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Lieutenant general Whitecross,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Distinguished audience, 

It is a privilege for me to be here and to have the opportunity to address you at this special and important moment, at the Graduation Ceremony of the 18th NATO Regional Cooperation Course. I am also particularly delighted to visit for the first time NATO Defense College which is a first-rate institution in providing one of the finest educational opportunities. This is proved by the more than 66 years of existence of the NATO Defense College and over half of a century since has been based in Rome. 

In a world of divisions, divergences and disputes, being able to discuss common issues with our partners is an achievement and a great opportunity in itself. 
This is why I would like to highlight the pivotal role of the NATO Defense College in becoming an educational and dialogue platform where we can learn from each other, better understand the differences, create bridges of communication, adjust the policies to improve our relationships and expand our professional networks.  

I believe today’s ceremony provides us the occasion to discuss key aspects related to the current security situation NATO and its Mediterranean Dialogue and Istanbul Cooperation Initiative partners are facing nowadays. 

We are experiencing an unprecedented complexity in the security environment. New and old hybrid, conventional and asymmetric threats are combined and interwoven from the Baltic Sea region, to the Black Sea area, the North Atlantic, the Mediterranean, and from non-state actors or failed states as it is the case of the arc of instability and turmoil across much of the Middle East and North Africa. 

Common transnational security challenges and threats such as international terrorism and radicalization, especially ISIL, spillovers from failed or failing states, arms’ smuggling, human trafficking, migration, proliferation of weapons of mass destruction - all of these, constantly make our common Agenda. 

My intention is to touch upon a few key points mainly related to the specifics of the regional security, their impact and NATO’s response to these challenges. I will also try to emphasize our perspective on NATO’s provided added value with its experience and expertise in addressing the rising security challenges. 

I encourage you to take advantage of the opportunities the College created and move further the partnerships for the next generation. 
You should be aiming towards enhanced regional security and stability, creating stronger and practical cooperation mechanisms, keeping the political dialogue open, generating the framework for a defense transformation and planning to better match the challenges. 

If you do have any questions, please feel free to address them at the end of my speech. 
Ladies and gentlemen,

It is widely known that the security threats in the Middle East and North Africa have created disorder across these regions and beyond challenging the international order based on values in which we all believe. 

The conflict in Syria has created not only death, but also intense human suffering and deprivation. Moreover, the missiles launched from the Syrian territory threatened the security of one of our Allies bordering Syria – Turkey. The Syrian civil war generated the ideal breeding environment for one of the most violent terrorist groups – the so called Islamic State of Iraq and Levant. 

As you may all be aware, the emergence of ISIL in 2014 in the ungoverned parts of territories in Syria and Iraq have almost changed the political map of the region. We all have witnessed the ways the group has rapidly enlarged and consolidated its strongholds, taking hold of important resources. 

Its ideology, even though a fanatical and ruthless one, has proven attractive to young people both in the region and around the world, even for the educated ones. Aside from the heavy fights in the region, the group brought terror to the European streets, with shocking terrorist attacks in Brussels, Paris, Barcelona, Istanbul and other parts of Europe. 

In the light of the war waged by ISIL, in conjunction with the civil war in Syria, we have seen a major humanitarian crisis with waves of desperate refugees taking either land routes or using the eastern Mediterranean routes to reach Europe and seek asylum. Those who chose the sea, had no choice but to entrust their lives in the traffickers’ hands, accepting the risks and dangers posed by the transit onboard of boats that were not seaworthy. Everybody recalls the terrifying images of the victims, even children that went around the world on social media, evocating suffering and pain. Here, it is important to highlight the treacherous way the terrorists used the circumstances to infiltrate in Europe. 

We have also seen a flow of mostly economic migrants coming from Africa via Central and Western Mediterranean route - Libya and heading to Italy. The Italian authorities went through difficulties to accommodate continuous waves of migrants. Again the passages across the Mediterranean, in boats filled with people arranged by traffickers, became dramatic episodes with countless victims drowned in the sea. 

Being confronted with this plethora of threats which generate instability on its Southern rim, the Alliance had to adapt to the new realities and started finding ways to deal with it in the shape of Projecting Stability. This concept is all about stabilizing our neighborhood so that when our neighbors are stable, the Alliance is secure. At the end, it is a win – win situation. This is a strong proof that NATO has not pivoted totally towards East, in light of the changes brought in by 2014 event. 
On the contrary, NATO seeks to strike a balance between these two dimensions Projecting Stability and Deterrence and Defense on the Eastern Flank. Moreover, Projecting Stability is nothing new, the concept being applied in the past by conducting stabilization operations in the Balkans and Afghanistan followed by capacity building missions (NATO Training Mission Iraq, Resolute Support Mission in Afghanistan).   

Projecting Stability should be seen especially in relation with two of the three NATO’s fundamental tasks: Cooperative Security and Crisis Management. As such, Projecting Stability covers fully Cooperative Security task which focuses on Partnerships and approaches in great deal Crisis Management. 

Cooperative Security comprises mainly the relationship between NATO and partners, and when we talk about the South, Mediterranean Dialogue and Istanbul Cooperation Initiative feature prominently.  Some of our partners in both these formats have made substantial progress and became Interoperability Platform members or have a Planning and Review Process (PARP) and one (Jordan) is involved in both, enjoying the status of Enhanced Opportunities Partner and being a Defense Capacity Building (DCB) package recipient. As you all know, the Planning and Review Process is an excellent tool that help the partners to develop and improve their forces and capabilities, enhances interoperability and assists in national defense transformational efforts.     

Another important tool is Defense and related Security Building which is basically NATO support beyond what is offered to partners through existing programs and strategic advice related to defense and security reform and institution building as well as related to development of defense capabilities and local forces. The key principles include: strategic and political guidance by the North Atlantic Council, complementary to coordination with other international organizations, contribution of Allies and partner nations and local ownership. 

 With regard to ISIL, initially, the Alliance’s leaders have defined the terrorist group as a transnational threat and condemned its violent actions at the NATO Summit in Wales. Subsequently, the Alliance joined the Coalition counter-ISIL in 2017, by providing situational awareness through AWACS. 
As you know, being confronted with the ISIL menace, Iraq requested assistance to build its defense capacity at the end of 2014 and NATO has accepted. As already highlighted, this dimension of working with Iraq to help build defense and security capacity constitutes another important thread of NATO’s efforts. Initially, the training activities begun in Jordan and have continued in Iraq as well as in NATO education centers. 

In parallel, the Alliance has worked on enhancing cooperation in exchanging information on residents from NATO countries who have decided to fight ISIL in Syria and Iraq. Great progress has been made in the fight against ISIL, Iraqi forces liberating the last parts of its territory. Now, we are approaching the imminent defeat of ISIL, whose elements are putting up resistance in a disparate manner. Here, another important aspect is the recent launching of the EU mission in Iraq that is focused on advice and assistance of the Iraqi authorities in the implementation of the civilian aspects of the Iraqi national security strategy. 
Recently, a 60.4 million Euros stabilization package was adopted to support Iraq after the liberation of areas held by ISIL.

Romania also supports the International Community’s efforts for the security and stability of Iraq. As for the NATO Training Capacity Building Iraq, Romania has offered, for 2018, 10 trainers for Iraqi Security Forces (ISF). 

With regard to the participation in the Counter ISIL Coalition, in 2018, Romania is committed to provide military personnel to conduct exclusively training, advising and assisting activities in support of Iraqi governmental security forces and gendarmes to conduct training in support of the Iraqi Police Forces.  

With regard to the refugee and migrant crisis fuelled by human trafficking and criminal networks, NATO provides assistance through intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance in the Aegean Sea and at the Turkish – Syrian border, cooperating with EU’s border management agency FRONTEX.

In a similar effort, on the Central Mediterranean route, EU conducts Operation Sophia with the mission to disrupt the business model of migrant smugglers and human traffickers. Another supporting EU task is to do capacity building - training the Libyan Coastguard and Navy. The figures provided by UNHCR, in a report dated 20 October 2017, indicated a reduced number of refugees and migrants entering Europe via the Central Mediterranean route since mid July continued with just under 6. 000 people arriving by sea in Italy in September, a 65% decrease compared with September 2017.  
These are very good examples of cooperation between NATO and EU showing both the distinctiveness and complementarities. 

Continuing in the maritime domain, I would like to recall that NATO launched, at Warsaw Summit last year, Operation Sea Guardian, a flexible operation focused on maritime security. NATO currently is performing 3 out of 7 tasks: providing support to maritime awareness and to counter terrorism at sea and contributing to maritime security capacity-building. NATO is contributing to the maintenance of a secure and safe maritime environment, to further refine coordination efforts with the European Union’s Operation Sophia and integrate information provided by ships in associated support to the mission.

Here, I would like to mention that Romania has participated in Operation Sea Guardian with a frigate last October.
Projecting stability beyond our borders and the fight against terrorism have led to the creation of the Hub for the South at the Joint Force Command in Naples, proudly inaugurated in September this year. It represents a focal point for increasing our understanding of the challenges stemming from the region and our ability to address them, and a tool for tackling challenges with improved situational awareness and ability to coordinate, to collect and understand information. It will also contribute to the implementation of Partnership Programs we tackled earlier, such as the Individual Partnership and Cooperation Programs and Defense Capacity Building Programs. 

But the Hub is only one part of NATO’s Framework for the South. It needs to be seen in connection with other measures we are taking. 
The Alliance has also discussed a Joint Intelligence, Surveillance and Reconnaissance capability, which could be the key for the Allied ability to anticipate and prevent crisis, which shall gather data from sources such as NATO AWACS aircraft, national assets on land, in the air, at sea and in space.

As I had mentioned earlier, NATO faces challenges more complex than ever, thus the Alliance is responding.  The security environment around the Mediterranean basin and beyond is deeply affected by instability, therefore, countering threats stemming from the Middle East and North Africa is an essential part of that response. The Alliance has to do more and more every day, to adapt and enhance itself, to include changes in its strategies, missions and even to its command structure. 

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Let me now say few words about the defense and deterrence on the Eastern Flank.  

Although we are almost 4 years away from Russia’ illegal annexation of Crimea and its subsequent militarization, the negative evolutions continue to have a fundamental impact on the security landscape of the whole European continent and to pose renewed dangers. 

The Black Sea region has gained an unprecedented strategic weight in the recent years with respect to international campaign against the terrorism, the enlargement of NATO and European Union and the partnership policies. Needless to say, that this strategic weight is now even more enhanced based on the recent evolutions in Ukraine and in the Wider Black Sea Area. Hence, we are keeping a watchful eye on military strategic developments in this region.
Decisions taken at the most recent NATO Summits started important momentum on this front, strengthening NATO’s collective defensive posture in which Article 5 remains the primary core mission. Readiness Action Plan has been only the first phase on NATO’s adjustment to the permanent change in the security environment.  
The establishment at Warsaw Summit of the enhanced Forward presence (eFP) in the North East and tailored Forward Presence (tFP) in the South East marked the shift from reassurance to deterrence in strengthening the defense posture in what may be the most important challenge on NATO’s agenda.
Important work remains to be done to ensure the coherence of the posture, with the two specific, but complementary presences – enhanced Forward Presence and tailored Forward Presence, which need to be further strengthened in order to deliver effective deterrence and defense. 

We are now focusing on making tailored forward presence a viable and credible deterrence and defense force as part of the Forward Presence.

Therefore, we are fully implementing all tFP components (land, air and maritime) in order to achieve a tangible construct. Tailored Forward Presence is progressing well and we are most grateful to all Allies who contribute to all tFP initiatives in various ways. This is an important sign of solidarity and resolve and we do hope in achieving more concrete results in view of the next NATO Summit in July 2018.

As an exemple, a lot of resources are invested for the Multinational Brigade South East to reach Final Operational Capability in 2018. It has reached Initial Capability last April and was activated as International Military Headquarters at the end of June. 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Allow me to present my best thoughts and appreciation to you. May you have successes and many happy returns in this format, to foster cooperation and common development of our transnational professional relationships. Educating ourselves together boosts mutual understanding and increases interoperability, which are key elements to maintaining peace and protecting our freedoms. 

Thank you for your attention and congratulations for your achievement today!
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