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Since September 9, 2009, 
General StÄphane Abrial, 

former Chief of Staff of the 
Air Force in France, is one of 
two NATO military bosses. 
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For the first time since the 
inception of the Organization 
of the North Atlantic Treaty, a 



French officer directs one of 
its two military commands in 

Norfolk (USA). A key post 
which marks the return of 

France to the highest level of 
the Alliance. Meeting.

At first glance, this is a family 
like any other walking her dog 

on the beach in Virginia 
Beach, affluent suburb of 

Norfolk (Virginia). Parents, 



their two children - a boy and 
a girl, teenagers - and a Jack 
Russell terrier who scampers 
behind them. Ordinary scene 
of the American way of life. 
Except that they speak the 

language of MoliÅre and the 
father, a fifties slender (1.90 
meter), tells the naval battle 
off won by Admiral de Grasse 

against English vessels in 
1781. The prelude to marine 
Franco-American victory at 



Yorktown, founding episode 
of the War of Independence. 
This historian improvised but 

inspired none other than 
General StÄphane Abrial, 

former Chief of Staff of the 
Air Force and French first ever 
appointed to a key from the 

integrated command of 
NATO.

Since September 9, he heads 
to Norfolk SACT (Supreme 



Allied Command 
Transformation), one of two 
strategic commands of the 
Atlantic Alliance, the other 

being the ODS (Supreme 
Allied Command Operations), 
commissioned by the Belgian 

American Admiral James 
Stavridis (see box). The 

European United States, the 
American in Europe: a 

symbol? "It is undeniable, 
admits General Abrial, but not 



only. The choice is a balance 
between America and Europe. 

This is an opportunity for 
France: when we were 

outside the military structure 
(from 1966 to 2009, ed), our 

observations were 
consistently seen as critical, 
and therefore rejected. Now 
we're back inside, they are 

listened to and can influence.



He dissects, is preparing, 
adapting, inventing 

tomorrow's war

With Admiral Stavridis, we 
are complementary. It 

controls the operations 
(including Afghanistan). 

Depending on what happens 
on the ground and transmits 
it needs, I work on concepts 

(training, equipment, 
organization) that will better 



employ our forces. This is 
called transformation. "

Concretely and in short, his 
U.S. counterpart in the war, 
the French general dissects, 

prepares, adapts, or even 
invented. Accuracy of the 

person: "This is a task at three 
levels. First, prepare for the 

future. That is to say, develop 
responses to new threats (like 

terrorism), to provide 



capabilities best suited (of the 
vehicle design to drive the 

fighting), analyze the 
feedback (draw lessons from 

the failures and remedy: 
protect against improvised 

explosive devices, for 
example). Second, to support 
current operations by training 
staffs, identifying every army 
in NATO the most effective 

practices. Third, develop 
partnerships and accelerate 



the integration of new 
members. "

Which is anything but a 
sinecure, no offense to that 
grumpy whisper that Uncle 

Sam gave a rattle in cockerel 
reward for his military 

reintegration. Located in the 
Norfolk Naval Base, the HQ 

SACT, which is actually a 
laboratory of ideas supporting 
the war, never stops working, 



time shift. The typical day of 
StÄphane Abrial starts at 7 
pm: meeting with his top 

aides, no situation with his 
chiefs of staff, expert reports, 

video conference with his 
counterparts in Europe, etc.. 

Not to mention the 
ceremonial receptions and 
official luncheons. Because 
the function has a strong 
diplomatic component. 
Moreover, the Supreme 



Commander (his exact title) is 
absent ten days per month. 
Shifts in commercial flight -
because it does not have a 
personal device, unlike its 

predecessor American! - That 
lead him to Washington (visits 

to the Pentagon or State 
Department) or the Old 
World, for its monthly 

meeting with the political 
head of NATO: Secretary 



General Anders Fogh 
Rasmussen.

Obligations to which it bends 
readily. "Without forcing his 
character," says Alexander 

Escorcia, diplomat posted at 
the Quai d'Orsay as a political 

adviser to Supreme 
Commander: "It does not 

have the profile of the officer 
arrogant. He is a man who 
loves culture, debate, and 



exchanges. On the first simple 
and open, fully bilingual, it is 
very US-compatible. "This is 

one of the reasons for his 
appointment to the coveted 

seat in his time among French 
officers. Polyglot (he speaks 

German, mother tongue of his 
wife), amateur opera and 

literature buff, General Abrial 
to the conversation and can 
run in all environments. The 
opposite of stiff neck laced 



with, as the army knows how 
to produce ...

But this is not the only 
argument pleaded in his 

favor. His pedigree military 
was the ideal candidate. Born 

in 1954 of an officer father 
(Colonel of Hussars and 

dragons), he joined the School 
of the air in 1973. He emerges 
patented fighter pilot in 1976 
after an internship at the U.S. 

Air Force Academy in 



Colorado. His racing career 
takes place both abroad and 
in France: Flight Commander 

in the German Luftwaffe 
(1981-1984), then head of the 
detachment of Mirage 2000 in 

the Greek Air Force (1988) . 
During the first Gulf War 

(1990-1991), he is the head of 
the 5th Fighter Wing, which 

operates in Kuwait. The 
following year, he joined the 
Air War College in Alabama.



A long stay in the 
international staff of NATO 

(1996-1999) initiates the 
operation and the 

bureaucracy of the tower of 
Babel which he now holds 
one of the ultimate story. 
Following assignments in 

cabinet, certainly less 
exhilarating flight in a jet (but 

propel you faster in high 
places!): Deputy Chief of Staff 



especially Jacques Chirac in 
2000, the military chief of 

staff Prime Minister in 2002. 
Chief of Staff of the Air Force 
from 2006 to 2009, this five-

star general does not hesitate 
one second when offered 

Norfolk on a plateau in 
summer 2009.

He will not have too much of 
his term (three years) to meet 

the challenges ahead. 



StÄphane Abrial knows and 
not idle. Just installed it just 
made the Secretary General 

his initial thoughts, which will 
guide the "2010 Strategic

Concept" of NATO (the last 
was designed ten years ago, 

before the events of 
September 11th): "By 

changing the century, we 
have changed the type of war. 

NATO was founded on the 
concept of total war, 



conventional clash of two 
blocks, ending with the 

victory of one or the other. 
But we live now limited wars, 
asymmetrical conflicts where 

the civilian aspects are as 
important as the military 

aspects, where the 
belligerents have different 

motivations (some are 
fighting for survival, others 

not), where how to fight are 
dissimilar. In addition, the 



economic situation is difficult, 
hence the need to streamline 
management. This assumes 

an optimal use of current and 
anticipating future needs. 

One of our programs, 
Multiple Futures studies and 
scenarios of possible conflicts 

in 2030, and depending on 
several factors: demographic 

change, climate change, 
access to resources ... "



Science fiction? Perhaps. Or 
maybe not. When in doubt, it 

is better (not) to abstain.


































































































