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The question of ‘out-of-area’ NATO intervention: from West Africa to the 

borders of the Near East

 

‘[R]esolved  to  unite  their  efforts  for  collective  defence  and  for  the  preservation  of  peace  and
security’, the United States, France, the United Kingdom and nine other founder members established

the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) by the Washington Treaty of 4 April 1949. Among

other purposes, the organisation was required to supply mutual and joint assistance to its contracting

parties when they were threatened with attack by a third party.[1] Its area of operation, laid down in

Article 6 of the Treaty, was defined by reference to the territories of the Member States: it chiefly

concerned western Europe and North America, also covering the French territories and departments

south of the Mediterranean, the territory of Turkey and the islands under the jurisdiction of any Party

in the North Atlantic area north of the Tropic of Cancer. NATO’s remit also covered armed attacks on

the forces, ships or aircraft on any of these territories and in any other region of Europe in which the

occupation forces of any Party were stationed or which were on the Mediterranean Sea or in the

region of  the North Atlantic  north of  Allied Naval  Forces  Southern Europe (NAVSOUTH).  The

proliferation  of  areas  of  tension  between  the  United  States  and  the  Soviet  Union  soon  led  the

members of NATO to start thinking about ways in which the organisation could deal with them,

particularly when the areas of operation were outside the sphere of action provided for in Article 6.

‘Out-of-area’ operations by NATO

NATO’s ‘out-of-area’ operations were quite specifically focused on the Mediterranean, for a number

of reasons. The area was of strategic importance to the countries of western Europe: four Member

States  (Spain,  France,  Greece  and Italy)  had  a  Mediterranean  coastline;  France  and the  United

Kingdom had territories or exercised authority over territories on the other side of the Mediterranean.

It was the main transit area for oil products imported from the Middle East to Western Europe or

North America.[2] The expansion of the Soviet presence in the areas ranging from North Africa to

Afghanistan was seen as a threat to Euro-Atlantic security; it required a reaction. 

The Western response was not a fixed one; it varied in line with changes in the United States’ strategy

towards the Soviet Union. The economic and political containment of communist forces[3] which the

Marshall  Plan attempted to bring about soon showed its  limits.  In Greece there was a civil  war

between the Communist Party and the royalist forces between 1946 and 1947, and Czechoslovakia

fell  into  the  communists’ hands  in  1948.  The Truman  Doctrine  of  1947 was  the  first  time the

containment strategy was called into question, advocating, as it did, United States intervention in the

form of financial and military aid wherever democracy and freedom were threatened. Then, in 1953,

John Foster Dulles, the US Secretary of State,  devised the ‘massive retaliation’ doctrine whereby

there would be massive nuclear retaliation in the event of an attack by the Soviet Union on any NATO

member country. This was a crucial component of ‘rollback’, a policy aimed at rolling communism

back and no longer just containing its forward advance.[4] This shift in US strategy towards a more

military approach justified, in United States eyes, extending NATO operations ‘out of area’. NATO

forces, however, were never involved in any military engagement during the Cold War.[5]

From 1951, NATO developed its command structures in the Mediterranean — Allied Forces Southern

Europe (AFSOUTH) in Naples, then, in 1952, Allied Forces Mediterranean (AFMED) in Malta.[6]

The  strategy  of  ‘containment’  did  not  stop  the  Soviet  Union,  under  the  leadership  of  Nikita

Khrushchev, from developing closer economic and military links with the countries of the Middle

East (Egypt)[7] and North Africa (Algeria),[8] an approach which was maintained during the ensuing
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decades, particularly in the conflicts between the State of Israel and the Arab countries.[9]

As part of the ‘containment’ strategy, NATO carried out several large-scale naval manoeuvres in the

Mediterranean in the 1950s,[10] a turbulent period in the region, which saw the independence of

Morocco  and  Tunisia on  2  and  20 March  1956  respectively,  followed,  from  29 October  to

22 December 1956, by the Suez crisis, after the nationalisation of the canal by Egyptian President

Gamal Abdel Nasser on 26 July. These exercises came to an end in the 1960s, following, in particular,

reductions  in  the  British  Mediterranean  Fleet,  difficulties  in  taking  a  political  decision  on  the

command structure, the withdrawal of France from NATO’s military structures and the reorganisation

of the command structures for the southern region.[11] The Six-Day War (5 to 10 June 1967), which

pitted Israel against Egypt, Syria and Jordan, once more put the Mediterranean area at the epicentre of

geopolitical  concerns,  including  at  WEU,  where  the  crisis  was  hotly  debated.[12] Against  this

background, in 1969, NATO’s Defence Planning Committee established the Naval On-Call Force

Mediterranean (NOCFORMED), a naval rapid-reaction force to secure the Mediterranean by acting as

a deterrent against Soviet incursions.[13]

As soon as NATO had become active, the question of ‘out-of-area’ operations had been a matter for

military, and also political, planning.[14] These were given a fresh boost in December 1967 with the

submission of a report on the ‘Future Tasks of the Alliance’ to the North Atlantic Council by the

Foreign  Minister  of  Belgium,  Pierre  Harmel.  Looking  ahead  to  the  20th  anniversary  of  the

organisation, this report stressed the need to adapt the Alliance to the new political circumstances and

to France’s withdrawal from the integrated military command.[15] The report was presented at a time

of détente between the United States and the Soviet Union, and was one of the first signs of a possible

rapprochement  between  NATO and  the  Warsaw Pact.  It  was  also  to  influence  the  spirit  of  the

Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe held in 1973.[16]

The fall of the dictatorships in Portugal (25 April 1974) and Greece (24 July 1974) strengthened

NATO’s position in the Mediterranean. Although Portugal had been a founder member of the Atlantic

Alliance and Greece a  member since 1952, the dictatorial  regimes in those countries meant  that

cooperation  was  not  very  developed.  The  end  of  Francoism in  November  1975  and  the  rapid

democratisation of Spain led to that country’s joining NATO in 1982.[17] NATO then had easier

access to the region surrounding Gibraltar for mounting patrols in the North Atlantic and increasing

the numbers of bases from which operations could be run in the western Mediterranean.[18]  

Also in 1974, NATO was faced with a political and military crisis triggered by the invasion of Cyprus

by Turkey. As a NATO member since 1952 and the largest military presence in the Mediterranean,

Turkey  was  strategically  vital  to  NATO  planning  in  the  Mediterranean.  However,  the  general

weakening of the military presence in the eastern Mediterranean owing to the unilateral withdrawal of

Jupiter missiles by the United States because of the Cuban crisis, the Cyprus conflict in 1964, the US

embargo on arms deliveries to Turkey following its intervention in Cyprus in 1974 and Turkey’s

international isolation over the Cyprus question were detrimental to cooperation between the allies in

the region.[19] In addition, Cyprus proved to be vital to the United Kingdom’s strategic planning as it

maintained a sizeable naval presence on the island and in the Mediterranean area, particularly as

Britain had already been forced to close its naval bases in Egypt following the Suez crisis.[20]

As regards ‘out-of-area operations’, the French and British had,  prima facie, shared interests. Both

had worldwide responsibilities and, as such, were forced to allocate part of their military resources for

that purpose.[21] The two countries also agreed that the external threats to Europe came mainly from

the Soviet Union, given its expansionist political intentions and offensive capacity. At the same time,

they recognised that developing countries might, for particular motives of their own, engage in hostile

behaviour.[22] No  form  of  cooperation  outside  Europe  was  set  up  between  Paris  and  London,
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however, with the notable exception of their intervention in Suez in 1956.[23] The main reason for this

was that French and British interests were geographically separated and often made them rivals rather

than allies, particularly when it came to arms sales.[24]

Perceptions  in  both  countries  as  to  NATO’s role  outside its  operational  area  also  accounted  for

NATO’s limited role in the Mediterranean basin. Both France and the United Kingdom reserved the

right to pursue their  interests  out of the NATO area,  although they did have to keep their  allies

informed.[25] In addition, France was against the principle of operations outside the NATO area, and

that  hostility  grew  even  more  marked  after  the  country  left  the  integrated  NATO  command.

Differences between Paris and Washington focused on the concept of security. The United States

recommended a ‘globalised’ response to threats, through the adoption of economic boycott measures

as well. France’s view was that if such an approach were defended in NATO it would lead to NATO

straying from its purpose, including as regards ‘its geographical area of operations’.[26]

The southern Mediterranean region — the Near and Middle East plus the Gulf States and Afghanistan

— had been on WEU’s agenda since the organisation first started operating, both in the Council and

in the Parliamentary Assembly.[27] How far-reaching the work it did in that field was depended on

how much those areas were in the news. To be more specific, the Assembly was very active at the

beginning of the 1960s owing to the international situation and the work put in by its French and

British members on subjects relating to ‘out-of-area’ operations by NATO.[28] One of the first subjects

WEU addressed was the question of the Suez Canal: having been on the agenda for the Standing

Committee  of  the  Brussels  Treaty  Organisation,[29] this  was  transferred  to  WEU  when  it  was

established.  Topics  as  diverse  as  North  Africa,  the  Middle  East  and  Afghanistan  were  added

subsequently. At their quarterly meetings, the ministers taking part in the Council of WEU would

consider  the  situation  in  the  various  parts  of  the  world  where  the  Member  States  had military

obligations, ‘in order to gain the best possible understanding of their respective problems’, to look

into ways of helping each other on a case-by-case basis[30] and to pursue common objectives such as

the stabilisation of the Middle East area and the establishment of energy supply security. These last

two questions were to arouse particular interest in WEU, both in the proceedings of the Assembly and

in Council discussions.[31] 

On the substance, WEU generally supported the expansion of NATOs mandate both politically and

geographically. The argument put forward at the time was that it was not just a matter of defending a

geographical  area  but  also  a  ‘way  of  life’.[32] The  Council  abstained  from  making  any

recommendations for operational measures. It was felt that defence questions outside the ‘NATO area’

fell within NATO’s remit and not that of WEU. Its involvement consisted mainly of organising prior

joint consultations between European countries before international meetings. This task was watered

down after the United Kingdom joined the European Communities.[33] As for the Assembly, it called

repeatedly on the Council to adopt common positions in favour of the peaceful resolution of the

various  conflicts  in  the Mediterranean basin  and the Middle East  (e.g.  the Cyprus  question,  the

Israeli–Arab conflict, the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan and the Iran–Iraq War).[34] The debates were

sometimes tough, and on rare, exceptional occasions led to diplomatic crises, in particular in the form

of the empty chair policy pursued by France from February 1969 to May/June 1970.[35] [36]

 

[1] Article 5  of  the  North  Atlantic  Treaty  of  4  April  1949  (also  known  as  the  Washington  Treaty).  For  further

information about the North Atlantic Treaty, see section 1, ‘The relationship between WEU and NATO’.

[2] CHAUVEL, Jean. Les puissances et la Méditerranée. In: Politique étrangère, 1971, vol. 36, No 5–6, pp. 463–471.

[3] While he was ambassador in the Soviet Union, George Kennan had said that, although the Soviet Union could not

be overcome by force of  arms, it  could nevertheless be brought under control.  He therefore proposed a third path
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