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The Brandenburg Gate in 1961 after the 
Berlin Wall was built
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NATO, founded in 1949, is 65 years old, 
but a quiet retirement seems unlikely

The North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) 
is one of a number of intergovernmental 
organisations set up by the Allied powers after 

the Second World War to ‘shape the peace’. Others 
include the World Bank (1944), the United Nations and 
International Monetary Fund (1945), the World Health 
Organization (1948) and the World Trade Organization 
(1948, as the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade). 

Why was NATO set up?
The NATO military alliance was created to counter the 
threat of communist expansion by the USSR in Europe. 
For 45 years from the late 1940s the Western NATO 
allies and their communist Warsaw Pact adversaries 
stared at one another across the iron curtain through 
binoculars and gun-sights. 

This stalemate crumbled quickly from 1990 
onwards as the USSR collapsed and, along with its 
Eastern European allies, embraced Western democracy 
and capitalism. NATO began to look anachronistic and 

politicians talked of a peace dividend: military spending 
would fall as the communist threat had been defeated, 
and the money could be invested elsewhere. The graph 
shows that post-1990, military spending fell rapidly. 
The Iraq war reversed this trend for some countries, but 
by 2013 the downward trend had resumed.

Do we need it now more than ever?
The 2014 NATO summit in Newport, Wales was 
unusually high profile. NATO secretary general 
Anders Fogh Rasmussen stressed the need for NATO 

Do we 
still need 
NATO?



Questions for debate

1 Have international relations between NATO and 
Russia cooled to such an extent that there is a 
danger of a new Cold War? 

2 How far beyond its borders does NATO have a 
right to take military action?

Weblinks to follow up
NATO has its own YouTube channel www.youtube.
com/user/NATOCOMMUNITY which has some 
details about the 2014 Newport summit and other 
videos about NATO’s work. 

There are several ‘think tanks’ about foreign 
relations, geopolitics and conflict which can provide 
you with different perspectives. They include 
the Council on Foreign Relations www.cfr.org/, 
Chatham House: The Royal Institute of International 
Affairs www.chathamhouse.org/ and the Brookings 
Institute www.brookings.edu/

members to spend at least 2% of GDP on defence. A 
new rapid reaction force was created to allow NATO 
to deploy thousands of troops at very short notice. The 
UK’s newest Type 45 destroyer HMS Duncan sailed into 
Cardiff harbour. In the background of live BBC and 
Sky news interviews were the unmistakable outlines of 
a tank and a state-of-the-art F35 Lightning II fighter jet 
(actually a full-size model) parked on the golf course of 
the Celtic Manor Resort. 

NATO’s revival, and talk of increased military 
spending, springs from what David Cameron referred 
to as an ‘arc of instability’ on NATO’s eastern and 
southern flanks (see map). 
• Russian actions in Georgia in 2008 and recently 

in Ukraine have challenged NATO’s stated aims 
of promoting democratic values and peaceful 
resolution of disputes. 

• North Africa is a more unstable region now than a 
decade ago, 

An arc of instability

• Syria caused a rift between the UK and the USA over 
the need for military action.

• The emergence of Islamic State in Iraq threatens to 
destabilise further an already unstable region. 

Or is NATO the problem?
An alternative view from Russia is that NATO — far 
from being a solution to strained geopolitical relations 
— is part of the problem. The possibility of future 
Ukrainian and Georgian membership of NATO makes 
Russia uncomfortable. It sees these former Soviet 
republics as part of its sphere of influence, not members 
of a Western military alliance. NATO has marched east 
since 1990 (see map), something the Russian leadership 
is not comfortable with.
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