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I. Opening remarks by the Chairman of the Committee 
1. Chairman Ojars Eriks Kalnins (LV) thanked the Albanian delegation for hosting the Spring Session 2016.


II. Adoption of the draft Agenda [045 PC 16 E]
2. The draft Agenda [045 PC 16 E] was adopted.


III. Adoption of the Summary of the Meeting of the Political Committee held in Stavanger,          Norway, on Saturday 10 and Sunday 11 October 2015  [245 PC 15 E] 
3. The Summary of the Meeting of the Political Committee held in Stavanger, Norway, on Saturday 10 and Sunday 11 October 2015 [245 PC 15 E] was adopted.


IV. Consideration of the Comments of the Secretary General of NATO, Chairman of the North Atlantic Council on the Policy Recommendations adopted in 2015 by the NATO Parliamentary Assembly [031 SESP 16 E]
4. The Chairman recognised the Comments of the Secretary General of NATO, Chairman of the North Atlantic Council on the Policy Recommendations adopted in 2015 by the NATO Parliamentary Assembly [031 SESP 16 E].


V. Presentation by H.E. Mr Ditmir BUSHATI, Minister for Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Albania on An overview of Balkan Security Issues
5. Ditmir Bushati opened his presentation by emphasising Albania’s active contribution to international security, including NATO-led operations to Kosovo and Afghanistan, but also to EU- and UN-led missions. The speaker also noted how much NATO membership has transformed Albania and highlighted the interdependence of Allied security. He then turned to the challenges NATO Allies and partners are currently facing from the east and the south. Stressing the importance of Alliance resolve and solidarity in facing these threats, the Minister was optimistic that the upcoming Warsaw Summit would produce further concrete steps in responding to Russia’s provocative actions and to the multitude of challenges coming from the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region. Albania is ready to stand up to the challenge, he said, and pointed out that the government has decided to increase the defence budget by 12% in 2016.   

6. On the challenges posed by Daesh, he commented that the terrorist organisation cannot be countered or defeated solely with military means. The root causes of the group’s emergence, namely instability and religious extremism, will have to be tackled in the long run. In this regard, he welcomed the initiation of a Western Balkans regional initiative on countering violent extremism (CVE) that aims at building regional capacity and developing cooperation on CVE issues. Among other things, this initiative would support front-line CVE practitioners, civil society, and local communities, and develop national CVE strategies. 

7. Increased cooperation between NATO and the EU that brings to bear the respective strengths and capabilities of both organisations will also be crucial in fostering stability on both its southern and eastern flanks. The Minister expressed hope that a Joint Declaration to that end would be issued at the Warsaw Summit. 

8. Turning to the Western Balkans, Mr Bushati said that NATO and the EU have both played important roles in bringing relative stability to the Western Balkans and in promoting progress in the region towards Euro-Atlantic integration. Welcoming the pending accession of Montenegro to the Alliance, he underlined that NATO’s Open Door Policy remains as important as ever, particularly because it enhances stability and removes security “grey zones”. The speaker concluded by expressing hope that progress could be made on the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia’s[footnoteRef:1] membership prospects.  [1:  	Turkey recognises the Republic of Macedonia with its constitutional name.] 


9. The ensuing discussion with the Committee focused on: the current security situation in the Western Balkans; the link between migration and security; the Albanian diaspora; de-radicalisation efforts in Albania; the country’s EU accession process; the Southern Gas Corridor; the role of Russia and the situation in Ukraine.

10. On the refugee crisis and its link to security in the Western Balkans and Europe, Mr Bushati emphasised the need for increased cooperation and coordination between EU Member States and the Balkans countries. The Adriatic refugee corridor remains of concern for Albania. Threats posed by violent extremism, religious radicalisation and foreign fighters returning from Syria must be tackled jointly. Countering Daesh’s propaganda is crucial for de-radicalisation efforts, he recognised, and stressed the need for more cooperation with religious authorities. Albania can serve as a model of religious plurality and harmony for other countries; the new Centre of Excellence is an important step towards fighting radicalisation at a regional level. 

11. Increased levels of development, stability and security across the Western Balkans have allowed a reduction in the UN’s humanitarian and stabilisation activities, he noted. At the same time the speaker reiterated his call for improved NATO-EU cooperation as it would strengthen security in the Western Balkans, which is not yet a “cohesive political region”. This is also reflected in diverging national policy on important topics, including on how to react to the developments in Ukraine. In this context he mentioned that Serbia remains neutral and non-committal on many important issues in the context of Euro-Atlantic security; Bosnia is facing internal political problems; and Kosovo’s prospects for a closer relationship with NATO remain unclear. Closer NATO-EU cooperation would also counter the influence of external actors who do not necessarily share our values. 

12. The speaker lamented the persistence of “frozen conflicts” such as in Georgia and lamented Russia’s breaches of international law. He postulated that the Warsaw Summit would be an opportunity to build upon the steps taken at the Wales Summit to address the challenges from Russia, including the Readiness Action Plan and the defence spending pledge. At the same time however, Mr Bushati reminded participants that there are many areas where communication and cooperation with Russia remain important for European security. The recent meeting of the NATO‑Russia Council was an encouraging sign, the speaker said. 

13. The Minister acknowledged that the EU accession process was not proceeding fast enough for any of the Western Balkan states, but cautioned that the EU was a “different animal” than in the 2000s, when it envisaged major expansion eastward. If enlargement is somewhat on the back‑burner for now for the EU, there is a need to consolidate the political, economic and security progress made to date across the region. Clearer and more sustained political will from the candidate countries is required, but the EU could also step up its engagement, particularly financially, in the region. In response to a question of the role of the Albanian diaspora, the Minister said that it is a great asset for the country.

14. In closing, Mr Bushati said that the Southern Gas Corridor project was making swift progress after overcoming environmental and political obstacles in Greece and Italy and hailed the project’s prospects for EU energy security and diversification of supply.

VI. Presentation by Prof. Dr Rexhep MEIDANI, Member of the Academy of Sciences, Former President of the Republic of Albania, on Russia and the Western Balkans
15. Offering a comprehensive presentation on Russia’s influence in the Western Balkans, Professor Meidani suggested that Russian Foreign Policy in the Balkans is largely founded on “soft power” and economic interaction. According to him “soft power” components include reference to Pan-Slavism - as a renewed doctrine for common identity and integrity of different Slavic peoples through language, education and religion. Moscow would also exploit its leverage over Balkan countries in fields such as energy, infrastructure and tourism to increase its influence. It would not shy away from advancing its interests through corruption and bribes if necessary, he posited.

16. While Serbia and Bulgaria have always been central to Russian foreign policy, due to their geographic position, cultural ties and Christian orthodox orientation, Russia’s policy towards the Balkans evolved significantly after the post-communist transition, the speaker noted. During the term of President Boris Yeltsin, Moscow maintained a delicate balance between using its leverage over Balkan countries and maintaining good relations with the West. Under President Vladimir Putin, the Balkans again became a focus of Russian foreign policy. By offering incentives, e.g., via loans, energy projects, trade and other investments, Russia increased its engagement with the region, thereby also trying to delay the integration of the Western Balkans into the EU. However, the economic situation in Russia and the weak rouble limit its ability to compete with the EU at regional level, Professor Meidani concluded. 

17. In the ensuing discussion members inquired whether EU member states remain unified in their approach to Russia, particularly with regard to continuing the sanctions as long as Russia will not change its attitude to Ukraine, and whether it has a comprehensive, and consistent, strategy. Concerning the sanctions regime imposed upon the country following its annexation of Crimea, the speaker suggested that recent statements by Greek Prime Minister Alexis Tsipras, who had commented that the sanctions were not productive, were unfortunate and detrimental to European unity. Professor Meidani said he did not think the time was right to lift sanctions nor to invite Russia back into the NATO Parliamentary Assembly. However, NATO and the EU could consider thinking about an “exit strategy” from the contentious relationship with Russia. Members acknowledged that the continuation of sanctions and the reinforcement of military deterrence are essential, but also called for more efforts to establish a dialogue of substance with Russian authorities. 

18. Other members questioned Professor Meidani’s characterisation of Russia as a “random actor” which displayed little coherence or strategic thinking. Instead, they saw a determined and long-term plan by Russia to undermine NATO and destabilise Europe, with the ultimate goal of creating a new security architecture in Europe with Russia as the dominant player. Concern was also raised about Russian policy towards the conflict between Azerbaijan and Armenia in the Nagorno-Karabakh region, particularly regarding Russian military presence in Armenia. 


VII. Consideration of the draft General Report Implementation of Wales and Prospects for Warsaw: Political Aspects [046 PC 16 E] by Rasa JUKNEVICIENE (Lithuania), General Rapporteur
19. In her presentation of the General Report of the Political Committee, the Rapporteur provided an overview of the political aspects of the upcoming NATO Summit in Warsaw and briefly summarised the challenges facing NATO from the east and the south. Putting special focus on the challenges posed by Russia, Ms Jukneviciene (LT) commented that NATO has responded to Russia’s provocations firmly. Allies have largely implemented the Readiness Action Plan of reassurance and adaptation measures agreed at the Summit in Wales. NATO military exercises have been stepped up and additional troops have been deployed on our eastern flank, primarily through troop rotations.

20. Matters are more complicated to the south and southeast due to state implosion, religious extremism, sectarian conflict, poor governance and inequality. These conditions have given rise to a host of conflicts and murderous terrorist groups, including the most dangerous among them, Daesh. This situation has also propelled the desperate flight of millions of migrants to Europe, with serious consequences for political stability and security across the continent.

21. In comparison to the challenges in the east, NATO’s role in tackling instability and turmoil in the MENA region is not as clear-cut, the rapporteur suggested. This is largely due to the nature of the challenges, which are not as clearly defined as those coming from the East. The threat is multi‑dimensional, and not necessarily only military, and it must first and foremost be tackled in the countries from which it originates. The Rapporteur called for increased cooperation with regional governments and security forces, particularly in the area of civil-military relations, capacity-building, respect for human rights, and defence/security sector integrity. The Rapporteur concluded by suggesting that NATO Allies have made progress in the implementation of the decisions taken in Wales, but that further efforts need to be made, in particular regarding NATO’s southern flank, where continued instability will require further decisions and consensus-building. 

22. During the discussion that followed the presentation, parliamentarians touched upon a wide range of topics including: the utility of dialogue with Russia; progress made in the implementation of the Minsk Agreements on Eastern Ukraine; the Russian contribution to counter-terrorism efforts; and Russia’s influence over NATO enlargement. 

23. Members questioned the purpose of dialogue with Russia, (particularly within the context of the NATO Parliamentary Assembly), which often had been ‘obstructionist in the past’ as one member suggested. Given Russia’s continuing provocations, disregard for international law and its support for the Assad regime in Syria, the member said that any efforts to engage with Russia at this point in time would be a “dialogue of the deaf”. Another member was of the opinion that re-establishing dialogue and formal contacts with Russia should be explored and that the NATO Parliamentary Assembly might play a useful role in suggesting possible frameworks for this dialogue. At the same time, members welcomed the recent US funding request to bolster the European Reassurance Initiative, a development which makes it more important than ever that Europe meet its defence spending commitments. 

24. Responding to questions on progress made in implementing the Minsk Agreements, Ms Jukneviciene said that there had been little progress in her opinion, mostly due to Russia not implementing its side of the agreement. The Rapporteur disputed the assertion that Russia was making a positive contribution to counter-terrorism efforts through its military operations in Syria, accusing it instead of propping up an abhorrent regime and creating yet another zone of “Anti-Access/Area-Denial” (A2/AD) by stationing advanced surface-to-air missile systems in Syria, just as it had done in Crimea and Kaliningrad. 

25. There was disagreement over the decision taken at the Bucharest Summit in 2008 that Ukraine and Georgia would one day become members of NATO. One member characterised the decision as a “historical mistake” which needlessly antagonised Russia and set the stage for the current contentious relationship. The Rapporteur disagreed, countering that the real mistake was not offering Georgia and Ukraine a Membership Action Plan at that time, which left them vulnerable to Russian aggression. Emphasising that Russia should have no veto over NATO’s Open Door policy, she pointed to the Baltic experience as proof that a firm pathway to NATO membership can foster significant improvements in governance and democracy.


VIII. Consideration of the draft Report of the Sub-Committee on NATO Partnerships [047 PCNP 16 E] by Paolo ALLI (Italy), Rapporteur
26. In his presentation of the Draft report, Paolo Alli (IT) provided a general overview of the foreign policy of the People’s Republic of China in areas that are relevant for NATO member countries. The Rapporteur also briefly identified domestic drivers behind China’s foreign policy. He argued that China has steadily expanded its international engagement since the late 1970s and has become a truly global actor, particularly in the economic and financial realms, but also increasingly in the area of international security. China’s rise has numerous implications for NATO Allies. China and NATO member countries share a number of security concerns. Moreover, regional instability arising from deepening tensions between China and countries in the Asia-Pacific would have a tangible impact on NATO member states, not least because of the close political, economic and financial ties between several of these countries and the West. Although NATO has neither a formal Asia policy nor a clear role in the region, China’s increasing leverage in global affairs is having a strong impact on the Allies’ individual and collective security and their political and economic interests, the Rapporteur concluded. 

27. In the debate which followed the presentation of the report, members focused primarily on the impact of territorial disputes on regional security and China-Russia relations. 

28. Several members expressed concern over China’s approach to disputed islands in the South and East China Seas, suggesting that Beijing has been increasingly assertive lately in the way it has pursued its territorial claims. In this regard the members mentioned the military build-up on islets and atolls, including the Spratley Islands and the Scarborough Shoal in the South China Sea. One member reminded the Committee that the Philippines has referred the issue to a UN tribunal under procedures laid out in the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). However, China has indicated it would disregard any negative opinions of its claims should they arise. The Rapporteur commented that such behaviour from China is strange and contradictory, particularly as the Chinese government generally attaches high importance to regional stability. At the same time some of its recent initiatives are perceived by its neighbours, as well as large parts of the international community, as provocative and detrimental to stability. One member suggested there were similarities between Russia’s annexation of Crimea and China’s military build-up on contested islands, as both actions reflected a disturbing pattern of disregard for international law. The Rapporteur replied that it was unlikely that “China was becoming the new Russia”. Moreover, while much has been written in the press about increasing Russia-China cooperation on energy issues, the current low price of oil has undermined plans for pipeline construction between the two countries.

29. One member suggested including a short reference to the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation in the updated report. In response to a question about Tibet, the Rapporteur noted that the Tibet issue had become highly politicised and was often manipulated in order to undermine China’s bilateral relations with other countries. In reply to a question from a member who expressed concern about cyber security and the increasing number of hackers operating from within China, Mr Alli stressed that it is important to stem the theft of intellectual property and technology, particularly as it is occurring every day around the world. He ended with a call for increased understanding of China, particularly of its economy and business practices, its military and its domestic politics. In closing, the Rapporteur said he is looking forward to the visit to China, which will be an excellent opportunity to learn more about the country’s foreign and security priorities and how these relate to the interests of NATO member countries.   


IX. Consideration of the draft Report of the Sub-Committee on Transatlantic Relations Security in the Gulf [048 PCTR 16 E] by Gerald E. CONNELLY (United States), acting Rapporteur, and presented by Øyvind HALLERAKER (Norway), Chairperson of the Sub-Committee
30. In the absence of the Rapporteur, Gerald Connolly (US), Mr Øyvind Halleraker (NO), Chairman of the Sub-Committee on Transatlantic Relations, introduced the report on Security in the Gulf. Mr Halleraker reminded Committee members that the report highlights the interconnectedness of Gulf security with the civil war in Syria and the continuing conflict in Iraq. The report argues that NATO’s partners in the Gulf play an important part in the fight against Daesh, but that regional rivalry with Iran is a major factor hampering international efforts to defeat the terrorist organisation. Despite its recent territorial losses in Iraq and in Syria, Daesh continues to pose a considerable security risk for the region and beyond. Therefore, Mr Connolly’s draft report stresses that the defeat of Daesh requires increased international cooperation, including among NATO Allies and partner countries, but particularly among Gulf littoral states. More specifically, Gulf littoral states need to reduce their tensions and Iran needs to comply fully with the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA). NATO Allies should deepen their cooperation with the Istanbul Cooperation Initiative (ICI) partner countries, said Mr Halleraker concluding the presentation of the draft report. 

31. In the exchange with the Committee, several members described contributions from Gulf States to the campaign against Daesh as “patchy” and urged that efforts should be made to encourage more participation from countries of the region, both financially and militarily. 

32. Other contributions acknowledged military progress against Daesh, but warned that the setbacks suffered by the group might lead to its organising and carrying out more acts of terrorism, including against targets in Western countries. Concerns that Daesh might simply relocate should it lose its base in Syria and Iraq were also raised, with members pointing to the foothold that the group has already established in Libya. The return of foreign fighters to Europe was also flagged as an issue of grave concern, as was Daesh’s continuing ability to raise large sums of money. 

33. The need to increase efforts to counter Daesh propaganda and recruiting, especially over the internet, was mentioned several times. The work of the NATO Strategic Communications Centre of Excellence towards this end was praised by several members. The lack of a common perception between the Allies of the threat posed by Daesh was also raised, and measures to develop a common understanding of the threats coming from the Middle East were urged. 

34. Stressing the extremely large and increasing number of civilian casualties in Syria, members underlined that bringing an end to the civil war in Syria was a political and humanitarian imperative. In this context, providing education for the hundreds of thousands of displaced children was considered crucial in guarding against extremism and building a better future for the region. Turkey’s important investment in education for Syrian refugees was applauded. One member noted the heavy burden the refugees put on Jordan and reminded Committee members of the country’s important role for Middle East security. Other contributions from the floor referred to Russia’s involvement in Syria, which was seen as “problematic”. Thus far, Moscow’s actions in Syria have focused on supporting the Assad regime while leaving Daesh generally untouched, it was noted. Above all, Russia’s increased leverage over the future of Syria should not be allowed to undermine Allied unity in condemning its actions in Ukraine.

35. The importance of NATO member state governments closely following Iran’s implementation of the JCPOA in order to ensure full compliance with the agreement’s provisions was also emphasised. The JCPOA’s potential to alleviate regional tensions was also raised, particularly the possibility of improvements in the contentious relationship between Iran and Saudi Arabia. 

X. Presentation by Bruno Tertrais, Senior Research Fellow, Foundation for Strategic Research (FRS), Paris, on The challenge posed by Daesh - implications for NATO Allies
36. In his presentation, Bruno Tertrais stressed that the challenge posed by Daesh is unique as there has never been a non-state actor with a genocidal attitude morphing into an actor that has many trappings of a state as well as an exceptional ability to communicate and attract young people all over the world. This is a global phenomenon, even though the Middle East suffers most from Daesh’s actions. There is no alternative to the efforts made by the international coalition to fight Daesh, which comprise military, political, economic, financial, and communication components, he noted. The speaker argued that it is crucial to fight Daesh in Syria and Iraq, because it affects the narrative of the terrorist group which is based on two pillars, namely the control of the land of Shams and its inevitable territorial expansion. While a major military presence on the ground would be counterproductive, NATO Allies need to continue their support for Kurdish fighters and step up support for the Free Syrian Army and other non-jihadi groups fighting Daesh. The speaker added that the less NATO Allies appear to fight against the Assad regime, the more attractive Daesh appears. In this context he suggested that the decision in 2013 not to punish the Syrian regime for the use of chemical weapons was a “disaster” as it proved an important recruitment argument for Daesh. Forming an alliance with Russia and Iran against Daesh would be a fundamental mistake as both countries are partly to blame for the emergence of Daesh: Iran, because of its support for the sectarian government of Nuri al Maliki in Iraq, and Russia, because of the export of its Sunni radicals to the region. Close cooperation with Russia and Iran would play into the hands of Daesh, as it could use the rhetoric of ‘us against them’. Moreover, it is not possible to win Sunni hearts and minds by siding with Shia militias, Mr Tertrais elaborated. In addition, Russia and Iran do not share the objective of NATO Allies. The priority of both Moscow and Tehran is to save the al-Assad regime, not to defeat Daesh, he added. Moreover, Russia applies different methods and has not shown much respect for humanitarian law in its operations. In Iraq, reinforcing the state and making it more attractive for the Sunnis is absolutely essential in defeating Daesh. Moreover, the days of Daesh as a quasi-state are numbered because it is easier to fight against a territorialised group than against a network, according to the speaker. However, even if it were to suffer military defeat in Syria and Iraq, Daesh remains a long-term challenge. It has spread to other countries and returning foreign fighters from Syria will pose serious security risks for many years to come. A military defeat in Syria and Iraq is likely to change Daesh. Several possible scenarios of how Daesh could develop are feasible, including relocating to other countries, such as Libya, or merging with Al Qaeda, which is more able to adapt to changing circumstances. The speaker concluded by emphasising that NATO can make a meaningful contribution in the fight against Daesh, primarily by building the capacity of partner states in the region, particularly in Libya. 

37. The Committee discussion centered on the origins of Daesh and whether it can spread into Central Asia, Russia’s role in Syria, and the future of Iraq.  

38. While it has become almost “popular” to blame the United States for the rise of Daesh, the main reasons for this development can be found in Saddam Hussein’s “Islamisation” of the Iraqi army, Nouri al Maliki’s extraordinarily divisive policies, Bashar al-Assad’s brutal policies, and the ignoring of Daesh’s early inroads into Syria. The speaker did not expect Daesh to spread into Central Asia, as the region’s historical and social conditions, which are, in his view, main drivers for the formation of radical groups, are different from those in the Middle East. 

39. Russia and the Syrian regime are trying to keep Daesh alive, as the continuing existence of the terrorist group allows both to continue their policies. NATO Allies are partly to blame for the situation as they were reluctant to intervene at the beginning of the escalation in Syria. Libya needs to be given more attention by the international community, and NATO in particular, the speaker noted. However, he also acknowledged that it will be difficult to persuade NATO’s member parliaments to undertake another operation in Libya because of the unpopular 2011 intervention there.

40. On Iraq, Mr Tertrais did not anticipate that it would fall apart. He noted that Iraq has shown considerable resilience. However, this does not mean that the government of Iraq will be very effective. Saudi Arabia’s military engagement in Yemen is not very effective and Iran is not a stabilising factor in the Middle East today, as it is increasing its support for the Syrian regime. The speaker concluded by expressing concern about the long-term stability of Egypt, as the current government is not succeeding in strengthening security in the Sinai and in the country as a whole.


XI. Any other business
41. No other business was raised.

XII. Date and place of next meeting
42. The schedule for the upcoming meetings was announced, including the Annual Session which will take place in Istanbul, Turkey, in November 2016. 


XIII. Closing remarks
43. Mr Kalnins concluded the meeting by thanking the Albanian delegation for their hospitality and for their efficient organisation of the Spring Session in Tirana. 
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