Nato: no longer useful? 
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ALL eyes this week have been on the messages emanating from the Group of Eight (G8) summit in Italy — but who really cares? 

The annual meeting of leaders of the world’s foremost industrialised nations is a relic of the 20th century when the so-called West still set the global agenda and Russia was allowed to take part in the G8 deliberations because ... well because Moscow had lost the Soviet empire and was supposed to have espoused western values of democracy and the primacy of market economics. 

That was then. Today, China and India — not to mention Brazil and South Africa and even Pakistan — have emerged as major international actors who want their voice heard on the global stage. Italy’s role in the G8 has fallen into disrepute, with Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi accused of directing most of his political energies in recent weeks to try to fend off newspaper charges that he patronised paid female escorts and entertained minimally clad under-age women. 

Meanwhile, European economies are flagging, Moscow’s conversion to democracy is up for debate and it has become increasingly clear that as the world grapples with recession, really important economic issues are discussed in the so-called G20 club of industrial and industrialising nations, not in the outdated G8. 

As such, the promises at the G8 meeting to combat climate change and the pledge to conclude a comprehensive Doha trade liberalisation deal in 2010 have to be taken with equal amounts of scepticism. 

But to be fair, the G8 is not the only last-century institution that may have long outlived its sell-by date. This week in Brussels, the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (Nato), born and nurtured during the Cold War, also made a brave attempt to reassert its relevance in a rapidly changing world. With an impressive 400 army officers, diplomats, experts, academics and journalists in attendance, Nato launched a year-long debate to forge a new strategic concept to replace one dating back to 1999. 

Setting out the agenda for the coming months, outgoing Secretary General Jaap de Hoop Scheffer told the meeting that Nato needed a fresh security blueprint to tackle new challenges. Given the changing times, people needed to know “what Nato stands for ... why it is needed,” said Mr de Hoop Scheffer. 

The task of completing the review — and then converting it into policy — will fall to former Danish Prime Minister Anders Fogh Rasmussen who will take over as Nato secretary general in August. Mr Rasmussen may find it heavy going. True, Nato is expanding: Albania and Croatia became Nato’s newest members on April 1, 2009. Since 1949, Nato’s membership has in fact increased from 12 to 28 countries through six rounds of enlargement. But even as it grows larger, the debate on Nato’s goals and purpose in the post-Cold War era keeps getting fiercer. 

The conventional wisdom in Brussels and other Nato capitals is that Afghanistan, where Nato has deployed 62,000 soldiers in a multinational International Security Assistance Force (Isaf), is Nato’s “number one priority”. Eight years since US forces first went into combat in Afghanistan against Al Qaeda and its local supporters in the Taliban, Isaf is still struggling to fight the insurgency. More than 1,200 coalition troops have died in Afghanistan. Civilian casualties are on the rise, the result of attacks by the Taliban or by errant coalition actions. 

There is no doubt therefore that “getting Afghanistan right” — including through the organisation of elections in August — is a priority for Nato. However, like it or not, just as the Soviet Union did in the bad old days, it’s now Russia that looms large on Nato’s horizon. Moscow’s opposition to Nato plans for extending membership to Ukraine and Georgia has long worried policymakers at the alliance headquarters in Brussels. Those concerns were amplified several times over following Russia’s use of force against Georgia during a five-day war last August. 

“Russia’s recent assertiveness has raised genuine security concerns, particularly among Nato’s eastern-most allies,” according to De Hoop Scheffer. “We need to find a common position amongst ourselves and build a sustainable, pragmatic relationship with Russia focused on areas of common interest,” he said, adding that while Russia and the alliance would continue to disagree on key issues, cooperation should not be suspended. 

Former US secretary of state Madeleine Albright, meanwhile, told the meeting in Brussels that Nato should take into account new types of threats in the post-Cold War era such as nuclear proliferation, bio- and cyber-terrorism and the need to ensure stable access to energy supplies. 

Nato could help in stopping the spread of nuclear weapons by dropping any reference to nuclear deterrence in its new strategic concept, added Mohamed ElBaradei, outgoing head of the International Atomic Energy Agency. “You are sending a message to anyone around the world who reads your concept that they too need nuclear weapons,” he said. “The idea that nuclear is the supreme guarantee should be dropped because it’s absolutely the wrong message to the rest of the world.” 

Nato should also be prepared to deal with threats such as pirate attacks on merchant shipping and the impact of climate change on the stability of states, Nato officials said. While the list of potential hazards and security threats is long, the real challenge facing the alliance is lack of public support for an organisation which many feel has outlived its usefulness. The task of convincing a sceptical public that Nato can and should still play a global security role is made harder at a time of economic crisis and shrinking defence budgets. Mr de Hoop Scheffer insisted that Nato is the natural place to discuss new challenges and to work out common approaches. He was also adamant that the organisation must forge global partnerships to achieve its security goals. “We cannot afford to approach 21st century challenges with a 20th century mindset,” the Nato chief said. 

It’s advice that G8 leaders, faced with a changing global political and economic landscape, would also be well-advised to follow.
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