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Navigating through the Storm: 10 years of Jens Stoltenberg at NATO

Over the past 10 years, the global and European
security landscape has undergone massive change,
and so has NATO. Stoltenberg has steered the Al-
liance through this turbulent decade. This article
presents some brief and tentative observations of
his tenure. For that, it provides an overview of the
position and office of NATO's Secretary-General,
as well as an examination of Stoltenberg’s tenure
from Russia’s illegal annexation of Crimea to NA-
TO's resurgence in the face of the war in Ukraine.

What is the Secretary-General’s role in NATO?
The Secretary-General represents the pinnacle of
political authority within the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization (NATO). At the time of its inception
in 1949, NATO was characterized by a relatively
low level of organizational structure and made no
mention of the Secretary-General.

Since the establishment of the position of NATO
Secretary-General in 1952, the individuals who
have held the post have exerted influence within
the organization in different ways and to varying
degrees of intensity. Given that NATO is an inter-
national organization whose decisions are reached
through consensus, the role of the Secretary-Ge-
neral is inherently constrained from the outset.?
Nevertheless, he retains the capacity to exert in-
fluence over the organization through the autho-
rity and powers vested in his position. First, he is
the "Chair of all major committees, responsible for

steering discussions, facilitating the decision-ma-
king process and ensuring that decisions are im-
plemented.”® He is therefore also Chairman of the
North Atlantic Council, NATO's highest political
body. In this capacity, he can determine the Coun-
cil's agenda.* Secondly, he serves as NATO’s main
spokesperson, thereby acting as the alliance’s figu-
rehead.> Lastly, he is also the “Head of the Interna-
tional Staff, whose role it is to support the Secreta-
ry-General directly and indirectly” and has a body
of around 1.000 personnel that is tasked to prepa-
re and implement council related matters.® Despite
the fact that the Alliance operates on the basis of
a unanimous consensus, whereby the states enjoy
primacy, it is evident that the Secretary-General is
able to exert considerable influence through his
competences.

The office of Secretary-General — a look back

Subsequent to the ascension of former Danish
Prime Minister Anders Fogh Rasmussen, Stolten-
berg represents the third incumbent of a head of
government post to transition to the role of Se-
cretary-General of NATO. In the past, the majority
of individuals occupying this position were former
diplomats or ministers. With the appointment of
Mark Rutte, who is also a former head of govern-
ment, an unofficial upgrading of the post of NATO
Secretary-General is emerging, which began with
Rasmussen in 2009.” The exception to this is Paul-
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Henri Spaak, who was the sole preceding head of
government to occupy the post of Secretary-Ge-
neral in the transatlantic organization throughout
the Cold War.

Additionally, Stoltenberg’s tenure is characterized
by the fact that he held the second longest term as
Secretary-General of NATO, a record only surpas-
sed by the previous Dutch Foreign Minister, Joseph
Luns (see table 1). The Secretary-General is elected
for a four-year term, which can be extended. Ad-
ditionally, the office is typically occupied by an in-
dividual from a European country. Conversely, the
position of Supreme Allied Commander Europe,
who is NATO's commander, is always held by an
American military officer.

Stoltenberg’'s importance for the alliance is mir-
rored in the fact that his term of office has been
extended four times.® The period in question was
characterized by a plethora of geopolitical chal-
lenges for the Alliance, which probably constituted
the most significant transformation of the organi-
zation since the conclusion of the Cold War.
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Table 1: Years serving as Secretary-General®

Navigating NATO through crisis

Although NATO is an institution that is often percei-
ved to be in a quasi-permanent state of crisis, this
can be said to have been particularly true during
Stoltenberg’s tenure as Secretary-General.® Nota-
ble occurrences such as the Russian annexation of
the Ukrainian peninsula of Crimea, Donald Trump'’s
presidential term in office, the rise of China, the ci-
vil war in Syria, the West's withdrawal from Afgha-
nistan and the Russian invasion of Ukraine serve as
illustrative examples of the turbulence experienced
during this period. The upheavals and crises were
accompanied by significant transformations within
the Alliance, which Stoltenberg oversaw and hel-
ped to shape as Secretary-General.

On 28 March 2014, Jens Stoltenberg assumed the
role of Secretary-General of the transatlantic alliance,
becoming the 13th individual to occupy this position.
In light of Stoltenberg's past, his appointment as Se-
cretary-General of NATO is rather odd: In his youth
he protested against Norwegian NATO membership
and the threw rocks at the U.S. embassy."
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Stoltenberg’s beginning at NATO was marked by
significant political challenges in Europe. In NATO's
2010 strategic concept assessed that ,the Euro-
Atlantic area is at peace and the threat of a con-
ventional attack against NATO territory is low"."?
However, four years later, the Federal Republic of
Russia deployed military personnel to the Crimean
Peninsula, which is part of the sovereign territory of
Ukraine, without displaying any national insignia,
to illegally annex the territory.

His three focus points upon assuming the office
were: “Keep NATO strong. Help keep our neig-
hbourhood stable by working with partners. And
keep the bond between Europe and North Ameri-
ca rock solid".”

Stoltenberg himself saw his central task in impro-
ving dialogue with Russia.™ Despite the attempted
mending of relations, events in Europe led to a
shift in focus towards national and collective de-
fence, which again assumed a higher priority wit-
hin the alliance. Stoltenberg thus found himself in
a completely new international environment.

On November 8, 2016, the transatlantic alliance
and Stoltenberg were confronted with a new chal-
lenge in the form of Donald Trump's™ election as
the 45th President of the USA. During the election
campaign, Trump adopted a rhetorically comba-
tive stance vis-a-vis the Western alliance. Never-
theless, Stoltenberg remarked that ,The first thing
| decided when my team had breakfast in my re-
sidence following the election outcome was that
we should now not make jokes. We should treat

the president of the United States with respect,
regardless of how much we disagree with him"."®
The Republican described the alliance as ‘obsolete’
and demanded that the member states must final-
ly reach the agreed target of defense spending.”
However, Trump's tenure was marked by a certain
ambivalence. After meeting with Jens Stoltenberg
in 2017, the President reversed course and went
on to describe NATO as a “bulwark of international
peace and security”.”® Yet, uncertainty remained.

From “brain-dead” to revitalized

In this environment, in 2019, French President Em-
manuel Macron expressed his evaluation that the
alliance was in a process of "brain death” and that
Europe had to take matters in their own hands
because of declining U.S. support.” Stoltenberg
did not refrain from offering a response. The Se-
cretary-General countered that "Any attempt to
distance Europe from North America will not only
weaken the transatlantic Alliance, it is also risking
dividing Europe itself” and that “European unity
cannot replace transatlantic unity”.?°

Three years later, a major event revitalized the alli-
ance. The Russian invasion of Ukraine on February
24, 2022, had a profound and irreversible impact
on the European security architecture and, conse-
quently, on NATO. Stoltenberg himself described
this event as the worst day of his tenure.?' Also du-
ring this situation the Secretary-General tried to in-
fluence decision-making of the alliance. For exam-
ple, Stoltenberg endorsed that Ukraine should be
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permitted to make use of western weaponry into
Russian territory.2? The Russian aggression welded
the alliance closer together and brought Finland
and Sweden into the organization, increasing NA-
TO’s membership to 32 countries.

Stoltenberg also played a role here. During the ac-
cession process, there were significant challenges
with Turkey, which initially expressed opposition
to the accession of both countries. A memoran-
dum was signed by Turkey, Finland and Sweden
with the objective of resolving the problems bet-
ween the parties, with Stoltenberg acting as a me-
diator.? After the two Nordic states had agreed to
initial requirements and Turkey was still dissatis-
fied with the implementation, Stoltenberg raised
the pressure by publicly calling on Turkey to admit
Finland and Sweden to NATO.*

In 2014, the member states collectively established
the objective of augmenting their defense expen-
diture to reach 2% of their respective gross do-
mestic products.?® At that time, only three member
states achieved this goal.?® At the 2023 NATO sum-
mit in Vilnius, the spending target was once again
subject to adjustment. Now, a minimum of 2% of
GDP must now be allocated for defense-related
expenditures.?” Subsequently, a notable improve-
ment has been observed in the regard of defen-
se spending. As per the projections put forth by

NATO, it is anticipated that 23 out of the 32 mem-
ber states will achieve the targeted level in 2024.%8

The Secretary-General as an individual

Given the influence wielded by the post of Secre-
tary-General within the organization, it is crucial to
consider the character and traits of the individual
in question, as it will determine how the office hol-
der will operate within the alliance.

A frequent debate among scholars discussing se-
cretaries-general in international organizations
is whether this position is best characterized as
more akin to a “secretary” or a “"general”.?® While
a "secretary” is associated with an administrator,
a "general” is perceived as a political person. For
example, Jaap de Hoop Scheffer (2004-2009) and
Hastings Lionel Ismay (1952-1957) are regarded
as exemplifying a more administrative approach,
characterized by a tendency to exercise restraint
in their engagement with the member states.>® Ot-
hers, such as Anders Fogh Rasmussen (2009-2014)
and Manfred Worner (1988-1994) tried to actively
influence the agenda of the alliance.?'

While Stoltenberg’s character traits and his leader-
ship style are difficult to assess from the outside,
and relevant background information will not be
accessible for quite some time, small insights can
already be gained.
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Jens Stoltenberg, former NATO Secretary-General®?

For example, Stoltenberg is being portrayed as pro-
viding ,cool-headed leadership in times of crisis.”3
Already in the course of his time as Norway's prime
minister, he was admired for his use of a composed
and reasoned communication during the 2011 ter-
rorist attack.2* Press accounts indicate that Stolten-
berg had a positive relationship to the largest part
of NATO membership.3®> Reason for that would be
that he rarely exceeded the boundaries of accepta-
ble conduct for his position.*®

Stoltenberg’s conduct in dealing with Trump de-
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monstrated a willingness to engage in a diplomatic
and persuasive discourse rather than resorting to a
confrontational approach. In a press conference in
2018, Stoltenberg commended Trump for helping
to increase the allies’ defense spending.?” Through
his handling of the U.S. President, he was labelled
as the “Trump whisperer”.*® Once again, the shadow
of the now 78-year-old Republican looms over the
organization. But this time, Stoltenberg’s succes-
sor, Mark Rutte, must deal with Donald Trump.
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Conclusion®

In the end, little remains of Stoltenberg’s initial
mission to conduct dialogue with Russia. Relations
between NATO and the Russian Federation have
reached a low point. The objective of maintaining
stability within the neighborhood was beyond the
scope of his influence as Secretary-General.

As his greatest achievement, Stoltenberg himself
answers ,that | have been able to keep this alliance
together.”*® And indeed, alliance cohesion was tes-
ted several times during his tenure. Whether by ex-
ternal threats (e.g. Russia, China or terrorism) or by
intra-alliance events such as the Trump presidency
or Macron’s ,brain death” comments. Especially
during Trump's term of office or Russia's invasion
of Ukraine, it is recognizable that Stoltenberg tried
to keep the alliance together. His diplomatic abili-
ties were widely praised; however, he has also been
the subject of criticism for his perceived leniency in
his dealings with Trump.*" Nonetheless, the bond

between North America and Europe held together
during his tenure: one of his three priorities upon
assuming office.

Defense spending has risen sharply and is increa-
singly in line with the target set by the Alliance a
decade ago. It is not possible to determine with
certainty the extent to which Stoltenberg is re-
sponsible for this success. Further investigation is
required to gain a more accurate understanding of
this matter. The sharp increase since 2023 is more
likely to be explained by the Russian invasion of
Ukraine. Nevertheless, it is evident that Stoltenberg
frequently called on member states to augment
their defense spending, thereby exerting pressure
on those not reaching NATO's goal. Given these fi-
gures, his priority of keeping NATO “strong”, may
also be affirmed.

In the future, Jens Stoltenberg will remain on the
international political stage by taking over the chair
of the Munich Security Conference.
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