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NATO was hugely successful in facing off the Soviet Union during the
Cold War. But has it been equally successful in addressing the “new
threats” of the post-Cold War era?
This new study assesses how the organization’s political and military
initiatives, and its outreach to Russia, Ukraine, and other countries in the
Euro-Atlantic and Mediterranean regions, have devoted considerable
attention to WMD proliferation risks. It also probes the political factors,
both inside and outside NATO, as well as resource constraints, which have
limited the alliance’s “added value” in the international community’s
effort to combat proliferation.
The events of 11 September 2001 and bitter intra-alliance controversy
over the 2003 Iraq intervention have highlighted questions regarding
NATO’s future role, and even its continued viability. This book is a
serious reflection on how the alliance should figure in the fight against
WMD and terrorist threats and an examination of today’s key issues,
including the use of force in international relations and the possibility of
constructing new, post-Cold War collective security rules. This is the first
study to evaluate, critically and in-depth, how a long-standing security
organization has adapted - and must continue to adapt - to the global
security challenges of our time.
Eric Terzuolo is a specialist in international security and arms control.
Now retired from the US Department of State, he has taught in the
Netherlands, Italy, and the United States. He is the author of Red Adriatic:
The Communist Parties o f Italy and Yugoslavia and numerous articles.
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INTRODUCTION

At the beginning of 2003, weapons of mass destruction were at the top of
NATO’s agenda. Divisions among the allies over how to deal with Iraq,
and what roles NATO should play, were unusually open and bitter. Sympathetic commentators worried that the very future of the alliance was at risk.
Others let frustration get the better of them and declared that NATO’s
time was over. Two years later, the alliance was still standing and the future
seemed to be brightening somewhat. But many questions remained regarding NATO’s ability to address WMD proliferation threats, and more generally the new security challenges of the post-Cold War era.
In fact, weapons of mass destruction, the nuclear ones in particular, had
preoccupied NATO since its earliest days. Only a few months after the
signing of the alliance’s founding treaty in April 1949, the Soviet Union
successfully tested its first nuclear weapon, raising the prospect of nuclear
confrontation. US strategic nuclear commitments to the defense of
Western Europe immediately came to be seen as a “decisively important
element of deterrence.”1
Cooperation in nuclear matters between the United States and the
other allies helped address European anxieties that the US, protected
from sub-strategic attack by two oceans, might hesitate to expose itself to
strategic nuclear attack in order to defend Western Europe. A consensus
evolved that the credibility of US “extended deterrence” depended,
among other things, on the transatlantic security linkage coming from
having US nuclear weapons stationed in Europe.2
The overwhelming conventional superiority of the Soviet Union and its
allies was a basic postulate of NATO defense planning. This encouraged
reliance on nuclear weapons as a way of compensating, and of containing
costs. In Washington, for example, the Eisenhower administration’s “New
Look” policy emphasized strategic and tactical nuclear weapons over conventional forces. An April 1953 test in Nevada convinced the US military
that nuclear weapons could be exploded in the presence of ground troops,
and in September of that year the US stationed heavy guns capable of
firing nuclear shells in Germany.3
1
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The Sputnik launch in October 1957 caused concern in NATO capitals
regarding the US deterrent, calling into question US technological superiority and suggesting that the Soviet Union had developed an intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM). The US sought to reassure nervous
European allies by offering several squadrons of Jupiter intermediaterange ballistic missiles (IRBMs), capable of striking targets in the USSR,
for deployment in NATO countries. Great Britain and Turkey quickly
accepted the offer, and in February 1958 the Italian Chamber of Deputies
also approved the IRBM deployment.4
NATO governments varied in their views on nuclear weapons. West
German leaders, for example, worried that their territory would become
the battleground in any conflict with the Soviet Union and its allies. They
emphasized the importance of “forward defense” and argued that a credible threat of almost immediate use of nuclear weapons was the best deterrent. In 1954, as it was preparing to enter NATO, the Federal Republic of
Germany renounced the manufacture of nuclear, biological, and chemical
weapons and the means for their delivery. It did not, however, renounce
either the possession or use of nuclear weapons. The Federal Republic
then agreed in 1958 to equip its army with the means of delivering tactical
nuclear weapons.5
Germany strongly supported the US plan for a Multilateral Force (MLF)
of naval vessels armed with nuclear weapons, with crews from participating
NATO countries and under NATO command. The proposal, however, did
not win French or British support. In the negotiations resulting in the 1968
Nuclear Non-proliferation Treaty (NPT), the United States definitively
abandoned the MLF, to help convince the Soviets to drop their insistence
on prohibiting deployment of US nuclear weapons in other NATO countries. (The Soviets agreed that such deployments were acceptable, as long as
the weapons remained under sole control of US personnel.)6
Over the long haul, the presence of US nuclear weapons in Europe provided security guarantees sufficient to dissuade Germany from embarking
on any effort to acquire nuclear weapons of its own. Another NATO ally
that some believe could have gone down the nuclear road, absent the US
deterrent, was Turkey.7
Two other NATO countries - the United Kingdom and France - did
acquire their own nuclear capabilities. The British nuclear weapons
program actually had antedated the better-known Manhattan Project in the
US, and the decision to make a British bomb came in January 1947, well
before NATO’s creation. In 1962, however, the UK committed its nuclear
forces to NATO planning, though retaining national command and the
option of independent use in defense of supreme national interests.8
The French government decided to develop nuclear weapons in 1958,
before Charles De Gaulle assumed the presidency. But it was De Gaulle
who established an independent French strategic deterrence policy that
2
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would remain largely intact. In 1959 the French government advised
NATO that nuclear weapons no longer could be stationed in France
unless French authorities were associated with their control. And De
Gaulle announced France’s withdrawal from NATO’s integrated military
structure in March 1966.9
This was at least in part a response to US efforts to move the alliance
from the doctrine of massive nuclear retaliation to the doctrine termed
“flexible response,” which entailed a spectrum of conventional and nuclear
options for responding to a Warsaw Pact attack. The NATO Military
Committee’s proposal for adoption of the new strategy (MC 14/3) went
through five years of debate prior to ministerial-level approval in December 1967. The European allies were concerned that flexible response
implied a costly build-up of NATO conventional forces and increased the
prospects for conventional warfare that would destroy Western Europe,
but leave the superpowers intact. They were hesitant to raise the threshold
for use of nuclear weapons.10
What greatly facilitated political approval of flexible response, on the
other hand, was the establishment, in 1966-67, of NATO’s Nuclear Planning Group (NPG). This collective decision-making mechanism gave nonnuclear NATO countries more of a voice on nuclear issues, promoting
cohesion and fostering confidence in the genuineness of US
commitments.11
That is not to say, however, that concerns about decoupling of US and
European security disappeared. Soviet deployment of SS-20 intermediaterange ballistic missiles, which could strike Western Europe but not the
United States, created a risk of decoupling. The NATO allies responded
with the December 1979 decision to deploy Pershing II missiles and
ground-launched cruise missiles in Europe. The so-called “Dual-Track
Decision” included an arms negotiation component as well, resulting
finally in the US-Soviet Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty,
signed at the end of 1987. It eliminated the entire category of groundlaunched missiles with ranges between 500 and 5,500 kilometers, and was a
significant success for arms control.12
In December 1979, the allies also had agreed to withdraw from Europe
1,000 warheads for older systems. At its October 1983 meeting, the
Nuclear Planning Group noted that those withdrawals had been completed, and agreed to remove a further 1,400 warheads over the next few
years.13 After 1985, weapons such as Lance missiles, artillery-fired atomic
projectiles and nuclear depth bombs left Europe.14 The reduction in overseas storage sites for US nuclear weapons was dramatic. Between 1985 and
1992 the number went from 125 to 16.15
The overarching category of “weapons of mass destruction” did not figure
heavily in the policy formulations of the Cold War era, although the term
3
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was used at times in reference to nuclear weapons. In the United States, it
was the Clinton administration, in September 1993, that formally laid out a
nonproliferation agenda uniting nuclear, biological, and chemical
weapons, plus the ballistic and cruise missiles that could deliver them,
under the rubric of “weapons of mass destruction.”16 Some understanding
of chemical and biological weapons (CBW) developments during the Cold
War era is necessary, however, to understand the subsequent formulation
of NATO WMD policy.
Briefly stated, NATO CBW policy was almost purely defensive. NATO
doctrine did not foresee “first use” of chemical or biological weapons,
relying instead on the alliance’s flexible response capabilities, conventional
and nuclear, to deter CBW use by Warsaw Pact forces. The international
convention banning possession and use of chemical weapons entered into
force in 1997, with all the NATO countries joining. Before then, some
allies had reserved the right to retaliate in kind against a chemical attack,
while others had renounced that option or put stringent legal conditions
on retaliation. Postwar treaties prohibited the Federal Republic of
Germany and Italy from producing or possessing chemical weapons, and
in 1982 the Dutch government foreswore use of chemical weapons by its
own forces and the storage of such weapons in the Netherlands. Under
such conditions, NATO could not evolve formal procedures regarding use
of chemical weapons in warfare.
But Germany was not averse to having its allies retain some retaliatory
capability, even if it meant storing chemical weapons on German soil.
“NATO’s” offensive deterrent came to rest on an aging US stockpile, not
assigned to NATO, and with only about 10 percent of the stockpile
deployed in West Germany as of the early 1980s. The US had ceased production of chemical (and biological) weapons in 1969, and a significant
share of its stockpile was stored in bulk containers that could not easily be
converted into filled munitions. There were serious grounds to question
the utility of this CW stockpile as a deterrent.17 In the mid-1980s, the
Reagan administration started production of binary chemical weapons,
considered safer to store and more useable, but production stopped for
good in the early 1990s.
NATO policy did recognize the need for defenses against chemical and
biological weapons, and the alliance took a common approach in setting
standards for protective equipment, training, organization, and procedures,
formalized in NATO Standardization Agreements (STAN AGs). But provision of defensive equipment was the province of national governments,
and historically had difficulty competing for scarce resources. Defensive
measures thus varied considerably from one country to another.18
There was never a biological retaliatory capability under NATO
responsibility. But a number of future NATO countries - the United
States, Great Britain, Canada, France, and Germany - had conducted
4
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research on potential biological weapons during World War II. Justified
concerns regarding Soviet biological weapons encouraged continued work
in the US. By the late 1960s, the US had developed two lethal microbial
agents (anthrax and tularemia bacteria), produced limited quantities of
biological and toxin agents, and loaded them into munitions and spray
tanks. But public outcry in the US and abroad, following a 1968 sheep kill
near Dugway Proving Ground in Utah and use of defoliants and tear gas
in Vietnam, had a political impact with respect to both chemical and biological weapons. In November 1969, US President Richard Nixon
renounced possession and use of biological weapons even for retaliatory
purposes, and ordered the entire US stockpile of such weapons destroyed.
The biological research program henceforth would be confined to defensive measures.19
The US decision opened the way for negotiation of the Biological and
Toxin Weapons Convention (BTWC), completed in 1972. The BTWC did
not include, however, effective mechanisms for monitoring and enforcing
compliance. States parties did have the option of bringing alleged violations to the UN Security Council, requesting an investigation, but the five
permanent members of the UNSC had the right of veto. Suspicions
regarding a 1979 outbreak of human anthrax in the Soviet city of
Sverdlovsk (later confirmed to have been caused by a biological weapons
facility) did not even result in a request to the UNSC to launch an investigation.20
In sum, during the Cold War, NATO WMD policy was basically a
nuclear weapons policy. There was genuine cooperation within NATO on
nuclear policy, and the alliance saw first use of nuclear weapons as an
option, to counter presumed Warsaw Pact conventional superiority.
NATO policy regarding chemical and biological weapons was strictly
defensive, with limited options for retaliation in kind left strictly to
national assets and national decision-making, basically that of the United
States. Proliferation to states outside of Europe and to non-state actors did
not figure significantly in NATO’s hierarchy of threats for the first fortyplus years of its history. But the end of the Cold War, in particular the
disintegration of the Soviet Union at the end of 1991, necessitated a major
reassessment of risks and NATO’s potential responses.
Weapons of mass destruction were not, admittedly, NATO’s top priority
in the heady days following the collapse of Soviet control and of communist regimes in Eastern Europe. Building relations with the newly democratic states and with a changing USSR understandably topped the
agenda. At NATO’s London Summit in July 1990, the heads of state and
government confirmed that sub-strategic nuclear systems would have a
reduced role in the new European strategic context and committed themselves to negotiations with the Soviet Union on reductions. At Germany’s
5
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request, and over British and French objections, the United States pushed
through summit language stating that, following withdrawal of Soviet
forces stationed in other countries and the implementation of a treaty on
conventional force reductions, NATO would be able to adopt a new strategy “making nuclear forces truly weapons of last resort.”21
There was no reference in the summit document, however, to “weapons
of mass destruction” and proliferation-related threats. NATO’s focus was
on the consequences of a drastically diminishing Soviet and Warsaw Pact
threat. In December 1990, however, NATO foreign ministers, meeting as
the North Atlantic Council (NAC), declared that “proliferation of
weapons of mass destruction and the spread of destabilizing military
technology have implications for Allies’ security and illustrate that in an
ever more interdependent world, we face new security risks and challenges
of a global nature.”22
The Gulf War of 1990-91 and its aftermath focused the security policy
community on proliferation threats. A review of five leading foreign policy
journals in the US, for example, found only seven articles on proliferation
between 1985 and 1989, nine articles between 1989 and the Gulf War, but
fully fifty-six articles in the three years following the Gulf War.23
Though not a NATO operation as such, the expulsion of occupying
Iraqi troops from Kuwait in 1991 involved forces from many NATO countries. Operation Desert Storm was devastatingly effective, but Iraq was
able to use ballistic missiles against coalition forces and against cities in
Israel and Saudi Arabia. It threatened use of chemical and biological
weapons. This focused attention in NATO capitals on WMD risks. The
work of UN inspectors in Iraq following the war revealed the unexpectedly great extent of Saddam Hussein’s program to develop NBC weapons
and means of delivery. A nuclear capability had been much closer than
Western intelligence agencies had believed.
NATO’s November 1991 Rome Summit drew lessons from the Gulf
War. It stimulated attention to proliferation threats in alliance intelligence
groups. Conceptual work began on extended air defense and theatre
missile defense (TMD) requirements. The allies stepped up consultations
regarding potential proliferant countries and possible preventive measures. The work of NATO technical committees on passive defense, especially protection of soldiers against chemical agents, continued.24
The new alliance “Strategic Concept” approved at the Rome Summit
gave WMD and ballistic missile threats a clearer and more visible place in
NATO strategy. It underlined that the remaining risks to allied security
were “multi-faceted in nature and multi-directional.” It explicitly stated
that stability and peace on the “southern periphery of Europe” were
important for alliance security, “all the more so because of the build-up of
military power and the proliferation of weapons technologies in the area,
including weapons of mass destruction and ballistic missiles capable of
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reaching the territory of some member states of the Alliance.” WMD proliferation was included among “risks of a wider nature,” on a par with
“disruption of the flow of vital resources and actions of terrorism and
sabotage.” In discussing the future requirements for NATO conventional
forces, the Strategic Concept argued for giving “special consideration” to
WMD and ballistic missile proliferation threats.25
That said, the 1991 Strategic Concept still saw the most likely risk for
allied security as coming from instability in Central and Eastern Europe,
for example ethnic tensions and territorial disputes. It also stated clearly
that “Soviet military capability and build-up potential, including its
nuclear dimension” were still the “most significant factor” for NATO
when it came to “maintaining the strategic balance in Europe.”26
It took more than two years before NATO leaders, at the highest level,
mandated development of a comprehensive alliance policy framework to
address the growing proliferation threat. After the revelations regarding
Iraq came International Atomic Emergency Agency (IAEA) suspicions
that North Korea had reprocessed plutonium from fuel rods for a nuclear
weapons program. In March 1993, the Pyongyang government announced
its intention to withdraw from the Nuclear Non-proliferation Treaty.
Concerns in the early 1990s also focused on Iran, thought to be producing chemical weapons, to be capable of producing biological agents,
seeking help in acquiring nuclear capabilities, and in possession of
enhanced missile capabilities. Libyan investments in chemical weapons
production and ballistic missiles also were increasing. The dissolution of
the Soviet Union raised the prospects of leakage of sensitive materials.27
By 1993, more than twenty-five countries, including many in proximity to
NATO territory, were seriously suspected of having nuclear, biological, or
chemical capabilities. At least half of these had operational ballistic missiles, while additional countries were seeking to acquire them.28
Among the NATO allies, the United States was the most concerned
about WMD. Experience in the Gulf War had demonstrated gaps in US
capabilities to find and destroy mobile missile launchers and to attack biological weapons facilities while minimizing collateral damage. The 1993
Bottom-Up Review of post-Cold War US security requirements identified
the need to fight and win two regional conflicts simultaneously. US analysts considered that, in such conflicts, use or threatened use of nuclear,
biological, chemical (NBC) weapons was likely.
This is not to say that European allies were insensitive to proliferationrelated risks. France and the United Kingdom were perhaps most attuned.
The French official White Paper published in spring 1994 considered NBC
weapons from the former Soviet Union and (in the future) from the
Mediterranean area as direct threats to French territory, and to future
interventions by French forces in strategic areas outside Europe. British
officials as well were concerned about NBC threats to their deployed
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expeditionary forces. Italy and Spain were quick to focus on proliferation
risks in the southern Mediterranean, and the Netherlands also was attentive to such threats. Germany was grappling with the issue of military participation in peacekeeping activities outside the NATO area. This led
German military leaders to focus increasingly on potential NBC and
missile risks to deployed forces. In sum, in the two years following the
Rome Summit, a consensus was growing in allied capitals that protective
measures would be vital in meeting the NBC threat, and that established
nonproliferation measures were not enough.29
A significant push came from the US in the form of the Defense Counterproliferation Initiative (CPI), which Secretary of Defense Les Aspin
announced in December 1993. US President Clinton had “quietly”
adopted the principle of counterproliferation as US policy in June 1993.30
The main thrust was on developing military capabilities, both material and
conceptual, to protect US forces from NBC threats and ensure they could
defeat an adversary equipped with such weapons.
The CPI, or at least its public presentation, caused considerable confusion and some acrimony between the US and its NATO allies. Specifically,
there was concern, notably in Germany, that counterproliferation was
intended to supplant traditional nonproliferation policy, transferring the
lead from diplomatic to military hands. Similar concerns were manifest
within the US government, especially at the Department of State and the
Arms Control and Disarmament Agency (ACDA). The National Security
Council sought to resolve the matter through a memorandum of “Agreed
Definitions,” issued in February 1994, defining counterproliferation as
the activities of the Department o f Defense across the full range of
US efforts to combat proliferation, including diplomacy, arms
control, export controls, and intelligence collection and analysis,
with particular responsibility for assuring that US forces can be
protected should they confront an adversary armed with weapons
of mass destruction or missiles.31
This wording effectively placed counterproliferation within broader US
nonproliferation policy, and officially resolved the matter within the US
government. It addressed internal US differences by establishing an institutional definition of counterproliferation, rather than a conceptual one.
Counterproliferation was what the Department of Defense (DoD) did.
But this hardly could be expected to resolve matters with the European
allies and Canada, who would remain concerned that the US was seeking
to accentuate military measures and de-emphasize political and diplomatic
measures in the alliance approach to proliferation.
The timing was also problematic. Rhetoric abounded in Washington
regarding the US role as the sole remaining superpower, and some called
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for seizing the “unipolar moment.” This prompted concern elsewhere
about US temptations to act unilaterally and preemptively against suspected possessors or proliferators of WMD. The situation with respect to
North Korea remained particularly tense, until conclusion of the
US-North Korean framework agreement in October 1994 appeared to
move Pyongyang off the track toward nuclear weapons.32
In sum, as 1993 was ending and 1994 was beginning, NATO faced a
complex situation. Fear of massive conventional war on the European
continent was gone. Among the remaining threats to the populations and
armed forces of NATO countries, nuclear, biological, and chemical
weapons had a comparatively high profile, albeit a profile that was not
very crisply defined. The fate of former Soviet weapons, plus the related
research and production capabilities, was far from clear. In the cases of
Iraq and North Korea, most notably, the limits of traditional nonproliferation regimes had been demonstrated. At the same time, there was little
political will to simply discard arms control and nonproliferation as tools
of international relations. A heightened consciousness of WMD threats
and the need to do more was becoming visible in European allied capitals.
But the perception of threat and of the requirement for action was by far
strongest in Washington. As the US pressed to make a WMD initiative
part of NATO’s January 1994 Brussels Summit, some differences of
approach, emphasis, and presentation among allies already were starting
to emerge. NATO’s subsequent policy on WMD proliferation would
reflect a careful balancing of the political and defense dimensions, which
begged the question as to where the alliance’s greatest “added value”
could lie in addressing WMD threats.
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