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INTERVIEW

With Jaap de Hoop Scheffer former Secretary General of NATO spoke

Robert Pszczel

I must start with the issue of Ukra-
ine - we are speaking a few days
after the anniversary of the war,
the largest in Europe since 1945.
What are your main feelings and
observations twelve months after
the start of the invasion on 24 Fe-
bruary 20222 Has the world, or at
least the security architecture, re-
ally changed beyond recognition?

First, we are living in a completely
different Europe. It is a war of ag-
gression, one nation is using bru-
tal force trying to subdue another
sovereign nation. I am not exagge-
rating that historians will qualify
24/2/22 as a defining moment in
Europe, Europe’s 9/11. That is why
the way this war is going to end is
so important. Second, referring to
my own children, daughters who
are now in their early 40s, I have to
explain to them what war means,
what is a nuclear weapon. Because
they were raised with a sense that
freedom or sovereignty came with
no price. I am a Cold War child,
I worked in NATO in the Cold
War in the Dutch delegation so I
know that this is not true. But ge-
nerations have now been educated
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without the notion of war, without
the notion of aggression, of rape,
of tanks, of atrocities, crimes aga-
inst humanity in their immedia-
te neighbourhood. Point number
three is a political one — we are in
my Alma Mater, the Leiden Uni-
versity, where we had some trouble
few years ago to initiate a discipli-
ne called war studies. You and I are
both Europeans, the European
DNA is peace and not war. The Eu-
ropean project started under the
heading “nie wieder Krieg!,” never
again war!

Do you mean contemporary Eu-
ropean DNA?

Yes, contemporary European
DNA. For decades it involved a
goal of building a peaceful Eu-
rope. Yes, we had the Cold War.
Then came the important seizure
of 1989. But then what did we do?
We went on the geopolitical holi-
day. I tell my students here - the
wall came down, a few years later
there was the end of the Soviet
Union, and we Europeans went
to the beach, poured ourselves a
nice glass of white wine, continued

29



to subcontract our security to the
US, subcontracted our energy to
Russia and subcontracted every-
thing we did not want to make at
a decent price to China. That ge-
opolitical holiday has ended with a
bang on 24 February 2022. So that
is why it is, I repeat,a 9/11 moment
for European history.

In this context, do you think that
Biden’s speech in Warsaw spelled
out the unified and appropriate re-
sponse of the West?

Yes, it did. But of course, Presi-
dent Biden is walking a fine line
in his approach - the red line is
that we do not want to run the risk
of NATO having a direct military
confrontation with Russia. In pu-
blic we see an unprecedented so-
lidarity at NATO and European
Union. I should applaud Vladimir
Vladimirovich that Americans are
back in Europe in full force, NATO
has considerably strengthened its
eastern flank, we have Finland and
Sweden on their way to NATO - so
applause to Putin for what he has
helped us to achieve. If you ask for
my analysis of what is happening
behind the scenes, if you dig a bit
deeper, and I am not surprised by
that, if you were to ask a question
in Berlin and Paris, capitals of the
two leading members of the EU -
Poland may soon be one too - on
how this war should end then, I
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am afraid you would not get the
same answer as in Warsaw, Vil-
nius, Riga, Tallinn, London or the
Hague - because as you know my
country is taking a front position
where it concerns Ukraine. Under
the surface - and given Germany’s
history in particular this is more
or less a given, even if I hope that
this might change one day - you
may hear in Paris or Berlin that the
view in the more “hawkish camp”
that the war will only end when
the last Russian soldier has left the
territory of Ukraine is unreali-
stic. My personal position is that I
go by the assumption that this is
achievable, and my strong opinion
is that Ukraine should win, and not
that it should simply not lose. And
there is a sea change between tho-
se two expressions. Ukraine should
win this conflict and we should do
everything possible to make this
happen.

Everybody praises Ukrainians
who have shown so far enormous
courage, patriotism, and ingenuity
in standing up to Russia. But how
do you assess efforts of the inter-
national community? Has it done
enough so far, and has it been
sufficiently fast and determined?
Some say that much more needs to
be done to help Ukraine, why this
hesitation on supply of fighter pla-
nes - do you agree with it?
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My view on the fighter planes is
that Ukraine should have them.

I have supported the provision of
battle tanks from the beginning of
that discussion, and we will come
back to the important role of Po-
land in this regard. But have we
done enough today? My answer is
that we could do more in the ran-
ge of fighter planes - either by Mi-
g29s to Ukraine and backfill with
F16s, or even after (long time)
training Ukrainian pilots on F16s.
I have a friend who is a former
commander of the Dutch air for-
ce, former F16 pilot, who told me
that flying the F16 for a well-tra-
ined Ukrainian pilot is relatively
easy, but managing the computer
and sophisticated weapon systems
takes a long time, many months in
fact. So, my preference would be
to start with MiGs and F16 back-
fill, while starting training on F16s.
My government is not considering
this a taboo subject, it should be
considered, including providing
Ukrainians with F16s once they
are properly trained.

Your views are backed by your own
experience in the air force...

Yes, I was a conscripted air force
officer in my younger days. Did
not fly fighter jets though.

How would you rate NATO’s per-
formance since the beginning of
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the war, remembering its earlier
role? Avoiding a direct military
confrontation with Russia but offe-
ring essential support to Kyiv. Co-
uld the Alliance have done things
differently? Aren’t too many Allies
still playing into Moscow’s hands
by hyping up the escalation argu-
ment or to some extent being in-
fluenced by the nuclear blackma-
il? Also, the latest opinion polls in
Germany show that 46% of Ger-
mans do not trust the US as an Ally
and this does not sound right. So
what are the reasons for all this?

I have doubts if we could have
done things better. Let’s not forget
that a year ago we were discussing
helmets and flak jackets. Democra-
cies are complicated machineries.
And each democracy in NATO has
its own history. Democratic pro-
cess thus takes time, and what we
want is that at the end of this war
our democracies show themselves
resilient. Because if they are not
we may see on a wider scale what
we have seen some weeks ago Ber-
lin, demonstration with the slogan
“Nicht Unser Krieg!”. But this is
our war!

To underline that this is our war
I want to recall what I said on
Dutch TV a week ago when I was
asked to pick two photographs
from the war which have impres-
sed me most. The first one was
of the pregnant woman from the




bombed Mariupol maternity ward,
when she and her baby died on the
spot. It was an example of mon-
strosities that take place under Pu-
tin’s responsibility. The other ico-
nic picture I chose was a photo of
the apartment building in Dnipro,
when the wall of an apartment was
blasted and you could see a bre-
akfast table with a bowl of fruit
with apples. And I told the viewers
— these are our apples, this is our
breakfast table.

If we are not successful in beating
this evil where Ukrainians are fi-
ghting for our freedom, where the-
ir women are raped, their houses
are being destroyed, their soldiers
are killed on the battlefield, the
Europe we know and cherish will
never return. It will be lost forever.
Coming back to my notion of resi-
lience I call on our political leaders
to stand up against the opinion of
those protesters in Berlin — who are
of course entitled to express their
views publicly - because otherwise
our democracies will prove to be
not sufficiently resilient. This may
be relatively easy now as we have a
mild winter, the Chinese economy
came to the standstill over Covid,
there is a lot of LNG on the world
market, the reserves are quite full
— but a more complicated winter
may come next time.

So - yes, we have done as much
as we could under our democratic
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processes, remembering how far
we have come from those helmets
to Patriot systems supplied by the
Dutch, Abrams from US, Leopards
from Poland, sophisticated artille-
ry etc. Still more needs to be done.

This brings me to the issue of tran-
satlantic unity, which is certainly
holding, despite some problems
created by countries like Hunga-
ry. But we know that it rests a lot
on US leadership, which is sim-
ply indispensable. Not a surprise
but still hugely impressive. Will it
hold? What lessons does it have
for the Alliance and international
community overall?

It has been proven again for Eu-
ropean Allies, and you have used
the term employed by the late Ma-
deleine Albright, that the United
States of America is the indispen-
sable nation for Europe. Had not
Joe Biden started from the very
beginning to forge the internatio-
nal coalition, and let’s not forget
that the so called Ramstein group
consists of more than 50 nations,
had he not taken this initiative
Ukraine might have been overrun
by now. The US are the indispensa-
ble nation, and this is an important
message for us Europeans.

And I am going to ask you about
this topic anyway...
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Yes and you are right to bring it up.
Because Europe should not take it
for granted that till the end of hi-
story the Americans will take full
responsibility for our defence. I am
not a big fan of the notion “stra-
tegic autonomy” in this regard be-
cause the notion lacks substance.
But taking on a larger part of the
financial burden and being able
to project hard military power in
non-article 5 scenarios should be a
European ambition.

What are the main problems fa-
cing the West’s response to con-
frontation with Russia imposed
on us — on Ukraine and beyond:
keeping unity is one challenge. But
what about implementing agreed
policies (e.g., on forward defence)
or changing outdated ones? Provi-
ding necessary financial resources
for defence (special problem of lo-
gistics)?

These are serious points of atten-
tion. Let us start with the most
important one, that we deliver fi-
nancially. I have noted with ap-
proval Chancellor Scholz’ speech
on Zeitenwende but Germany is
still below 2% of GDP spending
on defence, despite the Chancellor
claimed 100 billion euros allocated
for defence. My plea would be that
2% should remain the floor but at
least 3% should become the new
ambition, including a timeline. I
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don’t know where Poland is in this
respect...

For 2023 in Poland, we have de fac-
to 4% level of spending on defen-
ce...

Indeed. My key message is — prac-
tice what you preach. The same
goes for logistics, implementing
forward defence decisions, to have
a serious strengthening of the
eastern flank of NATO. Interesting
thing of course Robert is, when I
was active in NATO the focus was
all on expeditionary forces, and
now your see the pendulum swin-
ging back to the core responsibility
of NATO, which is defending the
territory of the NATO area. Had
you and I got the question when I
was leaving NATO in August 2009
I would have never expected that
this year we would be completely
back to forward defence, to war on
European territory.

I will ask you about 2009 as well...
What about the EU? Perhaps its
overall impressive performance,
especiallyin the realm of sanctions,
money for military assistance etc.,
is one of the biggest surprises for
Putin. However, aren’t the achieve-
ments obscuring the fundamental
weaknesses of European defence
capabilities, resulting from years
of underinvestment in defence and
absence of strategic thinking?




Of course. We were sitting on the
beach until 22 February 2022. As I
said we had subcontracted every-
thing. Yes, we have been discussing
strategic autonomy and we have
made all kind of pleas in 2014 at the
Wales summit - the 2% pledge was
agreed, but was not implemented
by most Allies. Do not forget that
after Brexit one needs to talk about
European defence and not the EU
defence as only one country is left
in the EU which has a serious tra-
dition of projecting military power
and that is France. So any discus-
sion on European defence should
include Great Britain. Otherwise it
is rather illusory, the Brits should
not of course have a droit de re-
gard after Brexit on what happens
within the EU, but we need them
when we discuss European defen-
ce and especially what I prefer to
call more strategic sovereignty.
The word war, and now I am tal-
king about the Afghanistan mis-
sion during my time, the word
Krieg was forbidden in Germany.
It was simply not allowed. In my
country we had a same kind of
debate in parliament. Now, intere-
stingly, we have the German Green
party leaders who do not min-
ce their words when it concerns
Ukraine and the war, and pushing
the coalition, in my view, in the ri-
ght direction.
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To close this cluster of questions -
you are known as a person combi-
ning enthusiasm for the European
project with being a committed
Atlanticist. Big progress in NATO-
-EU relations since you left the SG
post, however would you not agree
that until majority of European co-
untries get serious about investing
in real defence capabilities all the
talk of “European autonomy in de-
fence” is not just a pipe-dream, but
a serious distraction?

As T said, I am not a fan of the
word autonomy, and Americans
are not either, because autonomy
means we will do it without you.
Ukraine proves that this would be
a folly, to think that we could do
it without the Americans. And we,
Europeans have to realize that the
US President has an even more im-
portant very tense relationship to
manage: superpower China. I only
have to mention the two “T’s”, Tech
and Taiwan and you know what I
mean.

Moreover, the Americans, inclu-
ding the Biden administration, will
ask the Europeans — where is the
beef? Why is it that what the US
does on Ukraine dwarfs the Eu-
ropean effort.

This brings me to the global to-
pic. The recent vote in the UN
showed Russia’s isolation (141 in
favour of Ukraine). Still, the truth
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is that many countries on various
continents simply do not see the
war through the same lens as the
transatlantic community. Has the
West simply neglected the other
parts of the world, allowing Russia
and China to score some success
in the game of influence? Why is
it still hard to ensure that moral
outrage generated by Russian neo-
-imperialism and war crimes is
sufficiently shared by others, also
by the business community (still
many Western companies remain
in Russia), sport associations, even
celebrities (e.g. the case of Roger
Waters)? We have problems co-
nvincing everybody...

Let me start with examples concer-
ning Ethiopia and Indonesia, then
India.

But first, we in the West — defined
in a cultural and political sense,
including Japan, South Korea, New
Zealand, Australia, and our friends
from Latin America - we do not
tully realize that on the world’s sta-
ge we don't call the shots anymore.
We have called the shots for cen-
turies as the “West” but now we are
first of all confronted with a two
superpower world. In my whole
life there was only one, thank God
the US, which kept us all together.
Now we have China.

Mentally and politically, we are
still getting used to this new situ-
ation. I am just reading Graham
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Allison’s book “Destined for War”.
He analyses a number of scena-
rios in the world history when you
have one ruling superpower and
one rising superpower. He begins
with Athens and Sparta in ancient
Greece. So, we have a mental and
political problem.

Apart from this adaptation process
we have neglected what is called:
“The Global South”

I met a junior minister from Ethio-
pia recently with whom I was di-
scussing Ukraine. He told me: “Mr
Secretary General - by the way,
you know the title stays with you
till you die, that’s why one likes to
travel abroad so much [JHS laughs]
— for us in Africa the Ukraine issue
is all about the grain deal, which is
for us a matter of living or dying,
of starvation and hunger. So it is
all fine and nice that you are up in
arms about the war in Ukraine, but
for us food is key.

Second example.

An Indonesian civil servant telling
me, when I asked him the same
question you asked me about votes
in the UN: you simply have to look
at the map. See where we are, see
where China is, and you will un-
derstand that we will not take your
position lock, stock and barrel. We
don't like the war, we don't like the
violence, but there is more to it for
Indonesia.




In other words he said — we are
also in the Chinese “orbit” and
please do realize that we consider
ourselves a “pole” in the new mul-
tipolar world. We are an important
nation ourselves, the biggest Mus-
lim country in the world...

So, we should pay more attention
to the global south. Crucially, half
a year ago I would have said that I
see India, Chinas powerful regio-
nal rival on the subcontinent and
the biggest democracy in Asia, sit-
ting on the fence. I don't think that
is the correct analysis. Also giant
India goes quite rightly from the
assumption, it is a pole in the mul-
tipolar world.

The Indian colleague mentioned
demography - Chinese society is
greying, India might have alrea-
dy overtaken China in terms of a
number of inhabitants.

We have to pay more attention to
getting our narrative out and defi-
ne our policies.

The EU does not even seem to have
a consistent Africa policy. Many
Europeans still somehow consider
Africa as one nation - but there are
fifty-four different and very diver-
gent nations on our neighbouring
continent. The Ethiopian also told
me, tongue in cheek: you are very
upset about changing borders of
Ukraine, but you, Western Europe-
ans, are not specifically known in
Africa for not changing borders,
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are you? He was a bit cynical but
right.

I repeat — we need to get our nar-
rative across, I would like to see a
wider front in the UN supporting
us.

No surprise that I am going to ask
you now about China - we have
heard Wang Yi in Munich and
in Moscow trying to sound sta-
tesmanlike, but not hiding sym-
pathy for Russia and Chinese har-
d-line stance towards US. China
does support Russia politically
(and a bit more), even as it tries to
position itself neutral - but in re-
ality it hides its aggressive stance
towards the West. Its so-called pe-
ace plan is clearly a smokescreen,
not designed for any serious consi-
deration. Is real security dialogue
with China possible?

It is difficult. Despite all the hard
talk by Beijing, China will not feel
too comfortable in this situation.
Of course, they have their limit-
less bond of friendship with their
“younger nephew” Putin (China
being an older uncle), profiting
from cheaper oil and gas and what
have you. But I have no doubt
that they dont want a fight with
the European Union, they don't
want sanctions, they cannot afford
them. Their economy after Covid
is making a restart, they really are
not looking forward to punitive

2 (93) 2023



The geopolitical holiday has ended with a bang on 24 February 2022

sanctions. So I doubt that Wang Yi
was reading the tea leaves correctly
when he made his remarks in Mu-
nich and later.

Having said that, a real strategic
dialogue with China right now
is difficult, given their public po-
sition and their support for Rus-
sia and for the war. We will cross
a dangerous bridge if, as Anthony
Blinken and Bill Burns have war-
ned, they deliver lethal weapons to
Russia— and one needs to assume
that Americans may have hard in-
formation that this might happen
— it would be a serious develop-
ment in my opinion.

On the other hand, China is now
specifically mentioned in the
NATO communique, so NATO
cannot close its eyes to what China
is doing. Good that NATO Secreta-
ry General, Jens Stoltenberg, travel-
led to the region, to South Korea
and Japan. Let’s not forget that for
the US China is the main theatre,
not Ukraine. And Americans are
entitled to NATO’s support. The
most recent NATO Summit com-
munique was heavily negotiated,
but it has brought China into NA-
TO’s political lenses. China rema-
ins a superpower, a highly relevant
nation. But China is running the
risk of shooting itself in the foot
by staying so close to Putin and
Russia. I may be wrong here, but
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we should not be overly concerned
about its rhetoric.

Let’s talk a bit about history now.
Your time as SG [January 2004-
August 2009] was full of big events
and processes shaping the securi-
ty environment even today. Post-
-Iraq operation divisions had to
be healed, operation in Afghani-
stan had to be managed, US-Eu-
rope relations were, as always full
of consequential moments, then
there were relations with Russia,
difficult as usual. First, the Afgha-
nistan operation - with hindsight:
was it right for NATO to devote so
much blood, treasure and political
energy to the country after 2002?
I remember for example Polish
President Komorowski who was
critical of the out of area focus, the
focus on Afghanistan operation.
Or do you believe that the rather
inglorious exit from the mission in
2021 has overshadowed its achie-
vements? Your verdict? Second,
what do you consider the highli-
ghts of your tenure at NATO?

Certainly it was an inglorious exit,
it was a disaster, at the end it was
a self-inflicted disaster by the US.
How on earth can you start with
evacuating your military first, and
your civilians later? It should have
been the other way round. We knew
the decision was coming but it was
a total failure, there is no other




word for it. Also given a fact that
the Taliban before the US was pul-
ling out were not controlling any
big urban centre in Afghanistan.
The US had a very limited military
presence, close to 10000 if I am not
wrong. Why the exit? Because de-
mocracies are always short of bre-
ath. In my opinion we should have
stayed. But we could not because
our democracies were not up to it.
The Dutch left Uruzgan long befo-
re, the hard work of Canadians in
Kandahar, the Brits in Helmand,
was cut short. The democracies did
not have the sustaining power, the
political will to sustain. All politics
is local after all, as the saying goes.
But two more remarks. First, |
came into NATO in January 2004
as you said, with clear instructions
by the Allies, Americans in parti-
cular but also President Chirac in
France and Chancellor Schroeder
in Germany.

SecGen, you are going to heal the
wounds following the big fight
over the Iraq invasion by Presi-
dent George W. Bush.

That solidarity and that healing
process was built by Allies to-
gether, Europeans and US. T still
remember vividly my friend Nick
Burns as US Ambassador - solida-
rity was envisaged and was proven
first of all by participating in the
Afghanistan PRTs [Provincial Re-
construction Teams], you know
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— we are going to strengthen coun-
ter-clockwise (I will never forget
that expression...) with PRTs and
then followed with massive milita-
Iy presence.

It has always been the case that
all participating Allies and part-
ners — a coalition of almost 50 na-
tions in all in Afghanistan - have
all always looked to Afghanistan
through a straw. They only saw
their own province. For the Dutch
Afghanistan was Uruzgan, for Brits
it was Helmand, the north for the
Germans, and so on. This made a
cohesive mission quite a challenge,
with nations who were basically fi-
ghting their own war. But during
my mandate, I have always opera-
ted with full support of the Allies.

If you want to hear about another
crucial moment of my mission in
NATO it was the very complica-
ted summit in Bucharest in 2008.
A big spat between President Geo-
rge W. Bush who wanted to bring
Ukraine and Georgia into MAP
[Membership Action Plan], so clo-
ser to NATO, and France and Ger-
many who were dead against. This
developed into a big fight and the
compromise line in the commu-
nique finally was: “They will be-
come NATO members” as you re-
member. Without any reference to
when - when pigs fly or when hell
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freezes over as the English saying
goes...

There NATO made a promise on
which it could not and cannot de-
liver. That is why I have public-
ly, on many occasions, voiced my
opinion that that was not the right
decision. Because if you think that
Ukraine should be brought on the
road to NATO then we knew in the
years following Bucharest, even
now with a war raging on, that
there is no consensus for Ukraine’s
membership in NATO. I don’t hear
President Biden talking about it for
example. Yes, there would be sup-
port in Poland, in the Baltic states
but...

I am making this point not on the
notion as such - even though Putin
told me the next morning in Bu-
charest that I and the Allies should
realize that this was an absolute
no-go for Russia, not acceptable.
My lesson from all this is: don’t
make promises on which you can-
not deliver and that is relevant for
the present.

Now that Ukraine has become a
candidate for membership in the
EU - if you look at that huge de-
cision taken, supported by France
and Germany, if you look at Mol-
dova, an extremely vulnerable na-
tion, which is very much on Putin’s
menu as we know, we should not
make again promises on which we,
in this case the EU, cannot deliver.
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We should take these candidacies
for EU extremely seriously, at the
same time realising that it will take
years before they can become full
EU members. While I can under-
stand President Zelenskiy, Mi-
nister Kuleba and others talking
about months, it is an illusion - it
will not happen so quickly. But let’s
take the process so seriously that
we keep Ukraine and Moldova on
the EU track so we keep our pro-
mise. Georgia might follow at a
later stage when they have solved
the internal political obstacles
blocking their EU candidacy.

To challenge you a bit on this mat-
ter — the argument could be inver-
ted. Some of policy prescriptions,
starting with analysis, from Cen-
tral East Europeans (CEE) have
not been listened to. The Polish
CHOD called this approach in an
interview for PPD a desire on the
part of some countries to stay in
“an intellectual comfort zone”. Fol-
lowing Russian war on Georgia in
2008 there was such a strong push
to go back to “business as usual
with Russia”. Speaking of Bucha-
rest — Putin had this extraordina-
ry speech there calling Ukraine an
artificial state. All the evidence,
including his Munich speech, was
there. Recently your successor Ra-
smussen in his interview mentio-
ned Putin telling him that his job
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as SG should be to dissolve NATO.
The point being that CEE had the
right view of the threats and, more
importantly they had elements of
the right prescription, but the pa-
tronising approach was there and
still is.

Yes, such approach is still there.
But I think I know why it is still
there. Poland was right, the CEE
countries were right, the Baltic sta-
tes were right. But now we come
to the realm of threat perception.
And in France, in Spain, even here
in the Netherlands, there was and
there is to a large extent a very dif-
ferent threat perception. Russia is

PPD

far away, though not now - you
were right and we were wrong on
this, but politicians here have to
live with that threat perception.
The truth is that we do not know
much, and it is partly the result of
our education system, about the
history of the CEE area.

For generations we have simply
not heard about you. In my forma-
tive years it was all black - there
was a wall and a curtain and there
were poor people behind that wall.
I vividly remember those pictu-
res. It was far away; it was not us.
Then the wall fell, and we were all
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applauding, we had a greater Eu-
rope, whole and free (we thought).
But in our education the history
of the Czech Republic, of Slovakia,
Poland, of the Baltic states, was and
is not well known. This should be
seen in combination with the diffe-
rent threat perception and the be-
lief, which I mentioned before that
security and peace are for free...
You the Poles, and other nations
in CEE, have the experience we
simply do not have in this part of
the world. Look at those hundreds
of student outside the room we
are sitting in, that is a generation
which will have to be educated be-
cause they will soon be at the helm
and making decisions. So, I don’t
think that for them this a matter
of comfort zones or intellectual
liberty.

If NATO had gone into that deba-
te during the Bucharest summit
with a sense of consensus on MAP
for Ukraine and Georgia it should
have done so. But the consensus
was simply not there. Anyway;, it is
a combination of threat perception
and history. It is too easy to qualify
it as comfort zones. This genera-
tion is waking up with a big bang
on what is happening in Ukraine.
Political leaders in Europe - not in
Warsaw, Riga, Vilnius, or Tallinn,
because you are telling us: we have
told you so, but we did not listen.
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But politically I would suggest that
this is educational process has to
be quick. Because this not just a
lack of knowledge, and CEE should
not be a mystery to other Europe-
ans anyway. But there are also hard
facts, this is getting serious and
they are to do with defence spen-
ding, the support to Ukraine - the
country like Estonia is spending
1% of GDP on military assistance,
Poland is raising its defence bud-
get to 4%, sending over 300 tanks
etc. is. And to put it rather blun-
tly - and we are not speaking only
of CEE, one can easily add Finland
and Sweden to that mix - for whom
winning the argument on policies
is not only about an intellectual
aspect, but it is a matter of such
existential importance, that the
region will push extremely hard,
the nations concerned will not
agree with wrong policies. So, are
we heading towards some kind of
confrontation that nobody wants?
From the public rostrum we are all
united, but as you have explained
earlier things look rather different
under the surface. So how do we
square this circle?

Well, that is a very complicated
question. Only a year and a half
ago a private businessman star-
ted a campaign to convince the
Dutch to spend more on defence,
when they were spending 1,2% of
GDP. In this same room I gave an




interview and I felt that I was alone
in a desert with my claim for 2%
spending, there were many people
against it in our societies and the
Dutch were no exception. I said
hundreds of times during my 5
years in NATO that Putin had a
European policy, but NATO had
no Russia policy. The Bucharest
meeting in 2008 proved that this is
true, and we are still proving it as
we speak. Putin knows it, he knows
which card he should play vis-a-vis
Paris and Berlin, and which one
vis-a-vis Warsaw, Tallinn or Lon-
don. On this side of Europe we
will have to learn that the centre of
gravity within the EU, and to some
extent within NATO, is shifting ea-
stwards. So Poland is now a much
more important player that it was
before this war. Look at the stream
of visitors going to Warsaw, the US
President has been there twice in
one year.

So it is crystal clear that the Polish
voice has more weight now - be-
fore the war the still important
issues were about the rule of law
and other complicated intra-EU
discussions, on the judges, on the
PiS government policy. These are
important discussions. If we talk
about democracy, it is democracy
in every sense of the word so Po-
land should not be “off the hook”

in this domain.
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But we have the war now and the
Polish role which is crucial, and this
asks for our permanent attention.
The centre of gravity is shifting ea-
stwards and this generations will
learn the lesson, and I am learning
a lesson, because I am a Cold war
child. T was also an optimist with
President George H. W. Bush with
his “Europe, whole and free”, “hip,
hip hooray”, the wall has fallen;
Francis Fukuyama’s the end of hi-
story and so on. But history is back
in its full force.

I would love to talk to you for
another hour, but I promise you
that this will be my last question.
It concerns the job that you held,
with great distinction. My hum-
ble view, and it is not because I am
interviewing you, NATO has been
blessed, it has been lucky, to have
great leadership throughout its
history. But since we are talking
about CEE the most obvious qu-
estion of all: you and I know that
there are not that many high-ran-
king positions in NATO or EU that
are currently held by CEE citizens.
Has the time come for a Secretary
General from the region?

Why not...

Because there are some voices
saying it is still too early, even tho-
ugh Spain for example had an SG
very soon after it joined the Allian-
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ce. It is part of what some believe is
a form of paternalism...

I am not going to name names
but I could easily name a number
of people from the region who in
my opinion would fully qualify for
that job in NATO. Definitely. The
discussion has started about the
succession to Jens Stoltenberg -
who is doing a great job in what
is a huge crisis and he is mastering
this crisis with the greatest skills
and I sincerely applaud him, cha-
peau to Jens, because I know how
hard it is. There is a Crisis with a
capital C and War with capital W.
So, my firm answer is: why not.
We have just had two Nordics in
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succession, before them it was me
from Western Europe, before me
Lord Robertson from UK, Solana
from Spain. Solidarity in your part
of Europe is also important.

One hopes that there would a can-
didate from the whole region, but
from your point of view there sho-
uld not be any opposition to the
very idea of SG from CEE.
Absolutely, I do not see any reason
why that should be the case.

I enjoyed immensely talking to
you, huge thanks for answering all
the questions. Dank U!
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