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Source: hurriyetdailynews.com. The new Turkish military complex that will host NATO’s Summit high-level meetings. 

 
 

NATO Yet at Another Crossroads 
From Fragmentation to Strategic Renewal Ahead of  the Ankara Summit 

 

By Mehmet Öğütçü 

 

NATO finds itself  once again at a crossroads, but this time, the stakes are higher and the landscape far 

more complex. What was once a relatively stable security architecture, anchored in clear threats and 

shared priorities is now under strain from a world defined by overlapping crises, fluid alignments and 

multidimensional risks. 

 

The debate within the Alliance has moved well beyond burden-sharing and defence spending. It now 

centres on a more fundamental question: how can NATO maintain strategic coherence in an era where 

threats are diffuse, geography is contested and national interests increasingly diverge? 

 

Recent rhetoric about disciplining or marginalising Allies (whether directed at Türkiye during the Nordic 

enlargement process or more recently at Spain), should not be dismissed as episodic tensions. NATO’s 

founding treaty offers no mechanism for suspension or expulsion. Yet the persistence of  such discussions 

signals a deeper transformation.  
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This is not about legal frameworks. It is about a recalibration of  power, expectations and alignment within 

the Alliance. 

 

NATO was designed for a world of  predictable deterrence. Today’s environment is anything but 

predictable. The war in Ukraine continues to reshape the European security order. As the conflict evolves, 

with shifting frontlines and the possibility of  territorial losses for Kyiv, the Black Sea is re-emerging as a 

critical theatre. Russia’s posture is becoming more assertive not only toward Ukraine, but also toward 

NATO’s littoral states and partners such as Georgia. 

 

This transformation elevates the Black Sea from a secondary concern to a central front. Maritime access, 

energy routes and military positioning in this basin will define NATO’s eastern posture for years to come. 

But the Black Sea is only one segment of  a much broader arc of  instability stretching across multiple 

regions. 

 

From the Eastern Mediterranean to the Gulf: A Continuous Strategic Arc 

 

The Eastern Mediterranean has evolved from an energy opportunity into a zone of  strategic contestation. 

Disputes over maritime boundaries, exclusive economic zones and hydrocarbon resources now intersect 

with wider geopolitical rivalries. 

 

Conflicts in Libya, instability in Gaza and uncertainty over Syria’s future are not isolated developments. 

They form part of  a continuous arc extending into the Gulf. Further along this arc lie the world’s most 

critical chokepoints: the Strait of  Hormuz, Bab el-Mandeb, the Red Sea and the Suez Canal. These are 

no longer simply commercial arteries; they are strategic pressure points capable of  disrupting global trade, 

energy flows and military logistics, as we are witnessing nowadays. 

 

The vulnerability of  these routes—highlighted by recent disruptions—underscores a fundamental shift: 

security is no longer territorial; it is systemic. 

 

Moreover, energy has reasserted itself  as a central pillar of  security. Pipelines, LNG terminals, refineries, 

tankers and storage facilities are now part of  the strategic infrastructure NATO must factor into its 

planning. The resilience of  energy systems is directly linked to economic stability and political cohesion 

across the Alliance. 

 

Southeast Europe illustrates both the vulnerability and the opportunity. Energy dependency, 
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infrastructure gaps and transitional political status make the region a critical component of  Europe’s 

broader resilience. Integrating these countries—whether NATO members or aspirants—into a coherent 

energy-security framework will be essential. 

 

The Caucasus and Central Asia: Extending the Strategic Horizon 

 

Beyond Europe’s immediate periphery lies another emerging frontier: the South Caucasus. The 

Azerbaijan–Armenia dynamic continues to shape regional stability, while new connectivity corridors link 

the region to the Caspian basin and Central Asia. This geography is no longer peripheral—it is a bridge 

between Europe and Asia. 

 

For NATO, the challenge is not whether to engage, but how. A balanced approach (supporting stability, 

enhancing dialogue with Armenia while maintaining strong ties with Azerbaijan), can transform the 

region from a fault line into a connector. At the same time, the Caucasus provides a gateway to Central 

Asia, where energy, infrastructure and geopolitical competition are intensifying. 

 

Overlaying these developments is China’s growing presence across NATO’s wider neighbourhood. From 

Mediterranean ports to Balkan infrastructure, from Gulf  energy partnerships to Central Asian corridors, 

Beijing is reshaping the economic and logistical architecture of  these regions. China’s approach is not 

overtly military, but it is deeply strategic. Influence is exercised through financing, infrastructure 

ownership and long-term dependency. 

 

For NATO, the response must be calibrated. The challenge is not confrontation, but awareness—

understanding where economic engagement evolves into strategic leverage. 

 

The United States Question and Europe’s Strategic Dilemma 

 

At the centre of  NATO’s future lies the role of  the United States. The NATO Leaders’ Summit in Ankara 

on 7–8 July 2026 will bring this issue into sharp focus. A key uncertainty is whether Donald Trump will 

attend. His presence would signal continued, albeit more transactional, US engagement. His absence 

would raise deeper concerns about the reliability and predictability of  American leadership. 

 

This uncertainty is already reshaping European strategic thinking. A potential reduction in US 

engagement is accelerating discussions around a more autonomous European defence architecture, one 

that complements NATO while reducing dependency on Washington. The challenge will be to ensure 

that this evolution strengthens the Alliance rather than fragments it. 
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Therefore, the Ankara Summit must be more than a ceremonial gathering. It should become a moment 

of  strategic reset. NATO faces a convergence of  challenges: the evolving Black Sea balance, tensions in 

the Eastern Mediterranean, instability across the Gulf  and Red Sea, hybrid warfare, cyber threats, and the 

vulnerability of  critical infrastructure. 

 

These are not classical Article 5 scenarios. They are asymmetric, interconnected and often below the 

threshold of  open conflict. To address them effectively, NATO needs a new layer of  strategic thinking. 

 

A practical step would be the establishment of  a high-level “wise persons group”, bringing together 

experienced leaders, military commanders, diplomats, technologists and energy experts to develop 

actionable recommendations. 

 

The Ankara agenda must be forward-looking and comprehensive: 

 

• Redefining NATO’s role in the Black Sea security architecture 

• Developing a coherent strategy for the Eastern Mediterranean 

• Strengthening ties with Southeast Europe, the Caucasus and beyond 

• Integrating cyber, space, AI and unmanned systems into collective defence 

• Protecting critical infrastructure and energy networks 

• Clarifying the scope of  out-of-area operations 

• Addressing China’s expanding influence 

• Preparing for a more variable US engagement. 

 

Türkiye, located at the intersection of  these theatres, is uniquely positioned to host and shape this 

discussion. 

 

In the end, NATO’s future will not be determined by its ability to expand or discipline its members. It 

will be defined by its ability to maintain strategic coherence in an increasingly fragmented world. The 

Alliance is no longer operating in an environment of  clear threats and unified responses. It must navigate 

overlapping crises, diverging interests and evolving forms of  conflict. This requires more than capability. 

 

It requires clarity, adaptability and vision. 

 

The Ankara Summit offers a rare opportunity to move from reactive crisis management to proactive 
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strategic design. The question is no longer whether NATO can adapt, since it has adapted in several 

occasions after 1991. It is whether it can do so with sufficient coherence, speed and strategic foresight to 

remain the central pillar of  Euro-Atlantic security in the decade ahead. 
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