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After the Arab springs, the various phases of Jihadist terrorism (from Al Qaeda to DAESH) 

and the civil wars (which later became proxy wars) in Iraq, Libya, Syria and Yemen, the 

MENA region1, including the Sahel, is in a phase of constant instability, exacerbated by 

demographic and climatic changes and by competition between great powers. The African 

                                                           
1 MENA is an English-language acronym referring to the Middle East and North Africa, which corresponds to 
the Greater Middle East.  

What are the unstable situations in the NATO Southern Flank? 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/English_language
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Acronym
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Middle_East
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/North_Africa
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Greater_Middle_East


 

 

continent is projected to reach 4.5 billion people by the end of the century, with the largest 

population growth in human history (counting a fertility rate of 4.5 children, compared to 

other continents stabilized on an average of 2). At the same time, global warming will 

produce an ever-increasing desertification and scarcity of resources, primarily water and 

food, with the threat of natural disasters and new pandemics in Africa. Finally, competition 

between major powers in the region is in a new phase of “scramble for Africa” with modern 

means, especially economic, but in some parts (Libya, the Sahel, the Horn of Africa) also 

military2. The future of the South NATO region will therefore be played out on various 

aspects, which may produce complex challenges, but also opportunities for growth and 

stabilization, especially if international actors, primarily NATO-EU-UN-AU, provide long-term 

strategies with efficient and effective cooperation. In this context, Security Force Assistance, 

with its capacity building activities in support of local institutions, is an indispensable tool for 

promoting the stability of the MENA countries and Africa. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Mena region countries. https://www.researchgate.net/figure/MENA-region-countries_fig1_321263068 

                                                           
2 On a geopolitical level, the problems of fragmentation and competition continue in the South region and in the Muslim 
world, with the breakdown among the Sunni powers between: Turkey and Qatar, on the one hand, to support Political 
Islam (Muslim Brothers, Hamas, GNC-GNA in Libya etc.) and a constructive relationship with Iran; and, on the other, 
Egypt and Saudi Arabia with the rest of the GCC and the Arab League, to support a secular and centralized approach to 
domestic policy and a rivalry with Iran. Strong competition between regional powers is expected for this decade, both 
for energy resources and in post-conflict state building and stabilization processes, as we will see in Libya after the 
current proxy war between Turkey and Egypt. Therefore, as well as for stabilization, NATO’s role could be important as 
glue with partner countries to avoid escalating conflicts and foster regional integration. 

https://www.hoover.org/research/africa-2050-demographic-truth-and-consequences
https://www.economist.com/leaders/2019/03/07/the-new-scramble-for-africa


 

 

 

The role NATO can play in the MENA Region is crucial to counter instability that may result 

in severe emergency situations and possible conflict escalation in several countries. 

NATO's role will be of crucial importance, in the coming years, in the MENA area and in 

Africa in general in combating regional instabilities. The Alliance will have a vital role in 

managing emergency situations and in preventing possible risks of escalating conflicts (with 

its two core tasks of crisis management and cooperative security), but it will also be crucial 

for NATO to work on the root causes of the instabilities and finally to contain the greater 

presence of other big strategic competitors. From this perspective, NATO has an important 

tool to manage and shape the multiple dynamics that, on the basis of their interactions, make 

the Region a hybrid and heterogeneous operational environment. The Projecting Stability 

concept, the importance of which was underlined by the NATO nations during the Warsaw 

Summit in 2016, provides NATO with a set of solutions, ranging from military actions to 

partnership cooperation and diplomacy, to intervene in order to mitigate or extinguish the 

outbreaks of instability present in the Region3.  

Such an approach has a twofold utility: on the one hand, promoting the stabilization of the 

Region and, on the other, furthering the security of the NATO borders. As stated by the 

Secretary-General of NATO recently: “if our neighbors are more stable, we are more secure, 

so we must do more for our neighbors and with our neighbors.4” 

NATO has already worked, respectively, with the North African partners, in the 

Mediterranean Dialogue since 1994, and with the partners in the “Gulf Cooperation Initiative 

in Istanbul” since 2004. Furthermore, NATO opened a center dedicated to the South in 2018 

in Naples: the NSD-South Hub5. However, to achieve a greater role in the Southern Flank 

in the future, NATO will first have to increase confidence building measures, in order to 

mitigate the negative perception of the Alliance, by reason of certain European and NATO 

historical events. 

In this regard, the support role of the NATO Centers of Excellence will be very important. In 

particular NATO SFA COE can play a very valid part in offering advanced education to 

NATO military and civilian advisors, but also to partner countries in the South region. 

Furthermore, with the promotion and coordination of efforts among all the main stakeholders 

                                                           
3 https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_133169.htm. NATO Warsaw Summit Communiqué  
4 https://www.defense.gov/Explore/News/Article/Article/604638/  
5 For additional info, visit: https://thesouthernhub.org/  

What role should NATO play? 

https://thesouthernhub.org/
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_133169.htm
https://www.defense.gov/Explore/News/Article/Article/604638/
https://thesouthernhub.org/


 

 

operating in support of the assisted nation, SFA COE can improve the NATO image in the 

region and, therefore, further the building of trust, a requirement for efficient cooperation and 

stabilization. This approach is consistent with the NATO commitment to involve civil society, 

to better understand what the problems of the future will be and to determine what the 

solutions will be, listening to the needs of the populations, in addition to those of the states. 

Human security will in fact become increasingly important for NATO, alongside traditional 

national security. 

 

 

 

Social level. The demographic explosion will first of all have consequences not only for the 

instability of African countries (and MENA as a result) but also for mass migration in the 

coming decades. The demographic dividend at the same time will represent an opportunity 

for growth and technological innovation on the African continent, due to a more youthful and 

a more developed society. It will also potentially supply a qualified workforce for the 

countries with the highest rates of aging (primarily Europe, but also China and Russia). 

Nevertheless, the strong urbanization that will accompany the demographic bomb in the 

African countries will bring greater instability, both social and economic, also due to the 

difficulties of states in providing transport, housing, work, health, education, justice and 

everything that a state must guarantee. A modern and efficient internal security sector will 

therefore be necessary. To ensure the development of such a security sector, it will be 

important for the international organizations, primarily the African Union (AU) and then EU / 

UN / NATO, to act synergistically. NATO, and in particular the SFA, will have a crucial role 

to play. Not only will it be important for the direct training of internal defense and security 

forces, but also for the indirect consequences of this training. In fact, the specialization of 

Local Security Forces (LSF) can lead to an increase in schooling, technical skills and also 

organizational and professional skills, which can benefit all of society. Actually, these skills 

and abilities will ultimately also be usable in the private sector. The principle of dual use will 

be encouraged and, in concert, the development of Civil Protection and Civil-Military 

Cooperation (CIMIC) systems, with the use of new procedures and also new technologies. 

Although the domain of intervention of the SFA is mainly directed towards defense capacity 

How can SFA activities take concrete action in contrasting the 

trends/causes at the root of instability and on what levels? 

https://carnegieeurope.eu/2019/11/28/strengthening-role-of-human-security-in-nato-operations-pub-80442


 

 

building and the related dimensions of the Security Sector Reform (SSR), it also involves 

the civil world through governmental and non-governmental agencies (IOs and NGOs) in 

the broader scope of capacity building. SSR is a holistic concept that includes all the various 

disciplines and covers various sectors, including defense, justice, intelligence, governance 

and also the Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration (DDR) of armed groups. 

The SFA will therefore be essential to face future social challenges, especially in the 

Southern Region where security forces are often considered repressive apparatuses in the 

service of dictatorships. The commitment must be aimed at making them efficient, respectful 

of the rule of law, and making them work at the service of the population, including in civil 

emergency operations to deal with natural disasters, mass migrations, pandemics, etc. This 

is part of the NATO "comprehensive approach" to crisis management and cooperative 

security, based on the integration of military and civilian tools, including gender 

mainstreaming in countries where it is not yet developed. 

 

 

  

Figure 2. https://www.avvenire.it/attualita/pagine/migranti-malta-unione-europea 

 

 



 

 

Political level. The dictatorships and the various forms of autocracy in the MENA region 

and in Africa will have to deal with a great demand for democracy and freedom from the new 

generations (with the surge in youth due to demographic trends) which will call for reforms 

to promote democracy and economic development. Furthermore, the inefficiency of 

unprepared political ruling classes will not be able to effectively manage these requests and 

all future socio-economic challenges, which will also have a huge impact on politics. As 

mentioned above, it will therefore be necessary to intervene with governmental advisor 

programs at a ministerial level, not only in the defense sector, but also to support the 

administrative and political management of the state, for more transparency, the fight 

against endemic corruption and all other aspects of good governance. 

From this perspective, the SFA is an excellent tool for conveying Building Integrity programs 

through its activities in favor of Local Security Forces. They in turn will act as a sounding 

board for civilian society. 

Economic level. Apart from the economic crisis caused by the virus, the long-term 

economic development of the MENA / African region will be of crucial interest to the rest of 

the world. Although there will be a temporary de-globalization due to the crisis, in reality 

states will not be able to hinder the trend towards economic integration, especially regionally 

and especially in Africa, with the new Continental Free Trade Area. In this regard, NATO 

and the EU must overcome the internal differences and contradictions of individual members 

and adopt a shared strategy that compensates for the increasingly important role of China 

and Russia on the continent. Resources must be allocated and stabilization projects 

developed, with long-term objectives considering the development-security nexus, that is, 

the close link between the economic development and security of Africa, and therefore of 

Europe. NATO should also collaborate more with the AU, for example by creating new Crisis 

Management centers (there is already one in Mauritania) or even Centers of Excellence in 

partner countries of MENA in the future. This will have a multiplier impact, not only on 

security, but also on local politics and economies. NATO has committed to expanding 

cooperation with AU as early as 2016 and is gradually increasing its role, but it could do 

more. Firstly, it should cooperate with the Regional Economic Communities that also deal 

with security, as it is starting to do with the IGAD (Intergovernmental Authority on 

Development, of the Horn of Africa) and, secondly, it should start to cooperate with the G5 

Sahel, with which it has already begun interacting. The G5 Sahel in fact has economic and 

security development roles with the G5 Joint Force that the EU is already supporting with 

training and funds (EUTM Mali supports, for example, its operationalization). 



 

 

By promoting security training with its implications on Building Integrity in the area of Anti-

corruption and transparency on procurement procedures, NATO SFA COE will also 

contribute to greater stability in the region through the economic sphere. 

 

 

 

Figure 2. https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/2/28/Mediterranean_Drought_Hoerlingetalfig1b.jpg 

 

 

Security level. At this level, of course, the SFA contribution will be decisive. As part of the 

SSR activities, the SFA will have to support political stabilization processes in countries that 

have come out of a conflict, or which are in any case fragile and with "weak states”. This will 

be done through coordinated actions of the various international actors: primarily the EU, 

the AU, the UN and, of course, NATO. As mentioned, the impact of SSR work will be crucial 

for the stabilization of these countries.  

In fact, the SSR represents the restoration or transformation of the security institutions of a 

country that includes all the actors, their roles, responsibilities and actions. The goal is for 

the country to be managed effectively, legitimately and responsibly, more consistently with 

the solid principles of good governance and, therefore, to contribute to a well-functioning 



 

 

security framework. A key element of the defense reform is precisely the Security Force 

Assistance, one of the pillars of the military contribution to SSR with Stability Policing and 

DDR. All three activities are interconnected, although military forces generally support the 

DDR process in disarmament and demobilization, and rarely in reintegration, SFA may have 

a supporting role in reintegrating eligible former combatants to be incorporated into the 

security forces of the state, through the possibility of “Generate and Organize” SFA 

activities6 Indeed, the SFA activities of “Generate and Organize”, based on transversal 

legislative and financial aspects, can have a positive effect on the good governance, through 

the involvement of military and civilian personnel as advisors for the generating function (for 

example, the use of defense administrative staff to advise on specific issues: procurement, 

infrastructure, hiring, the pension system, legal assistance, etc.). At the same time, by 

contributing to the restoration of law and order, Stability Policing strengthens ex-combatants 

to develop trust in the DDR and implementing organizations. This leads the host nation to 

take responsibility for DDR processes. 

In summary, UN, EU, AU, regional organizations and NATO can play a concurrent and, at 

the same time, complementary role in DDR processes. For example, NATO could play a 

predominant role in typically military activities, such as disarmament and demobilization, 

while, at the same time, it could support the EU and other organizations in reintegrating 

eligible ex-combatants into local security forces. 

Finally, all these operations, as well as the processes of securing or destroying mines and 

other dangerous weapons (as done by NATO in the past in Egypt and Mauritania), would 

help not only to increase the level of security, and positively impact the political, economic 

and social levels, but also to improve NATO's reputation and endorsement in Africa. 

 

 

 

The Coronavirus crisis has demonstrated that aspects of biosecurity, and in general of 

CBRN security have an impact on the stability of the Southern region. The main cases of 

contagion in the MENA region and in the enlarged Mediterranean have been in Turkey, Iran, 

Saudi Arabia and Egypt. In MENA as in European countries, containment measures have 

had, and will have, long-term consequences, both economically and politically. In MENA, in 

                                                           
6 For NATO doctrine (AJP 3.16) SFA activities are: Generate, Organize, Train and Educate, Enable, Advice, Mentor. 

What direct implications has the COVID-19 Crisis had on the Southern 

region and what should NATO's role be? 



 

 

addition to all the problems of the closure of the productive sectors, the tourism sector, 

already affected by terrorism, will be almost sunk by the pandemic, and the collapse of the 

oil price could have disastrous consequences, especially for the Gulf economies. In the 

political sector, in addition to the tightening and control over political life, lockdown, social 

distancing and fear in general have greatly restricted the space of expressions of dissent. 

So, a new Arab Spring as predicted by some parties (after protests in Lebanon and other 

countries) will be postponed, but perhaps not for long. 

NATO can also support these countries in the context of biosecurity with the Joint CBRN 

Defense Center of Excellence, with task forces and various other related centers. But the 

fundamental point will again be the cooperation between these centers and the international 

bodies operating in the South region. NATO SFA COE can make its contribution thanks to 

its "best practices", learned from the experience of the Allied countries in SFA activities or 

in medical capacity building. Furthermore, it can promote education and training by 

coordinating the specificities of the other COEs and integrating them into the NATO Mobile 

Education and Training Teams (METT) programs. In addition to supporting training and 

education, NATO SFA COE can develop interoperability and new concepts from lessons 

learned developed within NATO. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Italia paratrooper performing training activities in favour of Nigerian Army. 
https://www.difesa.it/OperazioniMilitari/op_intern_corso/Niger_missione_bilaterale_supporto/notizie_teatro/Pagine/Missione_in
_Niger_la_MISIN_conclude_esercitazione_vipera.asp 



 

 

 

The two organizations have 22 members in common7, common values and identical threats 

and challenges, and have been cooperating for more than twenty years. In 2018 they signed 

a “declaration of intent”, agreeing to cooperate in various areas of defense and security, 

especially against the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, the fight against 

terrorism, and the strengthening of CBRN risk resilience. However, as we have seen during 

the recent coronavirus crisis, this latter point of resilience to biological risks must improve. 

In the future it will be necessary to have proactive, rather than reactive and supportive 

procedures for NATO-EU member countries in order to face these and other similar crises. 

NATO-EU cooperation also promotes an integrated and complementary strengthening of 

defense and security capacity efforts with partner countries. At an operational level, for 

example, NATO and the EU operate together in various theaters in the Southern region: in 

the fight against human trafficking in the Mediterranean (Sea Guardian), in the stabilization 

of the western Balkans (from Bosnia to Kosovo to northern Macedonia), in Afghanistan, 

cooperating with the EU Rule of Law mission (EUPOL) and Iraq, where the EU works in the 

civil security sector while NATO works in the defense sector. But the EU and NATO have 

also worked together in the past in Africa, against piracy in Somalia (Ocean Shield) and 

Darfur. The EU is strongly present in the Sahel, with the Common Security and Defense 

Policy (CSDP) missions EUCAP Sahel Mali, EUCAP Sahel Niger and EUTM Mali, to 

develop joint civil-military programs for the regionalization of the CSDP action in Sahel. In 

the near term, therefore, NATO could also support the EU in its civilian and military missions 

in Africa, and in reality it already does so indirectly because, while the political leadership is 

supplied by the EU, the technical and tactical-operational procedures are specific to NATO, 

given that European missions are conducted by NATO countries. But more needs to be 

done. 

Also in this case, the NATO SFA Center of Excellence can provide a fundamental link in the 

standardization of procedures and planning of the SFA between the two organizations, 

further promoting their integration and complementarity, and also encouraging the 

cooperation of the other COEs and non-governmental agencies which work in the sphere of 

stabilization. 

                                                           
7 Albania, Canada, Iceland, Montenegro, Norway, Turkey and United States, non-EU NATO members, participate in all 
NATO-EU meetings, like Austria, Finland, Ireland, Sweden, and Malta, non-NATO EU members. 

What should be the joint efforts between NATO and the EU? 


