                           NATO PARTNERSHIPS
Almost eighteen years have elapsed since NATO started widening its range of activities, by performing Consultation and Cooperation as a key military task. The first step was to establish the NATO Cooperation Council, as the practical application of the Strategic Concept, which had been agreed by the Heads of State and Government few months earlier.

It is proper, therefore, to do a little stock-taking, among us, as time is running fast toward the Summit of 2009, when the work to revise the Strategic Concept will have to formally initiate.
Partnership for Peace (PfP), as you recall, was the final result of this first attempt of a consultative approach, when NATO Headquarters decided to be directly involved, in these years. PfP initial role, it is fair to say, was to provide a minimal shelter, a roof, for all those Countries who were out, in the cold, after the big implosion of both the Soviet Union and the Warsaw Pact.
Of course, this initiative corresponded also to the Western interest in co-opting these Countries, after so many years of their isolation from us, beyond the Iron Curtain. It was, in sum, a sort of peaceful expansion in a sort of no-man’s land, which met, however, with an unexpected success.
In fact, in few years, the number of associates grew up, beyond the most optimistic forecast, to reach a total of more than 40 members: also other European Nations, in fact, joined the architecture, in addition to the former members of what we had called, in the past, “the Empire of Evil”.
Slightly later, even Russia and Ukraine joined the group, albeit through a tailored mechanism, a way we had to show our respect for them, as they were reluctant to be mixed to their former subjects. The partnership with them, as well as the relation with Georgia, deserves a separate discussion, later in my present speech.
What could NATO offer to the PfP Countries, at that time? First of all, it gave them a sort of indirect security reassurance, relatively close to a guarantee: I still recall a Chief of General Staff of one among these Nations who declared, during a Seminar, in 1991, in a Working Group – in order not to be heard by his colleague from Moscow – that his Nation was willing to join PfP and then NATO, because she wanted the Alliance to protect her from Russia.
Similar kinds of rationale, mostly related to the need to be immersed into a collective security framework, which could have helped them to solve - or at least to defuse - the hottest bi-lateral contentions, were at the roots of the same choices, made by many among these Nations, in these years.
This approach, common to all these Countries, brings us straight to my first remark: cooperative security-related structures, even when they are completely idle (and this is not our case!) perform an essential role, at least in being, for those who join them. This role is, more or less, like the aim of those who place a scarecrow, in a corn field, or – to say it more gently – like the acronym “PhD”, added on your business card, which can be greatly helpful to attract the attention of an employer, thus encouraging him to give you a good job.
We should, therefore, never forget that, when NATO invites a Country under this kind of roof, it is making her a remarkable favor, even if, quite often, the expectations of this joining Country may result being well above the domain of what is realistic, as we saw last summer. We will see, shortly, another variation on this theme.
Going back to PfP, we may then note that the military services of the Partner Countries have made significant improvements, throughout these years. This is due to the training and assessment programs, carried out under NATO lead and direction, not to mention the assistance provided in the domain of force planning. It has been, for the NATO Chain of Command, a manpower-intensive activity, which has brought some good fruits, though.
These Countries have, in fact, provided, with the years, an increasing amount of support and/or force contributions to NATO-led operations. We can therefore say that the efforts spent in this domain have resulted in a mutual benefit, for them as well as for the Alliance.

Here comes my second remark: never under-estimate the importance of drawing, from this kind of exercises, clearly identifiable mutual benefits, as charity is not the scope of international politics. No cooperative architecture, in fact, can survive for long in a situation of asymmetric and unbalanced advantages, for the parties concerned. Those who feel exploited, in fact, will devote less and less attention and efforts to the exercise, to the point of becoming a sort of “bench sitters”, in many cases.
The development of PfP – a real success, it is fair to say - did not happen, though, without hiccups, due to the fact that policy went ahead with a faster pace, as compared to what the structure could cope with. The results were, in several circumstances, simple bureaucratic hindrances, which produced only some mild irritation, among the Partners, as when some PfP representatives, newly invited to be part of a NATO command, found themselves unable even to retrieve their mail, without being escorted by a staffer of the Headquarters concerned.
In other situations, though, NATO incurred in the serious risk of causing the withdrawal of some PfP contingents, being stuck on the thorny subject of information exchange in the field. Mind you, even if some measures have been taken, this problem has not been completely solved yet.
My third remark, therefore, is that it takes a relatively short time to decide and to agree to an opening toward other Partners, at political level, but the reaction by the structure involved in enacting the practical measures has to be closely monitored, funds and solutions have to be provided, in order to fend off the risk of transforming the initiative into a boomerang.

There is another point, related to PfP, which has to be considered, as the NATO Partners can now be broadly classified into three different groups. The first includes some Central European and EU Member States, technologically developed, economically prosperous, who do not want – or, to say better, are unable - to relinquish their neutral status.
They provide high quality forces, albeit in limited numbers, and only in Peace Support roles, nonetheless they are able to follow and support their stabilization commitments by providing enough funds for reconstruction purposes. Their sensitivities reflect their awareness of how important they are for us, and they are absolutely right on this point!
The second group includes the candidates to NATO accession, a dwindling number, though, because some among them periodically leave PfP to join the Alliance, as soon as they are ready. They are clever students, as they have an important goal to attain, so they are attentive, adaptive and collaborative, being ready to accept NATO defects and slowness.
The third group includes those less affluent Countries who are willing to cooperate with NATO up to a certain extent, but are reluctant to radically revise their international posture, as well as their internal state structure.
Their participation to the debates is therefore limited, even if they sometimes provide important contributions to the ongoing operations. They are, though, customers to be handled with a lot of care, as our political leaders frequently exert pressures they do not like. Their justification is that they know how long is their way toward a full assimilation of the Western approach to State governance, by their own population. They deserve, therefore, a special attention, as well as more patience on our part, otherwise they may remain on the sidelines of the cooperation process.
In essence, political control has to follow the initial decision, in the cooperation business, otherwise the exercise may end up by creating a hollow architecture, when reasons for complaints may hinder the desired cooperation.
Something similar is happening, alas, for another partnership, the Istanbul Cooperation Initiative (ICI), this time due to a lack of mutual understanding, between the two sides. The four Countries which have joined so far, out of the six invited, did so because they needed a sort of security guarantee, something NATO is not prepared yet to provide, due to the heavy implications, in terms of forces to be committed for that purpose.
My fourth remark is, therefore, that “political wish”, sometimes, goes beyond the domain of what is feasible, when there is no study in depth of the security situation in the area concerned, and the consequence is that the “political will” risks to never materialize into a seamless cooperation. To swiftly accept a proposal may be politically wise, but any cooperation has a price to be paid, and this should be clear – as when you are into a store - before going to the counter.
The differences are still outstanding, and risk discouraging the potential joiners, thus hindering the whole ICI initiative. If NATO still wants to be present in the Gulf, through this exercise, it must accept the price of permanently deploying forces in that area, sooner or later, as some Western Nations did for long periods, during the past decades.
Now we must examine the third cooperation initiative, namely the Mediterranean Dialogue (MD). Unlike the others, this exercise started slowly and cautiously, and this has probably been its major success factor. M.D. has initially been only a good venue for consultation, on issues of mutual concern, as well as being a valuable tool for training and mutual understanding, at military level.
Short courses were made available, for staffers, so that a whole generation of officers, in these Countries, has become aware of how NATO operates, has established a score of points of contact, and therefore has been able to gradually overcome the differences and the diffidence which undoubtedly existed before the exercise was launched.
The big step forward has been allowed by Operation Active Endeavour, as these Nations are interested, precisely as we are, in containing illegality, crime and terrorist infiltrations through the sea, an environment which has become, in the last decades, a domain without control. It is important to note that these Countries had started cooperating, albeit informally, to that purpose, with NATO, well before they formally declared their interest in the Operation itself.
Now, as the recent Summits have highlighted the willingness to transform M.D. into a Partnership, a big potential for expanding this exercise exists. What has to be avoided is NATO impatience: even if some M.D. members have not provided an adequate participation to some top-level meetings, for well-known political reasons, to reduce their frequency could hinder further progresses, and bring us back to step one, in this domain.
Also, the Western Nations should avoid giving these Countries the perception of a split-personality approach: should NATO and EU be unable to act in synergy, when dealing with these Countries, the result would be a disaster!
Here comes my fifth remark: when dealing with Partners, we must take into account that their approach is sometimes more cautious than what we would like to see, as we tend to under-estimate the complications of their political and social environment. Patience, and again patience, is the essence of Consultation and Cooperation, and this should be the motto of all these exercises.
Then comes the most recent instance, in this field, namely the cooperation with the so-called Contact Countries. It is something well worth pursuing, especially in the practical field. It would be worth, though, examining in depth what NATO can really offer to these Countries, as – so far – we have reaped the major benefits, through a significant participation of their forces to Western-led coalition operations.
Basically, we must look in depth how we can give them advantages of such an importance as to impress, into their public opinions, the relevance of this exercise. These are industrially developed Countries, and the advantages they can really appreciate lay in this domain. Their involvement in NATO-led projects may be a sufficient reward for them, capable of establishing a synergy which may last for long.
Now, time has come to discuss NATO-Russia relationship. I have personally witnessed how mixed the feelings are, in that Country, about this exercise. On one side, the military are eager and willing to establish a solid cooperation, as they are seriously scared about their relations with the South of the world, facing their Country. Also, they are anxious to learn more about low-intensity operations, which have never been, historically, included into their military background.
The public opinion, in Russia, is however still looking at NATO as the root cause of their Nation’s decline, and is therefore very diffident toward us. The politicians, inevitably, have to cope with such a limiting factor, and their statements often reflect precisely this. All in all, the commonality of strategic interests is the solid base of our relation, and we must not be swayed by the frequent ripples occurring in this exercise.
Another problem the Alliance is facing, in its relation with Russia, is the uneasiness of some, among the NATO members, toward that Country. Needless to say, these member Nations are those who were strictly associated with Moscow, throughout the post-WWII period, either as part of the Soviet Union, or as Warsaw Pact members. They have, of course, good reasons for being diffident, but the fact is that they need time to forget their past sufferings, before they will be able to help accelerating the re-entry of Russia in what could be named the “Western Concert of Nations”.

Patience, therefore, and time are the only medicines to bring Russia back into the Western world. Fortunately, the fact that Russia sits, with equal dignity, in the forum created for her by NATO is a powerful enabler to have these difficulties solved, little by little, by all concerned parties.
A similar situation exists with Ukraine and Georgia: NATO cannot solve their internal problems, nor it can fully provide the guarantee they are looking for. It is, again, an issue which can be solved with time, at the cost of some bitter sacrifices, before they will be able to reach a satisfactory degree of economic and social stability, thus being able to become active members of the Alliance.
Summing up, Partnerships are a major factor to ensure NATO relevance in the future. A lot of work, though, is still to be done, in order to transform this key task into something fully effective. In-depth political thinking, too, should be carried on, in order to rationalize these architectures, which have grown up at a quick pace, in order to see whether a rationalization could be fruitful, by aggregating them into more homogeneous groups.

In all cases, Partnerships require a higher degree of attention and priority, by NATO, and not only at the top political level. They are, in fact, like beautiful flowers in our garden, but they have to be taken care of on a daily basis, otherwise they may die.
