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Unit 2 in GCSE Government and Politics is 
concerned with International Politics in Action. This 
includes the issue of conflict and its resolution. 
NATO is an organisation designed to prevent 
and resolve conflict and this Factfile provides 
information on NATO.

Origins
At the end of the Second World War in 1945, Europe 
was devastated. It was difficult to see it ever 
recovering. Approximately 36.5 million Europeans 
had died in the conflict, 19 million of them civilians. 
Refugee camps and rationing dominated daily life. 
In some areas, infant mortality rates were one in 
four. Millions of orphans wandered the burnt-out 
shells of former capital cities.

In addition, Communists aided by the Soviet Union 
were threatening elected governments across 
Europe. In 1948 this culminated in the Berlin 
blockade of allied-controlled West Berlin. The 
resulting Berlin airlift was a big success and showed 
the Allies the benefits of military cooperation.

After much discussion and debate, the North 
Atlantic Treaty was signed on 4 April, 1949. In the 
Treaty’s renowned Article 5, the new Allies agreed 
“an armed attack against one or more of them… 
shall be considered an attack against them all” and 
that following such an attack, each Ally would take 
“such action as it deems necessary, including the 
use of armed force” in response. NATO was created 
to serve three purposes: to deter Soviet expansion, 
to counter the revival of nationalist militarism 
in Europe and to encourage European political 
integration. (1)
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NATO members
The most important players in the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation are the member countries. There are 
currently 28 members.

Albania (2009) Greece (1952) Portugal (1949)

Belgium (1949) Hungary (1999) Romania (2004)

Bulgaria (2004) Iceland (1949) Slovakia (2004)

Canada (1949) Italy (1949) Slovenia (2004)

Croatia (2009) Latvia (2004) Spain (1982)

Czech Republic (1999) Lithuania (2004) Turkey (1952)

Denmark (1949) Luxembourg (1949) The United Kingdom (1949)

Estonia (2004) Netherlands (1949) The United States (1949)

France (1949) Norway (1949)

Germany (1955) Poland (1999)

There are some notable countries that are not NATO members, including Ireland, Switzerland, Sweden and 
Finland.

NATO membership
NATO membership is open to “any other European 
state in a position to further the principles of this 
Treaty and to contribute to the security of the 
North Atlantic area” (2)

NATO’s Aims:
NATO’s essential purpose is to safeguard the 
freedom and security of its members through 
political and military means. It has two aims:

POLITICAL – NATO aims to promote democracy, 
consultation, cooperation on defence and security 
issues to build trust to prevent conflict.

MILITARY – NATO is committed to the peaceful 
resolution of disputes. If diplomatic efforts fail, it 
has the military capacity needed to resolve it. These 
are carried out under Article 5 of the Washington 
Treaty, alone or in cooperation with other countries 
and international organisations.

Article 5 – Collective defence
Article 5 is one of the key features of NATO. The 
principle is, an attack against one is an attack 
against all. This is enshrined in Article 5 of the 
Washington Treaty. 

NATO is committed to this principle. Article 5 
has been invoked once – in response to the 9/11 
attacks in the United States. This was confirmed on 
4 October 2001, when NATO determined that the 
attacks were indeed eligible under the terms of the 
North Atlantic Treaty. It consisted of seven NATO 
AWACS radar aircraft that helped patrol the skies 
over the United States; in total 830 crew members 
from 13 NATO countries flew over 360 sorties. (3)

1. The United Kingdom (1949)
2. France (1949)
3. Belgium (1949)
4. Denmark (1949)
5. Luxembourg (1949)
6. Germany (1955)
7. Italy (1949)
8. Spain (1982)
9. Portugal (1949)
10. Norway (1949)
11. Netherlands (1949)
12. Turkey (1952)
13. Greece (1952)
14. Poland (1999)

15. Hungary (1999)
16. Czech Republic (1999)
17. Bulgaria (2004)
18. Estonia (2004)
19. Latvia (2004)
20. Lithuania (2004)
21. Romania (2004)
22. Slovakia (2004)
23. Slovenia (2004)
24. Albania (2009)
25. Croatia (2009)
also included in NATO: United 
States (1949), Iceland (1949) 
and Canada (1949)
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This was the first time that NATO’s military forces 
were deployed in support of an Article 5 operation.
 
Objectives today
The primary areas of concern to NATO today include 
security assistance, security discussions and co-
operation, defeating international terrorism, cyber 
terrorism, and piracy. NATO remains a nuclear 
alliance, with deterrence as the main element of its 
strategy. 

UK Role in NATO
Although the USA dominates NATO, the United 
Kingdom plays a key role. Britain is a fellow nuclear 
power and America’s closest ally, in terms of 
intelligence-sharing, battlefield operations and 
military hardware.

The UK, like all NATO members is committed to 
spending on the upkeep of their defences. In recent 
times, this has been cut, leaving many concerned 
about the UK’s future position in NATO. Yet polls 
suggest that voters are increasingly concerned 
about the decline of their country’s position on the 
world stage. For the foreseeable future, the UK will 
continue to play a pivotal role in NATO operations 
by agreeing to supply armed forces, military 
hardware and intelligence with their counterparts.

British forces have played a major role in all of 
NATO’s operations both during and following the 
Cold War. 

North Atlantic Council
The North Atlantic Council is the principal political 
decision-making body within NATO. It brings 
together high-level representatives of each member 
country to discuss policy or operational questions 
requiring collective decisions. It provides a forum 
for wide-ranging consultation between members on 
all issues affecting their peace and security.

All members have an equal right to express 
their views and share in the consensus on which 
decisions are based. Decisions are agreed upon 
on the basis of unanimity and common accord. 
There is no voting or decision by majority. This 
means that policies decided upon by the North 
Atlantic Council (NAC) are supported by, and are the 
expression of, the collective will of all the sovereign 
states. (4)
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Military Committee
The Military Committee (MC) is the senior military 
authority in NATO and the oldest permanent body 
in NATO after the North Atlantic Council, both 
having been formed months after the Alliance 
came into being. It is the primary source of military 
advice to NATO’s civilian decision-making bodies – 
the North Atlantic Council and the Nuclear Planning 
Group.

Its advice is sought prior to any authorisation 
for military action and, consequently represents 
an essential link between the political decision-
making process and the military structure of NATO.
 

It also provides military guidance to the Alliance’s 
two Strategic Commanders and assists in 
developing overall strategic policy and concepts 
for the Alliance. In this context, it prepares an 
annual long-term assessment of the strength and 
capabilities of countries and areas posing a risk to 
NATO’s interests. (5)

NATO Actions
NATO provides a unique opportunity for member 
countries to consult and take decisions on security 
issues at all levels and in a variety of fields.

A “NATO decision” is the expression of the collective 
will of all 28 member countries since all decisions 
are taken by consensus. Each day, hundreds of 
civilian and military experts and officials come to 
NATO HQs to exchange information, share ideas and 
help prepare decisions when needed, in cooperation 
with national delegations and the staff at NATO 
HQs.

Operations and missions
• Afghanistan Kosovo
• Counter-piracy Monitoring the Mediterranean
• Supporting the African Union

NATO takes an active role in a broad range of crisis-
management operations and missions, including 
civil emergency operations.

 
Military measures
NATO is an active and leading contributor to peace 
and security on the international stage. It promotes 
democratic values and is committed to the peaceful 
resolution of disputes. However, if diplomatic 
efforts fail, it has the military capacity needed 
to undertake crisis management operations, 
alone or in cooperation with other countries and 
international organisations.

NATO in Afghanistan
NATO is currently leading Resolute Support, a non-
combat mission which provides training, advice 
and assistance to Afghan security forces and 
institutions. Resolute Support was launched on 1 
January 2015. It includes approximately 13,000 
personnel from both NATO and partner countries.

This is a follow-on mission to the International 
Security Assistance Force (ISAF). ISAF was under 
NATO leadership from August 2003 to December 
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2014. ISAF was tasked to develop new Afghan 
security forces and enable Afghan authorities to 
provide effective security across the country in 
order to create a democratic system of government 
and the establishment of the rule of law. It was 
NATO forces that fought the war against the Taliban.

NATO in Kosovo
While Afghanistan remains NATO’s primary 
operational theatre, the Alliance has not faltered on 
its other commitments, particularly in the Balkans. 
Today, approximately 4,500 Allied and partner 
troops operate in Kosovo as part of NATO’s Kosovo 
Force (KFOR).

Having first entered Kosovo in June 1999 to end 
widespread violence and halt the humanitarian 
disaster, KFOR troops continue to maintain a strong 
presence throughout the territory.

Securing the Mediterranean Sea

NATO operations are not limited only to zones 
of conflict. In the aftermath of the 9/11 terrorist 
attacks, NATO immediately began to take measures 
to expand the options available to counter the 
threat of international terrorism. In October 2001, 
it launched the maritime surveillance Operation 
Active Endeavour, focused on detecting and 
deterring terrorist activity in the Mediterranean. 
The operation was terminated in October 2016 and 
was succeeded by Sea Guardian, a flexible maritime 
operation able to perform the full range of maritime 
security operations tasks.

Supporting the African Union
The Alliance continues to support the African Union 
(AU) in its peacekeeping missions on the African 
continent. Since June 2007, NATO has assisted the 
AU Mission in Somalia (AMISOM) 

by providing airlift support for AU peacekeepers. 
Following renewed AU requests, the North Atlantic 
Council has agreed to extend its support on several 
occasions and continues to do so. NATO is also 
providing capacity-building support, as well as 
expert training support to the African Standby Force 
(ASF), at the AU’s request. The ASF is intended to be 
deployed in Africa in times of crisis and is part of 
the AU’s efforts to develop long-term peacekeeping 
capabilities. ASF represents the AU’s vision for a 
continental, on-call security apparatus with some 
similarities to the NATO Response Force. (6)

Air policing
Since Russia’s illegal military intervention in 
Ukraine in 2014, NATO has been taking extra 
reassurance measures for its Allies. Among these is 
the boosting of NATO’s air policing missions.

Air policing missions are collective peacetime 
missions that enable NATO to detect, track and 
identify all violations and infringements of its 
airspace and to take appropriate action. Allied 
fighter jets patrol the airspace of Allies who do not 
have fighter jets of their own. NATO has deployed 
additional aircraft to reinforce missions over 
Albania and Slovenia, as well as the Baltic region 
where NATO F-16s have intercepted Russian aircraft 
repeatedly violating Allied airspace.
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This air policing capability is one of three NATO 
standing forces on active duty that contribute 
to the Alliance’s collective defence efforts on 
a permanent basis. They also include NATO’s 
standing maritime forces, which are ready to act 
when called upon, as well as an integrated air 
defence system to protect against air attacks, 
which also comprises the Alliance’s ballistic missile 
defence system.

Non-military measures
The Partnership for Peace (PfP) is a programme 
of practical cooperation between individual Euro-
Atlantic partner countries and NATO. It allows 
partners to build up an individual relationship with 
NATO, choosing their own priorities for cooperation.

Based on a commitment to the democratic 
principles that underpin the Alliance itself, the 
purpose of the Partnership for Peace is to increase 
stability, diminish threats to peace and build 
strengthened security relationships between 
individual Euro-Atlantic partners and NATO, as well 
as among partner countries.

Activities on offer under the PfP programme 
touch on virtually every field of NATO activity, 
including defence-related work, defence reform, 
defence policy and planning, civil-military 
relations, education and training, military-to-
military cooperation and exercises, civil emergency 
planning and disaster response, and cooperation on 
science and environmental issues. (7)

During the Cold War
When NATO was established in 1949, one of 
its fundamental roles was to act as a powerful 
deterrent against military aggression. In this role, 
NATO’s success was reflected in the fact that, 
throughout the entire period of the Cold War, 
NATO forces were not involved in a single military 
engagement. For much of the latter half of the 20th 
century, NATO remained vigilant and prepared.

After the Cold War
With the end of the Cold War in the early 1990s 
came great changes to the international security 
environment. The Alliance witnessed the 
emergence of new threats and the resurgence of old 
but familiar ones.

With these changing conditions came new 
responsibilities. From being an exclusively 
defensive alliance for nearly half a century, NATO 
began to assume an increasingly proactive role 
within the international community.

Other successes that are attributed to the Alliance 
include the peace support operations to compel 
an end to the violence in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
along with the peace implementation and 
stabilization forces that followed from 1995 to 
2004. The Alliance was also successful in disarming 
ethnic Albanian groups operating in the Former 
Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, as well as the 
follow-on protection and stability operations 
between 2001 and 2003.

NATO is still involved in Iraq, Afghanistan, the 
Balkan region and other regions. Time will tell if 
their involvement has been effective in stopping full 
scale conflict.
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