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Summary: 

 
This essay explores the argument the NATO could be doing 

more harm than good. The two main sections of this 

exploration are NATO’s involvement in Afghanistan and 

NATO’s enlargement since 1991. There are also references 

questioning the economical justification of NATO. Concerning 

Afghanistan, the essay deals with three key issues: NATO’s 

military methodology, its internal disorganisation and its 

strategy. In terms of expansion, it similarly explores three key 

areas: negative implications for the Alliance, the de-

stabilisation of European security and the way in which 

expansion could compromise the fundamental nature of NATO.  

In conclusion, this essay develops some key ideas that argue 

NATO is doing more harm than good. 
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How could it be argued that NATO is doing more harm than good? 
 
  
How I came to my title: 

 

When I first started the project I really had no idea where I was going to start, and had 

no idea as to how I could go about choosing a title. We were asked to initially write a 

short passage on why we chose our A-Levels and what interests us about them, which 

I found helpful. Having never really thought about it before, I realised as a result of 

this writing and discussion with the group that Music and History were the two areas 

that really engaged me. Breaking it down further, I decided to explore the relationship 

between film music (something I adore) and the science within it that invokes the 

necessary emotions within the viewer. After some initial research, I quickly binned 

the idea; I found out that I neither understood nor particularly cared for the science 

side, and was simply getting carried away with my love for film music. So this left me 

with History. I knew from 5 years of studying that were I to do something related to 

History, it would definitely be something from the 20th century. I was also quite keen 

to relate it to current events and draw conclusions as to how that area of history 

affected the state of affairs today. This led me to toy with the idea of Zimbabwe and 

its current political crisis. I was left wondering why Britain hadn’t got more involved 

militarily in Zimbabwe as we have seen in the Middle East, which in turn led me to a 

possible question – Would Britain be more involved in Zimbabwe were it not 

committed to the Middle East conflict? Before I could explore this further, however, I 

heard a programme on BBC Radio 4 called ‘Beyond Westminster’. Nothing to do 

with Zimbabwe, it discussed the concept that defence organisations such as NATO 

were actually doing more harm to modern peace than good. The programme 

fascinated me, and I started to think about how I could convert my new found interest 
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into a title. I came up with the title ‘Is NATO doing more harm than good in the 

modern world?’. I began my research with the purpose of just finding how exactly 

NATO works, and in doing so came across this: ‘Is NATO still needed in the post 

Cold War era?’ (Socyberty, 2009). I realised that incorporating this idea into my title 

would fulfil both terms of my original criteria, so having finally decided on a subject, 

I began trying to start researching into the issue of post-cold war NATO. ‘It's been 

nine years since the 1991 demise of both the Soviet Union and the Warsaw Pact 

against which it was intended to be a bulwark. And yet NATO has yet to figure out 

that its mission of securing Europe has been successfully completed’ (forbes.com, 

2000) effectively sums up the argument for the dissolution of NATO – its only 

purpose was to prevent a soviet threat, and now that this enemy is gone, surely its 

military presence and subsequent expansion in Europe would cause more harm than 

good? Its expansion, I imagine, will be a key factor in examining how its actions since 

have affected the modern world. It could also potentially isolate former Warsaw Pact 

countries if there was a seemingly deliberate purpose not to expand or include them 

into the alliance. It seems that if NATO had simply been dissolved, none of these 

tensions would be apparent. This is an issue I intend to continue researching and 

developing. 

***** 

Before I begin, a brief outline of NATO: 

The North Atlantic Treaty Organisation, referred to as NATO, is a global defence 

organisation that was established in April 1949. It works on a ‘collective defence’ 

premise; if one of its members is attacked, all other members pledge military support 

to help defend the aggressed member. The first NATO Secretary General, Lord 

Ismay, famously said that NATO’s aim was ‘keep the Russians out, the Americans in, 
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and the Germans down’ (Reynolds, 1994). Many people argue that once this goal had 

been achieved, when the Soviet Union collapsed, NATO should have been dissolved. 

However, it continued to operate beyond 1991 and is now at the forefront of the war 

in Afghanistan, also playing key roles in conflicts in the Balkans during the 1990’s. 

New members, many of whom are ex-soviet states, have joined NATO since its 

establishment, and it now comprises of 26 members. NATO is divided into political 

structures, military structures, and agencies and organizations immediately 

subordinate to NATO. Its headquarters are currently situated in Brussels, Belgium.  

 

Introduction 

 

On October the 7th, 2001, Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF) was launched by the 

US in response to the terror attacks of September 11th. In late 2001, the International 

Security Assistance Force (ISAF) joined the war. ISAF was initially established by 

the UN security council, but NATO has assumed control of and funded it since 

August 2003 (NATO website, 2009). ‘An international force of some 55,100 troops’, 

and with NATO assuming control of all US forces in June 2006 (NATO website, 

2009), NATO now has complete control over western forces in Afghanistan. The 

stated purpose of the invasion was to capture Osama Bin Laden, to overthrow the 

Taliban (who were said to be sheltering and protecting Al- Qaeda) and to establish 

democracy within the country. Over seven years down the line, none of these aims 

have been realised.  

 

With this is mind, the purpose of this essay is to explore NATO’s actions since the 

fall of the Warsaw Pact in 1991 and come to a conclusion as to whether these actions 
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are doing more harm than good in the modern world. Given that NATO’s sole aim 

when it was established was to contain the Soviet European growth threat, is it still an 

organisation that can justify its existence now that its initial purpose has been 

achieved?  

 As well as NATO’s role in Afghanistan, I aim to consider several other 

factors. The economic effects NATO - NATO accounts for over 70% of the whole 

world’s defence expenditure. Can the billions of dollars being poured into NATO be 

justified? Should this massive chunk of money be being invested in other measures, 

such as saving our economy? NATO’s continued enlargement – is this isolating non-

member countries? Many people may perceive it to be wholly aggressive, and think 

NATO’s actions could compromise the safety of Europe (as seen recently when 

NATO placed missiles in Poland).  

 To start, I will examine the main body of my research: NATO’s role in 

Afghanistan.  

***** 

NATO IN AFGHANISTAN: 

 

‘NATO’s main role in Afghanistan is to assist the Afghan Government in exercising 

and extending its authority and influence across the country, paving the way for 

reconstruction and effective governance.’ (NATO website, 2009) 

 

This quote, taken directly from the official online headquarters of NATO, outlines the 

official reasoning as to why Afghanistan is currently occupied. Eight years later, the 

country is still riddled with violence, insurgency and chaos, and many within the 
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international community feel that Afghanistan has a very real possibility of becoming 

a ‘failed state’ (UN News Centre, 2006)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 NATO’s involvement in Afghanistan:  

 

NATO is in control of the International Security Assistance Force, known as ISAF. 

ISAF is the primary organisation alongside which the Afghan security forces work 

with to try and establish peace and political security within Afghanistan. ISAF was 

established by the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) on 20th December 2001 

under resolution 1386 (Wikipedia, 2009). Originally, command of ISAF was to be 

A map of Afghanistan 
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rotated amongst different United Nations member states every sixth months, but this 

proved to be logistically and fundamentally impractical; command of ISAF was 

eventually handed to NATO on 11th August 2003, marking the Alliances’ first 

security operation outside of North America or Europe (Wikipedia, 2009). ISAF, 

upon establishment, was initially charged with the security and maintenance of Kabul 

from the Taliban and Al-Qaeda, but its mandate has since been extended: in October 

2003, the UN Security Council authorized the expansion of the ISAF mission 

throughout Afghanistan (United Nations Security Resolution 1510, 2003) and ISAF 

subsequently expanded the mission in four main stages over the whole of the country 

(NATO website, 2009). As a result of this expansion, NATO-ISAF (along with OEF 

Allies and the Afghan National Army) is now responsible for the security of the 

country as a whole as opposed to purely Kabul. Following is a brief outline of the 

stages within this expansion, according to the NATO website (NATO website, 2009). 

 

1. To the North: In December 2003, General James Jones authorised ISAF to 

begin its expansion across Afghanistan by assuming command of the German-

led Provisional Reconstruction Team in Kunduz. On the 31st, the military 

component of the PRT was handed over to ISAF control as a pilot project, and 

marking the first step towards ISAF’s expansion across Afghanistan. This 

process was completed on 1 October 2004, meaning ISAF now covered 3,600 

square kilometres in the North, and was able to operate and influence security 

on 9 Northern provinces.  

2. To the West: In 2005, on February 10th, NATO announced that ISAF was to 

be further expanded into the West. More than a year later, in May 2006, the 

process began and ISAF assumed control of 2 additional PRTs in the 
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provinces of Herat and Farah. Later in the same year, further ISAF led PRTs 

were established in the West. The extended NATO-ISAF mandate now 

controlled a total of 9 PRTs, in the North and West, providing security 

assistance in 50% of Afghanistan’s territory.  

3. To the South: The 3rd stage of ISAF expansion was initiated on 31st July 

2006, when ISAF took over command of the southern Afghanistan from US-

led OEF Coalition forces, expanding its area of operations to include a further 

six provinces. ISAF also gained control of a further 4 PRTs, meaning that the 

expanded ISAF mission now led 13 PRTs in the North, West and South, 

covering three quarters of Afghanistan’s territory, and that the number of 

troops under ISAF command increased two fold from approximately 10,000 

prior to Southern expansion to approximately 20,000 after.  

4. The final stage – the East: On the 5th October, 2006, ISAF embarked upon 

the final stage of its expansion, by assuming command of previously US-led 

coalition troops in eastern Afghanistan. NATO, through ISAF, now covers 

security within the whole of Afghanistan. Today, the Alliance is leading over 

55,000 troops from 40 countries and maintains 26 PRTs. According to the 

NATO website, as well as the further expansion of ISAF, Stage 4 also paved 

the way for a ‘greater ISAF role within Afghanistan’. This included the 

deployment of ISAF Operational Mentoring and Liaison Teams to Afghan 

National Army units at various levels of command.  

***** 

Is NATO doing more harm than good in Afghanistan? 

Back in 2001, the United Nations made a series of promises to the population of 

Afghanistan: they promised to overthrow the Taliban, capture Osama Bin Laden, and 
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provide a more peaceful, secure, prosperous environment fro the country. To many 

NATO observers, however, whilst these promises are certainly not impossible, the 

Alliance is but a stone’s throw away from failing in Afghanistan and leaving the 

country a failed state (Williams, 2007). In 2006, Afghanistan was rated 10th on the 

failed states index, up from 11th in 2005. From 2005 to 2006, the number of suicide 

attacks, direct fire attacks, and improvised explosive devices all increased (New York 

Times website, 2006), and figures from the same source suggested that by 2006, 

Taliban, Haqqani Network, Al-Qaeda and Hezb-i-Islami bases had increased by four 

times since the invasion.  

 Sure, the predominantly NATO-ISAF led campaign in Afghanistan has long 

since achieved its aim of overthrowing the Taliban’s power in Government, but has 

been drastically less successful in achieving what was originally NATO’s supposed 

aim in Afghanistan –  to ‘pave the way for reconstruction and effective governance’. 

Why is this? Just where is NATO going wrong?  

 

 - Military Methodology 

 

These four stages illustrate quite clearly the extended influence NATO has established 

since the beginning of the war in 2001. ISAF’s original brief was to secure peace and 

safety within the countries capital, Kabul. This is far from the current case, in which 

NATO has control over provinces all over the country. ISAF was designed for all 

intent and purpose to be assisting in Afghanistan, whilst the Afghan government and 

the National Afghan Army took the leading role in solving their own problems. These 

stages, however, seem to suggest otherwise. NATO-ISAF has now expanded across 

Afghanistan and has PRTs all over the country, suggesting that they are very much in 
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the driving seat as opposed to the Afghans themselves. Stage 4, we can see, paves the 

way for NATO to have a much larger role in Afghanistan rather than a role that seeks 

to purely assist. Furthermore, the deployment of ‘ISAF Operational Mentoring and 

Liaison Teams to Afghan National Army units’ demonstrates NATO’s fundamental 

contradiction to the original ISAF mandate. Far from assisting the Afghan National 

Army, they are seeking to control it from within by deploying these Mentoring 

Teams, teams under the specific control and employ of ISAF, into units of the 

Afghan’s national army. To many outsiders and observers, it may seem that NATO’s 

role in Afghanistan has taken a wrong turning somewhere down the line, and it seems 

so with strong justification. There is a strong argument to suggest that NATO should 

be giving the Afghan army and the Afghan government far more independence to be 

giving the opportunity to rebuild their country the way they see fit. NATO should be 

listening to them, as opposed to the other way around, and NATO should be seeking 

to assist the Afghans in establishing security within Afghanistan so that they may 

begin this re-development. Of course, one could argue that the only way to establish 

this security and safety is things such as the expansion illustrated in the 

aforementioned four stages. But the fact remains that the Afghans themselves have 

had very little say in all of this; NATO and the West deeming their methods to be the 

most effective and more positive for the country. Afghanistan is effectively being 

governed by the UN and by NATO, completely contradicting the aim NATO set itself 

as seen in the quote I started with: ‘NATO’s main role in Afghanistan is to assist the 

Afghan Government in exercising and extending its authority and influence across the 

country, paving the way for reconstruction and effective governance.’. Today, many 

would argue that the current situation and the way NATO is going about its role in 

Afghanistan couldn’t be much further away from that aim. ’ Is it wrong and ultimately 
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harmful for NATO to be conducting Afghanistan in such a way? From Kabul, NATO 

has now overtaken Afghanistan in its entirety. Is this, as NATO claim, to help the 

Afghans establish effective governance, or is it for more selfish reasons such as 

Afghanistan’s vast oil reserves? Now that’s a highly controversial thought and not one 

to be discussed in this essay, but surely if NATO really wanted to assist the Afghan 

Government ISAF wouldn’t have taken over the entire country with such little 

consultation with the Afghan’s themselves, and even deployed ISAF employees into 

the heart of the Afghan Army? The question we, observers, have to ask ourselves is 

whether the controversial role of NATO in Afghanistan is doing more harm than it is 

good.  

The muscular approach NATO has displayed so far, revolving around territory 

and provinces won, and terrorists and insurgents eliminated, is likely to turn the 

civilian population against NATO (Mills & McNamee, 2006). This in turn will lead to 

increased resistance against NATO and hence violence, increased insurgency, and an 

increased lack of co-operation and agreement between the Afghans and NATO. In 

this respect, NATO’s methodology in Afghanistan to date could be said to be doing 

more harm than good within Afghanistan. Take, for example, the expansion of ISAF 

into the southern regions of Afghanistan. Violence reached its worst level since the 

start of the war, and Taliban insurgency increased hugely. This in turn created more 

instability, more opposition for NATO to deal with, and on all fronts more violence 

and injury. This, it could be said, proves that NATO’s current approach is spawning 

more harm than it is good, and that the rebuilding of Afghanistan should be left to the 

countries own people. If NATO is to succeed in Afghanistan, and rid claims that they 

are inflicting more harm than good, they need to plan their military operations for 

their ‘virtual’ effect. Insurgencies are defeated with the support of the population; 
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NATO needs to tone down its muscular rhetoric and concentrate more on ‘hearts and 

minds’. This may enable them to turn the tide in the all important propaganda war. All 

in all, NATO may be doing more harm for Afghanistan as a country than good in the 

long run by not giving the Afghan’s enough independence or enough right to govern 

themselves. We must remember that NATO is meant to be there to assist – not to 

create a country in ways that they alone see fit. 

 

 

- Disorganisation  

 

One of the biggest criticisms of NATO, both generally and within Afghanistan, is its 

internal disorganisation. This disorganisation and lack of clarity within the ISAF’s 

mission may be dealing severely harmful blows to Afghanistan.  

 In a deteriorating security environment, NATO’s blunders in terms of 

organisation, co-operation and configuration could cost Afghanistan. ISAF are acting 

under a UN mandate, and the Alliance’s work in the Balkans was similarly under a 

UN remit. However, a ‘Memorandum of Understanding’, or official partnership, 

between NATO and the UN does not and has never existed. This is unusual, as both 

the European Union and the African Union have such memorandums with the UN 

(Williams, 2008) As a consequence, a number of civilian and military posts within 

remain unfilled (having negative consequences upon the mission) and the mission 

itself suffers from a drastically lowered international profile. Technically, the creation 

of a MoU is far from difficult; according to the Washington Treaty, NATO exists to 

further UN principles (NATO online library, 2007). What is lacking is the political 

will. The sufferings that the Afghanistan mission has to endure as a result of these 
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poor relations (such as low profile and awareness, unfilled civilian and military posts 

and fragility within the Alliance) and the problems created for ISAF as a result mean 

that it could be argued that NATO are inflicting unnecessary harm both in 

Afghanistan and worldwide through this confused state of organisation, and that co-

operation and relation between the two must improve for the Alliance to be justified.  

 We can further find examples of NATO’s poor relations with international 

organisations by observing the Alliance’s relationship with the EU. NATO asked the 

EU to take responsibility for police training and reform in Afghanistan, but the EU 

police mission EUPOL was denied security from NATO as Turkey vetoed the mission 

(claiming it was sub-ordinate to the EU-NATO Framework, which can be found here: 

http://consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cmsUpload/03-11-11 Berlin Plus press note 

BL.pdf) (Williams, 2008) This is an example of the uncooperative and complicated 

relations between NATO and the EU. NATO’s liaisons with non-EU NATO allies 

and non-NATO EU allies remain politically complex, and mean it is hard for the EU 

to help ISAF progress in Afghanistan. There is no clear cut framework between EU 

member states and NATO member states that allows them to be able to effectively 

work together efficiently in Afghanistan, and some may argue that this is 

unnecessarily hindering ISAF’s operations (Williams, 2008). 

 The Alliance’s relationship with non-NATO countries, whilst generally good 

(countries such as Australia, South Korea and Japan have all been involved in support 

and combat roles within Afghanistan (Williams, 2008) are still equally as imprecise 

and unclear: Australia, for example, whilst not having any sort of wish to join NATO, 

still wishes to be present for all future NATO operational planning meetings. 

Currently, there is no such mechanism within NATO’s framework that caters for such 

a relationship. The Alliance consequently has a huge array of various global 
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partnerships that ‘even the most expert NATO watcher would have difficulty 

following’ (Williams, 2008) This plethora of unnecessary complications, and lack of a 

streamlined, organised system that can deal with these partnerships mean that it is 

logistically difficult for NATO to organise and work with these global partners in 

Afghanistan, and could be severely hindering the mission’s progress. 

 Finally, NATO’s lack of co-ordination and co-operation with Non 

Governmental Organisations (NGOs) in Afghanistan is both perplexing and worrying, 

and undoubtedly hampering the ISAF campaign. Currently in Afghanistan, NGOs 

have very little to do with and seek very little to do with NATO-ISAF. This means 

that NGOs are frequently targeted by insurgents because they share the same liberal 

principles as ISAF but are far easier to attack, with no protection with NATO 

(Williams, 2007).This is causing more unnecessary harm in Afghanistan towards 

these organisations, harm that could and should be avoided were NATO to forge 

better relationships with them and reduce their risk of becoming casualties. With the 

same set of ideas and principles being shared by both ISAF and NGOs, it is necessary 

for NATO to implement measures that give them increased communication, co-

ordination and awareness of these NGOs who are working alongside them in 

Afghanistan, even if no official connection is established. It is highly worrying that 

NATO has not seeked to address this failing, as their cause would be surely much 

more efficiently achieved with the help of those who are, fundamentally, aiming 

towards a similar goal. 

 To summarise, NATO’s unclear system and foggy relationships mean that the 

situation in Afghanistan is not being dealt with as efficiently as effectively as it should 

be. The time consuming, complex nature of NATO’s current relations are unnecessary 
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and need to be addressed if NATO are to do good in Afghanistan as opposed to harm, 

and for the Alliance to truly progress for the future.  

 

- Strategy 

 

The current ISAF campaign has been marked with strategic military mistakes. For 

example, the excessive air power that has been used so far to batter the Taliban 

(wikipedia, 2009) has resulted in collateral civilian damage, and further exacerbated 

the West’s image as culturally insensitive and violent. It has turned many of the 

civilian population against NATO-ISAF, having seen their homes destroyed and 

friends and family killed. Has this military blunder done more harm than it has good? 

There are still Taliban insurgents and the situation if far from stable. With a lot of the 

population opposed to ISAF, it is harder and less efficient to achieve aims, hence 

slowing operations down and further prolonging unnecessary harm in Afghanistan. 

NATO’s stance on re development must also be re-assessed. Currently, progress to 

date has been slow and inefficient (Williams, 2007), further decreasing the civilian 

popularity of the ISAF campaign. Poor relations with NGOs has further hindered the 

progress of re-development. Many would say that various PRT’s slow progress on re-

development is severely hindering the efficiency and positivity of the ISAF campaign, 

and causing further harm both to civilians (many whom have to live in broken homes 

as a result of the slow re-development) and to the country as a whole. NATO must 

organise itself and re-assess its strategy quickly. 
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- Summary 

 

There are several short fallings and issues that NATO need to address if they are to do 

more good than harm in Afghanistan. Their apparent will to give the Afghan’s 

themselves very little independence in rebuilding Afghanistan could definitely be 

claimed to be harmful in the long run. Their attitude to military approach, strategy and 

the re-construction of the country must change, as it currently is too flawed to be said 

to be doing more good than harm. Moreover, and as a way of achieving this, NATO 

must improve its internal organisation and relationships with multilateral 

organisations. Currently, the muddled state of affairs, particularly the lack of 

communication with NGOs, mean that efficient progress in Afghanistan is being 

massively held back, and success will undoubtedly be far more achievable if NATO 

sorts out this organisational nightmare.  

***** 

 

Can NATO be economically justified? 

From 1990 to 2003, a total $3,535,875,000,000 was spent by on NATO by all of its 

member states (NATO website, 2003). £32 billion was spent by the UK government 

in 2007 on defence alone (government website, 2007). Can this be justified? 

 We currently live in a world in which the economy is failing. Poverty and 

disease riddle continents. Conflict is being prolonged worldwide. It could be argued 

that the vast amount of money invested in NATO from 1990 to 2003 alone has helped 

to prolong some of these conflicts. The original purpose for which NATO was 

established was purely to eliminate any Soviet threat that may exist. With the collapse 

of the Soviet Union in 1992, this aim had been achieved and many may now question 
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why we continue to pour so much money into an organisation that has arguably 

outlived its purpose. This money has fuelled the further enlargement of NATO, 

conflicts such as the Balkans and Afghanistan and the production of weaponry for 

NATO. It seems that far from diminishing since the collapse of the Soviet Union, 

NATO has created a much larger world presence. Is it right to be investing so much 

money into an Alliance that through this could be said to be creating tensions, conflict 

and harm worldwide. The huge reserves of money that are invested in NATO may be 

better spent on other issues; such as health, education and trying to solve world 

problems such as poverty and disease. It could be argued that the money invested is 

NATO is doing more harm than good in a world that has so many other problems, and 

is fundamentally fuelling war. Others would say that that is an idealistic view, and 

that the money poured into defence and NATO is realistically necessary to prevent 

conflicts around the world.  

***** 

NATO’S EXPANSION SINCE 1991 

 

The enlargement of NATO in a post cold war environment has been one of the 

biggest topics of debate since 1991. This section aims to analyse the evolution of 

NATO’s post cold war enlargement and to discuss why this may be doing more harm 

than good to the world. 

 

- Background: 

 

The collapse of the Soviet Union meant that Europe was left with several weak and 

powerless states, states that had previously been a part of the ‘Iron Curtain’. Whilst 
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Western leaders were deciding how best to cope with challenges now faced in the post 

Cold War world, former Warsaw Pact countries began to declare their will to ‘return 

to Europe’ (Medcalf, 2005). This meant that they wanted to join one of the two big 

European Institutions: NATO and the EU. The economic advantages of the EU and 

the security assurance of NATO seemed attractive. Therefore joining NATO and the 

EU became a foreign policy priority for many eastern European countries (Medcalf, 

2005). Despite this, however, enlargement was not discussed in high profile 

immediately after the collapse of the Soviet Union; the West did not want to instantly 

create further bad relations with Russia. Furthermore, many NATO member states has 

reservations about European expansion, in terms of the monetary cost of enlargement, 

the impact of collective decision making and the order in which countries should be 

considered for membership (Medcalf, 2005). It was not really until late 1993 that 

serious debate concerning NATO’s enlargement began: the EU member states were 

becoming increasingly reluctant to continue with an ‘open door’ policy. They had a 

fear of losing out in an expanded organisation, and the organisation was straining 

under an extremely full agenda; it was becoming increasingly difficult to join the EU. 

Attention, therefore, shifted to NATO.  
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Why could NATO’s expansion be said to have done more harm than good? 

 

  -Negative implications for NATO 

 

The enlargement of NATO and the planned continued expansion could have negative 

implications for the Alliance and ultimately inflict more harm than good.  

Firstly, some countries may not have the military capabilities to justify their 

membership in a ‘collective defence’ organisation. This would lead to more harm than 

good as the Alliance would suffer from countries consuming its security assurance 

and contributing to the problems enlargement brings without giving anything back. 

Hungary, for example, agreed to raise its defence expenditure to 1.8% of its GDP by 

2001 (well below the NATO member states’ median of 2%) but failed to do this, 

achieving just 1.3% according to SIPRI data (Medcalf, 2005). This is not the sort of 

Images detailing NATO’s 
enlargement. 
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commitment that will have a positive impact on the Alliance were it to continue to 

expand. The implications of this lack of progress and the nature of NATO’s system 

meaning that there is little they can do to countries such as Hungary (except publicly 

reprimand them) once they have joined, could have very serious negative implications 

for the Alliance indeed. 

Secondly, the decision making process. It is a process that is already lengthy 

and problematic. The already existing difficulties in the NATO decision making 

process meant, for example, that NATO’s campaign in the Balkans was severely 

hindered and is why they weren’t involved in Afghanistan until 2003. Welcoming so 

many new members since 1991 and plans to further welcome countries such as 

Croatia and Albania (International Herald Tribune, 2008) into the Alliance surely 

mean that the problematic nature of this process is going to exacerbated. We have 

seen in Afghanistan how the complex decision making within NATO can lead to 

more harm than good (take Turkey vetoing EUPOL as an example).  

Also, NATO enlargement has brought it far closer to several of Europe’s 

‘hotspots’; this could have serious consequences for the Alliance were conflicts to 

spill into newly expanded NATO territory. It may lead to further conflict and 

suffering around Europe, that would not have been so predominant were NATO not to 

have enlarged. (Medcalf, 2005). Furthermore, there is always the possibility, albeit 

unlikely, that Russia could start acting aggressively to its former European satellite 

states – which would have serious negative implications for the Alliance. NATO’s 

interventions in the Balkans has shown if nothing else that the US’ view of European 

security is not as strategically important to them as it had been in the Cold War 

(Medcalf, 2005). A collective response to a European security threat on newly 

enlarged NATO territory, therefore, is far from certain. 



 23 

  In short, NATO’s enlargement to date and plans for further enlargement 

could confuse the organisation further and commit them to more problems and 

pitfalls. This will have a negative impact upon NATO and in turn hinder it making 

efficient progress in countries such as Afghanistan, hence perhaps ultimately doing 

more harm than good. 

 

- The de-stabilisation of European Security 

 

There is an argument to suggest that the enlargement of NATO could have a negative 

effect upon the stability and security of Europe. There are three main justifications for 

this argument: 

 

1. The first reason refers to a problem that I briefly referred to in the previous 

paragraphs. Once a country becomes a member state, there is no guarantee that 

they will initiate or continue with political and military reform required to 

justify their membership. Should this be the case, there is no system or 

mechanism in place that can suspend or terminate a country’s membership. 

(Medcalf, 2005). Similarly, countries may resolve their problems in the short 

term so as to fulfil their Membership Action Plan (MAP) and be eligible for 

membership, but once a part of NATO fail to fully address their problems in 

the long term whilst reaping the benefits that come with a NATO membership.  

2. Let it be remembered that NATO’s enlargement is not limitless. Inevitably, 

there are going to be winners and losers: some countries seeking membership 

may not achieve their goal and will be refused membership into the Alliance. 

This could have negative implications in terms of inter-European democratic 
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relations – the last thing Europe needs is NATO fuelled feuds. Were NATO 

never to have seeked so actively and publicly so expand their territory, and 

were they to stop doing so in future, the risk of these democratic compromises 

will never be created.  

3. Finally, NATO enlargement has the potential to further compromise relations 

between the West and Russia. To date, many claim that the reason Russia-

West relations have survived since the start of expansion is not through 

Russia’s tolerance of this enlargement but the co-operation of politicians such 

as Vladmir Putin (and their desire to build positive relationships with the 

West), and that Russia is still opposed to and threatened by NATO’s 

expansion. It could easily be said that Russia views NATO and its 

enlargement plans highly dangerous and compromising to its security. We are 

all aware of Russia’s tension with Georgia, given the recent tension and 

conflict over South Ossetia. Georgia also happens to be a country who have 

been known to actively seek alliance with NATO, and it has been doing so 

since 1999 (although it is still not a member) (Medcalf, 2005). Georgia is the 

furthest east of all countries currently considering new NATO partnerships. 

The geographical inclusion of Georgia in Eastern Europe is a controversial 

subject related to Russia as they could perceive this as complete geographical 

enclosure from NATO. After the South Ossetia dispute, Georgia’s accession 

into NATO is looking ever more likely. This final straw of expansion could 

push Russia to breaking point. NATO’s expansion, on an extreme scale, could 

be argued to be heading towards another Cold War. After all, it was the Soviet 

expansion across Europe at the end of the Second World War that sparked the 

Cold War originally. Should NATO be observing these lessons from history 
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more closely? Let us also remember that the actions of the last country who 

perceived themselves to geographically threatened and surrounded lead to one 

of the most horrific, harmful wars ever fought. I am of course referring to 

World War I. If NATO’s enlargement leads to even a fraction of the damage 

observed in WWI, is it surely doing more harm than good. 

 

To briefly summarise these points, NATO, through continued expansion, runs the risk 

of having ‘dead wood’ within the organisation (in terms of countries that are not 

justifiably in the Alliance), democratic compromises and further divides within 

Europe, and risks the isolation of non-member states, especially Russia. If this 

corrodes and deteriorates the organisation, NATO will end up doing more harm than 

good in the responsibilities it accounts for. 

 

- Compromising NATO’s fundamental nature 

 

NATO is a defense organisation. It is supposed to use military force to maintain 

security and peace. If NATO continues to enlarge across Europe, there is a risk that 

NATO could become increasingly politicized; making the transition from a 

predominantly military alliance to a ‘European talking shop (Medcalf, 2005). If 

NATO allows itself to be caught up predominantly in the intricacies of European 

politics, it will be distracted from its fundamental purpose as a military organisation. 

This could have detrimental effects on the conflicts NATO is currently engaged in 

such as Afghanistan. The Alliance, as we have already seen, is muddles and confused 

as it is. Does NATO really need more variables,  more countries and more individual 
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country policy to deal with? If enlargement furthers this lack of clarity as to what and 

why NATO should be doing, it is surely doing more harm than good.  

 - Summary 

So to summarise, NATO’s enlargement, both in the past and future, could be doing 

more harm than good. The Soviet Union is collapsed, NATO’s original mandate has 

been realised. IS there really a need to be sweeping across Europe, risking more 

divides and tension, in a remarkably Soviet-esque way? It could have negative 

implications for the Alliance, bring more trouble than its worth, compromise the 

security within Europe and further compromise the system of NATO as a whole. If 

this is what enlargement could bring, it could justifiably be claimed that NATO’s 

continued expansion is doing, or could do, far more harm than good in today’s 

modern world.  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Before I started the project, I knew little about NATO and what they did. I assumed 

that because they were a defence organisation, that they were for the good of the 

world as a whole as justified in existence. Ever since listening to that radio 4 

programme that sparked my interest, however, my assumptions have been challenged 

and I realised just how little I knew about NATO. I discovered that there is legitimate 

reasoning that argues NATO is doing more harm than good in today’s modern world.  

 I have researched NATO’s shortcomings in terms of Afghanistan and 

examined how they might be doing more harm than good. Their military methodology 

has been controversial and its aggressive nature may have turned the local 

communities against them – thus undermining the ISAF mission and inflicting more 
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harm than good. Its internal disorganisation has not only been a pitfall for the 

organisation in general but especially within Afghanistan. In my third point, I found 

that NATO’s strategy approach in Afghanistan may have been having similarly 

negative implications. 

 A question that was raised during the planning process was NATO’s economic 

impact. I did not research this as fully as would have merited greater interest, but I 

gained an idea of some of the arguments against NATO’s huge monetary significance. 

Can we justify pouring billions of dollars into an organisation that’s arguably doing 

more harm than good, when the money could be being invested into supposedly more 

worthwhile things? 

 Finally, I looked at NATO’s enlargement process. I explored arguments that 

argued it was a process having more detrimental effects than positives. NATO’s 

enlargement could be compromising the security of Europe and creating tension and 

friction between member countries and non-member countries. Can this be justified? 

The Alliance’s expansion could also compromise NATO’s fundamental nature as a 

defence organisation thus having harmful effects on missions such as Afghanistan.  

 Its impossible for me decide whether I think NATO is doing more harm than 

good as the purpose of my research and essay has been to specifically explore ideas 

that would seem to support such a statement. I have not explored the counter 

arguments for such ideas (arguments that attempt to defend NATO’s continued 

existence) and thus cannot have a justified judgement. What I can say definitively, 

however, is that there are certainly legitimate cases for the disbandment of NATO, 

and that in a post Cold War, modern world, there may not be a place for NATO after 

all.   
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