“NATO – Coming to Chicago”

by NATO Secretary General

Anders Fogh Rasmussen

I sampled a taste of Chicago at NATO Headquarters in Brussels a few months ago, and it was sweet. I really enjoyed my first sip of local root-beer -- and a piece of cheesecake to go with it – when Illinois Governor Pat Quinn, Chicago’s First Lady Amy Rule, and the US Ambassador to NATO Ivo Daalder launched a week of exciting events to count down to our summit on May 20-21.

I know Chicago well, as my son and his young family live in the state capital Springfield. So this is where my family comes together. This week, the NATO family of Allies and partners will meet in Chicago – a family based on shared values and shared concerns, who will deliver shared solutions to the big challenges we all face in the 21st century.

Like NATO, Chicago brings together many cultures. It is built on diversity and determination. In Chicago, we are determined to make sure that our Alliance stays fit for purpose and fit for the future.  Representatives from more than sixty Allied countries, partner nations, and international organizations will gather for the largest summit in the history of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization.
After 1989, when the Cold War ended, many predicted that tensions and conflicts worldwide would come to an end as well. They also thought NATO would be consigned to history. But they were wrong. 
NATO is still here, and NATO is busier than ever. It is the only military alliance where 28 countries have an integrated military command structure, so that, if needed, they can act fast.  Last year, we conducted simultaneous operations on 3 continents: denying safe havens to extremists in Afghanistan; keeping a safe and stable environment in Kosovo; protecting civilians in Libya; training security forces in Iraq, patrolling the Mediterranean to counter terrorism; and keeping pirates at bay off the coast of Somalia. 

Threats are changing fast, and we are changing with them. For example, over thirty countries now have, or are developing, ballistic missiles capable of reaching our territories. So NATO is developing a ballistic missile defence capability to protect our European populations and territory against a grave and growing threat. 

We do much more, such as de-mining, helping with disaster relief, and advising on how to bring military forces across the world under democratic control. Efforts like these may not make headlines. But they all make a vital contribution to keeping us secure.  And they are part of the comprehensive security insurance provided by NATO.  Underwritten by 28 Allies, it has delivered security benefits to all Allies, year after year, for over 6 decades. 

This weekend in Chicago, we will focus on three key issues: Afghanistan, defence capabilities, and strengthening our global network of partners. 
First, we will reaffirm our commitment to Afghanistan’s stable future. Over the next few months, our role will shift from providing combat support to training and mentoring. And by the end of 2014, Afghans will be fully in charge of their own security.
Second, we need to ensure our alliance remains capable and flexible, even as defence budgets are under pressure. This requires a new mindset that we call Smart Defence. It is about spending the dollars we have for defence in a smarter way, making smart choices about the capabilities we really need, and working together to maintain and develop them.  
Finally, we will acknowledge the role our partners play and work even more closely with them. Our network of partners spans the globe – from Western Europe to Central and East Asia, and from North Africa to the South Pacific. And in many challenging operations, they stand shoulder to shoulder with us. In Afghanistan, 22 partners are providing troops, trainers and resources to a NATO-led force, which is the biggest coalition in history. 
So, for me, NATO’s summit in Chicago will be of vital importance. Of my four grandchildren, two are European and two are American.  And I want to see their security preserved, wherever they live.

Chicago is known for its big ambitions, like the buildings made of steel frames that became the world’s first skyscrapers. At NATO, we have big ambitions too. Together, we can build a stable and secure future that we can pass down to future generations – in my family, and yours.
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