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The North Atlantic Treaty Organi-
zation (NATO) is a politico-military 
international organization, which 
has constantly applied innovation 
and transformation to stay fi t for 
purpose. This is a fundamental 
aspect of “the most successful al-
liance in history because through 
the decades its members kept the 
commitment to protect and de-
fend each other and adapted as 
the world around them changed”1. 
Security challenges such as hybrid 
threats2, the crime-war overlap as 
well as terrorism and insurgency 
(the so-called irregular activities3), 

threats to human security and cul-
tural property are currently signi-
fi cant and likely to become more 
relevant in the future. This can be 
said also for the “gray zone chal-
lenges, which are unique defen-
se-relevant issues sharing three 
common characteristics — hybri-
dity, menace to defense and mi-
litary convention, and profound 
and paralyzing risk-confusion”4. 
These challenges require inno-
vative approaches and Stability 
Policing (SP)5 represents one of 
NATO’s cutting-edge capabilities, 
constituting a fl exible and adapti-
ve tool, overcoming a rigid com-
bat-only approach and offering 
innovative and scalable responses 
by expanding the reach of the mi-
litary instrument into the remit of 
policing6 and actively contributing 
to a comprehensive approach.

The “policing gap” and the ori-
gins of SP 
SP ante litteram was born with the 
deployment of the fi rst Multinatio-
nal Specialized Unit (MSU) to Bo-
snia in August 19987 as part of the 
NATO Stabilization Force (SFOR). 
At that time, the Alliance reali-
zed that neither its military might, 
nor the local police8 or the United 
Nations (UN) civilian police force 
were able to respond adequately 
to the security and policing-related 
needs of the local population. The 
MSU, envisioned, designed and 
led by the Italian Carabinieri with 
the support of other three Nations9

, represented the only policing 
tool within SFOR’s military instru-
ment of power, which was fl exible 
and robust enough to fi ll the law 
enforcement vacuum in a hostile 
environment [i.e. the capability/
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capacity void between the popula-
ce’s security needs and the inabi-
lity or unwillingness of the indige-
nous police forces (IPF - if present), 
other relevant actors (UN, EU, AU 
et similia) and NATO conventional, 
combat and warfi ghting means to 
properly address these challenges].
Both authors take pride in having 
served also as MP Offi cers and it 
is an uncontroverted fact that Mi-
litary Police had already been in 
existence within NATO and the 
United Nations. Anyhow, both In-
ternational Organizations (IO), 
the latter through the renowned 
“Brahimi report”10 in 2000, did 
not pursue an increase, expan-
sion and/or improvement of their 
MP capabilities to bridge the po-
licing gap. In fact, they sought a 
more poignant, inclusive instru-

ment, a tool inspired by a new 
vision, namely Stability Policing.

After 18 years, in 2016, NATO pro-
mulgated the “Allied Joint Doctrine 
for Stability Policing” (AJP-3.22), at 
present the operational level and 
sole Allied publication on the mat-
ter11. It states that SP can bridge the 
policing gap through one or a com-
bination of its two missions. The 
reinforcement of the IPF entails 
intervening on their capabilities12

and capacity13 to raise overall per-
formance to acceptable levels and 
encompasses monitoring, mento-
ring, advising, reforming, training 
and partnering with (MMARTP)14.
The temporary replacement of the 
IPF is the second SP mission and 
may be required if they are mis-
sing or unwilling to carry out their 
duties. Normally a UN mandate15

initiates a NAC decision to deploy 
personnel under an executive poli-
cing mandate . This might be ne-
cessary when other actors are not 
able, willing or ready to intervene.
In fact, when a rapid policing in-

tervention is required, especially 
in a non-permissive environment, 
NATO SP could be the most suitable 
or actually the only viable solution 
until other actors from the Interna-
tional Community can intervene, 
support and/or take over as a fol-
low-on force, depending on a UN-
SCR or Host Nation (HN) request.
SP can create new avenues of ap-
proach to address traditional and 
emerging military problems with 
different, policing means. Lethal/
kinetic tools and procedures are 
supported, where appropriate, by 
policing, non-kinetic and non-/less 
than lethal ones. They are aimed 
at war, organized and transnatio-
nal criminals, terrorists and insur-
gents, and violators of host-nation 
and international laws. This “Legal 
targeting”16 creates effects on ad-
versaries by enforcing internatio-
nal and applicable HN law throu-
gh investigation or arrest, limiting/
restricting their mobility and liberty 
of action, seizing their assets and 
fi nancial means17 and dismantling 
their networks and structures. Dedi-
cated SP Lines of Operation (LoO) 
18  or SP elements within established 
LoOs, can concur to deter, identi-
fy, locate, target and engage ad-
versaries or spoilers, disrupt their 
networks and help attain objectives 
at tactical, operational and strate-
gic levels in a military campaign. 
The added benefi t of this approa-
ch lies, among others, in furthering 
the reduction in the use of force and 
decreasing collateral damage be-
sides responding to the security ne-
eds of the population. Therefore, it 
contributes to improved acceptan-
ce and legitimacy within audiences 
from the local to the international 
level and enhancing mission su-
stainability. SP furthermore iden-
tifi es, collects and analyses police 
and crime-related information, 

disseminates intelligence and fe-
eds the force’s intelligence cycle, 
hence improving the understan-
ding of the operating environment.
A number of factors can weaken 
the performance of the IPF in fra-
gile states, including past, pre-
sent and developing confl icts, and 
manmade or natural disasters. A 
weak or missing Rule of Law (ROL) 
19  system in which individuals, pu-
blic and private entities, and the 
state are not accountable to the 
law, combined with a frail Justice 
Sector (Police, Judiciary and Cor-
rections) are likely to undermine 
each other and result in a reduced 
effi ciency and effi cacy of local po-
lice forces. Such a situation is likely 
to hamper governance and gene-
rate power and enforcement va-
cuums, which might be exploited 
by irregular actors such as (war/or-
ganized/trans-national) criminals, 
terrorists and insurgents as well as 
spoilers and produce considerable 
levels of insecurity and instability.
As a military capability that embo-
dies and particularly emphasises 
a civilian- and populace-oriented 
approach, SP is a key contributor 
and natural actor striving for a 
comprehensive approach. In fact, it 
fosters and seeks the best possible 
level of interaction with other (civi-
lian and/or military) IOs, the Host 
Nation and especially the IPF (re-
gardless of their military or civilian 
status) and the populace as well 
as other actors including NGOs.
SP: when, where, how and who? 
Does SP contribute to projecting 
stability?
It has been argued that SP cannot 
contribute to all the three NATO 
core tasks of collective defence, cri-
sis management and cooperative 
security because it is framed solely 
within stability operations to bridge 
the policing gap, while the availa-
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bility of an SP asset across the full 
spectrum of crises – before, during 
and after confl icts - should encou-
rage an Ally under threat. Is the 
strength of NATO not to be sought 
in this mutual support, especially 
if, when and where one Ally can-
not face challenges on its own?
The evolving doctrinal framework 
and particularly the current review 
of the 3.2 Series20 contemplates that 
offensive, defensive and stability 
operations all encompass stability, 
enabling, defensive and offensive 
activities, which could arguably 
be extended to SP, although by li-
miting them to the policing remit.
Indeed, history shows that SP can 
and should be conducted throu-
ghout the full spectrum of confl ict 
and crisis in all operations themes 
(from peacetime military enga-
gement to warfi ghting), before, 
during and after (armed) confl i-
cts and manmade and natural 
disasters, because the (fragile) 
HN and its populace may requi-
re help whenever and wherever 
there are policing gaps. SP contri-
butes to win the war, by creating 
effects on adversaries and ene-
mies, but also to build the peace, 
an aspect of fundamental impor-
tance and relevance especially in 
a connected, globalized world.
Projecting stability21 is key to pre-
vent and deter crises, including 
armed confl ict and cannot pre-
scind from addressing policing 
requirements. To this aim, SP is 
credible, instrumental and com-
plementary to other actor’s ef-
forts; this reasoning has been 
demonstrated oftentimes also in 
NATO operations and missions22. 
Although “land heavy”, SP is not 
limited to a specifi c domain, in 
the same way criminals, terrorists 
and insurgents are active on land 
and sea as well as in the air, in cy-

berspace and in the information 
environment. Urban and littoral 
settings are where most people 
live and where they will increasin-
gly live. Since confl icts break out 
amongst people, and police are 
often the fi rst responders to these 
crises, acquiring and using their 
experience and expertise is and 
will be more and more signifi cant. 
This implies that urban challen-
ges may progressively blur poli-
ce and military functions as these 
areas of responsibility overlap. In 
turn, conducting military opera-
tions among dense civilian popu-
lations will require military per-
sonnel to have policing-like skills23.
In general, a successful interaction 
between conventional military and 
policing components will require 
an appropriate level of interope-
rability to ensure that they can be 
ready, available and jointly de-
ployable to both permissive and 
non-permissive environments.
An essential principle about SP sta-
tes, “all24 can contribute to SP, but 
not everyone can do everything”. 
Policing is indeed very different 
from soldiering and reinforcing 
IPF or temporarily replacing them, 
especially in a fragile state, while 
conducting a military campaign, 
is even more demanding. Basic SP 
activities and tasks (for instance, 
presence patrols, critical site secu-
rity, election security) can be con-
ducted by any trained, equipped 
and tasked unit or asset. Higher 
level SP such as investigating orga-
nised crimes, disrupting internatio-
nal terrorist networks or mentoring 
HN senior leaders require a con-
siderable level of specifi c experti-
se, experience and set of skills. In 
reality, a vast array of forces can 
and should contribute to SP, in-
cluding Gendarmerie-type forces, 
which are the fi rst choice25, MP and 

other military forces. Under a com-
prehensive approach, non-military 
actors may also collaborate in sta-
bility policing activities such as: 
police forces with civilian status, 
IOs, NGOs, and contractors26. This 
inclusiveness fosters interoperabi-
lity, aims at enabling the Alliance 
to select the most suitable asset 
and avoids missing opportunities.
The “missing” capability – Why 
does NATO need an SP Con-
cept?
NATO lacks a capability that pre-
cisely defi nes the sets of require-
ments for SP across the Doctrine, 
Organization, Materiel, Personnel, 
Leadership, Facilities and Interope-
rability (DOTMPLFI)27 framework. 
This entails that during a force ge-
neration process Nations can pro-
vide the Alliance with SP contribu-
tions that lack police expertise and 
that SP is not properly acknowled-
ged as capability within the NATO 
Defence Planning Process (NDPP)28.
History shows that SP should be in-
cluded in the planning process from 
the very beginning and that lack of 
expert and experienced policing 
personnel in reinforcement or tem-
porary replacement of the IPF can 
have disastrous consequences29. 
Considering dedicated Stability Po-
licing Unit (SPU) requirements du-
ring the next NDPP cycle and targe-
ting them to Nations would ensure 
these capabilities will be available 
and readily usable during any for-
ce generation process. In NATO a 
concept is an instrument to cohe-
rently fi ll a capability gap, but 
one has yet to be adopted on SP.
There are some inherent diffi cul-
ties on the path towards an ap-
proved SP concept, not lastly be-
cause of the differences between 
NATO Nation’s police forces (mi-
litary/civilian status, military po-
lice, powers, jurisdictions, legal 
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frameworks and national caveats 
etc.). The guiding principle should 
always be that the Alliance’s stren-
gth lies in its cohesion and in the 
sum and diversity of the contribu-
tions of all its members, which as 
a whole is vastly greater than the 
sum of the single capabilities. It 
has been argued that the existence 
of AJP-3.22 suffi ces and a dedica-
ted SP Concept is not needed, but 
Doctrine is only one of the seven 
DOTMLPFI aspects of a capability.

The NATO Stability Policing Cen-
tre of Excellence (NSPCoE)
The NATO Stability Policing Cen-
tre of Excellence 
(NSPCoE)30 is a 
think-tank that 
encompasses a 
Directorate and 
three pillars, na-
mely the Doctrine 
and Standardiza-
tion Branch, which 
develops concepts 
and contributes to 
improving the NATO doctrinal cor-
pus with SP inputs and considera-
tions, including developing the SP 
concept, reviewing AJP-3.22 and 
drafting ATP-10331 ; the Education 
and Training Branch designs trai-
ning curricula and hosts courses32

about SP and the Lesson Lear-
ned (LL) Branch, that gathers best 
practises and works the LL cycle to 
feed experiences garnered in ope-
rations and training into a data-
base and ultimately into doctrine. 
The NSPCoE is indeed the NATO 
hub of expertise for SP and strives 
to be the Alliance’s interface with 
IOs and non-NATO institutions in 
the SP arena. The Czech Republic, 
France, Greece, Italy, Poland, Ro-
mania, Spain, The Netherlands 
and Turkey contribute to the Centre.
What can SP do for NATO?

SP has been conducted under dif-
ferent names for more than two 
decades in NATO-led operations, 
often in a very hostile setting. 
Other IOs, such as the UN33, the 
European Union (EU)34, and the 
African Union (AU), all possible 
partners for NATO SP, performed 
and still perform SP operations, 
albeit under different names and 
perspectives. Despite this, SP is not 
yet suffi ciently known, understood 
and adopted even across NATO.
Policing the local population or re-/
building IPF have not been hither-
to an immediate concern of NATO 
decision makers/commanders. In 

some instances, they are consi-
dered the exclusive remit of other, 
civilian, organizations and actors; 
an erroneous belief, especially 
considering that the latter cannot 
be deployed in non-permissive en-
vironments, which de facto could 
generate/deteriorate the policing 
gap. This attitude is gradually chan-
ging but too slowly. Lessons lear-
ned have shown that overlooking 
or delaying coordinated actions to 
address the policing gap inevitably 
affects the mission, delays or hin-
ders the attainment of the desired 
NATO end-state and may prevent 
NATO forces from disengaging35.
The police are the most visible 
manifestation of any government, 
being the institution that works 
within and for the population to 
provide their security, to enforce 

the law and to respond to people’s 
requests for assistance on a variety 
of issues. The lack of an effective, 
capable and trustworthy police for-
ce undermines the credibility of the 
government, with detrimental ef-
fects on its legitimacy and overall 
stability. This applies especially to 
fragile states and in crisis or con-
fl ict areas, where consequently the 
International Community, inclu-
ding NATO, may be called to in-
tervene to prevent crisis escalation 
and/or support peace restoration. 
NATO military operations bene-
fi t from the inclusion of SP as a 
substantial contribution focusing 

on the IPF and 
the local popu-
lace. The aim of 
SP is to support 
the re-/establi-
shment of a safe 
and secure envi-
ronment (SASE), 
restoring public 
order and secu-
rity, and contri-

bute to create the conditions for 
meeting longer term needs with 
respect to governance and deve-
lopment (especially through the 
Security Sector Reform - SSR). 36

In the long term the Alliance as a 
whole (its individuals as well as the 
structure, institution and processes) 
would profi t from a positive tran-
sformation by acquiring a more 
police-like mind-set. The desired 
NATO end-state might indeed be 
better attained by focusing less on 
the sole conventional defeat of the 
adversary but by integrating more 
non-combat-oriented approaches, 
similarly to what a policing coun-
terpart would do. This is particu-
larly true in heavily populated en-
vironments such as in urban and 
littoral settings, where the attitude 
of the vast populace is to be taken 

THE ADDED BENEFIT OF THIS APPROACH 
LIES, AMONG OTHERS, IN FURTHERING THE 
REDUCTION IN THE USE OF FORCE AND DE-
CREASING COLLATERAL DAMAGE BESIDES 
RESPONDING TO THE SECURITY NEEDS OF 
THE POPULATION.
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into particular consideration and 
the expertise of policing among 
civilians is clearly advantageous37 .
To protect civilians, as identifi ed 
by the Policy on the Protection of 
Civilians (PoC)38, which “includes a 
Stability policing dimension”39, “all 
feasible measures must be taken 
to avoid, minimize and mitigate 
harm to civilians” and SP can si-
gnifi cantly contribute to this pur-
pose. Moreover, Cultural Property 
Protection is one crosscutting topic 

within PoC and a remit in which 
a policing approach is critical to 
prevent and deter relevant illicit 
activities. SP investigates related 
crimes, apprehends the perpetra-
tors and recovers the cultural pro-
perty and the illicitly accrued we-
alth for their restitution. Therefore, 
SP not only deprives the criminals 
of their funding, but also restores 
these funds back to the HN eco-
nomy, supporting overall deve-
lopment. Other signifi cant niche 
areas in which SP can contribute 
to PoC are combatting the traffi -
cking in human beings, narcotics 
and weapons, enforcing anti-pol-
lution and environmental pro-
tection laws and countering labour 
exploitation to mention but a few.
In their paper on “Unrestricted 

warfare” Colonels Qiao Liang 
and Wang Xiangsui of the Chine-
se People’s Liberation Army’s, the 
so-called “Gerasimov’s doctrine” 
and countless papers on insurgen-
cy and modern warfare, terrorism 
and confl ict all envision the com-
mission of crimes to undermine the 
enemy. This is where SP embodies 
an innovation of paramount im-
portance in tackling these cros-
sbreed perils. Current confl icts and 
crises present the “traditional” war 

fi ghter with complex challenges 
including asymmetric warfare, hy-
brid threats, insurgency, lawfare40, 
war-crime overlap, use of ambi-
guity, unconventional means, co-
vert activities by state and non-sta-
te actors, adversary StratCom 
(media, Info Ops, PsyOps, battle of 
the narratives etc.) and cyber thre-
ats, which cannot be effectively ad-
dressed solely by combat means.
This evolution of the military pro-
blem needs tailored responses, one 
of them being SP. This in turn im-
plies for the Alliance to embrace a 
transformation of its military instru-
ment. The Force, in order to acqui-
re this capability, which enhances 
interoperability, requires a con-
cept to defi ne SP in all its aspects 
and to enable its full integration.

An additional step sees SP enhan-
cing the role of the Alliance wi-
thin a comprehensive approach 
by taking advantage of existing 
expertise, experience and networ-
ks in the fi eld of policing and in-
terfacing with relevant actors 
at different levels, especially 
the IPF and the local populace.
SP is often misunderstood and so-
metimes downplayed if observed 
from a misinformed, outdated, 
rigid and exclusively combat-fo-
cussed perspective. On the other 
hand, SP can be an opportunity 
that should not be missed by the Al-
liance if it aims at moving forward 
in unison, remaining fi t for purpo-
se and embracing innovation and 
transformation in a 360° approach.
In the words of Col. De Magistris 
<<once approved, the SP con-
cept will signifi cantly enhance the 
outlook of the Alliance’s success, 
because the public security gap 
will be closed since the very begin-
ning of the operation, during the 
so called “critical golden hour”41

. This is a crucial step that NATO 
is to take in an effort to transitio-
ning successfully to a follow-on 
mission, coupled with developing 
an assessment methodology to 
identify in advance the potential 
spoilers of the mission’s mandate. 
And this is an ongoing workstream 
at the NSPCoE and the very aim 
of the Centre: to seize the mo-
ment for the benefi t of the Allian-
ce and the people we serve>>.

Disclaimer: this paper is a pro-
duct of the NATO Stability Poli-
cing Centre of Excellence and its 
content does not refl ect NATO 
policies or positions, nor repre-
sent NATO in any way, but only 
the NSPCoE or author(s) de-
pending on the circumstances.
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