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DIVERGENCE OF OBJECTIVES IN TRANSATLANTIC COOPERATION WITH
Mr. Fernando Villena & Mr. Manuel Selas

Raquel Lorente Arévalo

The second panel of the Road to NATO Summit event: “Divergence of objectives in transatlantic
cooperation,” was conducted by the career diplomats Fernando Villena and Manuel Selas.

First, Fernando Villena, who is an international affairs analyst at the Secretary General of Defense
Policy at the Spanish Ministry of Defence, gave a quick overview of NATO's history, before going on to
analyze the new situation we find ourselves in following Russia's invasion of Ukraine, and what this
has meant for both sides of the Atlantic; that is, for the European Union and NATO. It is an undeniable
reality that the two organizations complement each other, and he added that both the EU and NATO
must be frank and talk openly about the problems they face, as previous relations between the two
are obsolete.

Similarly, he stressed that the era in which there is only one dominant power on the international
scene has come to an end and it is important to analyze the "rhythm and language" those
international relations are taking, and to identify what kind of international order we want and what
is achievable.
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It is therefore important to establish the right NATO strategy for the coming years. This means
considering that Europe and the European Union have a key role to play in shaping this new strategy.
In order to identify the direction that international relations are taking, Villena believes that it is vital
to take into consideration what authors such as Heimer and Kissinger write, even if some consider
these authors to be too realistic. However, other states such as China or Russia have already
implemented this vision, and therefore, we can only admit that the rules of the international order
are only as useful as the commitment of the states that submit to them.

For all these reasons, the diplomat believes that the international system that is being forged will be a
kind of imperfect bipolar system, characterized by a changing geometry. He went on to develop his
theory. Firstly, imperfect bipolar because there is no real iron curtain, and there will be two great
powers: China and the United States. However, there will also be important "poles" (powers) at the
regional level; Turkey, Iran, Russia, India, Europe... which will define their international relations and
their partners according to their interests, occasional and permanent.

Mr. Villena ventured to say that China and the West are in a cross course in matters such as space and
cyberspace, the East China Sea, among others. In these matters, depending on European interests,
China can be an adversary or an ally. However, in Sino-US relations, Washington perceives Beijing
almost always as a rival, or rather an enemy. He therefore believes that this could lead to conflict in
the Euro-Atlantic space, and at the same time Villena wondered in his paper how these issues will be
addressed. However, the diplomat argued that it is necessary to ask such questions in order to
construct the foreign policy of the Euro-Atlantic area. Likewise, Fernando Villena stressed the "poor
health" of the world order today, which for him is a splendid example of the fact that realist theories
are back on the international chessboard.

As a result, security is the main concern in national strategy-making. China, for example, has made
great strides in the field of hybrid threats and grey zone conflicts. And these are two great ways of
not complying with international norms and not taking responsibility afterwards. But the splendid
example of this is Russia, which has used force in its relations with other states, as in the case of the
invasion of Ukraine. The question that the diplomat asks is: what kind of world do we want, and what
kind of world can we have?

Security threats today come from everywhere, and the best way to deal with them is through a stable
international scene. An international order based on rules that are enforced, otherwise they are
paper on paper. Since the Second World War, we have had such a system, with the United Nations at
the heart of it. This system is based on liberal democracy, capitalism, market economy, human rights,
and the rule of law. These patterns of cooperation, which have allowed us to benefit from prosperity
and security for decades, are now in danger. In this connection, Mr. Villena also asks whether the
European Union and NATO intend to return to the previous status quo, whether this is possible, or
whether this is even advisable. He stressed whether they would be willing to form a new order with
divergent values between powers, and to form an international order based on the balance of
powers.

The risk is extremely high, and minimum standards and norms should be established. Therefore, he
believes that regional powers should create mechanisms to control competition between the major
powers. However, he does not know whether both sides of the Atlantic would agree. Since, on the
one hand, Europe's history shows that it is used to dealing with neighbors of different natures, and
on the other hand, the actions of the United States are based on idealism, in which its economic and
political system is the most perfect for preserving peace and stability.

In conclusion, Fernando Villena argued that we are not living in a time of change, but a change of
era, which means that the current structures in the international sphere are being questioned.
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Therefore, he understands that our responsibility is to try to understand the world in which we find
ourselves and the world that is to come, above all, the world that we want to make for ourselves. We
must try to forget the lessons learned during the Cold War and the 1990s, because that has already
happened.

The panel then continued with the intervention of diplomat Manuel Selas, deputy director of
International Security Affairs, and the director of EU and NATO security policy in the Spanish Foreign
Affairs Ministry.

Manuel Selas stressed that at the moment everything is orbiting around security and defence, and he
can affirm this from his position in the Ministry. Moreover, his position gives him an incredibly good
overview of what is happening in this area both in NATO and in the Union.

Mr. Selas began his presentation by reflecting on the divergence in objectives between the
Euro-Atlantic model and the EU security model. The main thing to understand is that being united
does not mean thinking alike, as we are different. The EU and NATO have different national interests
and different security and defence objectives. At the same time, member states have different
defence cultures, and the same is true on the other side of the Atlantic.

So, what is really impressive for Selas is that after 70 years, we are still united in a political-military
security alliance, and he sees that as a great achievement, even if there are areas where we disagree.
The West has succeeded in its deterrence, as Russia has invaded Ukraine and not Latvia, Lithuania, or
Romania.

Prior to the European Union's 2016 comprehensive strategy, the division of labor between the EU
and NATO was the EU had soft power, while NATO had hard power, a basic premise of European
security. But as the European Union moves towards the integration of countries, at the end of the
day, if you want to have a relevant role in the international sphere, you need hard power, and that is
something that everybody has known for an extended period of time. The diplomat recalls that the
first major European defence initiative was the creation of a European army, promoted by France.

The thing is that there is NATO, so Manuel Selas wonders how that can be combined. He argued that
some ideas have already been included in the 2016 strategy, but there are more ideas in the Strategic
Compass, as he knows because the diplomat has participated in the negotiation of the document, as
well as in the elaboration of the Strategic Concept.

According to Mr. Selas, the Strategic Compass gives ideas on how to combine the actions of both
organizations. The EU wanted to become a "carnivorous" organization, while NATO wanted to
become an "herbivorous" organization, because there were two initiatives at the same time. NATO's
Agenda 2030 was a political adaptation, because NATO felt that the European Union felt it needed
hard power, and NATO felt that deterrence in military terms was not enough, needing what NATO
calls: "Non-military needs of power". This is something that surrounded the purely military thing, and
in a way is what amplifies the response today. Manuel Selas explained that this is what we have seen
with the Russian aggression, the combination of sanctions and military reinforcement. NATO has not
responded militarily in the conflict, because it could have escalated the conflict enormously, but the
European Union has done so, through the EPS (European Peace Facility), and with the supply of lethal
and non-lethal weapons to Ukraine through this mechanism.

This, according to the career diplomat, has taught us that there are ways to implement security and
defence successfully in both organizations. The first and most obvious is the national interest of the
United States, and the sum of the national interests of the member states, which is an essential
pillar, because the US is the number one ally. Seventy-five percent of the Atlantic Alliance's
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capabilities belong to the US, and Mr. Selas remarked that this should not be confused with the
percentage contribution to the organization’s budget, because in this case the US is 22.8 percent.
Even within the United States, he stressed that there are two different visions of the national interest:
the Democratic and the Republican vision.

The second weakness Selas identifies, which was not clear before the Russian invasion and is now,
is the defence industry. For, he argued, with the exception of a few countries, defence industries are
driven by the profit they can make. In other words, industries will not agree to build a set of
capabilities for which they will not subsequently be paid. With Russian aggression, there is a surplus
of budgets to go to the defence industry. Before that, there was a principle of agreement between
Europe and the US about how they would develop capabilities in NATO and in the EU. The EU has
started to launch these collaborative initiatives on development of capabilities such as PESCO, EDAP
commonly known as the EDF, but the European Defence Fund is just the instrument of the EU
defence action plan, so the EDF is neither a program nor a plan, it is a financial instrument of the EU
defence action plan.

For Selas, it makes no sense to invest in a 10-year plan for something the Americans already have.
You have to invest in capabilities, capabilities with an added value, spending on those which are going
to be essential in the future. In the defence industry, that vision of the future sometimes goes beyond
15 years, so it is necessary to think big.

The first root of collision is that the EU should not invest in something that is already invented and
the second is money, because defence needs and demands loads of money. The last one is the sense
of purpose, which is something not very evident, because we say democratic principles and values,
and even the diagnosis of the threats and opportunities of the security environment. But it is not so
evident for Manuel Selas that the principles we want to maintain for the future of Europe after the
aggression are going to be the same as it is perceived at the other side of the Atlantic. This is due to
the fact that our biggest ally has different sensitivities about what are going to be the future
challenges, China.

Europa does not perceive China as a territorial adversary, and we cannot think of China in these
terms. Of course, we will feel the effects of the emerging China according to the career diplomat, but
he wonders, are those effects enough to consider China an enemy? So, Europa should be careful
about what is going to develop and how it is going to face that challenge.

Both the Strategic Compass and the Strategic Concept are public, so they have a deterrence
purpose, because it tells others what is going to happen in case some events occur, normally against
the organisations’ societies. The Strategic Compass is not so strategic, because it does not guide the
European defence for the next 10 years, as there are a lot of dates. In the Strategic Concept there are
no dates at all. Because the Strategic Concept for NATO is something it has been building for the past
70 years, and when the Alliance is elaborating a new concept, Selas defines it as “they are
refurbishing the rooms, changing the tiles”, versus the Strategic Compass, as it is more like they have
given a plot to build , and they have given some materials compulsory, as it is compulsory in the EU to
use all the initiatives they have already launched and alienate them. And for Manuel Selas, that is the
substantial difference between the EU and the allied point of view.

And the last point about potential divergences for the diplomat Selas is how the West is going to
treat Russia when the invasion is over. There are different views even inside of the EU and NATO. For
the moment, we have been able to overcome all of them, we have seen them with the reactions to
the invasion. Mr. Selas hopes it is possible continuing to overcome them.
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