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Topic 1 | Post Intervention Stability in Libya  

 “It was a mission that was not completely accomplished. What happened was 

that Libya was left without the leadership when it needed our help most. Now we 

have the situation where the will of the Libyan people is being held hostage by 

militant groups.”  - President Sisi (Coughlin, 2015) 

 It has been over five years since NATO led a multi-state military 

intervention in Libya, under the auspices of the United Nations Security Council. 

The intervention was originally intended to sustain a ceasefire in Libya between 

the rebel forces and then-leader Muammar Gaddafi, and protect the civilians 

from what seemed to be significant human rights violations at that time. The 

coalition was considered relatively successful both in accomplishing its mission 

and sustaining legitimate support from Western governments and Middle Eastern 

governments alike. However, since the overthrow of Gaddafi, Libya has been 

unable to coalesce a working government between warring opposition group and 

has since fallen prey to chaos and rampant violence.  

Though the original mandate of the NATO-led intervention specified a 

narrow scope of action, international critics have in recent times revisited the 

issue of Libya to maintain the importance of creating comprehensive intervention 

strategies that take into account more than the immediate human rights problem 

but also specify clear initiatives for a sustained transition of power and rebuilding 

of national infrastructure. Moreover, some of the criticism of the original 

intervention strategy accuses the coalition of maintaining a “regime change” 
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agenda rather than a humanitarian one. It is important that the committee comes 

together to revisit the situation in Libya to discuss potential steps forward.  
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Background  

The Arab Spring 

In 2011, an unprecedented series of events transpired in the Middle East 

and North Africa (MENA) that took the world by surprise. What seemed to be 

waves of democratic revolutionary fervor was sweeping from country to country, 

beginning in Tunisia in December 2010, and spreading to Syria, Yemen, Egypt 

and Libya, to name a few. This movement would later be called the Arab Spring 

or Arab Awakening by popular media. The conclusive ouster of Ben Ali in Tunisia 

on January 14, 2011, followed by the initial success of the Tahrir Square protests 

in Egypt that caused Hosni Mubarak to step down on February 11, 2011, 

definitively captured the imagination of academics, analysts and politicians in the 

West. It seemed that a region long mired in autocratic regimes was now defying 

all expectations in building a real path towards political transition and possibly 

democracy.  

It is with these expectations that the Arab Spring, initially bottom-up uprisings 

by civilians calling for democratic change, experienced its first case of external 

involvement and intervention in Libya. 

Libyan Uprising 

 Mere days after the Occupy Tahrir movements in Egypt began, anti-

government protests in Bengazi, Libya started on February 15, 2011. Protests 

over high unemployment and the government’s failure to provide social services 

eventually turned into calls for an end to Gaddafi’s decades long rule.  As 

clashes between the opposition and the government grew increasingly violent, 
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accusations of atrocities and human rights violations being perpetuated by the 

regime began to surface (“World Report 2012: Libya”, Human Rights Watch; 

“Human rights violations and war crimes committed by both sides”).  

 Libya represented a unique political dilemma within the spectrum of 

upheavals in other Arab Spring countries. First the extent of violence and civil 

strife can be attributed to Gaddafi’s reluctance to give in to domestic and 

international demands for him to step down. In Egypt, Hosni Mubarak stepped 

down after eighteen consecutive day of protests; likewise, Ben Ali officially 

resigned after twenty-eight days. Unlike his counterparts in Egypt and Tunisia, 

Gaddafi chose instead to respond with brutal strength, deploying the military and 

air force to crush the protestors. His actions and rhetoric expressed his firm 

refusal to leave, which one could only foresee as leading to a drawn out conflict 

with severe humanitarian implications.  

Second, the opposition showed remarkable resilience and strength in the 

face of Gaddafi’s oppression and overwhelming air power. In an unexpected turn 

of events, within a week or two of the uprising, senior regime loyalists and key 

military figures defected and joined the opposition (Black, 2011). Eventually the 

rebels came together to form the Libyan National Transitional Council (NTC), an 

interim opposition government, in Benghazi on 27 February 2011 (“2011 Libya 

Civil War Fast Facts”). The seemingly united front the opposition was able to 

present only served to strengthen the imperative for an international action plan 

when opposition forces explicitly requested for international help (“Rebel leaders 

calls for ‘immediate action’ on no-fly zone”).  
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In a letter to the UN General Assembly, the NTC asked the international 

community to “fulfill its obligations to protect the Libyan people from any further 

genocide and crimes against humanity without any direct military intervention on 

Libyan soil.” Mustafa Abdel Jalil, Head of the NTC, said that the rebels needed a 

no-fly zone, a sea embargo, weapons, and humanitarian assistance for the cities 

which have been besieged by Col Gaddafi's forces (“Libya: US and EU say 

Muammar Gaddafi must go”).  

In the first of its resolutions on Libya, Security Council resolution 1970 

reinforced the mandate of the 2005 Responsibility to Protect and called for 

sanctions against corporations and key leaders of the Gaddafi regime. Despite 

that, the international community remained divided on whether to respond to the 

opposition’s cries with greater political and military initiatives.  

No-fly Zone - UN Security Resolution 1973 

One of the key reasons for why a no-fly zone was so heavily favored was 

the instrumental role air force played in the Gaddafi regime. The size of his air 

force – 18,000 strong – coupled with the sprawling widespread geography of 

Libyan cities, means that attack helicopters and transport aircraft is a significant 

advantage for moving reinforcements and slowing down the movement of rebel 

troops. Particularly because rebel troops are based in the eastern city of 

Benghazi, the coastal road east to Tripoli is 1,000 km long and highly vulnerable 

to air attack (“The military balance”). Short of deploying boots on the group, a no-

fly zone is considered a compromise solution between giving the rebels an 
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advantage against a significantly stronger enemy, and keeping the fight 

domestic.  

There was much debate amongst the international community, with 

countries such as the U.K. and France strongly in support of a no-fly zone, others 

such as the U.S. insisting that international agreement was necessary to 

maintaining the legitimacy of an intervention, and skeptics like Germany unsure 

about the actual efficacy of implementing a no-fly zone (“Clinton: UN backing 

needed for Libya no-fly zone”). After much hesitation, UN Security Resolution 

1973 was finally passed on 17 March 2011. The resolution demanded for “an 

immediate ceasefire” and “authorizes Member States that have notified the 

Secretary-General and the Secretary-General of the League of Arab States, 

acting nationally or through regional organizations or arrangements, to take all 

necessary measures to enforce compliance with the ban on flights” 

(S/RES/1973). 

Within two days, French fighter jets took the lead in commencing strikes 

on government targets. U.S. and UK naval forces likewise initiated strikes against 

shoreline air defenses and military bases in the eastern areas of Sawani, Airport 

Road, and Ghasheer, near Benghazi (“Libya: US, UK and France attack Gaddafi 

forces”). The coalition forces were beginning operations to enforce UN 

Resolution 1973 which calls among for a no-fly zone above Libya, among other 

measures, which would effectively immobilize Gaddafi forces without directly 

deploying ground forces. 
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The participation of the Arab League on March 12, 2011 (“Arab League 

backs no-fly zone in Libya”) is oft cited as a crucial turning point that enabled the 

international community to come together to establish a no-fly zone. Having a 

regional body with such close ties to the conflict and such an intricate 

understanding of the situation approach the UN Security Council for help in 

enforcing the no-fly zone measure was seen as a crucial step in legitimizing the 

subsequent operations in Libya.  

Though the U.S. had initial operational command and control of Libyan 

operations, tactical command of operations were passed over to NATO on 31 

March 2011. The three stated military missions of the western-led intervention 

include: enforcing an arms embargo, enforcing a no-fly zone, and protecting 

civilians.  

NATO Intervention 

The ensuing conflict lasted for at least five months through August 2011, 

after a month-long campaign led by NATO, Tripoli fell to forces of the opposition 

NTC. The conflict waged for two more months before it officially ended. Through 

the course of the seven-month long intervention, there were several milestones 

that were highlighted as instrumental to the eventual defeat of Gaddafi, which we 

will highlight briefly.  
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Figure 1: March 19 – Before the intervention; Libya divided between 

Gaddafi Forces (in Green) and Rebel Forces (in Blue) with the Government 

strongholds in the West and Rebels Strongholds in the East. Source: BBC News 

 

Battle of Misrata (May): The seaside town was the only major city under 

rebel control in the initial stages after the uprising, making it the site of the war’s 

major battles between the rebels and regime loyalists. As Gaddafi’s troops 

besieged the town, cutting off access to supplies and lobbying mortars 

downtown, the appalling conditions of civilians captured the world’s attention: 

many suffered from scarce food, contaminated water supplies, little to no 

electricity, and a shortage of medical supplies. NATO planes began bombing the 

city in late April, and a counter-offensive by the rebels eventually seized the port 

area and the control, ending the battle on May 15.  

Western Mountains (July): The Nafusa mountains between Tunisia and 

Libya are at a strategic location in the western Libya, close to Tripoli, the 

stronghold of Gaddafi and his troops. After the Misrata campaign, rebels pushed 

towards Tripoli through early June, with NATO’s support through late June and 
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July, destroying more than 50 military targets in the western region. Many 

believed rebel control of the western mountains would cut off Gaddafi from his 

supply sources in Tunisia and Algeria. 

Tripoli (August): In what is commonly seen as the last and final phase of 

the conflict which would culminate in the control of Tripoli, NATO and rebel forces 

alike prepared a final siege on Gharyan, a town 80km south of Tripoli, before 

moving towards Tripoli itself. By August 16, rebels have cut off roads to Tripoli, 

and in the next few days they take ahold of Tripoli, where it seemed that Gaddafi 

and his family had fled. The rebel forces anoint Sunday, 21 August 2011, as “Day 

1”. 

Fighting in Libya officially ended in late October, following the death of 

Muammar Gaddafi. Rebel troops found Gaddafi hiding in his home town of Sirte, 

east of Tripoli, along with some heavily armed regime loyalists. The chairman of 

the NTC requested that NATO’s mission be extended at least to the end of the 

year, stating that his goals were "ensuring that no arms are infiltrated into those 

countries and to ensure the security of Libyans from some remnants of [ex-leader 

Col Muammar] Gaddafi's forces who have fled to nearby countries" (“Libya’s 

Mustafa Abdul Jalil asks Nato to stay longer”). Yet despite these reasons, the 

Security Council voted to end NATO’s mandate on 31 October instead.  

Through the course of the seven-month long Libyan campaign, the NATO-

led coalition carried out some 26,000 sorties and almost 10,000 strike missions, 

which many believe played a crucial role in helping the rebels recapture key 

strongholds such as Tripoli.   
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Areas of Concern 

At the point of writing, there are several problems that continue to plague 

Libyan society, notwithstanding the political stalemate the state faces - problems 

such as chronic power and water shortages, inflation, a liquidity crisis, and a 

persistent security vacuum. In addition, if we are to reconsider NATO’s scope of 

responsibility towards Libya, it would be remiss if some of the critiques of the 

original intervention were not examined in detail.  

In no particular order of importance, this section will explore some of the 

areas of concern highlighted over the last five years. Delegates should actively 

expand their scope of consideration outside of the issues listed here in order to 

develop a comprehensive understanding of the issues plaguing Libya today.  

Governance Post-Gaddafi 

Despite the high hopes of peaceful transition to democracy for Libya, not 

dissimilar to that experienced by neighboring Tunisia, the years following the 

hasty withdrawal of NATO can only be said to be defined by political, social, and 

security instabilities. In the past five years, the united front the disparate Libyan 

militias created to oppose Gaddafi has steadily disintegrated in two ways. First, 

since 2014, the country split into two rival governments and parliaments - one in 

the west in Tripoli, and one internationally-recognized one in the west in Tobruk. 

Second, the situation has only worsened as an UN-initiated attempt at creating a 

unity government at the end of 2015 has failed to consolidate power in Libya, 

instead dividing ‘power’ between three different rival governments instead. Amid 
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Libya’s chaotic social and political landscape, the rise of ISIS and the instability in 

neighboring Syria is threatening to completely destabilize the country.  

It is important to understand the problems that plagued the political 

negotiations in Libya that ensued after the intervention to get a clearer picture of 

what the underlying tensions in the conflict are, who the main actors in the 

conflict are, and what solutions we have as a recourse to alleviating the situation.  

The first elections after the civil war were held in July 2012, with 60% 

turnout, bringing to power the General National Congress (GNC); the second and 

most recent round of elections were held in June 2014, replacing the GNC with 

the House of Representatives (HoR). Nevertheless, the GNC heavily contested 

the results of the election and the legitimacy of the HoR, which has contributed to 

the long conflict for political control of Libya between the two parties. Part of the 

problem of legitimacy stems from the weak turnout for the 2014 election – just 

18% - down from 60% in the 2012 election. The Libyan Supreme Court 

eventually ruled the 2014 elections illegitimate, though the international 

community considered this decision to be made under duress by the GNC 

(Murray, 2015).  

After over a year of political infighting, assassinations, and attempts at 

legislatively denying each other’s legitimacy, both the GNC and the HoR finally 

signed the UN-brokered peace agreement on December 17, 2015 (“Rival Libyan 

factions sign UN-backed peace deal”). The agreement calls for a 17-member 

unity government, to be based in Tripoli and led by a presidential council, called 

the Government of National Accord (GNA). However, even after the makeup of 
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the unity government was decided, and despite the broad based international 

support and backing the GNA has, it has been plagued with problems of 

legitimacy, governance, and politics.  

 

Libya’s Institutions under the Libyan Political Agreement. 

Source: European Council of Foreign Relations. 

 

The HoR has directly rejected the GNA, in a series of political maneuvers 

ranging from direct rejection (Chris, 2016) to the postponement of the vote by 

failing to establish a quorum necessary to hold a vote, the GNA’s inability to take 

hold is as much a product of its unpopularity as it is deliberate moves by General 

Hifter (leader of the HoR) and his loyalists. An example would be on April 18 

where, despite having sufficient delegates for a quorum, members of parliament 

beat up one member and threatened others with detention, effectively creating 

enough chaos to delay the vote for another day. 

The influence of General Hifter and his military loyalists is particularly 

indicative in this instance since a few days after the debacle, the two deputy 
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presidents of the HoR released a statement with 100 members of parliament 

expressing their support, albeit conditional, for the unity government. The 

condition was the removal of Article 8 of the peace agreement, which originally 

allows the Presidential Council of the unity government to appoint leaders of the 

military and security apparatus. It is clear that General Hifter is trying to maintain 

his control of the military, which is central to his position of power, instead of 

relinquishing it peacefully to a ‘democratic’ body.   

A caveat to be made about the division of power in Libya is that even 

despite the obvious influence of the GNC, HoR, and GNA, there is still a diversity 

of local players who influence the political landscape in Libya such as tribal 

leaders and local militias. Their support and recognition is fundamental to 

establishing a coherent political power in Libya as any disagreement may be 

expressed as a direct challenge to the eventual government’s ability to exert 

political control. This is similarly evident in the way members of the international 

community have indiscriminately ‘conferred international legitimacy’ to various 

sides without waiting for each party to gain domestic support first.  

International Support for Domestic Actors 

Critics have blamed international actors, countries and organizations alike, 

for indiscriminately picking sides in the Libyan conflict and recognizing different 

political players and offering them military and political assistance prior to them 

even establishing political reconciliation with other Libyan players vying for power 

(Wehrey and Lacher, 2014).  
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The Libyan conflict is riddled with examples of such behavior, ranging 

from France, Qatar and Italy’s almost immediate recognition of the NTC in April 

of 2011 long before the civil war looked like it was going to end, to the 

international community’s recognition of the HoR despite the low electoral turnout 

in 2014, to the UN backed GNA despite its failure to win formal approval from 

within Libya itself (“2011 Libya Civil War Fast Facts”; Murray, 2015; Jawad, 

2016).  

There are two main reasons why this behavior is problematic. First, these 

alliances artificially bolster one militia alliance over the other. Power in Libya is 

distributed so vastly that there is no one true actor that has a significant margin of 

power sufficient to establish control over the country. Instead, all the players are 

engaged in cyclical conflicts for power, where marginal gains in power make little 

impact in the overall picture. Since support is frequently given before each group 

has managed to establish itself politically and militarily in the eyes of other 

players vying for power, the support given by the international community only 

perpetuates the conflict between parties by giving said actor a temporary 

advantage that is insufficient to empower them to overtake the entire political 

landscape. This effectively prolongs the conflict.  

Second, the support of international players and organizations belie their 

vested interests and preferences for certain parties, effectively turning Libya from 

a domestic civil war into a proxy war. The original U.S. and NATO-led coalition in 

2011 was plagued with accusations of being less of a humanitarian mission and 

more of one aimed at regime change (Zenko, 2016). Critics point out that there is 
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a distinct difference in the mandate of the former, whose function would be to 

stop any and all attacks on civilians, and the latter, whose function would be to 

target regime institutions and forces to completely incapacitate them and ensure 

victory. They point to NATO’s distinct air support for rebel insurgencies, which 

have been critical to the toppling of Gaddafi, as examples of the latter.  

Moving forward, while it is imperative to consider the effects of 

international support on the delicate balance of domestic political struggles, it is 

also equally important to constantly reassess and re-examine the mandate of 

ongoing operations to ensure that they are focused on their stated objective – 

which in the case of the NATO intervention, was the invocation of the 

Responsibility to Protect.  

Responsibility to Protect 

One of the main controversies that has riddled the NATO mission is the 

suspicion that its mandated shifted from an effort to protect the Libyan populace 

from Gaddafi’s violent oppression, to an effort to systematically overthrow and 

replace the Libyan leader. On the other hand, proponents of the Responsibility to 

Protect (R2P) doctrine have heralded the speedy Libyan mission and its mandate 

to “take all necessary measures” to protect civilians, as outlined in UN Security 

Council Resolution 1973, as one of the first and most effective uses of the R2P 

doctrine for humanitarian purposes.  

The Responsibility to Protect (R2P) doctrine was infamously created in 

2005 as a result of the international community’s history of incapacity to halt 

genocides – specifically those in Rwanda and Bosnia. It calls upon the 
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international community to act and intervene in times where the state has 

systematically failed to protect its citizens from “genocide, war crimes, ethnic 

cleansing, and crimes against humanity”. Part of the original criticism of the 

failure to intervene in Rwanda points to the inertia of Great Powers such as the 

U.S., U.K., France and Germany in taking action to stop the Hutu massacre of 

the Tutsi population (Bajoria, 2011).  

Typically the failure to invoke R2P is due to the inability of the Security 

Council (and members of the international community) to agree on the imperative 

to intervene, either due to differing perceptions of how dire the situation is, or 

vested interests to not intervene. The Libyan vote in 2011 passed only because 

the U.S. was able to persuade Russia and China to withhold their Security 

Council vetos, under the auspices of Arab League support, and the seemingly 

limited mandate of a no-fly zone which would handicap the mission’s ability to 

utilize substantial muscle (“The lessons of Libya”).  

The gradual overreach of the NATO campaign beyond the original 

mandate of the no-fly zone - bombing not just advancing columns of Gaddafi’s 

military, but also its retreating ones, attacking command-and-control centers 

belonging to the Gaddafi regimes, committing air strikes against Gaddafi family 

members – blurred the line between protection and offense (“The lessons of 

Libya”; Haass, 2011). The expansion of the mandate of the original mission is 

especially suspect and difficult to justify considering the failure of the opposition 

to constitute a “benign, national alternative,” as some predicted (Haass, 2011). 

The extent of what could be argued as the misuse of the guise of protection has 
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led to not just protests from the leaders of Russia and China, but also their 

reluctance to endorse a similar mission in neighboring Syria now. Clearly the 

controversies plaguing the Libyan mission has now set a negative precedence 

for future missions committed under the auspices of R2P. 

Terrorism & Security Vacuum  

 For much of the time after the fall of Gaddafi, the political instability in 

Libya, characterized by a hundreds of disparate militia groups and the political 

squabbles between the GNC and the HoR, was a concern to the international 

community. The inability of any prevailing governing body to assert physical 

control over the entire country, and the fractured nature of the political landscape 

was a distinct reminder of how power vacuums have contributed to Somalia 

becoming the failed state it now is.  

 The lack of a strong government or centralized force to reconcile the two 

opposing groups leaves Libya vulnerable to non-state influences. In the 

immediate aftermath of the ouster of Gaddafi, militias dominated Libya’s political 

landscape, demonstrating the Libyan transitional government’s failure to cultivate 

a strong national army. The government had relied heavily on local brigades to 

preserve stability within provinces outside the capital; this inevitably empowered 

tribal factions and various militias. This situation was only worsened by the 

widespread availability of arms left over from the civil war that had not been 

collected or disarmed – it is suspected that the thousands of surface-to-air 

missiles are larger than the stockpiles left by Saddam Hussein, and could be a 

threat if terrorist groups like Al-Qaeda gained access to it (Denyer, 2011). 
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The so-called Islamic State has since found its way to the shores of Libya, 

first spotted in Derna, and now they maintain a stronghold in Sirte, ironically the 

hometown of previous dictator Muammar Gaddafi. While it is unclear the exact 

process by which ISIS spread to Libya – whether it is directly affiliated to ISIS or 

merely a splinter group swearing allegiance – ISIS has been using Libya as a key 

base for its North African operations. U.S. officials estimate that there are around 

4,000 to 6,000 ISIS militants in Libya alone (Gaouette, 2016).  

Within Sirte, reports from Human Rights Watch paint a dark picture of 

what life under ISIS is like. Not only has ISIS has diverted food, medicine, fuel 

and cash to its members and seized homes from residents who fled, it has also 

ISIS Attacks in Libya.  
Source: European Council on Foreign Relations.  
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been accused of looting and destroying the homes of those it thinks are enemies 

or threats to their rule (“We Feel We Are Cursed”). Others describe the climate of 

fear created by ISIS’s morality police where informants patrol the streets to 

ensure that men do not smoke or listen to music, that women wear the 

prescribed black abayas, and the streets are rife with public punishments such as 

public beheadings, and ‘crucifixions’. More than two-thirds of Sirte's 80,000 

residents have fled.  

Since ISIS has gained grown in Libya, it has carried out attacks not just in 

Sirte and neighboring towns, the terror group has also claimed responsibility for 

the deployment of lethal improvised explosive devices (IEDs), suicide attacks, 

and snipers against Libyan troops loyal to GNA (Osborne, 2016).  

To address the problem posed by ISIS, there have been reports that the 

GNA is attempting to start an offensive on Sirte, along with American air support, 

to completely eliminate ISIS (“Libyan forces attack ‘last ISIL positions’ in Sirte”). 

Regardless of the outcome of these operations, if Libya does not consolidate a 

real government to recover the weapons left over from the civil war, and it 

remains a security vacuum in the middle of the region, it could run the risk of 

becoming the target of other terrorist groups in the region seeking to gain a 

stronghold for power (“‘Libya’s problem isn’t lack of weapons to fight ISIS, but 

lack of any real government”).  

Corridor for Refugees 

 Libya is a major transit point for migrants from sub-saharan Africa and the 

Middle East heading towards the Mediterranean and Europe, and it is impossible 
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to understand this phenomenon without considering the power vacuum left 

behind in Gaddafi’s ouster.  

 

 

 The chaos created by Libya’s multitude of militias and rivaling factions has 

left the country’s 1,100-mile coastline without real protection or monitoring, 

creating an open border that smugglers have capitalized on to illegally transport 

migrants in makeshift vessels towards Italy and Greece. The International 

Organization for Migration (IOM) estimates that nearly 182,000 migrants from 

Libya have landed in Italy in 2014 – 2015, and that migrant crossings across 

central Mediterranean increased by four-fold after 2013.  

Libya’s Migration Routes; Source: MSNBC. 
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 Aside from the security vacuum created in the aftermath of the Arab 

Spring, the ouster of Gaddafi has also systematically changed the security 

conditions at the barrier. The 1,100 mile coastline had long been controlled and 

maintained by Gaddafi, keeping thousands of migrants away from the shores of 

Europe in exchange for monetary compensation - the European Union had cut a 

$500 million deal in 2008 with Gaddafi. Internally the GNC has capitalized on the 

European fear of the escalation of the migrant crisis, it has made veiled threats of 

sending migrants or increasing migrant flow into Europe if not given recognition 

(Freeman, 2015).  
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Case Studies 

NATO’s Humanitarian War in Kosovo 

NATO’s existence throughout the last half-century or so has been fraught 

with questions of its purpose and the extent of its involvement in the international 

community. Its work in tandem with the United Nations and allied states has 

been, for the most part, perceived in a positive light by the international 

community. This considered, NATO’s hand on the global stage doesn’t always 

have delicate touch, namely in the case of NATO’s ‘humanitarian role’ in the 

1999 Kosovo War over the ethnic cleansing of Kosovar Albanians. 

The 1998 Kosovo War was fought between the Kosovo Albanian rebel 

group known as the Kosovo Liberation Army (KLA) and the Serbian forces, 

seeking greater autonomy. NATO was involved when the escalating conflict 

began demonstrating dire humanitarian consequences, with the deaths of over 

1,500 Kosovar Albanians (“NATO’s role in relation to the conflict in Kosovo”).  

Historical Background  

In order to understand this conflict, one must investigate the history of the 

Albanians in Kosovo. This begins in 1389, when the Ottoman Empire conquered 

Kosovo from the Serbs. After a little more than five centuries of Ottoman rule, 

Serbia claimed the land in 1913 as a consequence of the First Balkan War. 

During this time, the population of Kosovo changed dramatically shifting from 

mostly Eastern Orthodox Serbians to predominantly Muslim Albanians. By the 

late 20th century Kosovo’s population was mostly Albanian speakers practicing 

Islam.  
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The State was designated an autonomous state of Serbia and then 

Yugoslavia, until 1989 when soon to be president Slobodan Milosevic pushed 

through constitutional reform that removed Kosovo’s autonomous power. Earlier 

in the decade factions in Kosovo had rioted for full republic status and autonomy 

(Roberts 2011). 

In 1996, the Kosovo Liberation Army (KLA) was founded with the goal of 

achieving Kosovo’s eventual independence from Serbia. Belgrade’s response to 

this was to begin a military campaign not only against the KLA, which was made 

up of both Serbs and Albanians, but the Albanian citizens of the area as well. 

Over 1,500 Kosovar Albanians were killed, and another 400,00 displaced from 

their homes in this initial period of open conflict. In response, under the auspices 

of UN Security Council Resolution 1199 which called for a cease-fire by both 

sides, a U.S. envoy negotiated a ceasefire that began on October 18, 1998 and 

included partial withdrawal of Serbian forces from Kosovo. It was agreed that the 

ceasefire would be monitored by a Kosovo verification Mission (KVM) to observe 

compliance by ground troops, along with aerial support by NATO.  

This tentative ceasefire ended within two months in January 1999 with the 

Recak massacre, the mass killing of 45 Kosovo Albanians perpetuated by 

Serbian security forces, an event that hardened NATO’s perspective on the 

conflict. In France at Rambouillet, peace talks between NATO, Kosovo 

Albanians, Yugoslavs, and mediators began soon after with the goals of returning 

displaced persons to their homes and reestablishing Kosovo as an autonomous 

state of Yugoslavia.  
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NATO’s involvement 

Thereafter, the Serbian government not only consistently refused to 

cooperate in peace negotiations, refusing to sign a proposed peace agreement in 

a series of negotiations called the Rambouillet Accords on March 18. Moreover, 

immediately Serbian military increased their military presence in Kosovo, while 

forcing the Kosovo Verification Mission to withdraw on March 20.  

In response, on March 23, the NATO alliance commenced Operation 

Allied Force, its artillery campaign against Serbia with the goal to “reduce the 

Serbs’ capacity to repress the Albanian population” (Columbia George 

Robertson). NATO’s 11-week series of airstrikes had the declared intention of 

preventing, and then reversing, the campaign of ethnic cleansing perpetuated 

against ethnic Albanians by the Serbian state.   

The legality of this action is still debatable since NATO never received UN 

Security Council’s approval prior to the intervention. Legal actions have not been 

pursued against NATO and former United Nations Secretary General Kofi Annan 

went as far as to state “ there has been a regrettable tendency for the Security 

Council not to be involved in efforts to maintain international peace and security. 

The case of Kosovo has cast into sharp relief the fact that Member States and 

regional organizations sometimes take enforcement action without Security 

Council authorization”  (“Global Policy Forum”). 

However, not all viewers perceived this action as appropriate. It is the 

opinion of some that this act polarized former Soviet nations against the West 

and may have set a precedent for Russia continuing to question NATO’s military 
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missions. Unlike the 2011 NATO intervention in Libya, it was done without the 

Security Council’s mandate and without prior external conflict (Roberts 2011). 

Ramifications of the Bombardment 

Though the bombardment was eventually successful, it was not without 

negative effects. Some Albanians felt that the Serbians had quickened their 

eradication campaign after the bombings out of frustration. During the campaign, 

an estimated one million people left Kosovo and another half million were 

internally displaced. These, along with continued mass killings, were seen as 

imminent regardless of outside actions. The artillery campaign continued for 

seventy-seven days until June 10, 1999, when news of Yugoslav forces leaving 

Kosovo came. 

The bombing, though deemed successful, led to some criticism of NATO. 

Though the targets were primarily military, critical civilian structures such as 

bridges were targeted. This along with artillery inaccuracy led to some civilian 

deaths, including some Chinese journalists when their embassy was mistakenly 

hit (Roberts 2011). 

Months after the bombings, an Air Force report surfaced in 2000 that 

refuted what NATO originally believed to be a successful and effective air 

campaign was actually misinformation and Serbian Deception. Much of what 

NATO thought were tanks, artillery units, and other military targets were actually 

decoys set up by the Yugoslavs. Ultimately, NATO reported 744 confirmed 

strikes whereas the US Air Force could only find evidence of 58 (Barry). 
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On the part of NATO, this act was a deviation from its precedent. Before 

Kosovo, the organization had few military operations, and none without the 

mandate of the UN Security Council. NATO argued that there was overwhelming 

humanitarian cause and this war was a “humanitarian war” in response to an 

ethnic cleansing and could not be ignored. Kofi Annan pointed out that during the 

Rwandan Genocide in 1994, NATO and the United Nations had no adequate 

responses and drew similarities to the two situations. The choice, in other words, 

must not be between unity and inaction in the face of genocide - as in the case of 

Rwanda, on the one hand; or division and unilateral action, as in the case of 

Kosovo, on the other. In both cases, the Member States of the United Nations 

should have been able to find common ground in upholding the principles of the 

Charter, and find unity in defense of our common humanity,” (“Global Policy 

Forum”). This comparison worked towards creating an air of humanitarianism in 

the international community. Speculation leads to two theories. This was a 

shameful reminder for NATO that caused them to act in Kosovo or Rwanda didn’t 

present itself as a strategic asset as Kosovo did. Some argue that Russia took 

the latter view. This, along with NATO’s expansion and militarization at the time, 

shifted their view of NATO and so the west in general helping to create political 

tensions felt today (Brovkin).  

Kosovo Force (KFOR) 

NATO, under UNSC resolution 1244, remained in Kosovo after the Serbs 

diminished and formed the Kosovo Force (KFOR). The KFOR’s aim since June 

12 1999 has been to stabilize the area. This entails deterring future Serbian 
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intervention, disarming the KLA (which soon became the Kosovo Protection 

Force), and providing humanitarian aid. Former KLA members have been 

accused. This now 17-year occupancy is in stark contrast to the less than eight-

month long involvement of NATO in Libya. 

The KLA, while it was in existence, was labeled as a terrorist organization. 

NATO has received much criticism for supporting the KLA and allowing it to not 

disarm but simply turn into the KPF. During the actual bombing, Serbs state that 

the KLA caused the majority of serbian casualties rather than NATO. Sources 

also state that the KLA took control of much of Kosovo and suppressed non-

Albanian populations after Yugoslav forces retreated (Fulton 2010).  

On February 17th, 2008, Kosovo declared independence from Serbia. 

Since it is the duty of each nation to recognize other nations as valid, this had no 

effect on NATO’s role in the area. The government and nation itself experienced 

little change since both were already acting autonomously; the major impact was 

on the international community and its perception of the event. Interestingly, only 

24 of 28 NATO states have recognized Kosovo today. The Russian government, 

though, released a statement in response that declared the secession illegal and 

evidence of double standards in the western world causing even more 

polarization between Russia and the West. Later in 2014, Russia used this as a 

model stating “our western partners created the Kosovo precedent with their own 

hands. In a situation absolutely the same as the one in Crimea they recognized 

Kosovo’s secession from Serbia legitimate while arguing that no permission from 

a country’s central authority for a unilateral declaration of independence is 
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necessary”("Putin: Crimea Similar to Kosovo, West Is Rewriting Its Own Rule 

Book.").  

 As of February of 2016, NATO had over 4,700 troops stationed in Kosovo 

from both member and non-member states. The goal of this force is mainly to 

prevent continued Serbian-Albanian violence. Though Serbia hasn’t officially 

recognized Kosovo as a nation, relations between the two states has eased as 

seen by the Brussels Agreement in 2015 in efforts to integrate Serbians into 

Kosovo’s government.  

Kosovo has an unemployment rate of 31% and is the poorest European 

nation in per capital GDP. This being said, the economy is currently in transition 

towards a market base and still has a long way to go. The government is a 

Parliamentary Republic with 38 municipalities and several political parties (“The 

World Factbook”). This is unlike Libya where upon NATO’s exit there was a 

KFOR Troop Distribution. Source: NATO 
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power vacuum creating a struggle for central power by various factions that 

continues today. 
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Questions to Consider 

• What is the nature of NATO’s mandate in Libya? How has this changed or 

stayed the same from its original mandate in 2011 and how do you think 

this will affect the considerations we should make as a committee? 

• Considering issues of sovereignty and responsibility, where do our moral 

sensibilities lie in determining that we aren’t cherry-picking or unfairly 

favoring a certain party or side? And how can we ensure this on the 

ground? 

• NATO has maintained a strong presence in Afghanistan since its 

involvement in 2003, and has recently committed to extend its mandate in 

the country to 2020. How did this influence NATO’s mission in Libya? 

What are some positive and negative lessons we can takeaway from 

NATO’s mission Afghanistan? 
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Topic 2 | Unrest in the East: Security in the Black Sea and Baltic 

Region 

 As NATO leaders gathered in Warsaw on July 8 – 9 to discuss increasing 

NATO’s military presence in the black sea, their presence harks back to the early 

Cold War tensions between the West and the Soviet Union where the Warsaw 

Pact was forged in 1955 as the Soviet’s counterweight to NATO. In what NATO 

Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg calls the “biggest reinforcement of collective 

defense [by NATO] since the Cold War,” tensions between Russia and NATO are 

at an all time high.  

 Since Russia’s illegal annexation of Crimea in 2014, NATO has 

consistently been shoring up its defenses in Eastern Europe. Starting from the 

2014 Wales summit till the most recent 2016 Warsaw summit, not only have 

NATO members made commitments to reinforce its collective defense, they have 

also effectively made domestic changes to their defense spending in real terms. 

NATO has not been this active in decades and whilst armament is a temporary 

solution to defend the alliance against any sudden activity, it is unsustainable. A 

sustainable solution with long-term considerations is necessary to prevent the 

next Cold War.  

The crux of this second topic is the consistent military investments and 

engagements that both Russia and NATO have made in the past decade, that 

represent a distinct imbalance in the peace and stability of the region. These 

actions have coalesced seemingly around the Black Sea, transforming it into a 

present day hostile environment rife with military exercises and deployments.  
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Russia’s successful annexation of Crimea in particular, has secured its 

hold on the Black Sea Fleet base in Sevastopol. Which in turn, further 

incentivizes other neighboring NATO countries to continue focusing their 

attentions on the Black Sea as well.  

 

 

  

The Black Sea and its Littoral Countries. Source: Global Research.  
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Background 

 NATO was established in the aftermath of World War II and in the 

beginnings of the Cold War as a collective defense alliance between the United 

States and other Western Europe countries. Though it was originally intended to 

be a political association, tensions between the West and the Soviet Union 

quickly led to the development of a rivalry between NATO and the Warsaw Pact, 

the Soviet Union’s mirror collective defense treaty with other Soviet satellite 

states in Eastern Europe.  

 Since the end of the Cold War and the fall of the Soviet Union, NATO has 

taken a backseat and supporting role to the predominance of a new European 

world order that supported the free flow of capital, people, goods and ideas – 

epitomized by the European Union (EU) (Krastev and Leon, 2015). The 

importance of diplomacy and international institutions over military institutions 

were re-emphasized, especially in light of the relative failures of the U.S. in 

Afghanistan and Iraq. Aside from the EU and NATO, other international 

institutions such as the World Trade Organization (WTO) and International 

Criminal Court (ICC), were particularly supported.  

An increasingly hardline Moscow, led by Vladmir Putin, was a small but 

growing threat to this European world order. Though Russia’s invasion of 

Georgia in 2008 alarmed European leaders, it was Russia’s invasion and 

annexation of Crimea that forced the West to radically reconsider their world 

paradigm. Since then, NATO has officially suspended cooperation with Russia, 

and the region has witnessed unprecedented military build-up. 
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Annexation of Crimea 

In a series of events beginning in November 2013, Ukraine’s then pro-

Russian president, Viktor Yanukovich, turned his back on the EU in favor of 

Moscow. That prompted three months of street protests and violent government 

repression that eventually led to the fall of Ukraine’s government, in the 

overthrow of Yanukovich on February 22, 2014. Moscow rejects the legitimacy of 

the events that transpired, denouncing it as an illegitimate coup. Russia 

subsequently invades Crimea.  

Crimea has been of particular interest to Russia, not just because of its 

strategic location by the Black Sea and its status as the host of Russia’s naval 

base of Sevastopol, it is also the only region in Ukraine that distinctly identifies as 

Russia – 58% of its 2.3 million people are ethnic Russians (“Why Crimea is so 

dangerous”).  

Fig:	Crimea	in	Ukraine;	Source:	NPR	
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After Russia’s invasion of Crimea on March 1, Crimea’s pro-Russia 

leadership called for a referendum on March 16 to secede Ukraine and join 

Russia. At the same time, Moscow has denied the presence of Russian soldiers 

on Crimean land, calling them Crimean ‘self-defense’ forces that he has no 

control over.  

The annexation of Crimea from Ukraine on 18 March 2014 marks the first 

time a piece of European territory has been taken from a member country of the 

NATO since 1945, and hailed back to Cold War fears. Not only was NATO 

unable to effectively deter Russia from taking punitive measures, it was also 

helpless in asserting its ‘soft power’ – few nations were willing to join the EU and 

the U.S. in placing sanctions on Russia to express their disapproval.  

Changing NATO-Russia Relations 

Since the events in 2014, relations between Russia and the West have 

been tense and both sides have taken repeated steps to bolster their positions. 

There is a distinct shift from the economic rhetoric that characterized Europe in 

the decade after the Cold War, to a more militaristic slant on regional relations. 

Ironically, the original events that started the political crisis in Ukraine was 

Yanukovich’s choice to rebuff a EU trade deal in favor of a $15 billion bailout 

from Moscow (“Timeline: Political Crisis in Ukraine and Russia’s occupation of 

Crimea”). 

Similarly earlier during Ukraine’s Orange Revolution of 2003, Russia tried 

to vie for influence by offering similar economic incentives such as trade 

agreements and aid packages to compete with the EU’s economic advantages 
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(Krastev and Leonard, 2015). Perhaps now it marks the rise of militarism and end 

of diplomacy in Europe.  

Examining the events leading up to present day tensions and their 

implications on the delicate political balance of Europe is arguably as important if 

not more so than the actual technicalities of how the annexation of Crimea 

occurred. Academics argue that Russia’s annexation of Crimea is actually a 

response to NATO’s not-so-gradual expansion into the East, preventing an 

Eastern European nation from joining NATO is a much simpler process than 

getting one to leave NATO in the foreseeable future (Mearsheimer, 2014). This is 

especially due to the protections afforded by Article 5 of the NATO charter, where 

an attack on any member of the NATO may be regarded as an attack on all.  

NATO’s Expanding Membership 

Since 1999, NATO has been expanding across Eastern Europe, first 

bringing in Czech Republic, Hungary and Poland. The second expansion of 

seven more members grew all the more closer to Russia as it included Bulgaria, 

Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Romaina, Slovakia and Slovenia. The expansion grew 

its most threatening in the Bucharest summit of April 2008, when NATO began 

considering the membership of Georgia and Ukraine, two countries that shared 

borders with Russia, this ultimately put Russia’s security paranoia on high alert. 

Even though the Alliance did not end up starting the formal process of 

considering their membership, it made a strong aspirational declaration that it 

would eventually begin their process, without a clear time frame indicated.  
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Russia’s response towards this declaration was far from positive. As 

Alexander Grushko, then Russia’s deputy foreign minister, said, “Georgia’s and 

Ukraine’s membership in the alliance is a huge strategic mistake which would 

have most serious consequences for pan-European security” (“Nato denies 

Georgia and Ukraine”). In fact, Russia’s invasion into Ukraine is not the first time 

Putin has taken direct military action to prevent outcomes perceived as 

undesirable to Russia. The Russian invasion of Georgia in August 2008, the 

same year as the Bucharest summit, is equally indicative of the perceived threat 

NATO and its growing membership poses to Russia.  

Western Ideological Sphere of Influence 

Fig: NATO’s expanding membership. Source: The Economist.  
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 Aside from NATO’s ever growing membership seemingly posing a direct 

and tangible threat to Russia’s borders, Russian leaders were similarly critical of 

Western efforts to promote democracy and humanitarian intervention as bastions 

of European soft power. These ideas were seen as fronts to expand the West’s 

sphere of influence, and are particularly alarming when the West makes attempts 

to promote democracy within Russia by supporting Russian dissidents (Rumer, 

2016). In particular, NATO’s intervention in the former Yugoslavia, under the 

auspices of a ‘humanitarian intervention’ might have been one of the earliest 

actions that alarmed Russia.  

 The Russian government was extremely critical of NATO’s intervention in 

Yugoslavia, and the subsequent fallout for former Yugoslav strongman Slobodan 

Milosevic who had to undergo international trial. This only highlighted in Russia’s 

mind, the paradigm of ‘winner’s justice’, where a weakened future Russia could 

be forced to be subject to the frequently elastic and intangible standards of 

‘human rights’ and ‘democracy’ propagated by the West. These fears were 

particularly heightened when considering Russia’s involvement in the 1994 

Chechnya war, which had drawn widespread condemnation from the West for its 

human rights violations.  

 Outside of Europe, Russia’s skepticism towards the banner of human 

rights and freedoms can be seen in its propensity to veto or object to 

interventions and violations of the sovereignty of other countries – especially in 

the Security Council.  

  



	

	46 

NATO Actions   

 In the last two years, NATO has made unusually prominent military 

commitments and exercises, seemingly in response to the growing threat from 

their Eastern neighbor. While this section will outline some of these key summits 

and military exercises, it is highly encouraged that delegates make further 

research on what some of the Russian equivalents of these actions are in order 

to gain a more holistic picture of the security landscape of Europe.  

2014 Wales Summit 

 In the shadow of the Minsk peace talks between Ukraine and Russia, and 

in the aftermath of Russia’s invasion of Crimea, NATO leaders agreed to the 

Readiness Action Plan (RAP), a three-pronged plan aimed at significantly 

magnifying NATO’s collective defense capabilities (Lute, 2015). The Wales 

Summit would mark the beginning of NATO’s exponential increase in military 

expenditures and exercises. 

The stated goal of the RAP is to be able to respond to a crisis and 

reinforce a NATO ally within 48 hours. It is only natural that in order to ensure 

such a quick turnover time, not only did NATO members increase their personnel 

contributions to the force, the RAP also saw the establishment of headquarters 

and necessary logistical sites to pre-position support and resources in the event 

that such a force needs to be deployed.  

It is no coincidence that the timing of the initiative coincided with Russia’s 

escalating involvement in Ukraine. On the Alliance’s east borders, Russia’s 

actions were a threat to their vision of a Europe free from interference. On the 
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south and southeastern borders, the growing presence of the Islamic State, the 

unrest in Syria, and the security vacuum posed by Libya were all destabilizing 

forces in the Middle East with the potential to spillover into Europe.  

The first element of the RAP was to increase NATO’s current presence 

and initiatives in Central and Eastern Europe through pledged commitments to 

increase equipment, training, exercises, and personnel. An increased presence 

of NATO-led military exercises with its Eastern European allies was a necessary 

part of this.  

The second and more significant part of the plan was to reform the NATO 

Response Force, established in 2002, through the development of a multi-

national “spearhead” force with aerial, naval, and ground elements. The Very 

High Readiness Joint Task Force (VJTF), while previously formed in February by 

Germany, the Netherlands and Norway, and consisting of around 5,000 land 

brigade troops, was tripled in the Wales Summit, bringing the number up to 

15,000.  

The third support element of the plan is to set up coordinating command 

and control centers across the eastern region of the Alliance. Six members, 

Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Romania, and Bulgaria, have agreed to host 

these centers as reception bases for exercising forces. In the event of a crisis, 

they would be turned into deployment centers for the VJTF to support an eastern 

Ally.  
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2016 Warsaw Summit 

 Two years after the original Wales Summit that marked the increased 

military spending of NATO countries towards what they perceived as the looming 

threat of their Russian neighbor, the July 8 – 9 Warsaw summit was said to be, 

by U.S. President Obama, “the most significant reinforcement of collective 

defense any time since the Cold War.”  

The stated purpose and intention of the Warsaw Summit was to increase 

NATO’s presence in the east, reassure its Baltic neighbors, and to send a 

deterrent signal to Moscow. One of the landmark agreements of the summit was 

the biggest military buildup of troops in the region that deployed around 4,000 

troops, in four battalions of 800 to 1,200 troops, to four countries in NATO: 

Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, and Poland. The rotational battalions are expected to 

be in place by 2017.  

While some of the other initiatives include continuing the Resolute Support 

Mission in Afghanistan beyond 2016, countering threats posed by Iran and North 

Korea, and contributing to the Global Coalition to counter ISIL, another key action 

of the Warsaw Summit is a joint declaration to strengthen partnerships between 

NATO and the European Union in areas such as maritime security and threats 

posed by an increasingly aggressive Russia (“Warsaw Summit Communique”).  

The Warsaw summit happened in the shadow of NATO’s opening of its 

first missile defense system in Deveselu, Romania, earlier in May 2016. Earlier 

attempts in to build a missile defense system in Poland and the Czech Republic 
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were shut down by U.S. President Obama after Russia threatened to respond 

militarily with a ballistic strike or a nuclear attack.  

War Games - Military Exercises 

 As a collective defense organization, NATO is constantly engaged in 

military exercises between its members. In 2016 alone, NATO hosted around 

150 military exercises of varying sizes, locations, and capabilities. Obviously 

these exercises also differ in perceived threat level, with those of the biggest 

demonstrations and closest geographic location to Russia attracting more 

attention from Moscow. This section will briefly describe some of the bigger 

exercises.  

2015 Trident Juncture: Since the Wales Summit in 2014, NATO has 

continued taking a number of important steps to reinforce its collective defense, 

by 2015 the NATO Response Force was expected to triple in size to around 

40,000. In 2015, NATO organized ‘Trident Juncture 15’, one of its biggest war 

games exercise, and its first since 2002, in Spain. The naval parts of the 

exercises were expected to happen outside Ukraine, by the Black Sea. The 

three-week long exercise that had over 60 warships, 160 aircrafts, and 36,000 

personnel from 30 nations (“Nato war games – in 90 seconds”).  

2016 Anakonda Military Exercises:  Barely a year after the Trident 

Juncture 15 exercises, NATO allies arranged the bi-annual Anakonda exercise in 

Poland - involving 30,000 troops and more than 20 NATO countries over 10 

days. The exercises were not well received by the Kremlin, with Foreign Minister 

Serigei Lavrov quoted by reporters as saying, “We will invoke Russia’s sovereign 
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right to guarantee its security with measures proportionate to the current risks” 

(Gibbons-Neff, 2016). 
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Case Studies 

Russia’s Invasion of South Ossetia, Georgia  (8 August 2008) 

It is inconceivable to discuss Russia’s recent actions in Ukraine or the 

increasing security tensions between NATO and Russia without examining the 

last time Russia was accused of conducting operations in another European 

country – Georgia in 2008. Russia’s unilateral actions were the first of its kind in 

the 21st century.  

 The autonomous region of 

South Ossetia, located in Georgia, 

has been a point of contention 

between Georgia, Russia, and the 

Russian-backed secessionists of 

South Ossetia for over a decade. 

Georgia has tried to retake South 

Ossetia by force on three occasions. 

The most recent spate of hostilities 

between the parties occurred in 2008 in what is known as the Russo-Georgian 

War of 2008, both Georgia and Russia invaded South Ossetia in controversial 

military conflict that captured the attention of the international community. The 

conflict eventually ended in a ceasefire that maintained the autonomous status of 

South Ossetia, though Russian dominance of the region has strengthened and 

grown more prominent.  

 

Figure 1: Georgia - Autonomous 

region Abkhazia and South Ossetia.  

Source: BBC News.  
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1991-92 South Ossetia War 

 The competing claims to power in South Ossetia began with the fall of the 

Soviet Union in 1991; whilst Georgia declared its independence, an the same 

time the regions of South Ossetia and Abkhazia were similarly overrun with 

Russian-backed separatists seeking their respective independence as well. The 

1991 South Ossetian War and the 1992 Abkhaz War both end with Russian-

brokered ceasefires that leave both regions officially part of Georgia, but with 

their own functionally separate governments and systems. An uneasy peace was 

maintained by a shared agreement at that time to deploy Georgian, Russian, and 

Ossetian or Abkhaz peacekeepers in each respective region.  

Moreover, then 1992 Georgian President-elect, Eduard Shevardnadze, 

had a history of working in the Soviet leadership, assuring relatively peaceful 

relations between Russia and Georgia. The importance of Shevardnadze’s 

relations with Russia are highlighted in the controversy in 2001 over Russia’s 

beliefs that Georgia is harboring Chechen rebels, an issue that is brought up with 

the Security Council in 2002. Tensions are only defused after Shevardnadze 

promises to work with Russia to fight Chechen rebels.  

2004 Tensions 

 Thus the November 2003 Rose Revolution, a change of power that 

manifested itself in widespread protests over parliamentary elections and 

eventually culminated in the ouster of Shevardnadze, marked a drastic shift in 

Russo-Georgian relations. Mikheil Saakashvili came to power, known for his 

distinctly pro-Western views and his intention to seek Georgian membership of 
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NATO and the European Union, which would be seen as fundamentally 

problematic by Russia.  

 In the first few months of Saakashvili’s presidency, his successful 

resolution of a major political crisis in the southwestern Autonomous Republic of 

Adjara would inevitably encourage his efforts towards bringing South Ossetia 

back into Georgia. In the beginning of 2004, the leader of Adjara, Aslan 

Abashidze, refused to obey the Georgian central authorities after 

Shevardnadze’s ouster. Before the crisis could develop into an armed 

confrontation, Saakashvili’s government managed to force Abashidze to resign. 

In the face of mass protests in May 2004, Abashidze’s attempts at harsh 

crackdown was met instead with backlash, and as protests intensified and 

spread in size, Saakashvili used the opportunity to force him to step down 

(“Georgia: Popular Protest Topples Ajarian Leader”). This move is seen as 

cementing Saakashvili’s aspirations for a united Georgia; as he announced on 

national television after Abashidze’s resignation, “Aslan has fled, Adjara is free… 

This will be the beginning of Georgia’s territorial integrity” (Mikaberidze 2015: 94). 

 Analysts believe that Georgian officials sought to repeat the successes of 

Adjara in South Ossetia by mounting a two-pronged strategy of asserting 

economic pressure on its leadership and fomenting discontent among locals 

(“Expectations Low for Georgia-South Ossetia Talks”). In June 2004, the 

Georgians shut down the Ergneti market, a major black market used for the 

smuggling of contraband Russian goods such as foodstuffs and fuel through 

South Ossetia and into Georgia. This market was one of South Osseia’s chief 
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sources of revenue. They also attempted to distribute economic assistance 

amongst South Ossentian locals in order to undermine popular support for the 

authorities (“Pause in Hostilities Allows Georgia to Rethink Approach on South 

Ossetia”). The situation was further escalated in a series of skirmishes between 

Georgian peacekeepers and South Ossetian militiamen in July. Saakashvili was 

quoted as saying that the "crisis in South Ossetia is not a problem between 

Georgians and Ossetians. This is a problem between Georgia and Russia" 

(“Georgia warns Russia on S Ossetia”). 

Rising tensions subsequently produced an armed confrontation in August, 

when Georgian and South Ossetian villages in the area north of Tskhinvali, the 

capital of South Ossetia, came under fire. During the tensions, at least 17 

Georgians and 5 Ossetians were killed. Despite several ceasefire proposals, 

neither side actually respected the ceasefires and instead used the temporary 

truces to improve their military positions.   

2008 Russo-Georgian War 

The events of 2008 transpired in a backdrop of Georgia seeking NATO 

membership, which analysts believe has to Georgia’s strong desire to 

reincorporate the two separatist regions of Abkhazia and South Ossetia 

(Mearsheimer, 2014). During the NATO summit in Bucharest in April 2008, 

American president George W. Bush lobbied to offer a Membership Action Plan 

(MAP), a requisite process to NATO membership, to Georgia and Ukraine. 

However this proposition was received poorly by Putin, who said that the 

membership "would be taken in Russia as a direct threat to the security of our 



	

	55 

country". These tensions marked the escalating tensions between Georgia and 

Russia in 2008 that culminated in what was perceived as Russia’s partial 

invasion of Georgia.  

 While it is unclear the exact chronology of the events in August that would 

directly contribute to the war, by the first week of August, a series of clashes 

between Georgian and South Ossetian forces occurred, fighting that was the 

worst it had been since 2004.  An ignored announcement of a unilateral ceasefire 

by Saakashvili prompted Georgia to evacuate its citizens from the contested 

regions and launch an aerial bombardment and ground attack on Tskhinvali, the 

capital of South Ossetia, on August 7. He justified his actions by accusing Russia 

of equipping South Ossetian separatists with military equipment through the Roki 

Tunnel, and that Russia had in prior months been demonstrating increasing 

aggressiveness across the border (“Saakashvili: Russia to Blame for South 

Ossetia Crisis”).   

 Georgian ground forces effectively took over the capital the following day, 

which Russia accused Georgia of “aggression against South Ossetia”. Russia 

responded with a large-scale invasion under the guise of a peacekeeping 

operation; within five days, Russia had recaptured Tskhinvali. Russia also 

launched simultaneous air operations against military infrastructure in Georgia 

and their Black Sea Fleet blockaded the Georgian coast.  

Controversially, Russia extended its invasion into the adjoining Georgian 

cities of Zugidi, Senaki, Poti and Gori. There have been accusations that Russia 

warplanes allegedly dropped cluster bombs on Gori, though this has been denied 
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by Russia (“Countdown in the Caucasus”). They also moved from Russian bases 

in Abkhazia, into parts of Western Georgia. The conflict only subsided on August 

12, when the President of France, Nicolas Sarkozy, managed to negotiate a 

ceasefire agreement. During the conflict, not only were some 192,000 civilians 

displaced from their abodes in South Ossetia and the occupied Georgian villages 

(“Civilians In The Line Of Fire”), there were also accusations of systematic war 

crimes being perpetuated by South Ossetians against ethnic Georgians.  

Many saw Russia’s invasion of Georgia as a punishment for moving closer 

to the West. The fact that the operation only took five days seemed self-evident 

of an operation that had been planned far in advance, if not indicative of Russia’s 

military readiness for a Georgia and South Ossetia invasion (Allison, 2008).  

Similarly there are arguments that Georgia’s accusations of Russian and South 

Ossetian political engineering is unusually convenient for it’s own intentions to 

invade South Ossetia. A later EU fact-finding mission in 2009 determined that the 

2008 conflict was caused by Georgia’s illegal and unsubstantiated attack on the 

South Ossetian capital of Tskhinvali (“Report I”). 

Implications of the Five-Day War 

 Regardless of with whom the responsibility for the Five-Day War lies with, 

its significance lies in an example of how Russia has in the last decade, 

employed a distinctly militaristic approach to its security concerns. It has 

demonstrated increasing disregard for multilateral institutions and organizations 

such as the UN Security Council or the Organization for Security and 

Cooperation in Europe. Russia’s choice to unilaterally ‘act first, explain later’ 
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reflects a skeptical and self-interested view of regional politics, and it echoes 

Russia’s beliefs that multilateral institutions are more useful as structures to 

forward the interests of Western powers such as the United States and other 

European allies rather than to negotiate and protect its own interests.  

A brash and isolationist Russia has defined its policy towards NATO, of 

which Georgia is merely a part of the equation. In order to address future security 

concerns in the Baltic region, it is important to understand Moscow’s perspective 

on the security dilemma of Europe.  
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Questions to Consider 

• How have the increasing tensions between NATO and Russia played out 

in theatres of influence outside of the examples offered in this synopsis of 

Crimea, Georgia and the Black Sea? Or how do you think they will change 

in the future? 

• Why do you think NATO members have, to a certain extent, pursued the 

expansion of NATO’s membership to countries like Montenegro, Georgia 

and Ukraine, despite being cognizant of the potential consequences? 

• NATO as a regional organization is only as strong as its members will it to 

be, how have the unilateral actions its members have undertaken affect 

NATO’s ability to mount a regional response to the threat of Russia? Or 

how does the bilateral relationship individual members of NATO have with 

Russia affect NATO’s policy towards Russia?  
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