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NATO is absolutely key 
to American national security

Interview with Dr Celeste Wallander, president and CEO of the U.S.-Russia Foundation
 Former Special Assistant to the President and Senior Director for Russia/Eurasia on the NSC1 

The ambitious NATO exercise Trident 
Juncture has just ended in Norway, while 
the big Russian and Belarusian military 
exercise Zapad was conducted last year. 
Is tension between East and West  danger-
ously increasing ?
In Russia, the core threat assessment as of 2012 
when Putin came to power is that the main threat 
to Russia is the United States and that the United 
States is engaged in a strategy to actively encircle, 
weaken Russia, and even to try to overthrow the 
Putin regime. Russian government and Russian 
analyses point often to American intervention in 
Iraq and Saddam Hussein eventual trial and exe-
cution to the intervention – which was not only an 
American intervention, also French and European 
intervention in Libya – and the assassination of 
Qaddafi. And they also go back in point to what 
they call the Color Revolution, in Serbia, in Geor-
gia, in Ukraine in 2004-2005. That is the frame 
they seem to have decided, I think incorrectly, but 
they really believe that United States’ main secu-
rity policy is focused on encircling Russia, weak-
ening Russia, and to leave the ground work for a 
regime change. It is through that frame that the 
prudent government 20 years ago began to rein-
vest in military capabilities and change military 
doctrine for operations. Because the assessment 
of the general staff was that Russia was extremely 
vulnerable when they looked at American mili-
tary operations in Afghanistan and in Iraq. What 
they saw was the ability of the United States to 
intervene at a very great distance over sustained 
period of time, using to a large degree stand-off 
weapons and conduct conventional military op-
erations of war, far from the American homeland 
and being able to conduct their war on American 
terms, using American firepower, American tech-

nological advantage, American air power, sealift, 
and the whole package. And they began to believe 
incorrectly that this was all designed to be able to 
do that against Russia : the kind of long distance, 
sustained encirclement and sustained conven-
tional military operation to keep and to win the 
conventional war against the Russian Federation.

How did the Russians react then ?
If you look at the priorities in Russian conven-
tional military capability, they are focused on 
denying the United States that capability : so 
better strike capability, Russian stand-off strike, 
the Kalibr cruise missile, improved radar, Anti 
access/Area denial capability to keep the United 
States at a distance from the Russian Federation, 
and a better conventional interventionary capabil-
ity such of that we saw in Syria. Plus in terms of 
ground forces, which we didn’t see in a military 
operation, because the operation in Ukraine was 
covert, it wasn’t a regular army intervention, the 
Russian army is not in Syria either, it is an air 
support operation.

What we have seen in military exercises Zapad and 
Vostock is the improvement in Russian ground 
forces capability. The units are smaller, more flex-
ible, quicker response and more integrated, more 
usable, capable of using the more higher technolo-
gy. In contrast to the Russian intervention in Geor-
gia, where commanders in the theater were having 
to call back to Moscow for orders, they have been 
exercising and planning for more modern warfare. 
With the commanders in the theater, reacting and 
operating. That is designed to deter the United 
States from conducting an “Iraq operation” against 
Russia, because they don’t have the capability to 
fight such an operation. But if the United States 
would intervene, to be able to fight and defeat the 1 : National Security Council.
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An MV-22 Osprey tiltrotor aircraft takes off after dropping off Marines with the 24th Marine Expeditionary Unit at Keflavik, 
Iceland on 17 October 2018, during Exercise Trident Juncture 2018, which has brought together around 50,000 personnel 
from 31 NATO Allied and partner nations .

United States in any kind of intervention against 
the Russian Federation.

That is about conventional power. What 
about the nuclear power ?
The Russian general staff began to assess that 
its nuclear retaliatory deterrent threat capability 
was no longer credible for several reasons. One 
because Russia did not have a range of flexible 
options at the low end to respond to an Ameri-
can strike. This is not going to happen, United 
States is not planning this! But in the Russian 
general staff assessment that if the United States 
wanted to prevail in a conventional conflict like 
Iraq or Afghanistan, they could fight conven-
tionally or they could have limited nuclear op-
tions to be able to deter the United States from 
continuing to fight the conflict. Among other 
capabilities, the cruise missiles capability – that 
is a violation of the INF treaty2 – has that part 
of this mission to give the Russian general staff 
flexible options from limited nuclear strikes, not 
against the American homeland, that would be a 
nuclear war, but to contain a conflict to the theat-
er so that the United States does not respond 
with strategic nuclear weapons. This was incor-
rectly identified as escalate to de-escalate, the 
Russians do not use that term, that is an Amer-
ican understanding. There are other systems 
that they are developing to enhance the whole 
spectrum of Russian nuclear capability.

How do you think Moscow is evaluating 
its own strategic nuclear force ?
The Russians fear that at the high end, their nucle-
ar deterrence is not credible, largely but not only 
because of American missile defense capabilities. 
Thus the other main focus of Russian military 
modernization has been to multiply the assured re-
sponse options at the high end of the nuclear scale 
to be able to counter missile defenses but also to 
be able to have multiple options for a strike on the 
American homeland. This is the perennial problem 
that the Soviet Union had and Russia has, which 
is relying on the Intercontinental Ballistic Missile 
Force. ICBM is on the one hand stabilizing, it is 
a big Russian homeland, but on the other hand 
those capabilities are in theory vulnerable to an 
American overwhelming strike and its submarine 
force is not as reliable, especially given American 
anti-submarine warfare capability. Same things on 
Russian bombers that are less vulnerable once in 
the air but American air defense capabilities are 
pretty solid. So the Russians are developing new 
kinds of capabilities, sea, air and ground-based to 
be able, in the general staff’s thinking to enhance 
the assured retaliation capability at the high end of 
the nuclear scale.

One has a better understanding than if one only 
looks at Zapad. This helps understand the context 
in which they are trying to improve those ground 
forces, improve the mobility : it is to fight the 
United States.

2 : INF : Intermediate Nuclear 
Forces.

3 : Sommet de l’OTAN à Bucarest 
en avril 2008.
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Operational practice by fighter jets Su-35S and Su-30SM in Lipetsk region (south-east of 
Moscow) . “The assessment of the Russian general staff is that US main security policy is 
focused on encircling and weakening Russia” .

In your view, as Russia intervened in 
Ukraine, is there any risk that they would 
intervene in the Baltics as well ?
They intervened in Ukraine when Ukraine was 
weak and because Ukraine was going to sign a 
European Association Agreement. Not because 
United States was sending tanks or anything to 
Ukraine. This is a perennial problem in interna-
tional relations : that the things that a country 
does to improve its defense capabilities may ap-
pear to other countries as a capability to attack, 
it is a classic conundrum, in the end unsolvable. 
But the United States in Europe will deliberately 
not enhance Ukraine’s defense and security ca-
pabilities. United States in Europe explicitly did 
not offer NATO membership to Ukraine in Bucha-
rest3. In fact, I have argued the reason why EU 
came to focus on European Association Agree-
ment with Ukraine and other partner countries, 
it was in order to push away the issue of NATO. 
It was in place of NATO because most European 
countries did not support Georgian and Ukrainian 
membership in NATO. I understand the challenge 
of a paranoid and insecure Russian general staff 
but I also think they are deterrable. I do not agree 
that the Russians are planning a military offensive 
against the Baltics. For no other reason the Rus-
sian leadership understands what NATO is. And 
NATO is credible. They do not not want war with 
the United States.

Therefore being a member of NATO still 
really matters...
The distance between Estonia and Ukraine is real. 

Ukraine was weak and not a member of NATO, 
same with Georgia in 2008. No question whatso-
ever. That does not mean Russia would not use 
force in the Baltics. In a scenario in which there 
was a military conflict, if they thought the United 
States was coming, or if there was instability in, 
say Belarus, or if there were Russian protests in 
the Baltics, I would be very wary about an escala-
tion because they are very able and willing to use 
military force. 

I just think the idea that is in Washington, I don’t 
know in Europe, that the Russians are planning 
to invade and occupy the Baltics is a misunder-
standing of that undermined analysis. That does 
not make me happy in confidence and I am very 
wary about an escalation but I think that this path 
to conflict is different than what most of people 
are talking about.

On the contrary, another way could be us-
ing soft power means ?
There is a Russian understanding of what soft 
power is. When Joseph Nye wrote his book on 
what soft power is, his definition was the attrac-
tion of your model. There is French soft power 
as well. The idea was that soft power was that 
others would be willing to cooperate with you be-
cause your model looks positive, cooperative and 
brings benefits. In the Russian idea, it has posi-
tive effect, it supports Russian language studies 
supports, Russian concerts, ballets, literature and 
music, that is soft power.  But the opposite of soft 
power is saying “because there is this Russian 
people and history, therefore we get to impose 
our policies”. That is the assertion of the Russian 
right and ability to insist on Moscow’s preferenc-
es therefore prevailing in policy that should be 
dismissed. So many Western analysts accept the 
Kremlin’s narrative – somehow because there are 
Russian speakers in Estonia, in Moldova – that 
soft power means that Russia should have a say 
but that is not what soft power is.

In 2014, president Obama announced 
the European Reassurance Initiative that 
is now called European Deterrence Initi-
ative...
Which is much better…
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How does it impact NATO strategy and 
confidence of European allies ?
I think the consensus view of American experts 
inside and outside of government on defense and 
security is very strongly in support of NATO. It 
is absolutely key to American national security. 
NATO has supported our operations in Afghan-
istan, which is about protecting United States 
against transnational extremism having a global 
reach. There is a political debate that is unfortu-
nately given juice and power because of the 2% 
issue. European countries did not help those of 
us American defense experts make the case for 
NATO by not meaning the 2% goal. That raised 
raised questions about why the United States 
should care more about, and made it harder for 
people like me to make the argument. What you 
have seen in the last two years is just the bursting 
out of that political debate but it has been around 
for a long time.

This is factual : you have a US administration 
that is now not defending the core function of the 
NATO alliance in American security policy. And 
now some members of the Trump administration 
have said that but American foreign policy is set 
by the president of the United States and he does 
not believe – he has said this – that NATO is at 
the core of American security interests. He has 
broken with the consensus of experts on this. Part 
of reason that he has done that is because he has 
the view he is on the side of those who feel it 
is not right that America should care more about 
European defense than Europeans. It would help 
those of us making the case that actually NATO is 
important not just for Europe but for the United 
States if Europe showed that NATO was important 
to Europe by meaning that 2% goal.

In this regard, new European initiatives 
on defense should not scare the horses in 
Washington. Why then ?
I think there actually is not a consensus in Unit-
ed States on this issue. Most experts on Euro-
pean security who I know, people who I served 
in Obama administration are not opposed to the 
EU enhancing its capability in the way you men-
tion. But there are others in United States that do 
criticize the EU for this. The public argument is 

“they should not be spending the money on this 
multilateral effort they should be spending the 
money back at home”. These people do not un-
derstand Europe. You are right to suspect that in 
some cases, it is because while a lot of Americans 
may complain about NATO, they do like that Unit-
ed States is the most powerful country in NATO 
and therefore has strong influence, and we have 
no influence in the EU. It is not a criticism I share. 
I think it is a significant improvement and contri-
bution to European security and that is in Ameri-
can interests. Most serious American experts on 
Europe have that view as well.

Interview by Jean-François Morel, Nathalie de 
Kaniv*, and Caroline Gorse-Combalat*

Supreme Allied Commander Europe, U .S . General Curtis M . Scaparrotti, welcomes Prefet Pierre 
Soubelet at the Suresnes American Cemetery, near Paris, on Nov . 11, 2018 . “American foreign 
policy is set by the president of the United States and he does not believe that NATO is at the 
core of American security interests” .
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and CEO of the U.S.-Russia Foun-
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Assistant to the President and Se-
nior Director for Russia/Eurasia 
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tant Secretary of Defense for Rus-
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