crimea and its violation of 
Ukraine’s sovereignty have been a 
serious cause of concern. Moscow 
has been trying to drive a wedge in 
the region between those who are 
opposed to Euro-Atlantic integra-
tion and those who see their future 
as lying firmly with the EU and 
NATO. Russia’s key relationship 
with the region is based on its 
energy and gas exports.

The migration crisis has shown 
that, for all intents and pur-

poses, the Western Balkans are 
a de facto member of the EU 
and more broadly of the Euro-
Atlantic arena. The migrants enter 
an EU member state, Greece, then 
pass mostly through Macedonia 
and Serbia to enter another EU 
member state, Croatia. No con-
crete solution is possible with-
out the full involvement of these 
countries.

War should never have 
occurred in Europe at the end 
of the 20th century. It did – 
and Yugoslavia disappeared in 
a self-inflicted, violent conflict 
that would ultimately result in 
its division into seven countries. 
The region of the Western Bal-
kans and its citizens must find 
an accelerated path into the EU 
while respecting all its rigorous 
criteria for membership. n

Ivan Vejvoda is senior vice president  
of the German Marshall Fund  
of the United States.

Migrants crossing the border 
between Croatia and Serbia at 
Bapska, September 2015.
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US Secretary of Defense 
Ashton Carter proph-
esied in mid-January 
that the self-pro-

claimed Islamic State’s hold on 
the northern Iraqi city of Mosul 
would soon be broken and that 
preparations were under way for 
an advance on Raqqa in Syria, 
with US special forces on the 
verge of deployment to support 
local militias.

Troops answering to IS leader 
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi have con-
trolled Raqqa for nearly three 
years. Re-taking the city on the 
Euphrates could be the beginning 
of the end of IS rule over large 
tracts of northern Syria.

The key to military success in 
both Syria and Iraq appears to 
be Kurdish forces. Without the 
support of the Syrian-Kurdish 
People’s Protection Units (YPG) 
– which now control hundreds 
of kilometers along the southern 
border of Turkey – as well as 
help from the Iraqi-Kurdish Pesh-
merga, it will not be possible to 
drive IS out of its proto-capitals. 
Carter pointed out that the aim 
was not to form new divisions 
– rather, it was to strengthen 
America’s local allies: “That 
means that a few key leaders 
and key individuals are trained 
to a very high, exquisite level so 
that they can be enablers for the 
entire unit.”

On the Syrian-Kurdish front, 
as on the hard-fought border 
between the Iraqi part of Abu 
Bakr al-Bagdadi’s caliphate and 
the autonomous Kurdish region 
run by President Masoud Bar-
zani, this strategy appears to be 
working. His Peshmerga forces 
are barely more than 30 kilo-
meters from Mosul, the capital 
of Nineveh Province. Peshmerga 
units, armed with MILAN anti-
tank missiles and M-36 assault 
rifles provided by the German 
army, have advanced this far since 
the successful campaigns by IS in 
mid-2014; in November they con-
quered what was until recently a 
center of Yazidi society, the Sinjar 
Mountains west of Mosul.

Politicians from countries in the 
US-led anti-IS alliance saw the re-
taking of the strategically impor-
tant mountains in the Syrian-
Iraqi border region as a sign that 
Iraq’s second-biggest city would 
soon be liberated. But officials 
in Erbil continue to warn that 
any offensive on Mosul would 
have to be organized by the cen-
tral government in Baghdad. The 
main attack would have to be 
conducted by government troops 
coming from the south, Kurdish 
officials say – and Pentagon boss 
Carter agrees. However, the areas 
to the south of Mosul remain 
under IS control.

So it could be 2017 before any 
attack is launched on Mosul. 
The Iraqi army is weak – it 
only just managed to free the 
western Iraqi provincial capital 
of Ramadi from IS – and then 
only with massive destruction. 
Kurdish troops marching into 
Mosul – whose inhabitants are 
mostly Sunni Arabs – would 
also increase the ethnic tensions 
already threatening to tear the 
Iraqi state apart.

A further problem is that 
Turkey is also involved in train-
ing Peshmerga fighters. In late 
2015 that caused an outrage in 
Baghdad, where it was regarded 
as a violation of Iraqi sovereignty; 
Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi called on the UN Security 
Council.

One victory in the war against 
IS does not take Iraq any closer to 
national unity. On the contrary 
– there are too many forces with 
diverging interests on both sides 
of the border, which itself is a 
product of the colonial era and 
was drawn up one hundred years 
ago in the Sykes-Picot Agree-
ment. The border runs right 
through the middle of the IS 
caliphate. And the proxy war 
being fought between Iran and 
the US ever since the 2003 US 
invasion of Iraq is now being 
fought in Syria as well. Once 
more, the Kurdish forces don’t 
fit with either side. They are 
led by the YPG on the ground 

and are represented politically 
by the Democratic Union Party 
(PYD) led by Saleh Muslim. The 
party has neither positioned itself 
clearly on the side of the Sunni-

dominated opposition, nor fully 
broken with the regime of Bashar 
al-Assad.

Any solution to the conflict 
is additionally complicated by 

Russia’s entry into the war last 
September – something Turk-
ish Prime Minister Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan is bitterly opposed to. 
The YPG is one of the groups 
benefiting from Russian airstrikes 
on Islamist positions in the prov-
inces bordering Turkey. The 
advance they began in December 
from Kobanî westwards brings a 
contiguous Kurdish region within 
the realm of possibility. For this 
reason, too, US military support 
for the YPG is a thorn in Tur-
key’s side.

That also explains Erdogan’s 
strategic partnership with the 
president of Iraq’s Kurdish 
region, Masoud Barzani. Unlike 
in northern Syria, where the 
Turkish president fears the PYD 
autonomous region of Rojava 
could become the core of an inde-
pendent Kurdish state, Erdogan 
supports the Kurdish autono-
mous region in Iraq (KRG) with 
all his might. Fighters from the 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) 
are holed up in the Qandil Moun-
tains on the edge of the Iraqi 
Kurdish region. They have been 
the focus of renewed airstrikes 
by Turkey since the middle of 
last year. 

Barzani gave Erdogan the green 
light for the military strikes, a 
move very much against Wash-
ington’s will, as President Barack 
Obama sees the YPG People’s 
Defense Units – the Syrian arm of 
the PKK – as the most important 
ground forces against IS after the 
Peshmerga.

With the help of US airstrikes, 
YPG fighters have even been able 
to drive IS out of some of its posi-
tions along the Euphrates and to 
re-take the Tishrin Dam. And 
with the liberation of Monbij 
near the Turkish border, they 
interdicted one of the supply lines 
via which the Islamist militants 
obtained supplies from Turkey 
until the end of 2015. In the 
middle of 2015, the YPG took 
back the border town of Tell 
Abyad, drawing sharp criticism 
from Ankara; the Turkish gov-
ernment accused YPG units of 

carrying out ethnic cleansing 
against the Arab and Turkmen 
populations in the region. In mid-
January, Amnesty International 
accused Barzani’s government of 
destroying thousands of homes 
of Arab former inhabitants in the 
areas it liberated from IS.

After being all too friendly 
towards the terrorist movement, 
Turkey is now coming down 
harder on IS – after IS terrorists 
carried out bombings with many 
casualties in Ankara in October 
and in Istanbul in January. But 
for Erdogan, more important 
than hitting IS is preventing a 
Kurdish-controlled territory on 
Turkey’s southern flank, stretch-
ing from Qamishli close to the 
Iraqi border, almost to Aleppo in 
northwestern Syria. Once a key 
trade center in Syria, Aleppo is 
now regarded by Ankara as part 
of its sphere of influence.

Gone are the days in which 
Erdogan allowed Iraqi-Kurdish 
Peshmerga units to cross Turkish 
territory to help the YPG fight-
ers encircled by IS in Kobanî. 
Twelve months later, each side 
is eyeing the other distrustfully; 
the brief historic alliance among 
Kurds is already history. Rela-
tions between Barzani’s Kurdis-
tan Democratic Party (KDP) and 
the PKK are worse now than they 
have been for years. When they 
liberated Sinjar in November, the 
two sides quarreled over who had 
played a greater role in the battle.

Rivalry between the Kurdish 
groups may yet cause problems 
for the anti-IS alliance, as the 
Sinjar Mountains are of strategic 
importance for both Iraq and 
Syria. The oil-rich districts of 
Syria’s Hasakah and Deir ez-Zor 
provinces can be reached from 
there just as easily as from the 
lands west of Mosul – still con-
trolled by IS. n

Markus Bickel is the  
Cairo correspondent of the  
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung 
and the author of “Der vergessene 
Nahostkonflikt" (The Forgotten Conflict 
in the Middle East, 2011).

Kurds  
vs. Kurds
Rivalry between the Syrian arm  

of the PKK and the Kurdish autonomous 
government in Erbil is undermining  

the fight against IS  |  By Markus Bickel

Relations between Barzani’s Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) and 
the PKK are worse now than they have been for years. When they 
liberated Sinjar in November, the two sides quarreled over who had 
played a greater role in the battle.
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Terrorists of our own creation
Why we need a new strategy to destroy IS  |  By Elmar Thevessen

How about a dose of 
new realism in our 
fight against ter-
rorism? Until we 

acknowledge our continuing 
naivety in dealing with this threat, 
we will fail to successfully contain 
and destroy the Islamist move-
ment, which attracts thousands of 
young people from across Europe 
and has repeatedly struck fear 
into the hearts of societies across 
our continent. Nonetheless, we 
are still struggling to find the right 
measures to stop it.

We must admit that our 
approach since the devastat-
ing Sept. 11, 2001 attacks on 
New York and Washington has 
failed, largely due to our disre-
gard of the plans and principles 
laid out so openly in propaganda 
disseminated by terrorist lead-
ers. Among many examples is 
an audio message by Osama bin 
Laden from October 2002, call-
ing on young Muslims the world 
over to become the “knights of 
the fight” and “heroes of the 
battle” to restore the dignity and 
power of Islam. The leader of al-
Qaeda urged them to follow in 
his footsteps: “We men of mature 
age have laid down guideposts for 
the young people of the ummah 
on the way of jihad and have 
mapped out the path for them. 
Young people, you need not but 
follow this path.”

Bin Laden has been dead for 
nearly five years, but his words 
resonate louder than ever among 
young men and women longing 
to be “knights” and “heroes” 
in a fight the Islamists claim is a 
just war against the injustices of 
our world. This weak argument 
is bolstered by our failure to rec-
ognize that the unprecedented 
challenge posed by the Sept. 11 
attacks called for the develop-
ment of entirely new rules and 
structures.

Addressing the root causes 
of global terrorism could have 
eliminated the fertile ground 
that nourished the terrorist gen-
eration we now face. Instead, we 
orchestrated a war on terrorism 
executed solely by military forces, 
intelligence services and police. 
We failed almost entirely to battle 
for the hearts and minds of those 
who were watching our actions 
from within our societies. We 
sowed the seeds of radicalism by 
neglecting to spend money and 
effort towards prevention and de-

radicalization in neighborhoods 
that produce crime and extrem-
ism, the byproducts of a dearth 
of both individual perspectives 
on and convincing explanations 
for our actions abroad.

Don’t get me wrong. I’m not 
excusing those who became 
terrorists. And I’m not suggest-
ing we should have served our 
troubled youth a silver platter 
of bright, worriless futures and 
great jobs. But we could have 
shown them we care by creating 
more opportunities to succeed, 
promoting their engagement and 
strongly discouraging any display 
of disrespect for the rule of law. 
No support, no obligation, no 
penalty – a strong signal of indif-
ference that made it very easy for 
jihad recruiters to promise the 
lost and disenfranchised a way 
to make a difference in a world 
of injustice.

It should come as no surprise 
that young adherents to the self-
proclaimed Islamic State (IS) tend 
to be the underprivileged in our 
societies, coming from criminal 
backgrounds, dysfunctional fami-
lies and unsafe neighborhoods, 
mostly in big cities. There are also 
intellectuals, doctors and lawyers 
that have joined the jihad being 
waged in Syria and Iraq.

But they, too, are striving to 
become vanguards of a perceived 
justice. They are driven by the 
endless stream of videos showing 
war-zone atrocities that instill a 
feeling of powerlessness in both 
the intellectuals and the under-
privileged, for whom IS provides 
a sense of power, belonging and 
self-esteem that they are unable to 
experience in Western societies.

This must be addressed – 
urgently; IS is not only using 
emotional appeal to draw fight-
ers into the war in Syria and 
Iraq, but also to open new fronts 
in different parts of the world, 
especially Europe. The continu-
ous rise of lone-wolf or single-cell 
attacks over the past two years is 
an indication of what to expect 
next. A blueprint for subversive 
action has been widely published 
on the Internet and, according to 
German investigators, enthusi-
astically read and disseminated 
by young Muslims in European 
countries.

“Muslim Gangs. The Future of 
Muslims in the West” – the first 
ebook in the Black Flag series – 
calls for the creation of armed 
gangs to confront police and 
establish no-go zones in bigger 
cities. According to the authors, 
the increasing tensions between 

Muslims and non-Muslims will 
fuel the far-right movement: “The 
neo-Nazis are already trying to 
win over politicians, and influen-
tial people in society to their anti-
Islamic cause. This division will 
become more clear in the coming 
years when more and more far-
right political groupings (with 
neo-Nazi thugs as their militias) 
are elected and become rulers of 
cities and countries.” This polar-
ization of society is then supposed 
to alienate and insulate Muslim 
communities, thereby providing 
fertile ground for the recruitment 
of new followers of the Islamist 
cause.

This strategy is still far from 
succeeding, but it has begun to 
show its impact. The perpetrators 
of the November Paris attacks are 
thought to have been led by Abdel-
hamid Abaaoud, who had formed 
an Islamist gang controlling part 
of the Molenbeek neighborhood 
in Brussels. In light of the exagger-
ated threat of imported terrorism 
via the great number of refugees 
arriving in Europe, the far-right 
anti-Islam movement is on the 
rise, and was recently fueled by 
the sexual attacks against women 
in several German cities this New 
Year’s Eve. Although they seem to 
have been committed by gang-like 

groups of migrants from North 
Africa, there is no indication of 
any connection between them and 
the young Islamists addressed by 
IS with its ebook series.

“Muslim Gangs” not only pro-
vides organizational guidance and 
bomb-making manuals, but also 
spells out the ultimate goal of 
uniting all Muslim communities 
in Europe for the final chapter of 
the IS strategy: “With European 
Muslims surrounding Italy from 
its West and North, the Balkan 
Muslims from its East, the Islamic 
State will enter into Italy from its 
South with its missiles and ships. 
And ‘you will attack Rome, and 
Allah will enable you to conquer 
it.’” The last sentence is a quote 
from the Prophet Muhammad’s 
teachings about the end of time, 
which arguably form the most 
important reason for young Mus-
lims in the West to join IS.

The expectation of the final and 
victorious battle between Muslims 
and their enemies lends their lives 
the purpose they desperately seek. 
The IS propaganda machine has 
made its core argument – from fre-
quent references in its daily reports 
from the front, to the countless 
articles emphasizing it on the 
terrorist organization’s Internet 
magazine. The magazine is titled 

Dabiq, after the small Syrian town 
where the apocalyptic battle is sup-
posed to take place.

The self-proclaimed caliph, Abu 
Bakr al-Baghdadi, is pursuing the 
same goals as Osama bin Laden 
a decade ago. In November 2001 
the al-Qaeda leader said: “The 
day will come when the symbols 
of Islam will rise up and it will 
be similar to the early days of 
Al-Mujahedeen and Al-Ansar. 
And victory to those who follow 
Allah.” Bin Laden was calling 
for the “the greatest jihad in the 
history of Islam,” but al-Baghdadi 
and his hordes have something 
to show for that he never accom-
plished: The mere existence of 
a Caliphate, one with its own 
territory, gives credence to the 
original claim and acts as a huge 
recruitment tool for the Islamist 
movement.

So, how do we counter all that? 
Let’s put up a real fight, finally. 
Let’s show IS and its followers the 
strength of our system – militarily, 
by fighting this war with whatever 
it takes in Syria and Iraq; politi-
cally, by using all diplomatic, 
economic and political means to 
end the conflict quickly; coop-
eratively, by sharing and using 
the information police and intel-
ligence services have already gath-
ered to discover, stop and punish 
extremists in our midst.

But these measures will fail 
unless we act socially as well, 
focusing on those whom the ter-
rorists consider their prey: the 
young people who feel disenfran-
chised and betrayed by society. 
We must create opportunities, 
promote engagement and con-
demn any disrespect for the rule 
of law. The fact of hundreds of 
thousands of refugees arriving in 
Europe is the best testimony that 
the “just war” of IS – and Assad, 
perhaps – is nothing less than 
genocide.

But if we treat them with indif-
ference as well, they, too, could 
fall victim to Islamist recruitment. 
We must set up guideposts, giving 
them perspectives, opportunities 
and hope. This sounds idealistic? 
I agree. But if we don’t try, some 
of the young refugees will become 
the next generation of terrorists – 
of our own creation. n

Elmar Thevessen is deputy editor-in-chief  
and head of news at the German public 
television channel ZDF. He has authored 
several books on international terrorism.

Street art expressing disagreement with the terrorist attacks in Paris.

A memorial site in Berlin after the Paris attacks in November.
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The security dimen-
sion of the challenge 
from climate change is 
unavoidable yet seems 

to be easily ignored. Failure to 
address this problem will render 
the security agenda unmanage-
able within 30 to 40 years.

2015 was the year of climate 
change. With the Paris Agree-
ment, world politics crossed a 
threshold thanks to high levels of 
clarity and commitment. But the 
problem cannot be resolved in one 
go and, among other challenges, 
the security dimension needs close 
attention.

In April 2015 the foreign minis-
ters of the G7 welcomed the find-
ings of an independent report com-
missioned by the group’s members. 
Titled “A New Climate for Peace,” 
the report addresses how climate 
change combines with other chal-
lenges to jeopardize security, espe-
cially in fragile states. But this high-
level awareness remains largely 
abstract and diffuse; there has been 
little practical action.

The Paris Agreement signed 
in December by COP 21 (21st 
Conference of Parties to the UN 
Framework Convention on Cli-
mate Change) goes further than 
previous treaties: it enjoys the 
agreement of more states; its goal 
of limiting global warming to 
1.5°C (compared to pre-industrial 
figures) is more ambitious than 
the previous goal of 2°; the text 
creates a firm link between reduc-
ing emissions, building resilience 
and supporting technological 
innovation; although much of 
it is non-binding, the agreement 
does bind each party to make 
plans to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions to below current levels; 
and finally, it has an inbuilt self-
improvement mechanism, com-
mitting the parties to making and 
implementing successive plans for 
reducing emissions, each more 
ambitious than the last.

This is a major achievement, yet 
the future of the security agenda is 
also shaped by the negative mile-
stones of 2015. It was the warm-
est year ever – again. July was 

the warmest month in recorded 
history. The average global con-
centration of greenhouse gases 
in the atmosphere exceeded 400 
parts per million for the first time 
ever. The average global tempera-
ture is now 1°C warmer than in 
the pre-industrial age.

And it gets worse: a widely 
accepted estimate is that green-
house gases, in addition to already 
having raised average world tem-
peratures by 1°C, have amassed 
to such an extent that that an 
additional temperature increase 
of 0.6°C is unavoidable over the 
next four decades. Thus, even if 
there were to be no more green-
house gas emissions as of today, 
global warming is certain to 
exceed the 1.5° threshold set in 
the Paris Agreement.

This is where potential chaos in 
the international security agenda 
may lie three or four decades 
from now.

The significance of the 1.5° level 
is that it is the estimated safe 
maximum for low-lying small 
island states and coastal areas. 
These regions face challenges to 
their essential viability – will it 
still be possible for people to live 

in these locations by mid-century? 
If not, where will they go? As 
conditions deteriorate, what will 
people demand of their states 
and how will states react? We 
know enough about the impact 
of climate variability to be able 
to discern some dark prospects.

The 2011 uprising in Egypt was 
driven in part by the rise in global 
food prices, which increased 
largely because of drought in 
China and forest fires in Russia 
the previous year. For a country 
like Egypt, where food prices are 
stabilized by government subsi-
dies, it became impossible to pre-
vent price increases, which large 
segments of the population could 
not afford. Anger over food prices 
intersected with and was com-
pounded by anger over arbitrary 
and unaccountable authority with 
world-shaking results.

In Syria, before protests and the 
war began in 2011, there was 
a four-to-five year drought that 
drove at least a million people 
out of agricultural employment. 
They then migrated to the cities 
where many could barely survive. 
The government was unable and 
unwilling to address their depriva-

tion. When protests started over 
lack of free speech and redoubled 
as authorities responded violently, 
there was a deep well of anger, 
resentment and despair. The pro-
tests fed off this widespread dis-
content and militias had no prob-
lems finding willing recruits. The 
tragic results are the destruction 
of Syria and the exacerbation of 
political stability and social well-
being in the region and beyond.

These are but the two most 
visible cases. There are many 
other regions where the chang-
ing climate has had a significant 
negative effect on security and 
stability, including Mali, Thai-
land, Pakistan, Ethiopia, Darfur 
and, with more localized and less 
spectacular consequences, in pas-
toral areas of the Horn of Africa, 
in Nepal, Bangladesh, the Nile 
Basin, India and Mozambique. 
All are cited in last year’s report 
to the G7.

In 2015 Europe underwent the 
largest flow of forced migration 
in decades and, in November, the 
terror attacks in Paris. It is helpful 
to consider that climate change 
played a role in each case. On the 
one hand, such consideration is 

certain to stimulate motivation to 
implement the Paris Agreement 
and to make the most of its self-
improvement mechanism. On the 
other hand, we need to improve 
our handling of the consequences, 
regardless of how successful our 
actions are in addressing the causes.

It is perhaps an irony that, 
whereas in most cases one criticizes 
the focus on symptoms of insecu-
rity and conflict at the expense of 
treating their causes, in this case it 
is the other way round: the focus 
on causes is fine, but if we fail to 
treat the symptoms, we are lost.

Addressing the symptoms – 
i.e. the consequences of climate 
change – will require newfound 
resilience. There appear to be five 
main routes to this end, none of 
which has a military component. 
The military dimension is a last 
resort that should be explored 
only if resilience cannot be estab-
lished and communities or even 
whole societies become victim 
to the effects of climate change. 
This is a core area of security, but 
not in the first instance of defense 
policy or military strategy.

First, we must improve risk 
management. The initial step is 

to deepen risk assessment. The 
risks of today and tomorrow are 
complex products of the interac-
tion of climate change, poor gov-
ernance, conflict legacy, inequal-
ity and underdevelopment – in 
varying combinations with vary-
ing consequences. For example, 
communities relying on rain-fed 
agriculture or on irrigation face 
risks of diminished water supply, 
which leads to food insecurity.

However, evidence shows that 
while water scarcity in rain-fed 
agriculture (as in much of Africa) 
tends to lead to conflicts over land, 
water scarcity in irrigation-based 
agriculture (as in Central Asia) 
is more likely to lead to disputes 
over water sources. Understand-
ing the different types of conflict 
risk allows for the development 
of variously calibrated short- and 
medium-term responses.

Three further priorities are 
enhancing food security, improv-
ing disaster risk readiness and 
ensuring that current agreements 
on managing trans-boundary 
water resources – the shared use 
of lakes and rivers – are strong 
enough to withstand fluctuations 
in water volumes. Finally, build-
ing resilience must be prioritized 
throughout development aid 
policy and projects. Resilience 
is not only or even primarily a 
matter of dams and seawalls. It 
is also a matter of how individu-
als and communities build their 
homes, where they build them, 
what they farm and how the rivers 
are used and protected. For the 
security of all, a priority develop-
ment goal must henceforth be the 
resilience of all.

These approaches take security 
policy well beyond its traditional 
confines. Such is the nature of the 
challenge we face today if tomor-
row’s security agenda is to be at 
all manageable. n

Dan Smith is director of the Stockholm 
International Peace Research Institute 
(SIPRI). His latest publication is the atlas, 
"The State of the Middle East"  
(Penguin, New York;  
New Internationalist, Oxford, UK).

The security dimension of climate change  
needs more attention. It’s already had a significant 
negative effect on global stability  |  By Dan Smith
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The Internet is many things, but 
fundamental to its design is open-
ness to new technology and new 
applications. If its existing proto-

cols are insufficient, developers are free 
to create new ones. For example, the 
World Wide Web and its technical proto-
cols arrived 20 years after the Internet’s 
initial design and ten years after the Inter-
net’s operational birth. Over the course 
of its 33-year operation, the Internet has 
grown dramatically, connecting billions 
of devices and people around the world 
and creating millions of jobs. As we have 
grown more dependent on the Internet, 
mechanisms for ensuring operational 
security, information integrity, safety and 
privacy have risen in importance.  As 
one of the Internet’s creators, I believe 
that fundamental human rights must be 
defended equally in the Internet’s online 
virtual world and the offline “real” world.

Just as any invention can be abused, 
some people use the Internet in harmful 
ways. We see terrorists trying to spread 
their hateful messages on the Internet. 
We see cyber criminals attacking indi-
viduals, companies and governments. 
It is understandable that governments 
seek to protect citizens from harm and 
we see governments struggling to find 
an effective approach to deal with these 
new challenges.

In Summer 2013, when the public 
debate about mass government surveil-
lance began in earnest, stronger encryp-
tion and limited access to data by govern-
ments seemed the right path forward. But 
the emergence of the self-proclaimed 
Islamic State (IS) has led some govern-
ments to question encryption and call for 
increased data retention about our uses 
of the Internet. Some proposals threaten 
fragmentation of the Internet through 
creation of new artificial digital borders.

Where to go from here? We should seek 
a practical approach that preserves the 
Internet’s benefits and respects the prin-
ciples embodied in the Universal Declara-
tion of Human Rights. We should restrict 
indiscriminate surveillance and protect 

people’s security and privacy but support 
legitimate law enforcement efforts.

Overreaction and misguided “cor-
rective” efforts can harm the Internet’s 
essential characteristics and thus its abun-
dant promise. Our system architects and 
engineers should be encouraged to use 
strong security and cryptographic meth-
ods to protect privacy and assure integ-
rity. Engineered vulnerabilities, such as 
backdoors, cannot be safely introduced 
into a supposedly secure system. Limits 
on encryption trade everyone’s security 
for illusory protection against adversaries 
who have access to their own high quality 
technology.

We should encourage governments 
to cooperate internationally. We need 

diplomatic arrangements between 
nations that can facilitate the protection 
of citizens, while respecting the rule of 
law. We should seek robust, principled, 
and transparent procedures for making 
lawful requests for data and investiga-
tive support across jurisdictions, such 
as improved, speedy and more efficient 
mutual legal assistance treaties. 

Some argue that we need to impose 
regional or national boundaries on the 
Internet, ignoring the fact that fragment-
ing the Internet loses its most important 
value.

How to deal with terrorist organizations’ 
use of Internet services and the effects 
of extremist content online? In addition 
to applying usage policies of individual 
platforms to reject non-compliant uses, 
we need to harness the Internet as a 
vehicle to establish truth and understand-
ing and to encourage critical thinking 
and the promotion of broader ideals. We 
need to foster and build communities that 
can provide strong and credible counter-
narratives. We must show people that they 
have better options. These are steps we 
can undertake together – government, 
civil society and the private sector – to 
expose the calls to extremism for what 
they are. Broad bans to restrict freedom 
of speech and dragnets to conduct vast 
surveillance expeditions are incompatible 

with democratic society nor have they 
proven effective in the past.

Our best tools for combating harm con-
ducted through the Internet are educa-
tion and technology to protect informa-
tion integrity and security. Citizens must 
be provided with the tools for detecting 
and avoiding malicious practices. They 
should be able to exercise strong authen-
tication when needed. They must be given 
the skills and freedom to apply critical 
thinking in their own defense. We must 
not allow our societies and the Internet’s 
demonstrated and future benefits to be 
undermined by those who would even 
destroy themselves to achieve that end. 

Defending  
the Open  

Internet

Vinton G. Cerf is Vice President and Chief Internet Evangelist, Google,  
Mountain View, CA.

"The Internet has grown 
dramatically, connecting 
billions of devices  
and people around 
the world and creating 
millions of jobs."
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