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NATO, THE MEDITERRANEAN AND THE NEW STRATEGIC CONCEPT:
NEW SOLUTIONS TO OLD DIFFICULTIES

Iván Santo Tomás López

At first glance, NATO's own internal capacities for military projection could postulate it, not as a state,
but as a militarily hegemonic organization in the Mediterranean region, in which it has already been
present through military support in some political initiatives, as will be seen below.

NATO was present in the context of the protests that led to the fall of Gaddafi in 2011, through
Operation Unified Protector, aimed at applying the arms embargo and establishing a no-fly zone1.
Along with it, and by application of Article 5 of the Treaty, in defense and protection against terrorist
activities, the presence of the Alliance in the Mediterranean occurred under the umbrella of
Operation Active Endevour, which was replaced in 2016 by Operation Sea Guardian, which is
currently still active and with a broader mandate than its predecessor2.

2 Ibid, p.13.

1 Krimi, Sonia: “The NATO Agenda for Security in the Mediterranean”, NATO Parliamentary Assembly.
Political Committee (PC), (March 2021), p.2.
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Along with its military presence, NATO has also been present in the Mediterranean through political
initiatives, dialogues and forums, which have tried to strengthen ties with actors in the region, such
as the Mediterranean Dialogue (MD) and the Cooperation Initiative of Istanbul (ICI). The first was
founded in 1994, and sought to create a space for dialogue between NATO and the states of Algeria,
Egypt, Israel, Jordan, Mauritania, Morocco and Tunisia to promote regional stability, through a series
of mutual objectives that included improving military capabilities or increased civil and military
training3. Together with the MD, the ICI brought together around NATO, Bahrain, Kuwait, Qatar and
the UAE, with Oman and Saudi Arabia4 participating in some specific activities under the umbrella of
the Initiative. The Initiative was divided into two parts, with a political branch, under which
conferences and informal meetings were held in which issues such as the perception of NATO in Gulf
States, or issues related to the main security concerns, were discussed, and a more practical branch,
in which some of the states involved in the Initiative facilitate the movement of military material
across their borders, as in the case of Kuwait, or more directly support Alliance missions, as in the
case of Bahrain and the UAE (which supported the ISAF mission in Afghanistan) or Qatar, and the
UAE, (which participated in the Unified Protector operation in Libya). With the involvement of the
states of the initiative in military operations, NATO manages to multilateralize the efforts to protect
the Mediterranean, making this space a common concern. In addition to the political initiatives and
common practices under the ICI, other activities have been developed under the framework of the
Partnership Cooperation Menu, such as civil-military cooperation or the fight against terrorism5.

However, and despite the presence of NATO in the Mediterranean space, through a projection of
military and political capabilities, the Alliance has encountered throughout its relationship with the
region, a series of unresolved problems and obstacles, such as the difficulty of implementing a
unified and homogeneous Mediterranean strategy in a space that is too heterogeneous or the lack of
consensus on the idea of the Mediterranean.

The difficulty of forming a unified strategy has been a present problem for decades. In 1991, the
council tried to approve a document with recommendations that would achieve a mutual
understanding between allies and that would make it possible to define common threats in order to
lead to an equally common strategy6. At this meeting, some problems arose related to a
heterogeneous understanding of threat and the feeling that the threats did not come from a certain
state power, but from the collapse and instability of the regimes that led those states. These
difference made it impossible to replicate on the southern flank the strategy that NATO had followed
on the eastern flank. After 9/11, an attempt was made to once again promote a common strategy for
the region. However, a reignited Israeli-Palestinian conflict at the time made it difficult to formulate a
common alliance strategy for the region and instead encouraged the establishment of bilateral
relations between individual alliance states and states in the region. To this was added in 2003, a
feeling of distrust derived from the American invasion of Iraq. After the Arab Springs, an attempt was
made to give new impetus to a common strategy, but it failed again, by proposing a strategic scheme
that was too homogeneous in regional terms, with a rigidity that does not complement well with a
space defined by a conglomerate of conflicts increasingly heterogeneous among themselves, in a
region increasingly different from the eastern flank7

7 Ibid, p.226-229.

6 Marquina, Antonio: “NATO’S Southern Flank and the threat of disruption”, Journal of Transatlantic
Studies, nº 17, (March 2019), p.225.

5 Ibid.

4 North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO): “Istanbul Cooperation Initiative (ICI), (September 2022) on:
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_52956.htm

3 Ibid, p.14.
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Given these problems, questions arise about the role and treatment that NATO can give the region in
the near future. The publication at the end of June of the New Strategic Concept may help to
determine how NATO perceives the region for its treatment in the near future. In strategic terms, the
Mediterranean space is not mentioned as such, but the regions that compose it, the Middle East and
North Africa, and reference is made to threats of a multiple nature (point 11) (unlike in the 1990s,
where the conception of threats was limited to regimes, not even to states), emphasizing the need to
strengthen partnerships with partners in these regions (point 458). Although the strategic concept is
very recent, and it remains to be seen how these initiatives translate from agreement to practice, at
least it seems that the Alliance has stopped considering (at least nominally) the Mediterranean
region as a unified whole, making its discourse more flexible and distinguishing into subregions.
Under this logic, it will be possible to finally formulate an effective strategy on certain points, which
will give impetus to a solid NATO presence in the Mediterranean and up to what is expected of the
Alliance.

8 Ibid.
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