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Introduction 

 

It is approaching 10 years since NATO first introduced its ‘Building Integrity’ programme (‘the BI 

programme’), aimed at helping members and partners strengthen their governance controls in the 

defence and security sectors, ultimately with the aim of reducing corruption. This short article looks 

at the initiative, its development and country-specific progress since introduction in 2007, and, 

finally, how NATO should maintain momentum in the area. 
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It is concluded that, whilst initial results may not reflect significant improvements to date, there is 

substantial benefit to continuing, and expanding, the BI programme. The very fact that integrity is far 

from ‘built’ across NATO (including both members and partners) reinforces the need for it. 

 

The BI programme needs to break free from the ‘toolkit’ of which it is currently a part, and establish 

itself as a standalone policy. By providing independent foundations to the programme, NATO will be 

able to transform integrity from a box-ticking exercise into a pervasive and credible programme that 

will reap considerable rewards. 

 

Conception: a product of NATO’s identity crisis? 

 

The BI programme was introduced in 

November 2007, as part of the Partnership 

Action Plan on Defence Institution Building 

(‘PAP-DIB’). Broadly the PAP-DIB aimed to 

encourage and support partners to reform 

their defence institutions; a significant part of 

this relates to fighting corruption and making 

policies and procedures in the sector more 

transparent and accountable via the BI programme. 

 

The programme comprises several tools and mechanisms that partners, and members, can use to 

identify risks in their policies and procedures and address them with help from NATO and experts 

alike. The process begins with a self-assessment where participants are encouraged to highlight the 
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particular difficulties faced by them, such as opaque and biased decision-making, concerns relating 

to procurement, or widespread corrupt practices throughout the armed forces.1   

 

 

The assessment is then analysed by NATO officials who open a dialogue (‘Peer Review’) with the 

state’s officials, and coordinate recommendations. The next steps are tailored to the country in 

question, based on the willingness to develop and resource a tailored programme, a BI Action Plan, 

depending on the most significant risks identified in the SAQ and Peer Review. NATO remains 

committed to guiding the respective country through the process, though it does encourage 

inclusion of academics and, to an extent, the media. 

 

The first observation to note is that this is not a whistleblowing initiative. As NATO states, it is 

primarily for Ministries of Defence to use.2  Therefore, engagement throughout the process depends 

on a willingness of the authorities to take the initiative, and maintain interest throughout the 

programme. 

 

 

                                                           
1
 The Self-Assessment Questionnaire, along with a short overview of the programme, is available here: 

http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_118004.htm  
2
 See: http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_68368.htm  

http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_118004.htm
http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_68368.htm
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The second observation relates to 

the timing of the PAP-DIB. This was 

arguably during a time when NATO 

was re-assessing its relationship 

with its Allies and partners. While 

operations were ongoing in Sudan, 

Afghanistan and Iraq (though 

NATO’s involvement in the latter 

was limited), this was a time when 

NATO’s role and purpose was uncertain.3  There was no common, unifying theme between its 

Members. There were questions about its relevance, given its traditional role was severely 

diminished. Indeed, Dr Mark Webber, now Professor of International Politics at Birmingham 

University, went so far as to claim that NATO itself became “uncertain of its role and purpose”.4  

 

The expansion into addressing corruption in the defence sector was, arguably, a natural response to 

this ‘identity crisis’. NATO introduced its toolkit of policies and mechanisms to help Members and 

partners alike, in an attempt to reestablish its importance in a world where some may have 

questioned its continued relevance. The difficulty now is that, when faced with a resurgence of 

Russian aggression, how important will the BI programme remain? Before considering this question, 

the results of the BI programme are first discussed. 

 

 

Progress report: any integrity built? 

 

If there is any conclusion to be made so far in relation to the BI programme, it is that there is no 

quick fix to addressing corruption. Integrity, like Rome, cannot be built in a day. As Transparency 

                                                           
3
 See UK Government, House of Commons Defence Committee, ‘The Future of NATO and European defence’, 4 

March 2008, paragraphs 42 – 50 
4
 Ibid, at paragraph 43 
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International’s Government Defence Anti-Corruption Index 2015 (‘GI’) demonstrates, many NATO 

members and partners still have a considerable way to go to address various systemic practices that 

arguably encourage and evince corruption. 

 

As mentioned above, due to the voluntary nature of the BI programme, only 16 countries were 

engaged with the programme in 2014, significantly less than the pool of total members and 

partners.5  However, even this figure is unclear, as NATO does not include the UK, for example, 

though Jackie Davies, the UK’s expert on building integrity, has confirmed in 2013 that the UK is 

involved in the programme.6 

 

In terms of the substance of the BI programme, there seems to be a focus on education and training 

of military and civilian personnel to highlight the risks of corruption and promote good practice in 

identifying and tackling corrupt practices.7  Indeed, in 2012 NATO agreed to develop the BI 

Education and Training Plan, interestingly before agreeing any holistic BI policy (considered below). 

 

On the one hand, education and training are a universal requirement, so it is understandable that 

consensus was reached early in the BI programme to agree a policy in this area. Further, 

Transparency International (‘TI’) emphasises repeatedly the need for robust training programmes to 

ensure those working in the defence sector understand the risks and responsibilities in relation to 

fighting corruption.8  However, as examined below, the focus on training and education is of limited 

use if the system itself (from both a ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ law perspective) does not change. Training 

alone will not instill a change of culture required to tackle corruption. 

                                                           
5
 See note 2 

6
 See: https://www.gov.uk/government/world-location-news/building-integrity-plays-a-critical-role-in-conflict-

prevention-says-uk-expert-official, 21 November 2013 
7
 See BI Education and Training Plan, 

http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_93045.htm?selectedLocale=en  
8
 See Transparency International, Results: NATO Members & Partner States, Government Defence Anti-

Corruption Index 2015, http://ti-defence.org/publications/nato-members-partner-states-government-
defence-anti-corruption-index-2015/  

https://www.gov.uk/government/world-location-news/building-integrity-plays-a-critical-role-in-conflict-prevention-says-uk-expert-official
https://www.gov.uk/government/world-location-news/building-integrity-plays-a-critical-role-in-conflict-prevention-says-uk-expert-official
http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_93045.htm?selectedLocale=en
http://ti-defence.org/publications/nato-members-partner-states-government-defence-anti-corruption-index-2015/
http://ti-defence.org/publications/nato-members-partner-states-government-defence-anti-corruption-index-2015/


 
 

 
 

6 
 

1. Focusing on training and education: the case of Ukraine 

One objectively positive result of the BI programme so far is the increase in anti-corruption training 

and education, insofar as it has sought to communicate the importance of identifying and reducing 

corruption. Take the case of Ukraine, one partner country where corruption, throughout society but 

notably across the defence sector, is one of the most important challenges faced by the country 

today. 

 

Ukraine has developed a credible training 

programme, led by the National Defence 

University (part of its Ministry of Defence) 

with assistance from NATO through the BI 

programme. In terms of results, Ukraine 

scored relatively highly in the GI for its 

training programme. TI noted that while 

the training programme still appears not to 

be very expansive, efforts are being made to expose and denounce corrupt practices, at least in 

relation to senior officials and service personnel.9   However, Ukraine’s overall score for government 

corruption in the defence arena remains desperately low, scoring ‘D’, or ‘high risk’, on a scale of A to 

F, reminiscent of school grades. 

 

The problem is that training per se will not instill culture change, especially if the framework 

underlying the training is lacking in several respects. While the OSCE is right to point out that rules 

and principles alone will not address corruption, neither will training and education if there are no 

rules or principles to oblige compliance.10  In Ukraine’s case, there is, for example, no code of 

conduct recommending practices of good governance, and the only real threat of enforcement 

relates to selective, high profile cases of corruption where ‘examples are to be made’. In other 

                                                           
9
 See Transparency International, Results: Ukraine, Government Defence Anti-Corruption Index 2015, 

http://government.defenceindex.org/countries/ukraine/  
10

 See OSCE Handbook on Combating Corruption: http://www.osce.org/secretariat/232761?download=true  

http://government.defenceindex.org/countries/ukraine/
http://www.osce.org/secretariat/232761?download=true
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words, the most insidious forms of corruption, e.g. the daily, seemingly small practices that 

permeate across the sector, go unregulated. One could make an analogy with the financial services 

sector, where a complex and comprehensive regime of training and education is well established, 

though some observe that the underlying unsustainable culture of excessive risk-taking has not 

changed.11 

 

Nevertheless, Ukraine has embraced the existing BI programme and continues to engage with NATO 

to increase integrity and accountability and highlight the pernicious effects of corruption.12  The 

issue now is for the programme itself to extend beyond training and education and have its own 

independent policy recognised by NATO. Indeed, TI has already lobbied for such a development, 

noting in a report last year that the BI programme is not yet integrated into concepts and doctrine a 

the operational or tactical levels. These require a standalone policy. Accordingly, in October 2015 

the North Atlantic Council agreed the need for such a policy, pending agreement between the 

Allies.13  This was supposed to be presented at the Warsaw Summit this July, yet there are, as yet, no 

details of any such policy being ready for submission for approval. 

 

2. Maintaining momentum 

While it is one thing to agree to a policy 

of education and training, agreement on 

the scope of a substantial anti-corruption 

policy may not be as forthcoming for 

several reasons. Firstly, the scope itself, 

and the relevant substantial elements to 

codify in the policy, will be contentious. 

Secondly, NATO is no longer suffering 

from an identity crisis; rather, its original mandate, its ‘raison d’être’, has reemerged following 

                                                           
11

 See W Hutton,  ‘Banking is changing, slowly, but its culture is still corrupt’, The Guardian, 16 November 2014 
12

 R. Jukneviciene, NATO Parliamentary Assembly, Political Committee, Draft General Report, 8 April 2016 
13

 See note 8, page 11 



 
 

 
 

8 
 

Russia’s annexation of Crimea (part of Ukraine, a partner) and its interactions with Turkey (a 

member). The integrity now on the agenda is ‘territorial’ as opposed to ‘institutional’. 

 

However, NATO should remain committed to the BI programme. The programme, unlike other anti-

corruption initiatives (e.g. OSCE/OECD codes of conduct), provides a structured, engaged approach 

to tackling the particular issues of accountability and integrity faced by states, as outlined above. 

There have been some positive results, though patience and a standalone policy are required if we 

are to see more tangible, holistic changes to cultures and institutions. As TI demonstrate, corruption 

is an on-going issue and its priority should not be diminished as crises arise; many of the underlying 

reasons that will perpetuate instability across the globe, notably in Ukraine and Afghanistan, stem 

from corruption. 

 

Furthermore, as Katherine Dixon, Programme Director for Defence & Security at TI, states: ‘a trawl 

through Daesh propaganda materials reveals numerous calls to arms against corrupt officialdom’.14  

Endless stories appear in the media of troop numbers on paper not being reflected in reality, of kit 

being inadequate or non-existent, of venality of office. Further still, as defence and security 

expenditure increases in those areas where institutions are weakest, support must be provided to 

ensure those institutions become accordingly more transparent and accountable.  

 

The BI programme can fulfill this mandate, but only if NATO remains committed to it, even as 

resources become increasingly stretched with its other, more traditional roles. As such, this author 

hopes the Warsaw Summit will follow through with the commitment to making Building Integrity a 

standalone policy. 

  

                                                           
14

 See https://ti-defence.org/will-security-policy-community-wake-threat-corruption/  

https://ti-defence.org/will-security-policy-community-wake-threat-corruption/
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Introduction: International Upheavals 

 

While many, both within and without of 

Britain, are left reeling from a sense of shock 

which resulted from the country’s decision to 

leave the EU in its referendum on 

membership, this may present an opportune 

time for defence and security thinkers to take 

stock. There is a sense of shock and disbelief 

among many observers that the UK, oft-seen 

as a stabilizing force in the West, has taken a step that many see as one which will fundamentally 

undermine Western security writ large. Indeed, this fallout has been felt in real and tangible ways 

including plunges in stock markets and the destabilization of the global financial system. Nowhere 

has this been more keenly felt than by those Britons who have seen the value of their currency fall to 

a decades-long low. 

 

Beyond financial implications, however, we must also examine how the Brexit will impact other 

areas of our societal life. Leaving no room for misinterpretation, European Council president Donald 

Tusk warned outright that a UK vote to leave the EU would threaten Western political civilization.  

Whether or not this sentiment represents an accurate prediction of the future or is instead simple 

hyperbole can be debated, but the fact such sentiments are voiced at the highest levels of global 

governance does suggest that they are matters worth considering. This is especially true when we 

consider the European political situation alongside that of the United States.  
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The transformation of US presidential 

elections from events defined by rather 

sedate and coherent political discourse into 

blockbuster-scale entertainment is not a new 

phenomenon. However, what seems to be 

more clearly in evidence in the current 

campaign than with any which took place in 

the past is that the primary contest has 

become one between the party supporters more than one between the candidates themselves. 

There is a polarization occurring within American society and the battle between the two camps has 

demonstrated that populism and fear have become political motivators in the US just as we have 

seen occur in Europe.  What, then, are the implications for Western defence? 

 

Pressing Security Concerns 

First, let us look to some of the most pressing security concerns which confront us. The so-called 

Islamic State continues to present a challenge to Western countries as well as our non-Western 

allies. Although it has yet to claim responsibility, in keeping with its previous attacks against Turkey 

the assault on Istanbul’s Ataturk Airport on 28 June is widely believed to be the latest in a series of 

IS-sponsored, or IS-condoned acts of violence.  IS, fuelled by its theologically unbalanced reading of 

Islam, will continue to pose a threat to its perceived enemies into the near and medium future. 

 

Russian belligerence in Eastern Europe and the Middle East also poses an acute challenge to Alliance 

security. The recent overture by Recep Tayyip Erdogan to Vladimir Putin aimed at repairing relations 

between Ankara and Moskow in the wake of Turkey’s shooting down of the Russian jet last 

November provide an illustration of efforts to ease relations between the Russian Federation and 

NATO. However, tensions remain high. This is especially true as Russia continues its militarization of 

the Arctic. While such moves may be legitimate moves towards preserving Russian sovereignty, 

Recent Russian aggression beyond its borders has served to make such moves suspect in the eyes of 

its neighbours.  
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The proliferation of WMD and ballistic missile technology also represents a pressing concern for 

Western powers. While its capabilities are deemed to be too unsophisticated to pose a credible 

threat to the US and its allies at present, continued North Korean tests of its nuclear weapons and 

ballistic missile programmes act as destabilizing influences in the Asia-Pacific region. This is 

especially true as China, North Korea’s sole ally, is increasingly frustrated by its neighbour’s disregard 

for caution. In addition, although the maintenance of nuclear capabilities in the Subcontinent, as 

well as by Israel in the Middle East, does not escalate tensions, miscalculations in those regions 

could trigger an unanticipated nuclear response. The continued uncertainty of the UK’s future 

posture to the maintenance of its own nuclear deterrent also poses a potential challenge to Western 

security with regard to WMD. 

 

Finally, ongoing land reclamation in the South China Sea by the Chinese government also serves to 

undermine stability in Asia-Pacific. Indeed, if extrapolated further, the Chinese string-of-pearls 

strategy also constructs China as a direct challenger to India as it makes its presence felt in the 

Indian Ocean. While China is carrying out much of its activities due to issues of prestige, from a 

quantifiable point of view one can point towards the large and relatively untapped oil and gas 

reserves in the region in order to justify Chinese actions. Viewed at from this angle, China, as an 

importer nation, looks keen to capitalize on this maritime region in order to own new sources of 

energy at the wellhead. In its efforts, China has been careful to largely use non-military vessels, 

including coastal patrol boats, so as to avoid militarization of the region. However, despite efforts to 

avoid confrontation, other littoral powers, including Vietnam, Singapore, Malaysia, the Philippines, 

as well as the Pacific powers of the United States and Australia, are understandably reluctant to 

acquiesce to Chinese demands for regional maritime control. 

 

Iran as a Solution 

Despite the great geographic and contextual differences between these threats which face Western 

security there is a common thread which runs through each. Iran is a key player in each one of these 

four issues and, as a Western pariah, contributes to the inability for Western powers to find 

solutions to what they perceive to be as central roadblocks. The overriding problem is that having 
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been diplomatically isolated for more than 30 years, 

reengaging with Iran, as demonstrated by the 

difficulty the P5+1 (US, UK, France, Russia, China, and 

Germany) had in reaching a deal with Iran over its 

nuclear programme, is a tall order. It will require 

leading Western powers to move outside of their 

comfort zones in order to meaningfully engage in dialogue with a country which has been 

systematically vilified. However, if coverage of the US presidential election and the results of Brexit 

are any indication, we are witnessing an unprecedented political environment where populations 

are hungry for change and risk, no matter if the outcomes are unclear. Thus, why not take risks to 

bring Iran, a politically and culturally rich power, back in from the cold? Reengaging with Iran could 

help to undermine the power and influence of IS, help to ease Russian influence in the Middle East 

(and therefore help to contain Russian ambitions), help to reduce the threat of proliferation of 

WMD, and also help to provide China with the resources it needs to cool its Asian expansion. If we 

can benefit in this way, and if Iran could benefit from reintegration, why not take the risk? 

 

With regard to IS, Iran is already a strong regional power and its influence is strongly felt out to the 

Mediterranean. It is a dominant player in Iraq and Syria and while it benefits from Iraqi and Syrian 

weakness relative to its own, Iran requires Iraq and Syria to remain strong and coherent powers for 

its own security. A collapsed Iraq would be a worst-case scenario for Iran, and war in Syria is also 

detrimental to Iranian interests. Thus, ridding the destabilizing influence of IS in both of these 

countries is in-line with Iranian goals which are similar to those of the West. Certainly, the 

convergence between Iranian and Western interests in the region is not absolute as Iran, like Russia, 

does back Assad’s regime. However, the reinforced Russian influence in Syria has eroded Iranian 

influence, and Iran would be keen to reverse this. However, the overriding goal is that if the West 

can find some way to broker a deal with Iran with regard to the elimination of IS, it would be in both 

their interests to do so. 
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Having asserted itself in Syria, Russia also managed to make itself a central player in regional politics. 

In so doing, Russia was able to reconnect with the political community it has isolated itself from after 

its incursion into Ukraine. It is possible, although it remains uncertain how possible, that Iran could 

apply pressure to Russia in Syria and weaken its position there. By doing this, Russia would lose 

some of the leverage it currently enjoys over NATO and the West could return to a more hard-line in 

negotiations with Putin. 

 

The success of the Joint Comprehensive 

Plan of Action (JCPOA) between Iran and 

the P5+1 also suggests that Iran is willing to 

play a role in reducing the threat posed by 

WMD in the contemporary geopolitical 

context. While proliferation is a major 

threat on the global stage, Iranian 

willingness to refrain from pursuing 

technology which will lead to the use of weaponized nuclear power means that it can act as a serious 

stabilizing power. Where Iran was once considered to be at the forefront of the export of nuclear 

technologies to rogue states, continued success of the JCPOA can demonstrate to others that 

integration rather than conflict with the West will be most beneficial to long-term stability. 

Admittedly, the JCPOA remains a new plan, and the eventual replacement of Supreme Leader 

Khamenei may undermine these efforts as hardliners (both in Iran and the West) look to scrap the 

deal, but if it can remain on-track, there is strong reason to believe that Iran can be a stabilizing 

influence in the region. This is, of course, assuming that the Saudis could be placated, and this may 

well not be feasible. However, this is ultimately part of the risk. 

 

Finally, having a more globally integrated Iran may also help to curb Chinese ambitions in the South 

China Sea. China currently exports much of its energy from Iran as unlike Western powers, China is 

has not been limited by sanctions. Despite the fact that China is already engaged with Iran as an 

importer of Iranian crude, removing restrictions on Iranian oil exports could further help to reduce 
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Chinese thirst for resources in the South China Sea. Oil is a highly fungible product, and by bringing 

the vast Iranian reserves online globally, Chinese access to cheap oil will be eased, thus reducing its 

desire to engage in highly expensive deep-water drilling in the South China Sea. Iranian oil will not 

reduce the Chinese desire to regain what it believes is sovereign Chinese territory, but it could serve 

to make this desire less acute, and therefore serve to de-escalate tensions between China and its 

maritime neighbours. 

 

Blue-Sky Thinking 

Admittedly, the above scenarios involve conspicuous blue-sky thinking, and the scenarios are each 

extremely complex. Bringing Iran back into the global community will certainly not solve these issues 

for the UK, the US, Canada, or any other Western nation outright, but it could help the West to 

balance against its challengers. In addition, even if comprehensive reintegration does take place, 

Iran has its own goals and ambitions and will certainly not bend to the will of the West, nor should 

we expect it to. But if we are willing to look at the increasing unpredictability of the international 

system and attempt to take risks in order to work towards global security rather than instability, we 

might find success with the absence of old constraints. 


