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at the May meeting of the North atlantic Council 
at the heads-of-state level in Brussels (common-

ly referred to as a NaTO mini-summit), the alliance 
must send a clear message that its “open-door” poli-
cy remains firmly in place. The North atlantic Trea-
ty Organization (NaTO) has underpinned Europe 
and North america’s security for nearly 70 years, so 
it is no surprise that many countries in the transat-
lantic region that are not already members want to 
join the alliance. NaTO’s open-door policy has been 
a crucial driver of modernization and reform in can-
didate countries, has promoted stability and peace 
in Europe, and has made it easier for the alliance to 
coalesce around collective defense. The U.S. should 
continue to promote NaTO’s open-door policy.

The Enlargement Process
NaTO’s open-door policy for qualified countries 

has contributed greatly to transatlantic security 
since the first round of enlargement in 1952, helping 
to ensure the alliance’s central place as the prime 
guarantor of security in Europe. The North atlantic 
Treaty’s article 10 states that any European State 
that is “in a position to further the principles of this 
Treaty and to contribute to the security of the North 
atlantic area”1 can be invited to join the alliance. 

Montenegro is expected to join the alliance as its 
29th member state in May. This leaves three official 
candidate countries to join NaTO at a future date: 
the Republic of Macedonia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
and Georgia.

While Russia has described any further NaTO 
enlargement as a “provocation,”2 no third party 
should have a veto over the decision of the sovereign 
member states of NaTO. Rather, it is for the demo-
cratic countries that make up the alliance to decide 
on whether to admit new members. all decisions 
made by the alliance require unanimity, including 
those regarding enlargement.

Georgia
Georgia was promised eventual membership at 

the NaTO summit in Bucharest in 2008. Since then, 
not all members of the alliance have been support-
ive. This is especially true of France and Germany, 
who blocked Georgia from receiving a Member-
ship action Plan (MaP).3 after the Russian inva-
sion in 2008 and the subsequent occupation of 20 
percent of Georgia’s territory, Georgia has trans-
formed its military and has been steadfast with its 
support for overseas security operations. Georgia 
has contributed thousands of troops to Iraq, and 
hundreds of peacekeepers to the Balkans and africa. 
Perhaps Georgia’s greatest contribution is found in 
afghanistan.

Even though Georgia has not received a MaP, 
it has a relationship with NaTO that far exceeds 
the traditional MaP. The relationship includes 
the annual National Program, the NaTO–Georgia 
Commission, and the Substantial NaTO–Georgia 
Package agreed to at the 2014 Wales Summit. Includ-
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ed in this package is the NaTO–Georgia Joint Train-
ing and Evaluation Centre (JTEC), inaugurated in 
august 2015. NaTO reaffirmed its commitment to 
Georgia at the 2016 Warsaw Summit.

The Republic of Macedonia
With the dissolution of yugoslavia in 1991, Mace-

donia became an independent state under its new 
constitutional name: Republic of Macedonia. Greece 
quickly protested on the baseless grounds that 
the name Macedonia, which is the same as that of 
Greece’s northern province, implied regional territo-
rial claims by the new nation.

In 1993, Macedonia joined the United Nations 
under the provisional name “the former yugoslav 
Republic of Macedonia.” In 1995, Macedonia and 
Greece agreed to a U.N.-brokered interim accord in 
which athens agreed not to block Macedonia’s inte-
gration into international organizations, such as 
NaTO, so long as it called itself “the former yugoslav 
Republic of Macedonia” until both sides agreed on a 
mutually acceptable name.

Macedonia joined NaTO’s Partnership for Peace 
in 1995 and received a MaP in 1999. Upon complet-
ing its MaP in 2008—meaning it had met all require-
ments for joining the alliance—Macedonia anticipat-
ed an invitation to join that year at the NaTO summit 
in Bucharest. at the last minute, Greece unilaterally 
vetoed Macedonia’s accession over the name issue. 
In December 2011, the International Court of Justice 
ruled that Greece’s veto was in blatant violation of 
the 1995 interim accord. Even so, Greece continues 
to block Macedonia’s membership.

The decades-long wait for membership is having 
a negative impact on Macedonian politics, creat-
ing space for pernicious actors like Russia to exploit 
NaTO’s inability to fulfill its promise to Macedonia. 
In addition, the permanent state of limbo in which 
Macedonia has operated is in part responsible for 

fostering an increasingly toxic domestic political 
environment, which further hampers the country’s 
chances of gaining eventual membership.

Bosnia and Herzegovina
In april 2008, Bosnia and Herzegovina stated its 

desire to join NaTO, and the country was offered 
its MaP in 2010. Bosnia and Herzegovina has made 
some progress in defense reform and has even 
deployed troops to afghanistan, but the country is 
still far off from joining the alliance.

In order to become a NaTO member, Bosnia 
and Herzegovina must first register all immovable 
defense properties as state property for use by the 
country’s defense ministry. Little progress on this 
has been made. On a visit to Sarajevo in February, 
NaTO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg stated 
that “NaTO stands ready to activate your Member-
ship action Plan, once all immovable defence prop-
erties have been registered to the state. We welcome 
the reforms that you are making in the defence and 
security sector.”4

an additional challenge is the internal politics of 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, which makes NaTO mem-
bership controversial. This is especially true in the 
ethnically Serb region, Republika Srpska, one of two 
sub-state entities inside Bosnia and Herzegovina 
that emerged from that country’s civil war in the 
1990s.

Ukraine’s Relations with NATO
Even though NaTO stated in 2008 that someday 

Ukraine would be invited to join the alliance, until 
recently, the Ukrainians made little effort to help 
make this invitation a reality.

Once an aspiring NaTO ally under the leadership 
of President Viktor yushchenko, Ukraine’s previ-
ous pro-Russia government under President Viktor 
yanukovich blocked membership progress. In 2010, 
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the Ukrainian parliament passed a bill that barred 
Ukraine from committing to “a non-bloc policy 
which means non-participation in military-political 
alliances.”5

In light of Russia’s aggression, the Ukrainian peo-
ple have demonstrated, whether on the streets of the 
Maidan or through the ballot box, that they see their 
future allied with the West, not under Russian domi-
nation. This is especially true under the leadership of 
Petro Poroshenko. While NaTO should continue to 
foster closer relations with Ukraine, it is important to 
be up-front that Ukraine has a long way to go before 
NaTO membership becomes a serious possibility.

Keeping the Door Open
To show that NaTO’s open-door policy still 

applies, the U.S. should do the following at the Brus-
sels mini-summit:

 n Keep the door open. The U.S. should ensure that 
NaTO’s open-door policy is explicitly clear in any 
communiqué issued for the 2017 mini-summit.

 n Make clear that Russia does not have a veto 
right.  Russia should never be seen as having a 
veto over a potential country’s membership in 
NaTO, including Ukraine. Just because a country 
was once occupied by the Soviet Union or under 
the domination of the Russian Empire does not 
mean it is blocked from joining the alliance in 
perpetuity.

 n Ensure that NATO meets with the three aspi-
rant countries at the head-of-state level. Even 
though the May meeting is not a full summit, the 
NaTO heads of state should make time to meet 
with the leaders of the three aspirant countries. 
This would send the right message of support.

 n Establish realistic expectations for Ukraine. 
The U.S. should foster continuingly closer rela-
tions between NaTO and Ukraine, while recog-
nizing that NaTO membership is not currently a 
realistic option.

 n Ensure that Georgia continues to prog-
ress toward membership. In Brussels, the 
U.S. should ensure that the alliance is clear that 
Georgia’s successful completion of subsequent 
annual National Programs, the close relationship 
through the NaTO–Georgia Commission, and the 
Substantial NaTO-Georgia Package are the true 
markers of progress that are bringing Georgia 
closer to membership.

The Importance of the Open-Door Policy 
Should Not Be Underestimated

NaTO has done more than any other organization, 
including the European Union, to promote democra-
cy, stability, and security in the Euro-atlantic region. 
This was accomplished by enticing countries to 
become a part of the club. While it may be tempting 
to view Montenegro’s accession to NaTO as a closing 
ceremony for enlargement, that would be a substan-
tial mistake. It is in america’s interest that NaTO’s 
door remain open to deserving European countries.
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