r’ Our Continent

SECURITY

What is NATO'’s Article 5 - and would

it actually work?

Article 5 says an armed attack on one NATO member
is an attack on all - and each ally responds as it

“deems necessary.” That caveat matters.

Both halves of that sentence are doing work, and
most explanations only give you the first. Here is
the whole machine.

The words themselves

The North Atlantic Treaty was signed in Washing-
ton in 1949 and its fifth article is one sentence
long. Its core: the parties agree that an armed
attack against one of them shall be considered
an attack against them all, and that each of them
will assist the attacked party by taking “such
action as it deems necessary, including the use
of armed force.”

Notice what it does not say. It does not say “shall
declare war.” It does not put tanks on autopilot.
Each government - each parliament - decides
its own response. The drafters wrote it that way
deliberately, partly at American insistence: the US
Senate would never have ratified an automatic
war clause.

Then why does it work?

Because the guarantee’s power was never in
the legal mechanism. It is in the certainty built
around it - seventy-five years of never letting
doubt take root. That is also why the alliance
stations multinational battlegroups in the Baltics
and Poland: not because a few thousand troops
stop an invasion, but because they guarantee
that any attack kills Germans, British, Canadians
and Americans in the first hour, collapsing the
distinction between “their war” and “ours” before
any parliament meets.
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Deterrence, in other words, is a promise kept
visible. The only time the promise was formally
called upon, the direction surprised everyone: 12
September 2001, when the allies invoked Article
5 for the United States. European AWACS planes
spent months patrolling American skies.

The gray zone

What about attacks that stay under the threshold
- the cable cuts, drone incursions and sabotage
happening now? NATO has said hybrid and cyber
operations can trigger Article 5,and has pointedly
declined to say where the line is. The ambiguity
is strategic: draw a bright line and you license
everything beneath it.

In practice the alliance’s working tool for the gray
zone is Article 4 - formal consultations, used
by Poland and others during drone incursions -
plus national responses. Whether that is enough
for the current tempo of hybrid attacks is one of
Europe’s live debates.

The honest summary

Article 5 is a promise whose strength equals the
credibility of the people making it. Since credibil-
ity is the target - Russian strategy aims at doubt,
division and slow responses, not at conquering
Europe - the article is only as strong as the conti-
nent is united. Which is the recurring finding of
this site, arrived at this time from treaty law.

All questions =»


https://ourcontinent.org/go?u=%2F&p=what-is-article-5&l=en
https://ourcontinent.org/go?u=%2Fsecurity%2Fwhat-is-hybrid-warfare&p=what-is-article-5&l=en
https://ourcontinent.org/go?u=%2F&p=what-is-article-5&l=en

Our Continent What is NATO’s Article 5 - and would it actually work?

FREQUENTLY ASKED

What does Article 5 actually say?

That an armed attack against one or more members in
Europe or North America shall be considered an attack
against them all - and that each will take the action

it deems necessary, including armed force, to restore
security.

Has Article 5 ever been invoked?

Once, and not by a small state: NATO invoked it after the
September 11 attacks on the United States in 2001. Euro-
pean radar planes patrolled American skies - the alliance
defending its strongest member.

Is NATO obliged to go to war automatically?

No. Each ally chooses its response - that is the treaty’s
honest small print. The guarantee works because doubt
about the response has never been allowed to take root,
which is why credibility is guarded so fiercely.

Does Article 5 cover hybrid attacks and cyberattacks?
NATO has stated that cyber and hybrid operations can
trigger Article 5, deliberately without saying where the line
is. Ambiguity cuts both ways: it lets the alliance respond
flexibly, and keeps an attacker guessing.

What is Article 4, then?

Consultations: any ally can convene the alliance when it
feels its security threatened. It has been used repeatedly
- including by Poland during Russian drone and missile
incursions - and often precedes any talk of Article 5.

SOURCES

¢ North Atlantic Treaty (Washington Treaty), 1949 - text of
Articles 4 and 5

NATO: invocation of Article 5,12 September 2001

NATO summit declarations on cyber/hybrid thresholds

NATO enhanced Forward Presence - multinational bat-
tlegroups on the eastern flank
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