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The dome of the U.S. Capitol, home 
and symbol of Congress, in Washington,  
D.C. On November 2, the seats of 
37 Senators and all of the 435 
Representatives were up for election. 
Republicans regained a majority in 
the House. They also won some seats 
in the Senate, but not enough for a 
majority (photo: personal collection 
of Maarten Katsman)
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Editorial

Only less than two months ago the Netherlands put an end 
to its four year contribution to the International Security 
Assistance Force (ISAF) mission in Afghanistan. The deci-
sion not to prolong the Dutch military presence after August 
this year came about as a result of a crisis in the Dutch gov-
ernment in January. While domestic political motives were 
key factors for the Netherlands’ withdrawal, the implications 
were felt internationally. The Dutch decision was not under-
stood in other capitals and it was felt that the once ‘staunch 
ally’ had turned its back on NATO, despite the fact that other 
Allied and partner countries in Afghanistan highly valued the 
Netherlands’ military contribution. The ‘Dutch’ comprehen-
sive approach , whether truly Dutch or Canadian in origin, 
was one of ISAF’s more innovative strategic approaches. 
Furthermore, the Dutch military operated in Uruzgan, one of 
the most dangerous parts of Afghanistan. The Netherlands, 
however, has now maneuvered itself into an uncomfortable 
position due to this unilateral decision to withdraw. 

With the installation of a new Dutch (minority) government, 
the situation has changed. Building upon an earlier political 
initiative started by a number of political parties across the 
political spectrum (excluding the Labour Party, which played a 
major role in the governmental crisis), the new government is 
now exploring the possibility of a new mission to Afghanistan. 
This time the objective is a police training mission. Police 
trainers are badly needed in Afghanistan. Within a couple of 
years international military forces will be considerably re-
duced and the Afghan police and military will have to maintain 
law and order themselves. Training Afghan police forces is 
thus an important factor for future stability in Afghanistan. 
Since Dutch contribution is seen as qualitatively strong, and a 
return of the Netherlands to ISAF will restore solidarity among 
the Allies, British and American pressure is mounting on the 
Dutch government. A robust force contribution is expected.

The timing is the more urgent since the NATO summit in 
Lisbon will take place on 19-20 November. Prime Minster Mark 
Rutte will certainly not want to attend empty-handed. But the 
Lisbon summit will take place too soon for him to come up 
with a credible offer. Given the new political constellation, 
his minority government is dependent on ad hoc coalitions in 
parliament. The problem is that the parties that may support 
a Dutch police training mission have a strong preference for 
a EU (EUPOL), rather than a NATO-led, mission. This strong 
European focus is not a surprise. An analysis of the political  

party programs for the parliamentary elections this year 
revealed that many – primarily left-centre – parties now favour 
foreign policy that is Eurocentric in character. One of the argu-
ments against a mission under NATO auspices is that police 
trainers require accompanying military presence – including 
air force – to protect them. It is feared that as a consequence 
the new mission might develop into a military mission in 
disguise. A second objection has been raised concerning the 
character of the training of Afghan policemen and -women. 
Afghan police do not deal with civil matters like towing 
illegally parked cars. They are much more involved in semi-
military tasks compared to their Dutch counterparts. 

What this all means for a possible return of Dutch presence to 
Afghanistan is not clear yet. It is obvious that it will be a time-
consuming, Herculean task for Rutte’s government to gather 
enough support from across the political spectrum. A murky 
compromise, producing a mixed EU/NATO-led police training 
mission and thus satisfying a majority in parliament, seems 
most likely. The decision on this (second) Afghanistan mission 
will be the first serious test for Rutte’s minority government. 

Over the past four years the Netherlands has contrib-
uted substantially to ISAF. Some even argue that the 
Netherlands has punched above its weight. But so have 
other countries. There is no reason now to sit back and feel 
content. Such a lax attitude is not understood elsewhere, 
least of all in the White House where the American ad-
ministration had hoped for some more understanding and 
support for its foreign policy initiatives among its European 
Allies. The high expectations of the U.S. administration 
on the basis of the – at the time presumably sincere – sym-
pathetic European response to the election of Barack 
Obama never materialised in any constructive support for 
Obama’s foreign policy agenda, whether in regard to closing 
Guantánamo Bay or to policy in Afghanistan. From the U.S. 
standpoint, the implicit political bargain (burden-sharing 
or mutual solidarity) that forms the very foundation of the 
transatlantic relationship is in serious jeopardy.

Bram Boxhoorn

17 November 2010

Would you like to react? Mail the editor at  

redactie@atlcom.nl.

Afghanistan revisited?

Ap: 2010no7 3

200196_AP_7.indd   3 19-11-2010   14:59:37



Fulfilling the promise 
of change, mastering 
the mandate

“Now even as we speak, there are those who are preparing to divide us, the spin masters and negative ad peddlers 
who embrace the politics of anything goes. Well, I say to them tonight, there’s not a liberal America and a conservative 
America; there’s the United States of America.”1 Barack Obama, at the 2004 Democratic Convention

“. . .[T]here are some who question the scale of our ambitions – who suggest that our system cannot tolerate too many 
big plans. Their memories are short. For they have forgotten what this country has already done; what free men and 
women can achieve when imagination is joined to a common purpose, and necessity to courage.”2

  Barack Obama, in his inaugural address

In American politics midterm elections are synonymous with ‘change.’ Often considered a referendum on 
public opinion, voters have used the opportunity to ‘send a message’ on the performance of the President and 
Congress.

The nature of midterm elections

Midterm elections provide a snapshot in time, reflecting the cur-
rent mood of voters rather than defining a vision for the future. 
The mandate that comes with the midterm change is usually nar-
row in scope. Common themes for change at the midterm elections 
are political scandal or corruption, including the McCarthy-Army 
hearings and Watergate, prolonged military engagement such as 
Vietnam or the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, excessive spending 
or taxation – remember George H. W. Bush’s no tax pledge reversal 
– or recession and a fragile economic situation.

Voters have consistently demonstrated a willingness to change the 
political direction after only two years into a new presidential ad-
ministration. Since World War II, the president’s party in Congress 
has lost an average of 28 seats in the midterm elections.

Modern political history has proven that while a president will 
likely suffer a political setback at the midterm elections he can 
use such defeat to his advantage. After winning one of the largest  
presidential elections for a Democratic candidate since 1964, 
President Obama finds himself in a defensive position with the 
American public. He must determine how he will unite and lead a 
divided Congress and a divided country.

The important lesson for midterm election winners and losers alike 
is understanding the true mandate that comes with the wave of 
change. How to interpret voter reaction for change into voter  
approval of policy is critical to governing successfully.

The 2010 midterm elections produced one of the largest sea 
changes in the makeup of Congress. Republicans seized control of 
the House of Representatives, gaining sixty seats and narrowed 
the Democratic majority in the Senate, winning six seats.

This year’s election contest was the continuation of a series of 
‘wave changes,’ beginning in 2006 when Democrats took control 
of Congress and continued in 2008 with the election of President 
Barack Obama. In each of the last three election cycles voters 
have rejected the status quo in favour of change.

The populist, grass-roots Tea Party movement played an influential 
role in the 2010 midterm election. Comprised mostly of conserva-
tive and libertarian activists, the Tea Party is not a third politi-
cal party, choosing instead to work within the Republican Party. 
Nearly eight out of ten voters who identified themselves as Tea 
Party activists voted for the Republican Party.

Tea Party voter participation was so high that in several primary 
elections the movement defeated establishment Republican candi-

Debate

What to consider 
after the 2010 
midterm elections

Damon Shelby Porter
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dates to secure the nomination. In the general election, Tea Party 
support translated in a sizeable number of its endorsed candidates 
winning election. Out of 84 new members of Congress, over half 
are affiliated with the Tea Party.

The outcome of a midterm election always changes the composition 
of government. Voters ultimately want to know if those elected will 
deliver on the promises it pledged and instil a sense of confidence 
that such change was in the best interest of the country. 

Independent voters

Voters, particularly independent swing-voters, were ready for a 
change in response to the slow economic recovery. Anxiety over 
large budget deficits and the national debt along with double-digit 
unemployment were high on the minds of many voters. According 
to ABC News election data, 62 per cent of voters said the economy 
was the most important issue. Similarly, CBS News exit polling 
found 84 per cent of voters believed their personal financial  
situation had not improved or stayed the same.

The Republican Party was the clear winner of the 2010 midterm 
election. However, while Republicans were the beneficiaries of vot-
er frustration over the economy, the results suggest voters did not 
convey with the majority a larger mandate for change. Republicans 

know they hold a small window of opportunity as voters cautiously 
watch over the next two years. An overestimation of their author-
ity to lead or an underestimation that voters will swing back to 
Democrats would be dangerous for Republicans.

Congress and both political parties are held in low esteem by the 
American public. In a recent Associated Press poll, sixty per cent 
of voters had an unfavourable opinion regarding Congress. Voter 
dissatisfaction was not limited only to Democrats, as the same 
AP poll found 68 per cent of voters having a negative opinion of 
Congressional Republicans. The Republican Party was victorious in 
the 2010 midterm elections despite high public disapproval, simply 
because it was the party out of power. 

The American electorate remains evenly divided on party identi-
fication. Roughly 45 per cent of Americans identify themselves as 
either Democratic or Republican. In a recent Gallup poll, 92 per 
cent of Democrats and 94 per cent of Republicans said they would 
vote for their party’s candidate in the midterm elections. 

The candidate or party that captures a majority of independ-
ent swing-voters will win the election. It is characteristic for 
independent voters to shift between parties from election-to-
election rather than align with one party over time. In the 2010 
midterm elections independent voters overwhelmingly supported 

Tea Party protest at the Connecticut State Capitol in Hartford. The populist, grass-roots Tea Party movement played an influential role in the 2010 

midterm election. Nearly eight out of ten voters who identified themselves as Tea Party activists voted for the Republican Party (photo: Sage Ross)
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the Republican candidate. Nearly eight out of ten independent 
voters who disapproved of President Obama and Democrats voted 
Republican.

Independent voters have held the balance of power in recent  
elections. In 2006, they were instrumental in the Democrats  
taking control of Congress and again in 2008 when Barack Obama 
won the presidency.

To a large extent President Obama and the Democratic Congress 
misinterpreted the mandate they were given in 2006 and 2008. 
At the time independent voters were searching for leadership that 
could address serious problems in a pragmatic and reasoned man-
ner. Internationally, America’s reputation was severely damaged and 
at home, President Bush’s ‘go-it-alone’ style alienated many swing-
voters. Armed forces in the Middle East without a timetable for troop 
withdrawal, a delayed response to Hurricane Katrina and little to no 
regulatory enforcement of complex securities that led to the collapse 
of the world’s financial markets contributed to Democratic election 
victories. President Obama was right to have a national conversa-
tion on health care reform. However, the devotion to the subject of 
health care for over a year and the persistence in getting a bill passed 
directed attention away from the number one priority: the economy. 

Gridlock and Republican leadership: the way ahead

Political bickering and stalemates were the norm in Congress  
over the last years. Hundreds of presidential appointments have 
not received a confirmation hearing or vote. The number of 
parliamentary filibusters that have killed legislation reached an 
all-time record. Anonymous ‘holds’ that block the advancement of 
bills have left government at a standstill. Voters have repeatedly 
said they want and expect both political parties and branches of 
government to work together in solving national issues.

However, the level of gridlock in Washington will only intensify 
after the inauguration of the new Congress. Moderate members 
of Congress from both parties are few and far between. Many 
moderates, frustrated with the inability to work together, chose to 
retire instead of return for another term. Those who did stand for 
re-election were soundly defeated. Most of the so-called ‘Blue Dog’ 
Democrats lost their seats to conservative Republicans. A large 
majority of members that remain are on the ideological extremes 
of liberal Democrats and conservative Republicans.

President Obama must rekindle the spirit of bipartisanship 
and lead the effort to reach consensus among Democrats and 
Republicans. As a presidential candidate, Barack Obama was 
successful in building a coalition of Democrats, Republicans and 
independent voters on the promise that he would change the tone 
of politics in Washington. In 2008, voters resoundingly embraced 

his theme of national unity and a call for supporting good ideas, 
regardless of its origin.

President Obama brought that same collaborative commitment 
to his relationship with Democrats and Republicans in Congress. 
In a USA Today/Gallup poll conducted 100 days into his presi-
dency, 66 per cent of all voters and 62 per cent of independents 
said President Obama was making a sincere effort to work with 
members of the opposite party to find solutions acceptable to 
both parties. In the same study, 56 per cent of voters believed 
Republicans were unwilling to work in a bipartisan fashion.

In the final days of the campaign season and moments after the 
conclusion of the midterm elections, Republicans were signalling 
to the White House that the next two years might be politically 
hostile. Addressing the Heritage Foundation, Senate Republican 
Leader McConnell stated that his number one priority is defeating  
President Obama in the next election. House Republican Whip 
Cantor stated that he has completely ruled out any room for  
compromise with President Obama and Democrats on the issue  
of extending temporary tax cuts. 

Bipartisanship

President Obama has the ability to transcend what inevitably will 
be a partisan and divided Congress. With legislators at the fringes 
of both political parties and many already focused on the 2012 
campaign season, there is little likelihood of much getting accom-
plished. However, the Republican Party cannot be the party of ‘no’. 
Early in the Obama administration, Republicans decided they would 
not play an active role in passing legislation. Adopting a basic strat-
egy of sitting on the sidelines, Congressional Republicans refused to 
vote in favour of any Democratic legislative priorities or offer any 
substantive alternatives. Now they cannot escape responsibility. 

As the loyal opposition the Republican Party was comfortable 
not sharing any of the credit for success and avoiding any of 
the blame for failure. As the majority in the House, Republicans 
must develop a comprehensive agenda that goes beyond political 
rhetoric. The ‘Pledge for America,’ a watered-down version of the 
‘Contract with America,’ offered during the campaign, was a failed 
attempt at demonstrating a readiness to govern. According to a 
Washington Post/ABC News poll, a majority of Americans were unfa-
miliar with the document and those who knew it did not find the 
plan for economic recovery and fiscal accountability convincing. 
This is not surprising, since Republicans have continued empha-
sising a plan with major tax cuts including wealthy Americans 
and cosmetic reductions in non-defence, discretionary spending. 
Respected economists and even President Reagan’s former budget 
director have stated that such proposals will not only provide 
economic relief but will create larger budget deficits. 

Debate
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The bipartisan Deficit Reduction Commission is expected to issue a 
report in December 2010. Among its many findings and recommen-
dations the report will surely include sacred cows such as Social 
Security, Medicare, defence appropriations as well as discretionary 
spending. Only President Obama can set the stage for a serious 
conversation between Democrats and Republicans on how to de-
velop a bipartisan framework for reducing our national debt crisis.

Republicans have stated that the 2010 midterm election has pro-
vided its party with a second chance to lead. Now they must live up 
to that chance. A major test how well Republicans can lead and gov-
ern will depend on the relationship between establishment and Tea 
Party Republicans. The two wings within the Republican Party have 
competing views of how Republicans should govern. There are some 
who seek to reform the size and scope of government (‘establish-
ment’) and others who seek to dismantle government (Tea Party).

The Republican leadership must act quickly to integrate members 
of Congress affiliated with the Tea Party into the party caucus. 
Many Tea Party legislators are going to Washington with the 
primary mission of eliminating any government programme or de-
partment it believes is unconstitutional and balancing the federal 
budget by spending cuts. Upcoming issues that will determine how 
united Republicans are in their policy include raising the national 
debt ceiling, a budget resolution to keep government running and 
the use of earmarks (itemised requests for spending in a member’s 
district). Tea Party Republicans have stated they will not support 
these measures under any circumstances. Incoming House Speaker 
Boehner will need to navigate a tight balancing act. He acknowl-
edges there would be no majority without Tea Party Republicans 
but he cannot govern without their support either.

Republicans should be careful how much of the last two years they 
want to re-examine over the next two years. The American public is 
divided on what direction the government should take in addressing 
national issues: on how to handle the economy an equally size-
able number of voters said that additional government spending or 
stimulus may be required to create jobs as those who said additional 
tax relief was the prescription for economic recovery. On the ques-
tion of health care reform, voters have mixed opinions. According to 
CBS News exit polling 48 per cent of voters said the health care bill 
should be repealed, but 31 per cent favoured an expansion and six-
teen per cent approved of President Obama’s signature bill as passed.

Republicans will make the same mistake as President Obama if 
they focus on health care and not the economy. Republicans have 
stated that repealing health care or at best reducing the pace of 
its implementation is a high priority. While nearly fifty per cent of 
the people opposes the health care law in totality, a large majority 
supports specific provisions including eliminating lifetime benefit 
caps, denying coverage of a pre-existing health condition, and ex-

tending coverage for dependent children and requiring businesses 
to provide some level of insurance to employees.

President Obama must reintroduce his vision for change with a clear 
and consistent message. He admitted after the midterm election 
that in a “hurry to get a bunch of stuff passed” he did not carefully 
articulate why his decisions were important to the American people. 
The use of the word “stuff” is telling in how far the President needs 
to go in painting a narrative on how he intends to approach the 
challenges the country faces over the next two years.

To be sure, Barack Obama inherited the Oval Office with more 
domestic and international challenges than any other president 
since Franklin Roosevelt. He should be commended for acting 
quickly and decisively to stabilise a financial meltdown in rapid 
freefall and provide relief to major industrial and service sectors 
of the economy. President Obama also deserves credit for tackling 
the rising cost of health care that has alluded every president 
since Harry Truman. The economy, health care and dozens of other 
unresolved problems were not created overnight. Indeed, President 
Obama and the Republicans in Congress should look beyond  
the next election and wave of change and focus on a long term 
strategy for making the United States globally competitive. 

Damon Shelby Porter is Founder of DSP Strategic LLC, 

a public affairs strategy group. He is a Term Member of 

the Council on Foreign Relations and a former Marshall 

Memorial Fellow of the German Marshall Fund of the 

United States.

Would you like to react? Mail the editor at  

redactie@atlcom.nl.

Barack Obama in his keynote address at the Democratic National 1. 

Convention in Boston, Massachusetts, July 27, 2004.

Barack Obama in his Inaugural Address in Washington, DC, 2. 

January 20, 2009.
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President Obama in the Oval Office with his predecessors George W. Bush and Bill Clinton. Like Obama, both Bush and 

Clinton had to deal with electoral defeat of their party during a midterm election (photo: White House/Pete Souza)
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Of waxed wings

“While Obama can continue to blame President Bush and Republicans in 2009, by the mid-term elections in 2010, that dog 
won’t hunt anymore. He will have had two years to put in place his agenda. If the financial crisis worsens in 2009 and 2010, 
Obama will not be able to escape responsibility.”

“He promised bipartisanship, yet he rarely has reached across the aisle. In fact, the non-partisan National Journal judged 
his voting record as the U.S. Senate’s most liberal. He promised to fight special interests, yet he has never bucked the 
left’s special interest groups on any issues. In his book Dreams from my Father, Obama referred to his time in the private 
sector as a “spy behind enemy lines.” Uniters don’t talk that way.”

“Even if he wants to act moderately, will a Democrat-controlled Congress and the interest groups on the left that helped 
him get elected let him?”

“But, as Sigmund Freud once said, sometime a cigar is just a cigar. What if Obama is just another doctrinaire, partisan 
liberal who believes in bigger government, stronger unions, more regulation, higher taxes, evil corporations, and mostly 
soft power? His scant track record and his associations contain little evidence he is anything other than that.”

I wrote those words shortly after President Barack Obama’s historic victory in this very journal in an article 
titled ‘Obama’s Victory Must Be Bigger than the Moment’ (Atlantisch Perspectief no. 8, 2008). Two years and  
another historic election later, those words ring louder and truer than ever.

Obama’s reality check after 
the midterm elections
Matt A. Mayer

Alas, Barack Obama is a mere human and, as such, imperfect. 
Like Icarus flying too close to the sun, Obama’s waxed wings have 
melted and he has fallen back to earth with the rest of us.

Reality check

So, how did America discover Obama’s humanity? For the first time 
in his political life, Obama had to make real decisions that would 
have real consequences for 305 million people and, in some cases, 
the world at-large. He could not vote ‘present’ or hide behind his 
party’s leadership, soaring rhetoric, or a complicit media. For the 
last two years, the buck truly stopped with Obama.

With the massive Republican gains at all levels of government 
across America on November 2, only the wilfully delusional could 
dismiss the electoral repudiation as unrelated to Obama’s first 
two years. The same wave on which he rode in created an equally 
powerful undertow that washed him back out to sea.

Can he recover in the next two years to salvage his presidency, or 
will he go down as another Jimmy Carter? History and American 
sentiment indicate that he can – if he abandons the liberal- 
progressive agenda that led to his current plight and comes to 
terms with the judgment of voters.

Remember, in January 1983, Ronald Reagan’s popularity stood at 
a paltry 35 per cent and there was widespread talk that he would 
not seek re-election in 1984. Twenty-two months later he won  
a second term by one of the largest electoral victories in U.S.  
history. Reagan’s re-election hopes rose as the economy recovered 
by the summer of 1983 and launched what became one of the 
longest economic expansions in modern American history.

Bill Clinton also suffered a stunning midterm election loss in 1994 
when Republicans took control of the House of Representatives 
after forty straight years of Democrat rule. Yet, he easily won 
a second term – something no other Democrat has done since 
Franklin D. Roosevelt. Clinton wisely triangulated policy issues  
and effectively captured the centre.

‘I’m not Bush’

Critically important to Obama, Americans did not vote for 
Republicans in 2010; rather, they voted against Democrats and 
their agenda. Should the Republicans botch the opportunity they 
have been given over the next two years, Americans, especially 
independent voters, will once again toss the bums out and look to 
Obama and the Democrats for solutions. Such is life in a two party 
system.

Ap: 2010no78
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G8 leaders. The author argues a weakened Obama results in a stronger position for European countries and the EU:  

“Europe can push back on U.S. action with little to no consequences” (photo: White House/Pete Souza)

Debate

A review of the 2008 election in light of the 2010 election 
makes it clear that, contrary to popular belief, Americans did not 
vote for Obama. They voted against the Republicans and, more 
specifically, President George W. Bush. On September 16, 2008, 
based upon the aggregate polling at the website RealClearPolitics.
com, John McCain polled ahead of Obama 46.3 per cent to 45 
per cent. One day before, on September 15, 2008, financial giant 
Lehman Brothers filed 
for bankruptcy, sending 
shockwaves through the 
financial markets. The 
Dow Jones Industrial 
Average plummeted 
by 1,000 points. By 
September 17, 2008, 
Obama took the lead in 
the polls and rode the 
‘I’m not Bush’ wave into 
the White House.

Obama severely, but not without good reason, misread his victory 
as one about him and so governed over the last two years as if he 
had a mandate for liberal-progressive changes. In the rear view 
mirror of 2010, the reality is that any Democrat likely would have 

won by the same margin as Obama won simply by not being the 
Republican candidate. Not even Reagan at his best could have 
beaten back the anti-Republican tide in 2008.

Should the Republicans similarly misread their victory this year 
as anything other than a vote against Obama and the Democrats, 
they will find themselves voted out of office in 2012 and suffering 
through a second Obama term. After all, unanimous polling data 
shows that Americans hold both political parties in low regard.

Blaming the rebuke: what Obama did not do…

Before apportioning too much blame to what Obama did to earn 
such a stunning rebuke, it is important to review what he did not 
do. He did not cause the recession experienced across America. 
The recession began before he became President due to the credit 
crisis created when the housing market and the financial market 
intertwined with it came crashing down after the Federal Reserve 
held interest rates too low for too long and regulators fell asleep 
at the wheel.

He did not cause the massive loss of jobs in most states. Many 
states had experienced fairly weak job markets since the dotcom 
and technology bubble crash of 2000. In Ohio, America’s seventh 

 Not even Reagan  

at his best could 

have beaten back the 

anti-Republican tide 

in 2008
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most populous state, the private sector job market reached a high 
of just over 4.8 million jobs in March 2000. Today, there are a 
mere 117,000 more private sector jobs in Ohio than there were in 
January 1990.

Obama did not place America neck deep in the quicksand that is 
Afghanistan. As the longest war fought by the United States, the 
war in Afghanistan stretches back to October 2001 and very few 
experts see any realistic near-term end to that war. With mounting 
fatalities and no clear path to victory, Obama faces stark choices 
no matter what he does.

He did not alter many of the key Bush policies in prosecuting  
the war on terror. The detention of dangerous al-Qaeda members 
at Guantanamo Bay remains active, the Patriot Act’s key tools  
continue to be used by law enforcement to detect terrorist  
activity, and cruise missiles strike terrorist targets across the 
globe when necessary.

…and what he did

So, what did Obama do to turn independents and moderate 
Democrats against him just two years after his storybook victory? 
He did too much. I realise that sentence sounds odd, but at a time 
of economic uncertainty when millions of Americans were scared 
about their jobs, financial stability, and families, Obama pushed 
legislation that magnified their uncertainty.

First, he pushed through a nearly $1 trillion stimulus package that 
did little other than further stimulate the coffers of the public 
sector unions. Instead of limiting unemployment to the eight per 
cent that his economic team promised, unemployment surged past 
ten per cent. Ohio has lost another 146,900 private sector jobs 
since Obama signed the stimulus package into law.

Next, Obama pushed for cap and trade climate change legislation 
that would further harm the U.S. economy. In Ohio, 83 per cent of 
our power comes from coal- and gas-fired power plants, so placing 
a tax on fossil fuels would dramatically increase the cost of power 
for Ohio’s manufacturing and consumers. With the Republican 
gains in the U.S. Senate, the failed Copenhagen climate summit  
in December 2009 likely means the end to any global agreement 
on climate change for the foreseeable future.

In an effort to pay back the labour unions that spent tens of mil-
lions getting him elected, Obama pushed for card-check legislation 
that would make it much easier for labour unions to unionize pri-
vate sector companies. The move comes when for the first time the 
number of union members in the public sector exceeds the number 
of union members in the private sector. Among the fifty states, 
those states that protect a workers right not to join a union 

experienced more than twice the job growth since 1990 than the 
states, like Ohio, with compulsory union members requirements.

Contrary to the steps taken by Germany and the United Kingdom, 
Obama and the Federal Reserve pushed out programme after 
programme that further delayed the deleveraging needed to get 
America growing again. One of the key problems that led to the 
economic crisis was the American consumers’ use of credit – on 
cards and from equity in homes – to buy cars they couldn’t afford, 
live lifestyles well-beyond their economic means, and own homes 
above their income capabilities dependent upon ever-rising prices. 
Rather than let the market quickly and painfully correct these 
credit issues, Obama stalled America’s recovery by government 
intervention. 

Finally, the tumultuous passage of Obama’s health care legisla-
tion served as the nail in his coffin for many Americans. Despite 
polls consistently showing a majority of Americans opposed to the 

federalization of health 
care, the Democrats 
forced through the 
legislation. As the law 
becomes more fully 
understood, its unpopu-
larity rises. Just today 
my family learned that 
our health care premiums 
would be increasing in 
2011 due to the coverage 
mandates in the new 
health care law.

Beyond these policy missteps, Obama and his family committed 
the cardinal sin in American politics: appearing to be disconnected 
from the economic realities of most Americans. Just as President 
George H.W. Bush famously appeared not to know what a grocery 
story scanner was during the 1992 “It’s the Economy, Stupid!” 
presidential election, the Obama’s have spent large amounts of 
time on vacation in elite places like Martha’s Vineyard and Spain, 
acquired designer label clothes and shoes, used Air Force One for a 
date night in New York City at a cost of millions to taxpayers, and 
played 53 rounds of golf in just 21 months.

As silly as it may seem, the symbolic gesture of a president who 
‘feels our pain’ is vitally important to Americans. That emotional 
bond is the only thing that saved President Clinton from being 
convicted after he was impeached. He felt our pain and Americans 
rewarded him for that act by standing by him. Obama utterly fails 
to connect at that level and instead callously goes golfing or 
vacationing like a king or despot who cares little that his subjects 
are losing their jobs and homes.

Any progress on 
climate change, 

human rights and 
other key European 

issues is dead on 
arrival over the next 

two years
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Impact on foreign relations

The impact Obama’s weakened presidency and the Republican 
resurgence have on Europe and the transatlantic alliance is likely 
a mixed bag. On the positive side, the Republicans likely will halt 
or slow the Federal Reserve’s plan to weaken the dollar, thereby 
positively impacting the trade landscape with the Euro. Because 
Europe’s recovery is so dependent on Germany’s recovery, the 
dollar-Euro exchange rate should aid the export-driven nature of 
the German economy.

Diplomatically, a weakened Obama means a strengthened David 
Cameron, Angela Merkel, Nicholas Sarkozy, and European Union. 
Given that he already has a strained relationship with Merkel and 
Sarkozy, stronger European relations are not likely. This temporary 
slide means Europe can push back on U.S. action with little to no 
consequences. The recent outburst regarding compliance with U.S. 
international flight requirements is a good example of how Europe 
can assert itself more aggressively against the American hegemon.

On the negative side, the hopes for great changes that many 
Europeans had with Obama’s election have been dashed. Any 
progress on climate change, human rights, the war on terror, and 
other key European issues is dead on arrival over the next two 
years.

Obama’s foreign policy weakness also means a stronger Russia, 
China, North Korea, Iran, Pakistan, Somalia, and Yemen. Should 
regional instability occur, the fragile global economy could slide 
back into recession, which would devastate the already weak 
recoveries in the U.S. and Europe.

After finally getting a U.S. president interested in Europe, 
Europeans will have to wait for a second Obama term for any 
extensive visits to Europe. For the next two years, Obama will be 
forced to focus on domestic policies related almost entirely to job 
creation. It goes without saying that Obama’s odds of winning 
re-election are almost entirely dependent on a much stronger job 
market in America.

Another potential negative consequence related to the jobs issue 
will be if Obama finally submits the free trade agreements with 
Columbia and South Korea to the U.S. Senate for ratification, 
which would increase competition with European countries.

In other foreign policy arenas, Obama’s first two years have  
been utter failures. His attempts at extending an olive branch 
to Iran with the hope that he’d get positive reactions from the 
Iranians have resulted in a near-nuclear Iran that has paid few 
consequences for its increased nuclear activity.

The likelihood of peace between Israel and the Palestinians has 
grown dimmer, as Obama’s weak and sporadic actions have left a 
void filled by more tension between and arbitrage by the parties. 

In many ways, Obama’s first two years have the look and feel  
of a Greek tragedy: the Hero rises from the masses to defeat op-
pressing forces, but then the Hero ignores warnings and suffers a 
tragic loss. Both Reagan and Clinton were able to come back from 
their losses and turn their Greek tragedies into comedies with both 
men having the last laugh. 

Unlike Reagan and Clinton, Obama’s highly partisan actions and 
aloofness towards Americans in fly-over country (those places 
between California and New York) may have permanently severed 
any connection he had with a majority of Americans. An economic 
recovery is certainly necessary for him to get re-elected, but it 
alone may not be enough.

Obama may find that he is like Icarus: once the veneer of  
competency and moderation come off his persona, no amount of 
action can save him from his fall. Should he become a one-term 
failed president, it won’t be Carter’s name people refer to anymore 
when talking about the worst modern president.

Time will soon tell if Obama was more myth than reality all along.

Matt A. Mayer is the President of The Buckeye Institute 

for Public Policy Solutions and a Visiting Fellow with  

The Heritage Foundation. He is a 2006 American 

Memorial Marshall Fellow with the German Marshall 

Fund of the United States.
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Transatlantic relations 
after the U.S. midterm 
elections

President Obama has paid the high price of incumbency in a bad economy. The Democratic Party that he leads 
has lost control of the House of Representatives to the Republicans due almost entirely to the fact that the 
United States, having barely survived parallel crises in the banking and housing sectors, is only slowly moving  
out of a deep recession. In addition to losing control of the House, where all legislation must originate, the 
Democrats are left with a razor-thin margin in the Senate. 

However, the President emerged from the “shellacking,” as he put 
it, with at least one major foreign policy strength: the European 
allies of the United States and leaders of democracies around the 
world hope for and will likely support Obama’s efforts to recover 
from the setback and return to the presidency in the 2012 elec-
tions. This would not guarantee the President any additional votes 
at home, but it would facilitate U.S. international leadership 
which might, in turn, strengthen the President’s image with the 
American electorate.

Republican strategy of opposition

On the November 2 voting day in the United States, it seemed 
irrelevant to most Americans that the recession not only was, in 
part, a normal cyclical development but also one whose intensity 
was heightened by the policies of the previous administration – a 
Republican one. As U.S. President Harry Truman famously said, 
the buck stops at the desk of the President, and it was President 
Obama who was held to blame for not leading Americans out of 
trouble and into the promised-land.

The extremely slow recovery from the recession, particularly in 
the employment sector, combined with the housing crisis in which 
thousands of Americans lost their homes, created a mood of  
anxiety and anger across the United States. This mood was  

directed not only at President Obama but at incumbents in gener-
al, particularly those who had been in control the past two years. 
It gave rise to a ‘Tea Party,’ named in honour of the Boston Tea 
Party that in 1773 famously emptied the tea cargo of three British 
ships into Boston harbor in protest of British colonial taxing poli-
cies. The Tea Party movement at its core is populated by members 
of the far-right wing of the Republican Party, and a variety of 
anti-big government advocates, but the movement also gave voice 
to millions of Americans who were unhappy, fearful, and looking 
for someone to blame.

The Republican Party played the situation brilliantly. After 
Obama’s big win in 2008, which swept the Democratic Party to 
dominant positions in the Senate and the House, the Republicans 
decided to oppose virtually everything the President hoped to ac-
complish. That way, they could claim not to be responsible for the 
crisis, even though it was the foreign (Iraq War) and domestic (tax 
cuts and deficit spending) policies of a Republican administration 
that led to the onset of the financial and economic crises. 

Ironically, as the end of the election campaign neared, John 
Boehner – set to become the speaker of the new Republican-
controlled House of Representatives – acknowledged that “these 
problems did not start under President Obama,” but argued that  
a Republican-led Congress would move in new directions.

Stanley R. Sloan
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President Barack Obama delivers remarks to service members and civilians during a visit to U.S. Marine Corps Base Camp Lejeune. National security 

could prove an important subject for Obama to establish a bipartisan relationship with Congress (photo: U.S. Marine Corps/Michael J. Ayotte)
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Impact on U.S.-European relations

What does all this mean for U.S.-European relations and NATO? 
Does it matter and, if so, why?

The political circumstances of the leading country in the trans-
atlantic relationship, as well as the position of its leader, are 
of more than casual interest to allies and fellow leaders. If the 
United States is so conflicted politically that it cannot deal  
effectively with international challenges, the Alliance and its 
members, who expect American leadership (even when they resent 
it), could suffer. 

Initially, the new American political reality should have no 
significant impact on U.S.-European relations. The United States 
and President Obama will not change their approach to allies and 
fellow transatlantic leaders. Obama will not betray any weakness 
of the country, or of himself personally, but will instead put on 
a confident face toward the outside world. He may even con-
tinue to explain that this is a normal consequence of democracy. 
Other allies have experienced political swings and distortions 
and remained loyal to the Alliance. In spite of political shifts in 
Washington, he may argue, the U.S. commitment to the Alliance 
remains shared by the administration and the Republican and 
Democratic leaders in Congress.

And, the tendency to minimise the impact will be well-founded  
in historical experience. In spite of swings left and right, the 
country will be governed from the centre. But will such denials 
tell the whole story, and what should Europeans be looking for as 
signs of politically-produced change? 

First, nobody should see the outcome as a permanent swing to the 
right in the United States. The Tea Party does not likely represent a 
long-term national movement. Its current prominence reflects tradi-
tional and legitimate concern in the American electorate about big 
government and excessive government spending, but the movement 
itself will find its influence diminished as the economy improves 
over time. Those candidates who considered themselves Tea Partiers 
and won their races may find it much more difficult in practice to 
turn the rhetoric that got them elected into pragmatic policies and 
enforceable legislation. Reality will impose itself. 

In addition, if Republican control of the House does end up reduc-
ing government programs and services, there may be a significant 
backlash from Americans who are prepared to vote against ‘big 
government’ but are barely aware how their lives could be affected 
by the loss of some government services. The less that is done 
with federal spending, the more that will be left for state and lo-
cal governments to finance. The inevitable result will be conflicted 
choices between increasing taxes or reducing basic services in 
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health care, road repair, fire and police protection, and the like. 
Tea Party candidates who won election to the House or Senate 
may be revealed as much better at protesting the status quo than 
finding new solutions for national problems.

The midterm elections, however, did bring transatlantic relations 
to a new period in European perceptions of the United States. 
Following eight years of widespread European revulsion at the 
policies and personality of George W. Bush, most Europeans in 
2008 supported the candidacy of Barack Obama, who promised not 
only a change of political parties in the United States but also a 
welcome change of personalities: from ‘in your face,’ ‘take it or 
leave it’ approaches to a ‘let’s talk it over’ style.

Obama’s victory in 2008 initiated a brief but much-needed ‘hon-
eymoon’ atmosphere in U.S. relations with its European allies. 
Granted, it was clear that, as time went by, Europeans would realise 
that Obama’s less abrasive, more cooperative style would not mean 
that the United States would completely change directions on every 
policy that troubled Europeans. Under Obama, the United States 
did accelerate the withdrawal from combat operations in Iraq, and 
headed toward clos-
ing the Guantanamo 
prison for terrorist 
suspects, both of which 
pleased Europeans. 
And, most Europeans 
were impressed that the 
President actively sought 
to improve health care 
in the United States, 
which lagged far behind 
Europe in the availability 
of health care services 
for its citizens. 

However, many Europeans shared the disappointment of the 
President’s supporters on the left who felt that he had been too 
slow to change many Bush era policies and settled for too little in 
the health care plan that finally passed Congress. The President, 
after perhaps lifting expectations too high with his soaring rheto-
ric and inspirational story, governed pragmatically, taking what 
the political realities would allow. That approach meant that the 
United States did not move nearly as aggressively on environmen-
tal protection issues as many in Europe would have liked. But had 
he done so, the midterm losses of the Democrats might have been 
even more substantial.

In any case, the end of the U.S.-European honeymoon had come 
some time before the midterm elections, and the relationship had 
settled into a more ‘normal’ status: neither excessively expectant 

nor particularly troubled, with old familiar issues like burden-shar-
ing on the table and problems being ‘managed’ rather than solved.

Now, Europeans will have to decide what United States they 
would like to see down the road. Would an Obama failure produce 
an outcome more conducive to European interests? Would a new 
Republican president in 2013 improve transatlantic relations? 
Would a growing ‘Tea Party’ role in American politics yield the kind 
of American leadership that would benefit European interests?

The answers to these questions seem quite obvious. Some 
Europeans might seize on the current troubles of the United States 
as evidence of American decline and inspiration for Europe to get 
its act together sufficiently to pick up pieces of global leadership 
that the United States lets drop by the roadside. Among these, 
there might even be some sense of gratification that the rise of 
the Tea Party demonstrates the real nature of the United States – 
a country motivated by different values than Europe, that would 
always put its own interests first and which would therefore be an 
unreliable partner in the future. 

The majority of Europeans and most European governments, 
however, would likely prefer that Obama is sufficiently successful 
at home to be a creative and helpful partner in the transatlantic 
relationship, providing just enough leadership to make coopera-
tion work but not so much as to conflict with European sensibili-
ties about being dominated by American power.

Pragmatic Europeans might even see the possible advantages for 
Obama and for U.S.-European relations just below the surface of 
the apparently disastrous electoral outcome. The new political re-
alities in Congress may liberate Obama from some of the demands 
of the far left of the Democratic Party, and open the way for the 
President to create a centrist coalition on a number of issues, 
including defence, arms control, taxes, and government spend-
ing. This avenue could be opened in part by the obvious cracks in 
Republican unity that will find many centrist Republicans chal-
lenged by new Tea Party Members of Congress. Kentucky Senator-
elect Rand Paul and other Tea Partiers have already made it clear 
that they will not only disagree with some traditional Republican 
approaches to national issues, but may refuse to be co-opted by 
the Republican establishment. They won’t be told when to “sit 
down and shut up.”

Of course, whether or not Obama can construct successful domes-
tic and international strategies based on the new and more com-
plex political nexus will depend on how he interprets the meaning 
of the election outcome and how he decides to deal with the new 
political realities. Already, Republican commentators argue that 
the President is inclined to believe that the main failure was in 
not explaining his policies and objectives sufficiently, suggesting 

Tea Partiers won’t 

be told when to “sit 

down and shut up”
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Rand Paul, incoming Senator of Kentucky, is a libertarian and affiliates with the Tea Party. He and other Tea Partiers pledged they won’t be told when 

to “sit down and shut up” by the Republican establishment (photo: Wikimedia Commons/Gage Skidmore)
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that he does not really 
‘gets it.’ However, those 
that make this accusation 
perhaps are underestimat-
ing the President, whom 
the well-respected political 
commentator David Broder 
describes as “much smarter 
than his challengers in 
either party.”1

This said, even with the 
best of will on both sides 
of the Atlantic, there are 
issues that could prove 
troubling, if not divisive, 
for U.S.-European relations 
over the next two years. 
First, the Afghanistan net-
tle remains a difficult issue 
between the United States 
and its European allies, as 
well as within governments 
and electorates. 

There is a general con-
sensus on the strategy: 
weaken the Taliban and 
Al-Qaeda so substan-
tially and strengthen the 
government in Kabul, as 
distasteful as that might 
be, so that Afghans can 
take over their own inter-
nal security with minimal 
outside assistance as soon 
as possible. 

The difference, obviously, is over which allied countries will bear 
what burdens. Budget pressures in the United States will cre-
ate new realities for U.S. defence spending. On the President’s 
left, there will be pressure to cut defence spending to save social 
programs. On the President’s right, there will be support for 
continued and even increased defence spending from ‘traditional’ 
Republicans and moderate Democrats. However, the Tea Partiers on 
the Republican right have already warned that defence spending is 
on the table as part of their agenda for deep cuts in government 
spending. These pressures will inevitably lead the administration 
to look for as much allied help in Afghanistan and elsewhere as it 
can promote or coerce. The old burden-sharing issues for the alli-
ance have never really gone away.

Obama’s trump cards: getting tough with Iran…

Another, perhaps potentially more difficult issue, is how to deal 
with Iran. The Obama administration has essentially continued the 
Bush administration’s approach of imposing increasingly demand-
ing sanctions on Iran while keeping military intervention on the 
table but largely in a last-resort status.

Lindsay Graham, a pro-defence Republican moderate Senator, has 
already said that one of the factors that could produce re-election 
for President Obama would be a strong policy on Iran. Graham has 
argued that should Iran develop a nuclear weapons capability,  
he would advise Obama to “not just neutralize their nuclear pro-
gram… but to sink their navy, destroy their air force and deliver  
a decisive blow to the Revolutionary Guard.”2. Such a U.S. strategy 
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Jemenitische kinderen halen water. De hoofdstad van Jemen, Sanaa, dreigt de eerste stad ter wereld zonder water te worden (foto: UN Photo)

Debate

might find a few secret admirers in a few European capitals, 
but would more generally raise alarms all over Europe. However, 
this approach cannot be totally discounted because Graham and 
likeminded Republicans, including Senator John McCain of Arizona, 
are top candidates for any attempt by Obama to build bipartisan 
coalitions with Republicans on domestic and foreign issues. 

Moreover, the aforementioned commentator David Broder has sug-
gested that the Iran challenge could turn out to be Obama’s trump 
card for re-election. Broder has written that 

“With strong Republican support in Congress for challenging 
Iran’s ambition to become a nuclear power, he can spend much 
of 2011 and 2012 orchestrating a showdown with the mullahs. 
This will help him politically because the opposition party 
will be urging him on. And, as tensions rise and we accelerate 
preparations for war, the economy will improve.”3

While moving toward a 
confrontation with Iran 
would help the President 
with the opposition, he 
would encounter scepti-
cism from the left wing 
of his own party, and 
that scepticism would be 
reflected in the reactions 
of many Europeans as 
well. The broad European 
preference for non-mili-
tary policies toward Iran and tendency to accept the inevitability 
of an Iranian bomb, would put the United States at odds with 
many of its European allies. 

…and the ‘employment tour’

Finally, economic and financial issues will continue to pose 
challenges to leaders on both sides of the Atlantic, as differ-
ent philosophies and circumstances produce different and even 
conflicting responses to the recession. Already, European financial 
officials object to U.S. attempts to weaken the dollar to help 
increase U.S. sales overseas and, therefore, strengthen production 
and employment in the United States. The U.S. response is that, in 
the long run, a strong U.S. recovery will benefit all members of the 
international economic system, as a return to economic growth 
and consumer spending in the United States will contribute to 
strengthening the global economy. 

In the wake of the midterm elections, Obama left on a long-
planned Asian tour, including participation in a G-20 summit 
in Seoul, South Korea. Prior to his departure, the impact of the 

elections was made clear as Obama explained that the main focus 
of his visits to India, Indonesia, Japan and South Korea would 
be lobbying for international agreements and deals that would 
increase American jobs. It became the ‘employment tour,’ both 
in terms of political spin and focus of discussions with partner 
states.

Perhaps the economic and financial issues are, in the near term, 
the most important for the transatlantic relationship. However, 
differences between the United States and other G-20 countries 
over money issues will be compromised, mainly because the United 
States, the European Union and other global economic powers will 
have no choice but to make the system work, even if the routes 
taken don’t all suit everyone in the near term. 

The bottom line, then, is that President Obama and his admin-
istration will continue to pursue close and cooperative relations 
with the European allies of the United States. Perhaps he needs 
supportive allies more than he did before, but the allies, for their 
part, need a reliable, capable and effective American partner. 
The midterm elections did not change this reality, even if they 
changed part of the political milieu in which the goal of trans-
atlantic comity must be pursued.

Stan Sloan is head of the Atlantic Community Initiative 

and author of Permanent Alliance? NATO and the 

Transatlantic Bargain from Truman to Obama (Continuum: 

2010). He is a member of the International Advisory Board 

of Atlantisch Perspectief.
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Analysis

The Dutch mission  
in Uruzgan1 

In the past, military defeat has led to resignations of Ministers of Defence. But in February this year, it was 
the first time a ruling party, the Social Democrats (PvdA), brought down the coalition government, as protest 
against extending a military mission. This historical moment even inspired the Taliban to congratulate the Social 
Democrats: ‘we congratulate the Dutch for this courageous and independent decision,’2 said Taliban spokesman 
Qari Yusuf Ahmadi. The Taliban hope other countries will follow the Dutch example. After four years of intensive 
commitment to the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF), the mission of around 2,000 Dutch soldiers 
in the Afghan province Uruzgan ended. On August 1, the last troops of Taskforce Uruzgan (TFU) transferred 
command to American forces.

Between 2006 and 2010 The Netherlands were active as lead nation 
in Uruzgan. Thousands of soldiers and dozens of civilian personnel 
contributed significantly to ISAF. Initially, rotations of 1,200 to 
1,400 soldiers would serve in Uruzgan, a figure that rose to almost 
2,000. The Dutch suffered 24 fatal casualties.

What exactly did the Dutch troops do in Uruzgan? How was the 
mission presented, which discussions were held over definitions 
and terminology? An what happened during these four years?  
Only rarely did military deployment lead to such intense discussion 
as did TFU, in the media as well as in politics. The Netherlands 
invested heavily in this operation. Many more soldiers were  
deployed than in previous years, and Dutch soldiers did not  
engage in combat so often since the Korean War.

This article analyses the recent history of the Dutch mission in 
Uruzgan, both the political-strategic and the operational and tactical 
aspects. First, the focus lies on the political discussion and the nature 
of the mission. Second, some actual TFU operations will be examined.

The mission: decision to deploy

Deploying the armed forces is not the prerogative of the admin-
istration alone. Support of Parliament is required. The process 
of ‘framing’ a foreign crisis as a national security issue or as an 

obligation as a respectable ally is therefore the first political step 
to persuade Parliament. Military expert Frank Kitson observed this 
as early as 1977:

“The first thing that must be apparent when contemplating  
the sort of action which a government facing insurgency 
should take, is that there can be no such thing as a purely 
military solution because insurgency is not primarily a military 
activity.”3 

This quote relates to executing counterinsurgency (COIN) missions  
on the operational and tactical level, but it also applies to the 
national level of decision-making and communication process. 
Also the U.S. Government Counterinsurgency Guide, published in 
2010, recognised this issue: “a COIN strategy is only as good as 
the political plan at its heart.”4 Government officials need a clear 
political plan and accompanying communication strategy, both for 
themselves and for Parliament.

How did that go in the Netherlands? From the beginning, TFU 
was part of the ISAF operation aimed at combating international 
terrorism and stabilising the Afghan region. That was also how 
the Dutch participation was presented. On 22 December 2005, in 
an article-100 declaration, the Dutch government Ministers Henk 
Kamp (Defence), Ben Bot (Foreign Affairs) and Agnes van Ardenne 
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U.S. Navy Seabees erect an exterior wall for a Southwest Asian Hut on Kandahar Air Field, Afghanistan. The Dutch mission in Uruzgan was mista-

kenly viewed as just a ‘reconstruction’ mission (photo: U.S. Navy/Vuong Ta)
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(Development Cooperation) informed the Second Chamber (Dutch 
House of Representatives) of the mission in Uruzgan. The aim of 
the mission, described in the declaration, was in accordance with 
the ISAF mandate. The Netherlands were thus not officially at war; 
Article 96 of the Constitution did not come into effect. It was in 
the first place a question of promoting good governance, setting 
up efficient police and armed forces and assisting in the build-
ing of a constitutional state, as well as carrying out CIMIC and 
reconstruction activities.

The linkage between bringing stability, security and reconstruction 
was recognised early by the three Ministers. In a letter sent to the 
Second Chamber on 22 December 2005, they wrote:

‘The stabilisation and reconstruction of Afghanistan, especially 
in the south, where the Taliban has its origin, is of the great-
est importance for the promotion of international order and 
the fight against international terrorism which also threatens 
Europe. In view of that importance the government considers 
the risks [of the mission] acceptable.’5

The Ministers also stated that without a certain level of security, 
economic reconstruction could not start. This observation was in 
line with the prevailing views on crisis management that security 
and stability are the pre-conditions for lasting development. 

In February 2006 the Second Chamber decided that Dutch soldiers 
should be sent under the flag of the TFU to Uruzgan province in 
the south of Afghanistan. The plan was that the Dutch troops 
would take over two bases in Uruzgan. From there they would 
gradually extend their influence and in so doing promote security 
and stability in the province. This would consequently facilitate 
the reconstruction to be carried out preferably in collaboration 
with Afghan and international organisations.

The mission: the debate

Immediately after the February decision a discussion about the 
nature of the mission took off, which was adopted and drama-
tised in the media. In the course of a general consultation in 
the Second Chamber on 22 February 2006, member Farah Karimi 
(Groenlinks; Green Party), for example, defined the Dutch deploy-
ment as a ‘combat mission,’ even before the first TFU rotation 
became operational. The term ‘combat mission’ was then taken up 
by other opposition parties (the SP and later also by D66 and the 
PVV), heralding the beginning of a long discussion over the mis-
sion – a discussion which centred on the (supposed) opposition 
between the terms ‘reconstruction mission’ and ‘combat mission.’

Critics in Parliament were mostly afraid the Dutch reconstruction 
activities would overlap with the American combat operations 
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carried out under Operation Enduring Freedom. Dutch soldiers 
were supposed to build schools, promote women’s emancipation 
and invest in local government – and rather not fight too much. 
Conservative parties denounced this ‘soft’ approach en doubted 
the usefulness of one-sided humanitarian activities in a country  
so deeply divided and scourged by armed conflicts.

Ministers Bot and Van Middelkoop tried to turn the tide by point-
ing out that the government had never alleged it was a matter of 
such a simplistic opposition. But the harm was already done. Not 
only in public debate but also in the media the TFU was increas-
ingly discussed in terms of this opposition.

The armed forces themselves tried to avoid this narrowing of vision 
by making it clear that many options were open at the same time. 
On the question of whether it should be a combat mission or a re-
construction mission the commander of TFU-1, Colonel Theo Vleugels, 
replied: ‘We are going to do what is necessary and possible.’6 
Major-General Ton van Loon, commander of Regional Command-
South (RC-South) from 1 November 2006 to 1 May 2007, also avoided 
getting dragged into the discussion then being conducted in the 
Netherlands: ‘We must also be prepared, in certain places where we 
cannot construct, to fight in order to achieve that security.’7 The 
commander of TFU-2, Colonel Hans van Griensven, commented: ‘The 
words “reconstruction mission” and “combat mission”, and their 
interpretation do not exist in our Defence Doctrine.’8 In the years 
immediately following, Defence tried to break out of this polarised 
discussion. On 5 October 2007 General Dick Berlijn, then Commander 
of the Armed Forces, let it be known that he was not at all happy 
with the term ‘reconstruction mission.’ Minister Van Middelkoop 
stressed that the mission in south Afghanistan should be character-
ised neither as a ‘reconstruction mission’ nor as a ‘combat mission.’

These nuances had little effect, however. The contradiction be-
tween combat and reconstruction remained forcefully in the public 
conceptualisation and debates. Why was there so little room and 
understanding for the nuances?

The mission as a COIN campaign

It is remarkable that Dutch government Ministers, both before 
and outside Parliament, avoided the use of the concept of COIN 
as much as they could. COIN is present in all ISAF documents, for 
example in the Tactical Directive of COM ISAF. But compared to 
debates in Great Britain, France or the U.S., COIN seems to have 
a negative connotation in the Netherlands. After all, COIN also 
stood for offensive, kinetic operations. Instead of COIN, the gov-
ernment introduced the ‘3D concept’: the trinity of Development, 
Diplomacy and Defence, which sounded much better than the mili-
taristic term ‘counterinsurgency,’ according to Dutch politicians. 
However, the Adviesraad Internationale Vraagstukken (AIV; Advisory 

Council on International Affairs) concluded that the 3D-approach 
only served to increase the confusion, since it was not backed by 
any doctrine and could be interpreted at liberty.9

Yet a uniform political description of the mission as a COIN opera-
tion would have been the best choice. Other descriptions raised the 
wrong expectations. COIN indicates that besides civil and adminis-
trative activities, combat is necessary as well. Reconstruction, how-
ever, suggests a population welcomes foreign units. The gap between 
expectations in the Netherlands and actual practice in Afghanistan 
thus widened. In 2006, 36 per cent of the population supported 
the mission, 26 per cent did not.10 In 2009, the figure opposing the 
mission rose to forty per cent, while the support dropped to 33 per 
cent.11 In 2009 only ten per cent of the population believed the 
mission in Afghanistan would help reduce the risk of terrorist attacks 
in the Netherlands – whereas this had exactly been the claim of the 
government officials who wrote the decision to deploy.

Historian Christ Klep has convincingly argued that whenever a peace 
mission fails to turn out as outlined in advance, such a gap between 
image and reality (which is ultimately the result of unclear concep-
tual thinking and decision-making) can lead to enormous tensions 
and dramatic consequences. In other words: by clearly defining 
the mission as a COIN operation, political and public support and 
knowledge can be mobilised to gain the necessary combination of 
administrative, military and humanitarian aspects of the mission. 
Furthermore, commanders in the field won’t have to face constant 
scrutiny from a Second Chamber, which incorrectly believes military 
operations are not connected to humanitarian activities.

The confusion about the exact nature of the Dutch mission even ex-
isted within the military trade union: Wim van den Burg, the chair-
man of the military trade union in the Netherlands, publicly objected 
against prolongation of the mission with the argument that Dutch 
soldiers could not be asked to give their lives for a corrupt govern-
ment – signalling that he measured success of the mission against 
the level of democratisation in Afghanistan. However, democratisa-
tion was never explicitly formulated as a goal of the mission.

The AIV concluded in April 2009 that better communication was 
essential. Maintaining broad and vague concepts would not only 
keep the confusion and polarised discussion in place, but would 
also keep raising the wrong expectations at a time when demo-
cratic legitimacy and public-political support for a military mission 
were crucial. 

It was not only the Dutch government that failed to convince 
its population of the necessity of the mission in Uruzgan. Lord 
Robertson, NATO Secretary General from 1999 to 2004, signalled 
during a speech in March 2010 that the Alliance was ‘on the edge 
of a precipice’: 
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A U.S. Army soldier fires a mortar round. Combat is an integral part of COIN operations,  

including the Dutch mission in Afghanistan (photo: U.S. Army/Joshua Grenier) 

“If these two robust allies [The Netherlands and Canada] and 
those who may be thinking of doing the same, and addition-
ally those who contribute less than they should, can all shy 
away from their obligation stemming from the decision taken 
unanimously in 1993, what is it other than a crisis?”12

This does not mean that ending TFU and the declining support 
in Europe for the war in Afghanistan could only be blamed on an 
inadequate communication strategy. There are sufficient concrete 
political and military arguments to justify withdrawal. Participation 
in ISAF was and still is a political choice, rather than inescapable 
necessity. Still, the right display of the goal and nature of the 
mission and a clear and uniform presentation thereof to the people 
would have narrowed the gap between public expectations and 
military reality. This would have sobered down the political and 
sometimes heated debate about prolongation of the mission.

What then could the government have made clear? First of all that 
TFU would be in a COIN campaign from the very start in 2006. 
The U.S. Government Counterinsurgency Guide defines COIN as the 
“blend of comprehensive civilian and military efforts designed to 
simultaneously contain insurgency and address its root causes.”13 
Military doctrine often uses the definition of the American Joint 
Publication 1-02: “counterinsurgency is military, paramilitary, 
political, economic, psychological, and civic actions taken by a 
government to defeat insurgency.”14 The common definition of the 
Dutch armed forces is similar to the one of Joint Publication 1-02.

Counterinsurgency is thus directed not primarily at the elimina-
tion of insurgents themselves (an enemy-centric approach), but 
at the security of the population (a population-centric approach). 
As Major-General Mart de Kruif, the Dutch commander of RC-South 
from November 2008 until November 2009, put it: ‘Yes, we shall 
kill evil-doers, but the centre of gravity [of our mission] lies in 
protecting the population.’15 The final outcome of a successful
counterinsurgency campaign is a legitimate, sovereign government 
in the eyes of the population, that can ensure effective adminis-
tration and can independently reduce the insurgency to – or main-
tain it at – an acceptable level. In operations like the mission in 
Afghanistan, there was a clear hierarchy of aims: the political goal 
stood first and foremost, while the approach, the way in which 
the diplomatic, military, and development means are deployed, is 
secondary to this primary goal – thus this completely matched the 
definition of a COIN operation.

Moreover, the government could have expressed there was no such 
thing as a typical Dutch approach in the south of Afghanistan. 
Dutch strategy was not ‘softer’ or more focused on dialogue than 
the strategy of other states. It was a classic COIN approach, derived 
from the so-called ‘inkspot approach,’ separated in phases of ‘shape-
clear-hold-build,’ in accordance with Field Manual 3-24. The ‘inkspot’ 

strategy was already discussed by 
Sir Robert Thompson in his stand-
ard work Defeating Communist 
Insurgency in 1966. This becomes 
clear when actual practice of the 
mission is examined, espe-
cially the large operations in the 
Baluchi Valley in the heart of 
Uruzgan, some twenty kilometres 
north of Tarin Kowt. 

Baluchi Valley

The Baluchi valley was already a stronghold of the Taliban before 
the arrival of the Dutch and Australian military. In July 2006 the 
Dutch commandos took part in Operation Perth, an ISAF operation 
led by the Australian Special Operations Task Group. The main aim of 
Operation Perth was to reduce the threat for Tarin Kowt and its sur-
rounding area by driving Taliban fighters out of the Baluchi valley. 
This was to prevent any threat arising to the construction of the 
Dutch camp in Tarin Kowt. The operation was successful, with 200 to 
300 enemy combatants being killed and the rest of the enemy flee-
ing the area. As a result of the operation the Baluchi pass was for 
the first time accessible for ISAF troops and freedom of movement 
was created in the valley around Chora, Surkh Murgab, and Khurma.

However, after a brief period following this operation the val-
ley was once again full of insurgents. As Major Joris correctly 
observed: ‘the enemy is fluid.’ Without a follow-up (hold), a sweep 
(clearing) operation has only a short-term effect. Driving out 
insurgents without the sufficient capacity – either on our part  
or that of the Afghan forces – to hold the area only leads to the 
territory falling into the hands of the enemy once more. It is  
then no more than a superficial area sweep. Colonel Theo Vleugels,  
the commander of TFU-1 said: ‘It’s like water: if you don’t stay  
it streams back.’16 This was an important lesson.

During Operation Perth the units did not get round to the second 
stage (the hold-phase), in which the emphasis falls on various 
non-kinetic efforts to win over the population. That was not their 
objective, as explained earlier. However, as a direct consequence 
of the operation ceasing after the ‘clear’ stage, the ISAF troops, 
and therefore also the TFU, had to take control of the region all 
over again a year after the initiation of Operation Perth. Only after 
two more operations, Spin Ghar and Tura Ghar, did they learn the 
lesson of securing and holding the area on a 24/7, permanent 
presence base, not only building strongholds at the entrances of 
the valley, but also establishing posts within the valley itself. For 
an analysis of the two other operations in the Baluchi-Valley, see 
George Dimitriu and Beatrice de Graaf, ‘The Dutch COIN approach: 
three years in Uruzgan, 2006-2009.’1
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Conclusion

The operations in the Baluchi valley demonstrated the TFU was 
indeed conducting a classical COIN-mission. TFU did draw that 
conclusion itself, learned from each previous operation and recog-
nised that liberating an area without following up by establishing 
a permanent presence delivered only short-term results. At this 
point, in fact, a permanent presence in an area became the basis 
of the planning and execution of operations. Operations should be 
directly followed by reconstruction activities as well as training of 
native armed forces and/or security personnel.

Al least as important, is the lesson that permanent presence is 
only possible when the political leadership and Parliament are 
familiar with what exactly a COIN operation is. Providing a few 
hundred troops for a quick sweep of an area and then expecting 
reconstruction to begin, appears a too simple version of reality. 
As things stood, permanent protection of the local population by 
Dutch forces was necessary, but with the current military capaci-
ties in mind, often an almost overstretching assignment. That 
does not mean success is impossible, but only in reach when a 
strong military presence is sustained over a longer period in a 
specific area. When political support is minimal from the start, 
when missions are presented as just ‘reconstruction’ or ‘training,’ 
the military nature of operations in a situation of permanent guer-
rilla will be ignored – and these operations will thus not achieve 
the overall goal of the mission: securing an area, protecting the 
population and ‘holding’ it over a longer period of time.

The most important lesson that can be drawn from ‘Uruzgan’ is 
therefore that the nature of COIN operations – especially the value 
of the ‘hold’-stage – should not only be trained in all levels of the 
armed forces, but should also be explained better to politicians 
and the public. Why should Dutch soldiers deploy in far and in-
hospitable lands, what exactly is the national security issue? And 
if decided to deploy: what does deployment mean in a situation 
where warlords and guerrillas operate among civilians? What does 
24/7 presence actually mean? How many troops are needed, for 
how much time? How much combat is acceptable? How long will  
it take before actual reconstruction can take off?

These questions have been answered too fast, simplistic and 
optimistic in the short history of Dutch deployment in Uruzgan. 
Nice, but rather vague metaphors and all-inclusive ‘3D approaches’ 
led to partisan political games, but did no justice to the military 
necessity of a specific execution and sufficient supervision of the 
chosen COIN strategy. They also did not create the support and 
understanding necessary to meet the requirements (like sufficient 
numbers of troops with a mandate for combat) needed for complex 
COIN operations. In short: when the Netherlands would like to 
keep expeditionary capabilities, it will not only require training 

of soldiers on the ground, but also statesmanship and clarity at 
the political leadership about the nature of the mission and the 
interests at stake.
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Tightening  
NATO’s belt

The global credit crisis has left most countries in the world with considerable economic problems, a growing 
deficit being only one of them. Governments try to retrench their spending where they can in order to make ends 
meet. Although most expenses are under reconsideration, defence budgets in particular seem to be hit hard.

the already skyrocketing deficit. Considering the fact that the 
U.S. accounts for just under half of the world’s military expen-
ditures ($549 billion in 2011), dwarfing even runner-up China 
which spends only a fifth of that amount2,the needs for drastically 
reviewing defence spending are clear. 

Secretary of Defense Robert Gates announced far-reaching budget 
cuts. “The culture of endless money that has taken hold must 
be replaced by a culture of savings and restraint,”3 he argued on 
a press conference in August. He said that the Department of 
Defense (DoD) was aiming on saving $100 billion in the next five 
years.

Several measures have been proposed to increase efficiency. 
Spending on private contractors will be reduced by thirty per cent. 
Curbs on military intelligence agencies, DoD staff and abolish-
ing around fifty high ranking officers positions, must add to that 
reduction. A freeze in the number of positions for the next three 
years, both in the DoD and in combatant commands is also part of 
the expenditure reduction. 

The most profound of all savings turned out to be the shedding 
of one of the ten military commands. The Joint Forces Command 
(JFCOM), which employs nearly 4,900 people and is responsible for 
$200 million in annual salary wages, will be eliminated entirely. 

Revising armed forces-related costs usually starts by optimis-
ing efficiency, so military obligations can still be maintained. 
However, in some of the current cases, the created savings are 
considered insufficient. Countries must therefore cut deeper, until 
inevitably some military commitments can no longer be met.

When NATO member countries are concerned, this development 
evidently has its effect on the Alliance. Secretary General Anders 
Fogh Rasmussen responded to this development on October 5th. 
He agreed reforms are necessary, but warned that too drastic 
measures could harm the Alliance. “There is a point where you are 
no longer cutting fat; you’re cutting into muscle, and then into 
bone,”1 he said.

This article aims to analyse the defence budget savings of the 
U.S., Great-Britain, France, Germany, The Netherlands and Greece, 
as well as those of the Alliance itself, in order to get an impres-
sion of how the economic crisis effects NATO.

United States

Arguably the most profound and probably the most influential cuts 
in military expenditures are those of the United States. Confronted 
with a collapsing banking system and high unemployment rates, 
president Obama pushed for an economic stimulus that increased 

Austerity measures  
in defence spending
Arno Hamar de la Brethonière and  
Raimond van Engelen
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The multi-disciplined combatant command will be dissolved and 
tasks that can’t be abandoned on the whole will be transferred to 
one of the other commands. Critics argue that this will be the case 
more often than not, and the generated savings will therefore not 
nearly be extensive enough to justify the loss of jobs.

Great Britain

Even before the Strategic Defence and Security Review (SDSR) pro-
posed significant restructuring of the armed forces, the economic 
restraints on the Ministry of Defence (MoD) were severe. It was 
long clear that a cut in the budget for the coming years would 
be coming. The huge cost overruns in major projects, such as the 
Nimrod maritime reconnaissance aircraft and the new Astute-class 
submarines have brought the MoD in serious financial troubles. 

Other major investments have to be done in the coming years to 
replace aging weapons systems. The nuclear arsenal (Trident sub-
marine-based missiles) and the aircraft carriers are near the end of 
their life-cycle. The outlook is bleak: the Nimrod-project is put on 
hold. Official statements point to safety issues as the reason, but 
it is widely believed the project will be terminated due to budget 
issues. One of the two ordered aircraft carriers will directly be put 
in ‘extended readiness,’ a euphemism for a conviction to the moth-
balls. The remaining carrier was to receive the naval variant of the 
Joint Strike Fighter, the F-35B. Due to the high costs of this fighter 
however, Britain considers ordering the F-35C variant instead. This 
means the aircraft carriers will either have to be fitted with cata-
pults or that they will carry only helicopters. The biggest project, 
an estimated m 100 billion in thirty years, is the replacement of 
the Trident nuclear missiles. Replacement has to start by 2024, but 
a decision has not yet been made. The new government postponed 
the decision date to the 2015-2030 period. 

Apart from cuts and cancellations in procurement programmes, 
the number of personnel and heavy equipment will have to be a 
decreased. The army will slim down with 7,000 to about 95,000 
personnel. The brunt of the reductions will be born by the main 
battle tank force and the artillery, which will have to shrink with 
forty per cent and thirty-five per cent respectively. The Royal Navy 
and RAF both have to slim down with 5,000 personnel. Finally, 
deals are planned with France, in order to cooperate in the fields 
of carrier capacity and the development and testing of new nu-
clear weapons. 

The SDSR is heavily criticised: there seems to be more focus on 
the financial aspects than on threat analysis. The SDSR looks like 
a review largely driven by the Treasury instead of the MoD. Critics 
state that these financial constraints will limit the ability to 
respond to any crisis and may even preclude operations like the 
Falklands War.

France

Also France, with its eight per cent overall budget deficit, does 
not escape cuts on defence spending. French Minister of Defence 
Hervé Morin said that “our sovereignty and influence are at stake: 
while military power is essential to our country, preventing the 
debt becoming unbearable is as well.” Morin has announced a m 

3.5 billion reduction in the planned budget, which would bring the 
budget for 2011 to just over m 30 billion.4 A large part of the re-
ductions will be compensated however by the sale of barracks and 
obsolete materiel. The planned lifetime of some older pieces of 
equipment will have to be extended and some update programmes 
will be cancelled. By doing this, the large equipment programmes 
will not be affected: France has orders running for new frigates, 
armoured vehicles, nuclear submarines and fighter aircraft. 

Other than some minor 
equipment programmes, 
orders will not be 
downsized. The total 
budget will still rise in 
2012, though this is 
not much more than 
an inflation correction. 
France seems to be 
the only major NATO 
country where the 
crisis doesn’t have a 
big impact on defence 

policy. According to the Ministry of Defence, the defence policy 
“is at the heart of the policy of growth and competitiveness of 
the government.”5 The cooperation projects with Great Britain 
are seen as an opportunity to improve European efficiency, not so 
much as a necessity. The economic crisis doesn’t seem to have any 
effect on the aspirations of France to be a great nation.

Germany

Germany also struggles with making the necessary choices. Talks 
about complete abolition of the military conscription have been 
going round in the corridors of the Ministry of Defence for months 
now, but only recently it became part of an official recommenda-
tion, provided by an independent commission of military experts. 

The key points of the commission’s advice are to drastically reduce 
the number of staff members, both civilian and military, and to 
eliminate the draft. The number of jobs at the Ministry of Defence 
should roughly be cut in half leaving only 3,000 positions, whereas 
the number of serving Bundeswehr soldiers could be reduced 
from 250,000 to 180,000. Additionally, civilian posts within the 
Bundeswehr ought to be narrowed down to 50,000 instead of the 
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current 75,000. But reform shouldn’t just mean cutting and slic-
ing. The commission also recommends increasing the number of 
troops available for serving abroad.

The Netherlands

The Dutch defence budget will shrink with m 640 million in 2011. 
This means an overall shrinkage of nearly eight per cent. The new 
coalition government has decided this in line with significant cuts 
in government budgets amounting m 18 billion. Big projects will 
not be cancelled but the procurement of certain weapon systems 
will most likely be scaled down in numbers. Even for the liberal 
party in parliament, the VVD, the number of F-35 fighter aircraft is 
not a taboo anymore. Initially, the Ministry of Defence had plans 
to acquire 114 F-35’s, but this was soon scaled down to 85 to fit 
the project’s budget.6 This would replace every F-16 with an F-35. 
Most likely, the actual number will lie in the 50-60 range. 

The economic crisis is not the only reason for this however. The 
reduced number of planned orders from other countries and the 
postponement of the introduction date have driven up the price per 
aircraft. Other big procurement projects, such as the NH-90 mari-
time helicopter, the Boxer and CV-90 infantry vehicles and the new 
patrol ships, will also continue. Scaling down the investment budget 
is inevitable, however. The Dutch capacities are already meagre at 
some points. The recent RUSI Whitehall Report shows the invest-
ment falls behind when taking the ambitions into account. Materiel 
investments have fallen steadily since the 90’s and are currently 
around fifteen per cent, whereas 25 is considered a minimum.7 

The new government will further reduce the investment budget 
with m 500 million, while it still has the ambition to be able to 
operate in every level of the violence spectrum. Organisations 
representing military officers and high level civil personnel have 
expressed great concerns about this. According to a recent union 
survey, 65 per cent of the soldiers think the budget cuts will have 
a negative effect on safety. More than fifty per cent say that they 
are already encountering problems in performing their tasks.8

Apart from materiel investments, the cuts will affect the number 
of jobs in the services. Up to 4,000 jobs may be lost. The new 
Defence Minister, Hans Hillen, has stated that when it’s up to him, 
this will be the last time the defence budget is lowered. He sees 
spending on the armed forces as an insurance fee that one should 
not neglect. As a result of the new budget adjustments and the 
heavy toll the recent operations in Afghanistan had on personnel 
and materiel, the Royal Dutch Army will have a reduced deploy-
ability over the coming two years. The other services will also 
cut down on training hours, but this will most likely not affect 
operational capabilities. Expectations are however, that there will 
be no large-scale mission in the coming years.

Greece

Greece has long maintained a large military because of the per-
ceived threat of Turkey. Greek defence spending is relatively one of 
the highest in the world, ranking second in NATO.9 The economic 
crisis has hit Greece hard though. European countries have urged 
Greece to cut military spending in order to untangle the country’s 
troubled finances. The European Union has invested billions in the 
Greek economy to defuse the budget crisis. Because of the rivalry 
with neighbouring countries Turkey and the Former Yugoslav 
Republic of Macedonia (FYROM), Greece has a relatively large army 
based on conscription. This is changing however. Today’s complex 
security environment requires a core of well trained professionals, 
according to the chief of the National Defence General Staff, Air 
Chief Marshall Giagkos.10 

A reserve force of conscripts will still be necessary however, so 
it is not clear whether there will be any significant savings in 
the field of personnel. According to Greek officials, the largest 
savings will be realised by cutting in maintenance costs. The 
armed forces try to do this by upgrading and updating their cur-
rent weapons systems. In the past few years, big deliveries have 
been completed, including the newest F-16 fighters, submarines, 
Apache attack helicopters and Leopard tanks. Some other projects 
are experiencing more difficulties. Negotiations over the Russian 
BMP-3 armoured vehicles and the French NH-90 helicopters have 
not yet been finalised. Also, the start of the procurement process 
for new multi-purpose frigates and a successor to some aging 
fighter aircraft has been delayed due to budgetary problems. 
It is thus unclear what exactly will be done to cut the defence 
budget. 

Important for Greece’s partners is that the Greek government has 
pledged to live up to all of its international obligations. Greece 
participates in Operation Active Endeavour, Operation Ocean Shield 
and Operation Atalanta and says it will not leave Afghanistan 
unless the Alliance does. The contributions to these missions are 
relatively small though, as most of its military assets are reserved 
for an eventual conflict with Turkey. The diplomatic easing of 
tensions between the two countries would therefore be the best 
budgetary decision that Greece could take.

NATO

A growing number of NATO governments find the $2 billion an-
nual budget of the Alliance unjustifiably high, and demand costs 
are cut. Considering the Alliance does not possess its own armed 
forces, savings can only be made by trimming down its adminis-
trative body or cancelling or postponing construction projects. 
Several proposals have already been made.
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One of these proposals is the shutting down of several NATO head-
quarters. Of the eleven HQ’s currently in use, no more than seven 
would remain. Which headquarters will fall victim to these auster-
ity measures remains unclear, but it seems unlikely the command 
centres in the U.S. or Turkey will be shut down. With construction 
of a new building kicking off this fall, Brussels seems to be on the 
safe side as well. Italian Defence Minister Ignazio La Russa acted 
confidently by saying that there was ‘no risk’ that the command 
centre in Napels would be eliminated. The Dutch government  
announced it is making a serious effort to keep the Brunssum 
command centre from being closed down. The final decision will  
be made at the Lisbon summit this month.

Other suggested measures are cutting down the number of  
committees within NATO’s administrative corpus by no less than 
seventy-five per cent, in order to, again, optimise efficiency. The 
number of staff employed is to shrink from 13,000 to 9,000. 

Conclusion

The above-mentioned cases are only a few examples of the transfor-
mation the Alliance is currently going through, and predicting any 
further development has often proved very difficult. Clear, however, 
is the fact that the reforms are heavily debated, and the conflicting 
interests of the member states add to this. In such an environment 
it’s difficult for any Alliance to prioritise, and perhaps the great-
est danger looming, is that of indecision. To be sure, budget cuts 
are necessary, but in order for NATO to remain a strong coalition, 
serious military cooperation can only be realised with the proper 
budgets. In Ghent, French Defence Minister Hervé Morin expressed 
his concerns: “Most European states have given up on a simple am-
bition, which is that Europeans obtain a military tool allowing them 
to weigh on world affairs,” he said, and added that “at the pace 
we’re going, Europe is progressively becoming a protectorate, and in 
fifty years we will become a game in a balancing act between new 
powers in which we will be under a Sino-American dominion.”11
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• U.S. MIDTERM ELECTIONS • WIKILEAKS 

United States

Midterm elections… 

•	 After a fierce battle for votes, the mid-

term elections took place on November 

2. Democrats lost the elections and 

this significantly impedes President 

Obama’s decision-making process. 

Republicans now have a majority in the 

House of Representatives: they hold at 

least 240 seats, against 189 Democrats 

(the remaining six seats are still 

undecided). Despite some Republican 

pickups, Democrats still have a major-

ity in the Senate: 53 against 47 seats. 

•	 Republican Representative John 

Boehner (Ohio) will most likely 

succeed Nancy Pelosi (Democrat, 

California) as Speaker of the House, 

one of the most powerful positions in 

American politics.

•	 This political setback for the 

Democrats had been expected. 

Widespread dissatisfaction about 

Obama’s policy, and a growing popular-

ity of the extremely conservative Tea 

Party (which benefits the Republican 

candidates), both added to the declin-

ing support for the Democratic Party.

•	 The campaigns were especially 

harsh, and this frustrated some. Jon 

Stewart’s ‘Rally to Restore Sanity’ 

tried to provide a reaction against the 

overheated debates and attracted an 

estimated 215,000 participants.
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…and other problems for Obama

•	 Problems seem to be stacking up for 

Obama. Several officials have left office 

since the Obama administration started 

in January 2009. On October 31, National 

Security Advisor James Jones resigned. 

Thomas Donilon will be his succes-

sor. White House Chief of Staff Rahm 

Emanuel recently left to run as mayor 

of Chicago. These departures reflect 

poorly on Obama. Rumours are circulat-

ing that Hillary Clinton will replace Joe 

Biden as Vice President in 2012.

• U.S. MIDTERM ELECTIONS • WIKILEAKS 

Former White House Chief of Staff Rahm Emanuel in the Oval Office, with President Obama in 

the background. Obama’s Democratic Party suffered a defeat in the Congressional elections of 

November 2 (photo: White House/Pete Souza)
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•	 Obama tries to prevent the NATO 

member countries from cutting down 

their defence budgets too much. 

Defense Secretary Robert Gates 

called for a sensible policy as well, and 

closer cooperation of member states. 

Otherwise the Alliance is under threat 

of ‘hollowing out.’

Obama’s Asia tour

•	 On November 6, Obama started his 

ten-day Asia tour, visiting India, 

Indonesia, South Korea and Japan. 

Visiting India, Obama hopes to make a 

deal that will create jobs both in India 

and in the U.S. He also said he sup-

ported the Indian claim for a perma-

nent seat in the UN Security Council, 

which the country is desperately lob-

bying for in order to stay in pace with 

China. Obama also urged India to start 

open and unbiased talks with Pakistan.

•	 Two days later Obama departed for 

Indonesia, the world’s biggest Muslim 

country, as he tried to boost security and 

trade ties between the two countries. 

The American president, still very popu-

lar with the Indonesian people, faces 

a difficult task in addressing sensitive 

issues, such as democracy in Indonesia, 

and suppressing Muslim extremism. In 

2002 Indonesia fell victim to a terrorist 

attack on Bali, and is still considered a 

hotbed for terrorism. Obama talked with 

Indonesian President Yudhoyono about 

fighting this threat, and called the coun-

try ‘an example to the world’ and praised 

its religious tolerance.

•	 Obama continued his trip visiting South 

Korea and Japan. At the time of writing 

this article he was still in Indonesia.

Russia

Moscow’s new mayor

•	 President Dimitri Medvedev fired 

Moscow’s mayor Yury Luzhkov on 

September 28, after Luzhkov had 

criticised the president for deciding to 

halt construction of a road. Medvedev 

did not appreciate such frank remarks, 

saying that ‘officials should either 

participate in building institutions or 

join the opposition.’

•	 Yury Luzhkov was Moscow’s mayor for 

over eighteen years before getting fired. 

Deputy Prime Minister Sergei Sobyanin 

was appointed the new mayor two 

weeks later. Critics say that appointing 

the right hand man of Prime Minister 

Putin as mayor of Moscow, strengthens 

the grip of Putin on the country. Putin 

is expected to run for president again, 

after Medvedev’s term ends.

Foreign relations

•	 Relations between the Kremlin and 

Belarus are deteriorating fast. On 

October 3, Medvedev issued a video 

directed to the Russian and Belarusian 

people, saying that the Kremlin no 

longer considers the Belarusian 

president, Alexander Lukashenko, as 

a strategic partner. ‘The last dicta-

tor of Europe’ loses his main ally now 

that Russia turns its back on him. 

Medvedev said the Kremlin wants to 

see ‘regime change,’ and stressed that 

main quarrels are with Lukashenko 

personally.

•	 Russian relations with Iran have 

become more intimate in the last years. 

In that sense it was striking that the 

Russian Permanent Representative 

to the UN, Vitaly Churkin, urged Iran 

to completely cooperate with the 

International Atomic Energy Agency 

(IAEA). He stressed that the aims of 

non-proliferation were best met by 

joint effort, instead of by unilateral 

decisions or sanctions. 

•	 Russian bombers have been intercept-

ed above NATO territory. On October 

19, Danish, British and Dutch fighter 

jets took off to convoy the two Tu-95 

‘Bear’ aircraft. It was the second time 

within a month that Russian long range 

bombers were detected in European 

airspace. 

Iraq

Building a new government

•	 After nearly seven months of negotiat-

ing and bargaining, October 2nd finally 

seemed to provide Iraq with a new per-

spective. Prime Minister Nuri Kamal 

al-Maliki, who actually lost the election 

to Allawi, successfully secured sup-

port from a controversial Shia Islamic 

movement. Although it might take 

another few months to secure his re-

election, the support was considered a 

milestone in the negotiations.

•	 Later that month, on October 19th, Iran 

also expressed its support for a gov-

ernment led by al-Maliki. The British 

newspaper The Guardian suggests that 

the Iranian support is in fact part of a 

plan to install a pro-Iranian govern-

ment after the American withdrawal. 

Wikileaks

•	 Wikileaks.org published thousands of 

classified documents on the Iraq war. 

There was heavy opposition to the publi-

cation of the nearly 400,000 pages, espe-

cially by the highest ranking American 

military officer, Chairman of the Joint 

Chiefs of Staff admiral Mike Mullen. 

•	 Some of the contents of the documents 

include reports of physical and sexual 

abuse and even the murdering of pris-

oners, committed by Iraqi agents. Also, 

it shows that some 680 Iraqi civilians 

were killed around military check-

points, as well as 120 insurgents.

Yemen

Security

•	 The security situation in Yemen has 

deteriorated rapidly after Yemeni and 

American military forces have increased 

pressure on local and regional terror net-

works. The violence has forced several 

hundreds of people out of their homes. 

•	 The poorly equipped Yemini armed 
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forces prove an easy target for the 

Muslim extremists affiliated with al-

Qaeda. Western targets are also under 

attack, although intelligence services 

suspect that these attacks are mainly 

performed for propaganda purposes.

•	 This does not make them any less 

dangerous however. On October 6 a 

convoy of the British embassy was 

fired upon with a grenade launcher. On 

the same day, a French businessman 

was murdered by terrorists. 

Explosive packages in cargo

•	 Yemen became centrepiece of interna-

tional attention on October 29, when sev-

eral bomb packages were discovered on 

airplanes heading to the United States. 

The parcel bombs were intercepted by 

security services in Britain and Dubai. 

The packages were sent from Yemen and 

were bound for “two places of Jewish 

worship in Chicago,” president Obama 

informed the media. Al-Qaeda on the 

Arabian peninsula (AQAP) claimed 

responsibility for the plot.

•	 In response, The Netherlands, France, 

Canada, the U.S. and Great Britain 

decided they would not allow cargo 

flights from Yemen to enter their coun-

tries. Germany did the same, but also 

applied this rule to passenger flights. 

Some companies, of which FedEx and 

UPS are the largest, halted the trans-

portation of packages from Yemen. 

•	 On November 8, the Obama admin-

istration expanded the ban to flights 

from Somalia. Yemeni authorities 

arrested a local student, but she was 

released several days later.

•	 A few days after the discovery of the 

parcel bombs, U.S. officials said they 

had intercepted suspicious packages 

before, in September. These packages 

were also sent from Yemen, but did not 

contain explosives. Intelligence serv-

ices suspected that they were sent as 

dummies in order to test security. This 

is also why the intelligence service did 

not go public with the finds.

Israel

New settlements...

•	 Israeli Prime Minister Nethanyahu said 

in October he would consider block-

ing the construction of settlements on 

the West bank, if Palestinians would 

recognise Israel as an independent and 

sovereign Jewish state. Palestinian 

authorities rejected the offer almost 

immediately, arguing that it would be 

insulting to Palestinians living in Israel.

•	 In turn, the Palestinian chief negotia-

tor Saeb Erekat said it was time for the 

international community to counter the 

construction of the Israeli settlements 

by recognising the Palestinian state. 

•	 The peace talks that started almost 

two months ago, soon stalled over the 

issue of the settlements. On November 

9 Israel announced plans to build 1,300 

new houses on occupied territories. 

Hillary Clinton said she was “very dis-

appointed” and “settlements are illegal 

under international law, constitute an 

obstacle to peace and threaten to make 

a two-state solution impossible.”

…and new fighter jets

•	 Israel and the U.S. have come to an agree-

ment on the delivery of 20 F-35 fighter jets. 

The Joint Strike Fighters, which are being 

built by Lockheed, will be bought for the 

amount of 2.75 billion dollars. 

•	 The signing of the deal came after 

years of negotiating, because Israel 

demanded an Israeli developed system 

controlling the jets, but the Pentagon 

and Lockheed refused to concede. 

The planes will be delivered from 2015 

through 2017.

Europe

Terrorist threat

•	 Last month, the British intelligence 

services claimed to have prevented a 

number of terrorist attacks. Allegedly, 

an Al-Qaeda affiliate organisation 

planned to conduct ‘Mumbai-style’ 

attacks in London and in French and 

German cities. Some expect that the 

growing number of drone attacks in 

Pakistan is a reason for the recent 

intensification of terrorist activity.

•	 Athens was startled by a recent series 

of bomb explosions. Parcels contain-

ing explosives have been sent by mail 

to more than a dozen embassies in the 

Greek capital. One employee of the mail 

services sustained minor injuries, after 

a bomb exploded while the package was 

being handled in the distribution centre. 

Two men have been arrested. Greek po-

lice suspects they belong to an extreme 

left-wing terrorist organisation. 

•	 The motive is still unclear, but there 

seems to be no connection to recent 

finds of bombs sent from Yemen.

Russo-European cooperation

•	 French President Sarkozy and German 

Chancellor Merkel propagate a closer 

relationship with Russia. The economic 

and security ties between the EU and 

Russia have to be strengthened, but 

this should happen in compliance with 

NATO. 

•	 The Americans and British are not 

pleased about being excluded from the 

talks. According to observers, there 

is room for a closer, but still informal 

strategic dialogue after Medvedev’s 

visit to France in mid-October. 

Obama’s ‘reset’ has also led to easing 

of tensions in Eastern Europe. 

•	 According to Russian media, Medvedev 

wants to found a EU-Russia commission 

for security issues in the Euro-Atlantic 

and the Eurasian regions. During the 

meeting, Medvedev accepted Sarkozy’s 

and Merkel’s invitation to attend the 

NATO summit in Lisbon, later this month.

British SDSR

•	 Britain has finally published its 

Strategic Defence and Security Review 
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(SDSR), on 18 October. Cyber attack is 

described as one of the highest priori-

ties. The British concerns about cyber 

attacks fit in a trend in Western coun-

tries. The U.S. recently established a 

Cyber Command. 

•	 Despite the newly outlined threats, 

Prime Minister Cameron’s govern-

ment continues the construction of 

two aircraft carriers. Cancelling the 

programme would be too costly due to 

penalty clauses. 

AfPak

Pakistan criticised

•	 A confidential White House report ac-

cuses Pakistan of negligence concern-

ing combating terrorists. The Taliban 

and Al-Qaeda are apparently not fought 

against hard enough, despite the public 

backing of Pakistan by U.S. officials. 

•	 India has also warned Pakistan to stop 

supporting Islamic terrorists in the 

Kashmir region. Meanwhile, former 

president Musharraf aims at making a 

comeback in Pakistan’s politics. He has 

founded a new political party and has 

made excuses for mistakes in the past.

Khyber Pass

•	 The strategically important Khyber 

Pass in Pakistan has been closed 

to NATO convoys for over a week in 

early October after a U.S. unmanned 

aircraft killed Pakistan border guards. 

As a result, trucks supplying NATO in 

Afghanistan with fuel were extremely 

vulnerable for attacks from insurgents. 

•	 Several trucks have been attacked and 

destroyed, but operations did not suf-

fer from the supply problems. 

Taliban negotiations…

•	 Delegations of the Taliban have 

met with Afghan president Karzai. 

According to general Petraeus, this 

could be the start of a peace process 

in the war-torn country. Karzai has con-

firmed the news, but did not comment 

on the content of the talks. 

•	 NATO and U.S. officials have stated 

they will do everything to assist presi-

dent Karzai in his negotiations. There 

have been rumours that NATO has 

protected Taliban as they travelled to 

Kabul, or have even flown them there.

…and Iran enters the stage

•	 Iran has sent a delegation to the 

NATO-Afghanistan talks for the first 

time. According to U.S. Special Envoy 

to Afghanistan and Pakistan Richard 

Holbrooke, the United States did not 

object to Iranian presence. The NATO-

Afghanistan group is established 

by the Obama administration and 

comprises states involved in the AfPak 

conflict as well as NGO’s. Theme of 

the recent meeting was the transfer of 

power to the Afghan government.

•	 President Karzai confirmed news in 

the New York Times that accuses him of 

receiving large amounts of cash from 

Iran. Karzai claims that many other 

countries make cash donations to him 

and that all transactions are complete-

ly transparent. He sees no problem in 

receiving money from neighbouring 

states. The president uses this money 

to buy the loyalty of tribesmen.

Afghan railway

•	 The construction of the first railway 

in Afghanistan proceeds according 

to plan. Construction activities on 

a connection between the northern 

city Mazar-e Sharif and the Uzbek 

border started in May. The railway will 

substantially improve the flow of goods 

into Afghanistan. Trains will soon be 

able to cross the border into the coun-

try, whereas now all trains have to be 

offloaded onto trucks; a process that 

sometimes takes weeks. 

•	 Construction is also under way be-

tween Herat and the Iranian border. 

Linking Herat with Mazar-e Sharif 

seems too ambitious for the time being 

however. The security situation does 

not allow the proposed 700km line to be 

built.

Parliamentary elections

•	 A quarter of the votes in September’s 

elections in Afghanistan is declared 

invalid. 1.3 of 5.6 million votes have 

been declared void by the election 

committee due to fraud. The committee 

nevertheless considers the elections 

a success, because the fraud was dis-

covered. However, trust in the govern-

ment has fallen to an all-time low.

Cyber threat

•	 A computer virus affected millions 

of computers around the world. The 

virus called Stuxnet targeted specific 

systems, mostly built by Siemens for 

the use in heavy industry. 

•	 Iran is among the hardest hit countries. 

In Iran alone, several million comput-

ers are said to be infected. Among the 

systems affected is the nuclear facility 

in Bushehr, where the Iranian uranium 

enrichment program is concentrated. 

•	 According to experts, the virus is 

capable of doing materiel damage, 

because it disrupts industrial proc-

esses, damaging the installations as a 

result. The specific characteristics of 

the program suggest it was designed 

to target nuclear installations. It is not 

clear where Stuxnet originated, but 

many point to Israel.

•	 It is expected that NATO will include 

cyber attacks in the new Strategic 

Concept. Britain and the U.S. have 

already identified it as an important 

new threat. Cyber attacks are said to 

risk triggering an ‘Article 5 reaction’ in 

the future. 
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In the Dutch newspaper De Volkskrant 

of 13 October 2010, former British Prime 

Minister Tony Blair states the differences 

between the left and right side of politics 

are no longer relevant. The new divide 

runs through cultural and religious dif-

ferences.1

This might be true, considering a lot of 

the debates about the virtues of en-

lightenment and religion. But still: many 

discussions throughout Europe are 

about economic recovery and pensions, 

defence, the course of society. These 

discussions can still be defined along the 

classical lines of right and left. 

A changing political landscape

Recent elections throughout Europe 

have indicated the political climate has 

thoroughly changed. In Sweden and the 

Netherlands, populist right-wing politi-

cians got a large portion of the vote. In 

the US, the Democratic Party of the once 

popular President Obama has been fac-

ing electoral defeat in the elections for 

Congress. 

And in the UK, this summer, a change 

of affairs took place. After twelve years 

of Labour government, David Cameron 

and Nick Clegg took over from a worn out 

administration. 

These power transitions 

are not just business as 

usual. Behind these immi-

nent changes is a feeling of 

general mistrust towards politicians, 

or even of disgust towards the political 

system itself. These feelings are indica-

tions of a complex problem. On the one 

hand, voters expect politicians to solve 

their day-to-day problems. On the other 

hand, they don’t seem to realise there is 

such thing as a society; problem solving 

is a complex and tiresome process of 

give and take. Fed by media, internet and 

a lack of patience of the general public, 

the life expectancy of both cabinets and 

politicians is getting shorter.

Two recent books are dealing with these 

issues. Both authors have different 

backgrounds and opposing world views, 

but their arguments run along the same 

lines, and their conclusions are very 

comparable.

Tony Judt has been famous for his 

Postwar. A History of Europe after 1945 

and a dozen other books. In Ill fares the 

Land, he explores the decline of Social 

Democracy. It is a sketchy and personal 

book, based upon a lecture he gave at the 

end of last year.2 At that moment, he was 

very sick already – mr. Judt died of the 

progressive neurological disease ALS in 

August this year. In his last months he 

spent a large part of his time dictating 

this book. His most important statement 

is that we lost the ability to think about 

society in terms other than economic. 

Being a Social Democrat, he advocates 

a rebranding of Social Democracy itself, 

but also a reappraisal of personal values 

as the foundation of politics. 

The other book is written by one of the 

young and upcoming prophets of the 

conservative movement. Phillip Blond is 

a theologian and a philosopher, and an in-

fluential thinker within the Conservative 

general mistrust towards politicians, 

or even of disgust towards the political backgrounds and opposing world views, 
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Party. He describes the background of 

a society that, since the seventies, has 

lost a lot of its qualities. In reaction to 

the hardcore socialist governments of the 

seventies, both Thatcher and Blair have 

ruled their country in a harsh, liberal way. 

This resulted in economic growth, but 

also in growing differences between rich 

and poor, and the loss of the social fabric 

within society. 

Solutions

The solutions are clear: better politi-

cians result in better voters. Both Judt 

and Blond propose a personal rebrand-

ing of the people willing to devote their 

lives to being a politician. They also take 

their political philosophical traditions 

very seriously. Blond argues the con-

servative movement should devote itself 

to 19th century based values of small 

communities, a decent ‘Civil State,’ and 

a restoration of personal ethos. Judt 

concludes his work with a redefinition 

of Social Democracy: traditional in its 

origin, but revitalised and fit for the 

21st century. It should be said that Blond 

has the most comprehensive approach: 

he mingles the traditional conservative 

world view of small government and a 

liberal economic development with a 

devotion to community care and a lot of 

attention to local issues. Fifteen years 

ago, Social Democracy came up with the 

third way; now it’s time for Red Tory-ism. 

Back to reality: David Cameron is faced 

with a record deficit; and his government 

is cutting up to 25 per cent of the budg-

ets on housing, social benefits and even 

education. At first hand, it’s difficult to see 

how these tactics of slicing the budgets 

may result in a more balanced society. 

What is clear, however, is that the new 

battle ground is not about the environment, 

international relations or spreading the 

light of democracy. The centre ground is 

about civic and social development. Both 

Judt and Blond don’t really dig into the 

realm of international politics. Rebranding 

British politics may not result in Splendid 

Isolation, but the times they are changing. 

Both left and right agree on that.

Rik van der Linden

Would you like to react? Mail the 

editor at redactie@atlcom.nl.

‘Tony Blair niet meer links tegen rechts’ 1. 

in De Volkskrant, 13 October 2010.

This lecture ‘Het testament van Tony Judt’ 2. 

can be seen on www.uitzendinggemist.nl.

Publication Netherlands Atlantic Association

NATO’s New Strategic Concept
Moving beyond the Status Quo?

At the NATO Summit in Strasbourg/Kehl on 3-4 April 
2009, the Heads of State and Government tasked the 
Secretary-General to develop a new NATO strategic 
concept. This major political-strategic document should 
be completed at the Alliance’s next summit in Lisbon.

On 27-28 May 2009 the Netherlands Atlantic Association, 
supported by the Atlantic Treaty Association, organised 
an international conference in The Hague, during which 
high-level speakers and panellists discussed what a new 
strategic concept should – and should not – include. 

This book contains the lectures of, among others, 
Herman Schaper, David Yost, Henning Riecke, 
Julian Lindley-French, Ko Colijn and Stanley Sloan, 
as well as the discussions with the audience.

To order this book (€ 7.50, € 5 for patrons), please visit 
www.atlcom.nl/english/books.
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NATO’s Lisbon Summit and the New Strategic Concept
Report of the lunch meeting with Jamie Shea and Julian Lindley-French

The Netherlands Atlantic Association organised a well-attended lunch meeting in ‘Sociëteit De Witte’ on Friday 
22 October. Subject of the meeting was the upcoming NATO summit in Lisbon and the new Strategic Concept, 
which will be decided upon there. Keynote speakers were Jamie Shea, Director Policy Planning in the Private 
Office of the Secretary General to NATO, and Julian Lindley-French, Eisenhower Professor of Defence Strategy 
at the Netherlands Defence Academy, Special Professor of Strategic Studies at the University of Leiden, and 
Senior Associate Fellow of the Defence Academy of the United Kingdom. After the introduction of both speak-
ers, there was time for questions regarding the new Strategic Concept and the Lisbon Summit.

Jamie Shea started with explaining 

why the Lisbon summit is so interest-

ing. NATO is making this summit the 

most important meeting since London 

in 1990. Lisbon will redesign NATO to 

be relevant for the 21st century. This is 

done around four pillars: the publication 

of a new Strategic Concept, the reform 

of the NATO organisation, the opera-

tion in Afghanistan and a new relation-

ship with Russia. A big difference with 

former documents on strategic concepts 

is that this time the process of drafting 

it followed another path. The focus of 

the Strategic Concept is on the imple-

mentation of it. There have been broad 

consultations at the base of the text and 

decisions have been made on an intel-

lectual basis. Furthermore, it is written 

after the main issues and goals had 

already been identified instead of just 

being an analysis of the current strate-

gic environment. 

After this conclusion, Dr. Shea contin-

ued with the contents of the Strategic 

Concept. He identified three basic lines 

of action. The first is centred around the 

question what deterrence and defence 

really mean. Second, NATO tries to 

determine how it should be a good crisis 

management organisation and finally, 

how it should reach out to global part-

ners. Regarding deterrence and defence, 

there will be a re-pledging of ‘Article 5.’  

NATO is still a nuclear power and it will 

keep its commitments. Although a nu-

clear-free world is the ideal, the nuclear 

deterrence remains a key component of 

the alliance. There is also a non-classic 

face of deterrence however, as new 

strategic challenges appear, such as 

energy security, proliferation of ballistic 

missiles and cyber-attacks. This will have 

to be countered by linking ‘Article 5’ to 

these scenarios and by investing more in 

operational capabilities in these specific 

fields. Deterrence and defence will thus 

have to be updated for use in the 21st 

century.

The second line of action concerns 

NATO’s crisis management capabili-

ties. The Strategic Concept starts out 

on the premise that Afghanistan will 

probably not be the last operation of 

its sort to be conducted by NATO. 

This means the organisation has to 

adapt to a different way of working and 

become better able to execute this kind 

of missions. The alliance will have to 

reorganise its structure to be able to 

share intelligence between partners, 

make early interventions possible and 

integrate other organisations in an early 

stage: the so called ‘comprehensive 

approach.’ Also NATO should create 

its own civilian planning capabilities, a 

recommendation made by the ‘Group of 

Experts’ that advised NATO in drafting 

the Strategic Concept. By doing this, 

the alliance will easier be able to link up 

with organisations like the EU and UN, 

but can also initiate civilian implemen-

tations or call up civilian capabilities 

from member states.

Third, Dr. Shea emphasised that it is 

extremely important NATO extends the 

good relations with non-member coun-

tries beyond the mission in Afghanistan. 

There are currently 21 non-NATO coun-

tries active in Afghanistan and especially 

countries like Australia and Japan will 

prove to be important partners in security 

issues in the future. This will be essen-
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tial in crisis management operations, 

as well as in the field of energy security, 

proliferation and cyber security. To sum-

marise, the Strategic Concept accepts 

four things: NATO has a much more 

global outlook, it knows and accepts its 

limitations, it lets loose its historical 

focus on operations in favour of involve-

ment in a much broader spectrum of 

security issues and, finally, it realises 

that building a global network of partners 

is necessary. Dr. Shea ended his address 

with some remarks on a condition-driven 

strategy for Afghanistan and a warning 

not to cut too deep in command struc-

tures and headquarters when reforming 

the organisation.

Next, Julian Lindley-French shared his 

views on the new Strategic Concept. 

He started with two remarks. First, he 

noted that “the devil is in the detail: 

NATO can decide so much, but the effort 

comes down to the nations.” Second, the 

Strategic Concept has to close the gap 

between strategy, affordability, synergy 

and capability. Today’s challenge is to do 

more, while at the same time try to spend 

less money. This requires a different 

mindset. Cooperation and sharing of re-

sponsibility are necessary. National pride 

is working counterproductively and is 

stimulating inefficiency. “The Strategic 

Concept will establish a new balance 

between protection of the home base and 

projection of Allied power.” Europe has a 

role to play in the wider world. Although 

ninety percent of this is diplomatic, it 

must be based on a credible and legiti-

mate military base.

To achieve the goals in the Strategic 

Concept, NATO will need advanced 

deployable forces. Unless the mem-

ber states will do something about the 

extremely inefficient defence spend-

ing, NATO will not be able to defend 

its legitimate interests in 2020. Lindley-

French therefore advocates getting rid of 

many headquarters in smaller countries. 

Also, NATO has to invest hugely in 

IT-capabilities to counter new threats to 

information-based societies. A striking 

example of new security challenges is the 

operation in Afghanistan. The solution 

in Afghanistan is not limited by creating 

security, but much more in integrating 

the country in the world economy. The 

key to this is competing in the pool of 

unemployed young men. New partners 

are critical since big economic projects 

require a regional approach. This ap-

proach makes the new Strategic Concept 

different from all the previous ones, 

which were Euro-American centred. 

Worldwide partners are to be involved 

in every NATO operation, but keeping 

NATO standards is important since “we 

do not want to re-invent the wheel every 

time we deploy.”

“The comprehensive approach is both 

a blessing and a curse.” The “whole of 

government approach” is absolutely 

necessary to stabilise countries, but it is 

also extremely difficult. Most probably, 

NATO will have to conduct Afghanistan-

like operations in the future. There has to 

be consensus across the whole alliance 

about how to do this. It is therefore 

necessary to develop indicators on the 

input and output side of strategy and 

operations. In this way we know what 

we want to achieve and we recognise it, 

when we have achieved it. This has to be 

clear for every officer at every level of 

command. Unless NATO is transformed 

to an organisation with efficient forces, 

well organised, structured on the basis 

of function and with dedicated, educated 

people, every effort is futile. This is what 

we have to start working on, the day after 

Lisbon.

Raimond van Engelen

Meeting
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“The devil is in the 

detail: NATO can 

decide so much, but 

the effort comes down 

to the nations”
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De Prof.mr. B.M. Teldersstichting, het wetenschappelijk bureau  
ten behoeve van het liberalisme en de VVD, organiseert:

de Telderslezing 2010
“The world economic crisis:  

a classical liberal perspective”

door:
Deepak K. Lal

president van de Mont Pelerin Society, emeritus professor  
internationale ontwikkelingsstudies aan de University of California  
in Los Angeles en emeritus professor politieke economie aan het  

University College London 

dinsdag 30 november in de Nicolaïkerk,  
Nicolaaskerkhof 8 te Utrecht 

Aanvang: 20.00 uur, ontvangst vanaf 19.30 uur.  
De avond zal worden voorgezeten door Frits Bolkestein.  

Na afloop van de lezing is er gelegenheid  
voor vragen en discussie. De voertaal is Engels. 

De lezing is gratis toegankelijk. Indien u de lezing wilt bijwonen,  
dient u zich vooraf aan te melden via info@teldersstichting.nl.
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