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NATO AND RUSSIA IN 2006:

TIME TO RISE TO THE CHALLENGES OF PARTNERSHIP
2006 will be an important year for Russia and for the world. As Russia takes the helm of the G-8, there is no shortage of tasks on the horizon. Allies and Russia widely face the same challenges to their security, such as terrorism, failed states or the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction. Furthermore, we must work to resolve “frozen conflicts” in our own region. We must continue the long and arduous task of building stability in Afghanistan. All these challenges will require new, at times unprecedented forms of international cooperation – in the G-8, the UN, the OSCE, and not least in the NATO-Russia Council.
Indeed, the challenges we face this year remind us just how much our entire strategic environment has changed. Fortunately, the relationship between Russia and the North Atlantic Alliance has changed with it. Four years ago, in creating the NATO-Russia Council, we – NATO member states as well as Russia – took a strategic decision to leave Cold War threat perceptions behind us, convinced that dwelling on the past could undermine our ability to safeguard our future. We crafted an agenda that would allow us to focus on real threats, such as terrorism, the proliferation of chemical, biological and nuclear weapons and materials, and the consequences of failed states and regional conflicts. These are challenges faced by Russia and the member states of NATO alike – challenges that no single nation, or security Alliance, can manage on its own. 
In tackling this ambitious agenda, NATO and Russia have invested a great deal in the development of an effective, sustainable partnership. President Putin has rightly summed up our partnership by pointing out that, “in just a very short time, we have taken a gigantic step” away from past confrontation, that NATO-Russia relations had “become a real factor in ensuring international stability” and “dealt a serious blow to international terrorism”. This is indeed an eloquent way to explain why partnership with NATO is in Russia’s national interest.
In fact, our joint actions make the case for our partnership better than our words. Later this week in Taormina, NATO Defence Ministers and I, together with Defence Minister Ivanov, will review plans for Russian naval assets to support NATO’s anti-terrorist naval patrols in the Mediterranean Sea later this year. In this context, I am pleased that I will have the opportunity to visit the flagship of the Black Sea Fleet, and meet the Russian officers who are preparing for this mission, and the NATO personnel with whom they are training. We will evaluate progress in developing interoperability among our military forces, with a view toward an ever-broader range of common missions. We will assess our cooperation in search and rescue at sea – cooperation that was already put to the test in avoiding disaster off the Kamchatka Peninsula last summer. We will discuss the steps that have been taken to implement the NATO-Russia Council’s far-reaching Action Plan on Terrorism, and the innovative programme launched by our foreign ministers in December to provide joint counter‑narcotics training for personnel in Afghanistan and Central Asia. 

These are just a few examples of the NRC’s concrete responses to genuine security challenges. Much of our joint work is carried forward at the expert level, rarely making headlines. Such efforts, however – like recent workshops aimed at promoting scientific cooperation and addressing terrorist threats to our metro systems – ultimately make all of our citizens more secure. 
At the same time, if the NRC has served as an effective mechanism for developing joint capabilities and actions, it has been just as important as a forum for frank political dialogue, aimed at bridging many of the conceptual differences that separated us in the past. Here, we have found much common ground on issues that once divided NATO from Russia, notably on Afghanistan and the Balkans. 

Does this mean that we will agree on everything? No, sometimes we disagree. Yet if our partnership is to achieve its full potential, we must continue our efforts to find common ground, to intensify our political dialogue as well as our practical cooperation. We have to develop a common understanding that long-term stability can only be assured through effective, democratic governance and transparent, mutually beneficial relations among neighbours. 
Today’s NATO is a dramatically different Alliance than it was twenty, ten or even five years ago. Consider the fact that all NATO missions since the launch of the NRC have enjoyed the support of the Russian Federation – be it to maintain peace and stability in Kosovo and Afghanistan, to build the capabilities of the Iraqi security forces, to promote defence reform in Bosnia and Herzegovina, to help defend, deter and protect against terrorism through maritime operations in the Mediterranean, to assist the African Union peacekeeping mission in Sudan, or to deliver humanitarian relief following last year’s earthquake in Pakistan. Sometimes this support has taken the form of votes in the UN Security Council, sometimes it has been through the actual contribution of military forces or logistical support. In all cases, however, the message has been clear: our interests coincide more than ever before. Only by taking full advantage of the possibilities we have at our disposal for real political dialogue and practical cooperation, however, can we leave behind the suspicions of the past in favour of a common future.
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