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Europe
Jordan Embree

Europe has been the central pillar of America’s 
alliance network since World War II. Under 

American leadership and through American finan-
cial, political, and military support, Europe rebuilt 
itself and became a bastion of freedom opposing 
Communist tyrants. As Americans watched the 
Berlin Wall crumble and the Iron Curtain fall, they 
rejoiced, welcoming millions more to freedom, and 
sought by example and material support to speed 
their embrace of democracy, free speech, and na-
tional sovereignty.

The transatlantic relationship has endured and 
grown over the past eight decades on the foundation 
of those shared interests. The standout historical 
moments of the past 80 years—from President John 
F. Kennedy’s Ich bin ein Berliner address to Presi-
dent Ronald Reagan’s demand that “Mr. Gorbachev 
tear down this wall” to the many North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO) allies standing along-
side America to fight terrorism after 9/11—revolve 
around those interests.

Yet as the 20th century faded into the 21st, this 
historical foundation wore thin, and the transatlan-
tic community’s unity wobbled. Cracks appeared 
soon after the initial unified response to 9/11 as 
then-Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld spoke 
of “new Europe” and “old Europe” while contrast-
ing allied support for the U.S.-led war in Iraq in 
Eastern Europe with allied opposition in Western 
Europe.1 Perhaps even more important, the Soviet 
Union’s collapse lulled leaders on both sides of the 
Atlantic, but particularly in Europe, into thinking 
traditional military power unnecessary given the 
much-hyped “end of history” heralding the triumph 
of liberal values worldwide.

As a result, throughout the 2010s, most NATO 
countries failed to meet their defense spending 

promises despite repeated entreaties by American 
Presidents and defense officials. Germany even 
built the Nord Stream 2 gas pipeline to funnel Rus-
sian gas to German businesses despite Moscow’s re-
cord of weaponizing energy resources.2 American 
lawmakers reacted forcefully against this strategic 
blunder, which breached a fundamental NATO 
principle of “keep[ing] the [Russians] out,” by sanc-
tioning companies involved with the pipeline.3 Nord 
Stream 2 was finally foreclosed by Russia’s full-scale 
invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 (and subse-
quent sabotage).4 In addition, Ukraine has declined 
to renew its gas transshipment deal with the Rus-
sian Federation during wartime,5 thereby at least 
temporarily re-establishing a transatlantic energy 
posture that is less reliant on Russia.

Recently, NATO has trended in an even more 
positive direction. Consistent pressure from Pres-
ident Donald Trump in both of his Administrations 
in concert with Russia’s invasion of Ukraine finally 
convinced European NATO members to meet their 
2 percent of GDP spending target in 2025.6 The June 
2025 NATO summit in The Hague built on this ini-
tial step through a modernized minimum defense 
spending level of 5 percent of GDP. The spending 
level was divided between 3.5 percent outlays for 
core defense spending and an additional 1.5 percent 
for critical national security infrastructure. NATO 
Secretary General Mark Rutte credited President 
Trump, and President Trump again reaffirmed 
his commitment to Article 5 of the North Atlantic 
Treaty, NATO’s founding document, which “pro-
vides that if a NATO Ally is the victim of an armed 
attack, each and every other member of the Alli-
ance will consider this act of violence as an armed 
attack against all members and will take the actions 
it deems necessary to assist the Ally attacked.”7
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Germany epitomizes this policy renewal through 
its commitment to a renewed defense role. Ger-
many is NATO’s second-largest national economy 
by GDP,8 and its rearmament is critical for NATO 
deterrence. Germany’s Zeitenwende, a sea change 
in German thinking on national security, resulted 
in defense spending that brought expenditures to 
2 percent of GDP in 2024.9 The coalition govern-
ment under Chancellor Friedrich Merz supports 
continuing this rebuild and aims to reach the 3.5 
percent goal by 2029, well ahead of schedule.10 As 
its rearmament proceeds, Germany should focus on 
deterring the Russians through steps like armored 
deployments, air defense improvements, and deep-
strike missile procurement. By so doing, Germany 
will help to rebalance transatlantic burden-sharing 
and revitalize deterrence ahead of Russia’s recon-
stitution by taking its place as a leader in European 
conventional deterrence.11

For its part, America remains central to NATO’s 
deterrence at the strategic and tactical levels.12 This 
is not likely to change anytime soon, and support 
for the NATO Alliance remains high, both among 
Americans generally and among Members of Con-
gress.13 Europe still holds a special place in Amer-
ican esteem as the birthplace of Western civiliza-
tion, as a genealogical origin point for millions of 
Americans, and as the modern proving ground for 
national sovereignty during the Cold War. On top 
of these connections, trade flows between Europe 
and the United States are nearly $1 trillion a year.14

Yet discord has emerged in recent years over 
transatlantic values. While acknowledging differ-
ent political systems and historical contexts, Wash-
ington is increasingly worried by perceived moves 
against free speech, especially those characterized 
as necessary to fight disinformation. Americans 
deeply believe that the solution to problematic 
speech is not censorship but an open marketplace of 
ideas in which the truth will win out. However, both 
domestically and abroad, anti-disinformation mea-
sures have twisted from presenting facts to prop-
ping up governmental narratives. At the same time, 
both America and its transatlantic allies have con-
fronted massive migratory inflows in a frontal as-
sault on national sovereignty. These have included 
adversary efforts to weaponize migration to desta-
bilize European societies.15 To ensure that the trans-
atlantic Alliance endures for the next 75 years, both 
America and its partners across the Atlantic must 

recommit to the fundamental values of freedom of 
religion, assembly, and speech and belief enshrined 
in the Helsinki Final Act16 and other transatlantic 
statements from across the 20th century.

To revitalize transatlantic ties in the 21st centu-
ry, America, Canada, and their European partners 
must also take stock of today’s alarming threat en-
vironment. Russia’s invasion of Ukraine returned 
active warfare to Europe and highlighted broader 
global fissures. First, of course, is Russia and China’s 
no-limits partnership, which has been an invaluable 
source of dual-purpose goods to fuel the Russian 
war machine even as some limits do exist beneath 
the rhetorical surface.17 Additionally, the Chinese 
Communist Party continues to undertake threat-
ening military actions, such as a massive nuclear 
buildup, and undercut global peace and stability 
through regular hostile activities menacing Taiwan 
and Taiwanese commerce.18

Elsewhere, Iran’s ruling elite retains an abiding 
hatred for the West and remains unwilling to curb 
its nuclear program even following devastating 
strikes on Iran’s nuclear and command-and-con-
trol infrastructure by the United States and Israel. 
Faced by this recalcitrance, America and its Euro-
pean partners must remain wary of Iran’s efforts 
to double down on its support for proxies across 
the Middle East from Hezbollah to the Houthis in 
ways that directly harm European commerce and 
economic stability.19

Despite these challenges, the NATO Alliance 
remains a force for deterrence and stability. With 
a formidable concentration of military power and 
a history of interoperability and joint operations, 
NATO can continue to ensure the transatlantic re-
gion’s security and stability, provided that Europe-
an nations fund defense capabilities and recommit 
themselves to upholding the defining values of the 
transatlantic community.

U.S. Security Alliances in Europe: 
NATO as Primary Security Actor

Founded in Washington, DC, on April 4, 1949, 
NATO has served for 77 years as the principal 
transatlantic security guarantor in defense of “the 
principles of democracy, individual liberty and the 
rule of law.”20 Intensive consultations across the 
decades have led allies to “develop their individual 
and collective capacity to resist armed attack” to 
undergird their agreement that “an armed attack 
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against one or more of them in Europe or North 
America shall be considered an attack against them 
all.”21 Courtesy of NATO, the United States’ security 
posture in Europe is intertwined with these allies 
for interoperability and planning purposes. Despite 
premature declarations of NATO’s demise,22 the or-
ganization is still the most effective Euro-Atlantic 
security institution.

NATO Spending Shortfalls Since Wales. 
When reviewing NATO’s defense spending over the 
past decade, the data paint a stark picture of dras-
tically unequal investments in collective defense. 
Despite the 2014 Wales Summit’s commitment to 
spending at least 2 percent of GDP on defense, most 
members failed to hit this target. Although NATO 
members finally reached 2 percent in 2025, the 
average NATO member averaged just 1.59 percent 

over the past decade.23 However, careful analysis 
reveals striking geographic disparities. While East-
ern European nations—particularly Poland and the 
Baltic States—have prioritized defense spending in 
Hresponse Hto Russia’s aggression, Western Euro-
pean countries continue to lag behind despite the 
clear indicators and warnings since Russia’s 2014 
annexation of Crimea.24 With the Ukraine war’s 
fourth anniversary now past, NATO allies must step 
up and fund critical capabilities.

Overall, from 2014 to 2024, NATO allies missed 
the 2 percent defense spending targets by $827.91 
billion (adjusted to 2024 dollars).25 This cumulative 
shortfall nearly equals the United States’ annual de-
fense budget.26 NATO’s collective equipment defi-
cit since 2014 stands at roughly $70 billion when 
adjusted for the 2 percent minimum. This funding 
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NOTES: Figures are estimates. NATO averages exclude Iceland because it has no military. Equipment expenditures include major equipment 
expenditures and R&D devoted to major equipment.
SOURCE: Press release, “Defence Expenditure of NATO Countries (2014–2025),” North Atlantic Treaty Organization, cuto� date for information used 
June 3, 2025, https://www.nato.int/content/dam/nato/webready/documents/finance/def-exp-2025-en.pdf (accessed January 29, 2026).
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NATO Defense Spending, 2024
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gap led to critical shortfalls in armored formations, 
long-range artillery, air defense, ammunition stock-
piles, and logistics infrastructure—all of which are 
key to NATO’s deterrence architecture. Encourag-
ingly, European NATO allies are increasing their 
defense spending, but capability gaps remain. As 
NATO refines its Regional Defense Plans—the plan-
ning for how to protect Alliance territory from at-
tack in specific regions across the Alliance in a range 
of contexts from full-scale war to a limited incur-
sion—NATO allies should concentrate on expand-
ing their capabilities to deter Russia with a focus on 
national advantages.27 

Active NATO Operations. Aligned with NA-
TO’s force planning are multiple ongoing opera-
tions and initiatives in the land, air, and sea domains 
alongside several multinational support initiatives. 
The longest active NATO operation is the Kosovo 
Force (KFOR), which began in June 1999 pursuant 
to United Nations Security Council Resolution 1244 
following NATO air operations against the Federal 
Republic of Yugoslavia.28 Kosovo declared its inde-
pendence in 2008, but it has not been recognized 
by Serbia and remains the major divide in their 
bilateral relations. In 2023, increased tensions in 
Kosovo resulted in injuries to 25 KFOR soldiers;29 
the result was a temporary increase in KFOR troops 
that remains in place. At present, KFOR has de-
ployed approximately 5,249 soldiers (of which 690 
are American) from 33 nations to Kosovo.30 KFOR 
is the third responder after the Kosovo Police and 
the European Union (EU) Rule of Law Mission in 
Kosovo (EULEX).

NATO Integrated Air and Missile Defense 
(IAMD) provides the framework for all airspace 
operations split into the ongoing NATO Air Po-
licing and NATO Ballistic Missile Defense (BMD) 
missions. It is commanded by the Supreme Allied 
Commander Europe (SACEUR), who is always from 
the United States and is currently General Alexus G. 
Grynkewich. NATO IAMD covers the airspace of all 
81 million square kilometers of the Alliance using 
financial support and assets from across the Alli-
ance.31 NATO’s Allied Air Command, headquartered 
at Ramstein Air Force Base, oversees NATO IAMD 
missions and is always led by a U.S. Air Force Gen-
eral.32 The current commander of NATO’s Allied Air 
Command, U.S. Air Forces in Europe, and U.S. Air 
Forces in Africa (which is now a three-star position) 
is Lieutenant General Jason Hinds.33

NATO’s Air Policing mission has two Combined 
Air Operations Centres to coordinate airspace 
monitoring: one at Torrejón, Spain (for southern 
Europe), and one in Uedem, Germany (for northern 
Europe).34 NATO Air Policing houses five regional 
missions with varying ratios of American and other 
Allied forces beyond the monitoring headquarters. 
These missions are the Baltic States, Enhanced Air 
Policing on NATO’s eastern flank, the Eastern Adri-
atic and Western Balkans, Iceland, and the Bene-
lux countries.

Begun in 2004 to ensure airspace security for 
Alliance members that lacked sufficient indepen-
dent forces,35 Baltic Air Policing serves as a frontline 
defense and deterrence operation that frequently 
intercepts Russian Federation aircraft that are not 
following communications and safety protocols. 
Given the Baltic nations’ position between Russia 
and Kaliningrad, combined with Russian tensions, 
NATO air forces scrambled jets more than 300 
times in 2024 in support of this mission.36 Backed by 
rotational air forces from NATO members based in 
Lithuania and Estonia, Baltic Air Policing is carried 
out by the Italian, French, and Dutch air forces.37

Enhanced Air Policing was part of NATO’s 2014 
Assurance Measures to boost deterrence along the 
eastern flank in response to Russia’s claimed annex-
ation of Crimea.38 This included a second detach-
ment of forces in Estonia and provided additional 
voluntary national detachments to support the Ro-
manian and Bulgarian governments’ national air 
policing missions. At the moment, Spain is the main 
supporter of NATO’s Enhanced Air Policing mis-
sion in Romanian airspace, and Sweden deployed a 
Gripen fighter squadron to Poland in June 2025 to 
support Enhanced Air Policing there.39 The mission 
in Poland received intense media attention in Sep-
tember 2025 after it downed Russian drones that 
had flown deep into Polish territory.40

The remaining air missions in the Eastern Adri-
atic and Western Balkans, Iceland, and the Benelux 
countries operate in a calmer environment to se-
cure airspace and maintain interoperability. NA-
TO’s Air Policing mission over the Eastern Adriatic 
and the Western Balkans secures Allied airspace 
with minimal air assets and is covered jointly by the 
Italian, Greek, and Hungarian air forces.41 Though 
staffed for decades by U.S. forces, the Icelandic Air 
Policing mission now consists of deploying fighters 
from NATO members for three to four weeks three 
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times a year.42 Since Iceland has no military, this is 
the only way to ensure air surveillance. The Bene-
lux Air Policing mission is a pooling of assets among 
the air forces of Belgium, the Netherlands, and Lux-
embourg to provide economies of scale in airspace 
security by pooling air assets and responsibilities.43

Conceived during the first George W. Bush Ad-
ministration and agreed to in principle under the 
second Bush Administration, NATO’s final perma-
nent mission in the air is Ballistic Missile Defense, 
which is carried out with U.S. assets funded for 
deployment to bases across NATO.44 NATO BMD 
relies on a combination of radar and interceptor as-
sets including BMD-capable naval assets deployed 
to Rota, Spain; Aegis Ashore sites in Romania and 
Poland; and radar and command and control in 
Turkey and Germany as built out by America’s Eu-
ropean Phased Adaptive Approach.45 NATO BMD 
declared initial operational capability at the 2016 
Warsaw Summit and enhanced operational capabil-
ity at the 2024 Washington Summit, although full 
operational capability remains in the uncertain fu-
ture as new and existing BMD assets including na-
tional Patriot and SAMP/T batteries are networked 
with the system.46 Thus, despite all of the above mis-
sions, air defense remains an area characterized by 
critical NATO capability gaps.

NATO has several active naval operations that 
are overseen by the Allied Maritime Command 
(MARCOM) in Northwood, United Kingdom, in-
cluding Operation Baltic Sentry, Operation Sea 
Guardian, and maritime support in the Aegean Sea.47 
In January 2025, Operation Baltic Sentry deployed 
frigates and maritime patrol aircraft to the Baltic 
Sea in response to critical infrastructure and ship-
ping safety concerns with forces provided primarily 
by littoral states.48 Launched in November 2016 as 
the successor to Operation Active Endeavor, Op-
eration Sea Guardian performs maritime security, 
domain awareness, and counterterrorism missions 
in the Mediterranean Sea. It conducts “five to six 
focused operations in specific areas of interest in 
the Mediterranean” each year with a combination 
of direct support assets under NATO command and 
associated support assets that remain under na-
tional commands.49 Since 2016, NATO has utilized 
rotations of ships from Standing NATO Maritime 
Group 2 to provide enhanced domain awareness 
and support to Greece, Turkey, and Frontex (the 
EU’s border enforcement agency) for out-of-area 

migration flows across the Aegean. This support 
provides enhanced awareness and coordination for 
national partners to address the humanitarian and 
security concerns posed by mass migration.50 Final-
ly, NATO maintains two Standing NATO Maritime 
Groups (SNMG1 and SNMG2) to provide on-call 
rapid reaction naval forces under NATO command 
to deal with unexpected evolutions of the strategic 
environment as well as two Standing NATO Mine 
Countermeasures Groups (SNMCMG1 and SNMC-
MG2) to perform explosive ordnance disposal to 
secure open sea lanes.51

NATO’s remaining ongoing operations concern 
out-of-area cooperation in Iraq and with the Afri-
can Union (AU). NATO Mission Iraq started in Oc-
tober 2018 following an Iraqi government request 
to train Iraqi security forces. Focused initially on 
the military, it subsequently expanded to include 
Iraqi law enforcement agencies. NATO soldiers’ 
training activities are entirely non-combat and 
advisory, limited to those that are requested and 
permitted by the Iraqi government.52 

The NATO–AU relationship has developed over 
time since initial assistance requests in 2005. Their 
cooperation in 2025 focused on operational sup-
port, training support, and structural assistance, all 
underpinned by liaison work. Operational support 
related to strategic airlift and sealift provided to 
the AU’s mission in Somalia; training support in-
cluded access to training at NATO institutions and 
a mobile training delegation in Africa, upon request; 
structural assistance consisted of advisors provided 
by request to the AU on an annual basis with a re-
curring focus on improving the AU’s African Stand-
by Force Concept.53

Finally, NATO has expansive ongoing efforts to 
support Ukraine in its fight against Russia with a 
particular focus on arms provision, training, and 
general funding organized under the framework of 
the Comprehensive Assistance Package (CAP) for 
Ukraine.54 Chart 9 breaks down funding to Ukraine 
by the United States and each European ally with a 
further delineation among types of aid; much of the 
NATO aid has been coordinated within CAP struc-
tures. While the United States has provided the 
largest single-nation share of support to Ukraine 
so far, ongoing balancing of the figures is occurring 
thanks to the NATO Prioritized Ukraine Require-
ments List (PURL) initiative launched after the 
June 2025 Hague Summit to establish an organized 
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pathway for European allies to support Ukraine by 
paying the United States for delivery of prioritized 
weapons systems and other capabilities.55

European Political Shifts
Recent European elections have featured po-

litical shifts. Voters turned to the right in the June 
2024 European Parliament elections as the Euro-
pean People’s Party finished in pole position, and 
the European Conservatives and Reformists and 
other conservative party groupings gained seats. 

German voters continued this trend in February 
2025 as the Christian Democratic Union/Christian 
Social Union (CDU/CSU) won elections in Germany, 
heralding increased defense spending.56

However, while political change in Europe has 
been a constant, not all shifts have been toward the 
right or even toward functional government. In the 
United Kingdom (U.K.), Labour’s Keir Starmer beat 
the incumbent Conservative Party in July 2024 
elections, and France’s snap elections settled into 
a deadlocked hung parliament with a progressive 

A  heritage.org

SOURCE: Kiel Institute for the World Economy,
“Ukraine Support Tracker Data,” December 2025, 
https://www.kielinstitut.de/publications/ukraine-support- 
tracker-data-6453/ (accessed January 23, 2026).
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alliance of parties taking first place despite the 
conservative National Rally having its best night 
ever.57 This result presaged the fall of multiple 
French governing coalitions in 2025. Broadly, there 
is increased seriousness about defense capabilities 
and spending across Europe, but electoral tumult 
strengthens allied politicians’ incentives to play to 
their domestic bases, which can result in decreased 
alignment with Washington’s defense priorities.58 
The following sections analyze the military situ-
ations of European NATO allies within regional 
groupings, as geography often dictates threat and 
capabilities priorities.

Malign Chinese Influence in Europe
Regardless of geography, American policymak-

ers are intent on curbing malign Chinese influence 
in Europe, which has risen over the past decades. 
With economic and trade ties in the hundreds of 
billions of euros annually, China is now a major 
trading partner for many European countries—and 
under investigation by the EU for unfair trade prac-
tices involving a variety of goods.59

The United States remains Europe’s premier 
trading partner and investor, but Chinese invest-
ments continue to emerge across the continent. 
Encompassing sectors as diverse as ports, telecom-
munications, and car manufacturing, Chinese in-
vestment has penetrated a variety of critical sectors. 
The attractive financing terms have swayed some al-
lies, as the true costs are hidden at the outset. An il-
lustrative example is Poland’s port in Gdynia, where 
Hong Kong–based Hutchison Port Holdings con-
trols a container terminal that Hutchison leveraged 
to deny the U.S. Army equipment unloading rights 
because of a slight protrusion into their port zone.60 
With the extensive network of port investments and 
stakes detailed in Map 3, this raises concerning 
possibilities for wider problems if a conflict were 
to occur in Europe. Alternatively, with reference 
to telecommunications and cybersecurity, recent 
revelations that hackers linked to the Chinese gov-
ernment hit more than 80 countries should inspire 
vigilance.61 Yet many European countries still allow 
Chinese providers to service their national telecom-
munications networks.

While China’s malign activities are often covert, 
some have been more overt. Recent years have seen 
several high-profile Chinese espionage announce-
ments, including charges of espionage involving a 

Huawei executive in Poland (2019); a warning of 
Chinese espionage targeting sensitive industries in 
the Netherlands (2024); espionage charges against 
two men in Britain (2024); and the September 2025 
trial of a former aide to a member of the German 
Bundestag.62 China’s crowning subversive activity, 
however, is its support for Russia’s war in Ukraine, 
for which Chinese drone parts undergird Russian 
drone production lines and with Western officials 
alleging Chinese support for Russian explosives 
manufacturing as well.63 This all culminated in Chi-
nese Foreign Minister Wang Yi’s telling European 
officials that “Beijing can’t accept Russia losing its 
war against Ukraine as this could allow the United 
States to turn its full attention to China.”64

Nordic Allies: Denmark, Finland, Iceland, 
Norway, and Sweden. The Nordic nations are 
the northern bloc in NATO focused on Arctic, Bal-
tic, and Russian border security. With Finland and 
Sweden now full members of the Alliance, NATO 
reaps the full benefit of their efforts. Finland’s 2024 
Government Report on Finnish Foreign and Security 
Policy lays out the case:

Finland’s and Sweden’s NATO memberships 
and the increasingly close bilateral coopera-
tion arrangements between the Nordic coun-
tries and the United States strengthens the 
stability and security in the Baltic Sea region 
and Northern Europe, reducing the risk of the 
use of military force in Finland’s neighboring 
areas. The accession of Finland and Sweden 
to NATO also helps deepen the cooperation 
between the Nordic and Baltic countries.65

From coordinated Arctic Council actions to the 
Baltic Defender exercise and the Joint Expedition-
ary Force, America’s Nordic allies set the standard 
for Allied interoperability.66 In the air, Denmark, 
Finland, Norway, and Sweden have outlined a “Nor-
dic Warfighting Concept for Joint Air Operations” 
to achieve unitary interoperability in the Nordic 
region.67 On the ground, Denmark, Finland, Nor-
way, and Sweden all rely on BAE Systems’ Combat 
Vehicle 90 and are pursuing joint procurement for 
the next generation of infantry fighting vehicles to 
guarantee continued interoperability.68 Their in-
teroperability and integration across all military 
domains were further enhanced by their plan-
ning, hosting, and participation in NATO’s Nordic 
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MAP 3

Chinese Stakes in Ports in Europe
The People’s Republic of China and major Chinese companies subject to their strict 
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Response 2024 exercise in which more than 20,000 
soldiers from 13 Allied nations conducted joint op-
erations in Finland, Norway, and Sweden on land, 
in the air, and at sea.69 Their extensive cooperation 
has been on display in Operation Baltic Sentry, 
conducted in response to repeated Russian and 
Chinese grey-zone warfare operations in the Baltic 
Sea.70 Sweden is working to open a NATO base in 
northern Finland by 2026 to forward posture forc-
es and joint command and control for deterrence 
along Finland’s 830-mile border with Russia.71

Each nation (except Iceland) is also pursuing na-
tional efforts to strengthen its security capabilities 
with geographic concentrations: Denmark is recap-
italizing its Arctic naval forces, Finland is securing 
its land border with Russia, Norway is concen-
trating on Arctic navigation and maritime domain 
awareness, and Sweden is focused on defending 
Gotland. Norway’s effort is particularly significant, 
involving as it does a $13.5 billion contract signed 
with the U.K. to build five anti–submarine warfare 
(ASW) frigates.72 Under this program, Norway in-
tends to procure five to six new anti–submarine 
warfare frigates with anti-submarine helicopters 
integrated for full combat readiness to support its 
role in delivering maritime domain awareness and 
control in the Arctic, including the hunting of Rus-
sian submarines.73

Denmark. In February 2025, citing the Russian 
threat, the Danish government proposed a package 
to push its 2025 defense spending to more than 3 
percent of GDP.74 The Danish Defense Minister 
had announced a package of at least $1.5 billion in 
December 2024 to increase security assets in and 
around Greenland, increase staffing at Denmark’s 
Arctic Command in Nuuk (Greenland’s capital), and 
upgrade one of Greenland’s civilian airports so that 
it could handle F-35 fighters.75 This was followed 
in February 2025 by a political agreement focused 
on the Arctic and North Atlantic in Copenhagen 
dedicating 14 billion Danish kroner (roughly $2.2 
billion) to “[c]apabilities such as three new Arctic 
naval vessels, further long-range drones and sat-
ellites.…”76 All of this was capped by a $4.2 billion 
increase in defense spending in October 2025 to 
secure additional capabilities for Arctic security.77

These three packages will enable Denmark to 
strengthen its protection of Greenland. All of these 
actions preceded Denmark’s accession to the Arc-
tic Council’s chairmanship.78 These investments 

were coupled with the Danish-led Arctic Light 
2025 NATO exercise held in Greenland from Sep-
tember 9–19, 2025, with several NATO partners,79 
and the Arctic Endurance exercises that have be-
gun in 2026.80

Iceland. Iceland is a founding member of NATO 
but does not have a military. Holding a key geo-
graphic position astride transatlantic transit routes 
and the Arctic, Iceland contributed 0.0624 percent 
of NATO’s annual operating budget in 2024 per cost 
share arrangements, which works out to roughly 
€235.1 million ($254.5 million at average 2024 ex-
change rates) as its share of NATO’s overall 2024 
budget.81 Since Iceland has no military forces, its 
coast guard interfaces with NATO forces operating 
in Iceland.82 Iceland spent 6.7 billion Icelandic kro-
na ($52.2 million) on its coast guard in 2024.83

Using its 2024 GDP figure of $32.2 billion,84 Ice-
land spent roughly 0.156 percent of GDP on defense 
if all of the above figures are included. Not even half 
of the NATO target, this would make Iceland the 
lowest NATO defense spender if the government 
considered these figures defense expenditures and 
reported them to NATO. However, Iceland is in a 
critical position with respect to defense of the At-
lantic Bridge line of operation and military domain 
awareness, so its provision of access provides value 
to NATO that is not captured by its low spending.85 
The U.K. leveraged this position in November 2025 
when it deployed several P-8A Poseidon maritime 
patrol aircraft to Keflavik Air Base for patrols.86 The 
U.S. seized the Russian Bella 1 oil tanker off the Ice-
landic coast in January 2026.87

Finland. Finland entered the Alliance as a model 
member in April 2023 and planned to spend €290 
million ($334 million)—upwards of 2.5 percent 
of GDP—on defense in 2025.88 With an 830-mile 
border with Russia and a security situation that 
could “deteriorate quickly…[and] drag on for years” 
according to Finnish Defense Minister Antti Häk-
känen, Finland is committed to a modernized and 
expanded military. The Finnish Defense Forces 
have 24,000 active-duty personnel that can scale to 
280,000 troops in wartime, supported by a reserve 
force of about 870,000 troops.89

Moreover, those troop levels are not just for 
show: Finland is taking on a leading regional role. 
For example, it was the first country to forcibly 
board an oil tanker suspected of deliberate sabotage 
of Baltic Sea cables, and although the tanker ship 
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Eagle S was eventually released, Finnish authorities 
detained several crew members until legal proceed-
ings were complete.90 Finland also has augmented 
security on land: closing its land border with Russia 
in late 2023, announcing a NATO brigade deploy-
ment and hosting Exercise Dynamic Front to prac-
tice live artillery fire command-and-control and 
interoperability with NATO partners in 2024, and 
announcing its withdrawal from the Ottawa Con-
vention banning landmines to allow access to all 
necessary tools of defense.91

Norway. Norway hit the 2 percent NATO spend-
ing target in 2024 and planned to increase its de-
fense spending to 2.16 percent in 2025 with fund-
ing for additional personnel, air platforms like the 
F-35, and officer training improvements.92 Though 
now exceeding 2 percent of GDP on defense, Nor-
way may fall short of rising targets as it aims to 
reach 3 percent by 2030.93 Nevertheless, Norway 
announced a 50 billion Norwegian kroner (NOK) 
(approximately $5.1 billion) increase in its support 
for Ukraine for a total 2025 allocation of NOK 85 
billion (approximately $8.7 billion) to buttress 
Ukrainian defense industry output.94 From May 
2023 to May 2025, Norway also chaired the Arctic 
Council, where it sought to promote Allied coop-
eration and sideline Russia because of the Ukraine 
war.95 Unfortunately, these efforts largely failed 
to reduce conflict with the Russians, who accused 
Norway in March 2025 of militarizing the Svalbard 
Archipelago, a claim that Norway denied, noting its 
adherence to the 1920 treaty establishing Norwe-
gian sovereignty there.96

Because of its border with Russia, Norway keeps 
a wary eye on Russia’s main submarine bases, stra-
tegic bomber bases, and nuclear weapons storage 
sites in the Kola Peninsula, and it amended its 
Defense Cooperation Agreement with the United 
States in February 2024 to grant access to eight ad-
ditional areas concentrated in the northern part of 
the country.97 In furtherance of overall NATO co-
operation, Norway hosted nine Allied nations for 
the Joint Viking 2025 Exercise in March 2025 to 
simulate a defense of Norway.98 Tensions with allies, 
America in particular, arose in 2025. Unnamed of-
ficials challenged the security of intelligence-shar-
ing with the United States, and a Norwegian bunker 
fuel supplier refused to supply a U.S. nuclear sub-
marine, which had to turn around mid-transit.99 
Nevertheless, senior Norwegian officials publicly 

emphasize that their cooperation with the United 
States will continue. 

Sweden. Sweden became a valuable addition to 
the NATO Alliance in March 2024 and has doubled 
down on its traditional seriousness about defense 
through a heightened military training tempo, in-
creased capability development, and commitment 
to NATO integration. In October 2024, the govern-
ment announced a Total Defense Bill for 2025 to 
2030 that called for an increase of more than 170 
billion Swedish kroner (more than $16 billion) 
above current military spending, which was al-
ready above 2 percent of GDP.100 This seriousness 
is paralleled in the Swedish military’s training, es-
pecially on the strategically vital island of Gotland 
in the middle of the Baltic Sea. Swedish forces run 
continual exercise rotations to prepare to repel 
an invasion and have constructed additional bar-
racks.101 The Swedish military has also ramped up its 
Arctic training program while training U.S. forces to 
operate in the Arctic’s harsh conditions.102

As another part of NATO integration, Sweden 
has opened its Visdel Test Range, Europe’s largest 
land proving ground, to partners. To commem-
orate Sweden’s first anniversary as a member of 
NATO, American B-52H Stratofortresses escorted 
by Swedish JAS 39 Gripen fighter jets carried out 
practice drops of GBU-30 joint direct attack muni-
tions at Visdel.103 Additionally, Sweden has expand-
ed the Esrange Space Center in its North as a unique 
launch facility for Europe and has begun to launch 
military communications satellites (the first was 
launched from California in August 2024).104 Finally, 
Sweden has been a stalwart supporter of Ukraine 
and signed a letter of intent about cooperating on 
air capabilities as a first step toward a major deal for 
the export of Gripen fighters.105

Baltic Allies: Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania. 
Russia presents a conventional military threat to 
Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania that may be greater 
than the one it presents to any other NATO mem-
bers. Accordingly, these three allied countries com-
mit high percentages of their GDP to national de-
fense (all are headed to 5 percent of GDP).106 Their 
prioritization of capabilities central to defense 
against Russian invasion and grey-zone aggression 
is illustrated by joint construction of the Baltic De-
fensive Line: a set of 600 bunkers and fortified posi-
tions along their border with Russia to shape future 
invasion routes.107 Purchases of relevant capabilities, 
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from High Mobility Artillery Rocket Systems to Na-
tional Advanced Surface-to-Air Missile Systems to 
Naval Strike Missiles, all increase the Baltic forces’ 
ability to impose significant costs on any potential 
Russian invasion in order to preserve battlespace 
for the inflow of allied reinforcements.108 

Finally, the recent 2025 joint public announce-
ment by the Baltic and Polish defense ministers 
recommending that their nations withdraw from 
the Ottawa Treaty (which prohibits the produc-
tion, stockpiling, and deployment of anti-person-
nel landmines) in order to capitalize on their Bal-
tic Defensive Line indicates a recognition of the 
realities of their threat environment.109 Since the 
joint statement, Lithuania’s Ministry of Defense 
has announced a three-layer defensive scheme 
encompassing areas from Lithuania’s border with 
Russia to 50 kilometers inland. It is already un-
der construction with minefields planned for the 
first layer.110

Due to rising Russian threats and a lack of stra-
tegic depth in the Baltic States, NATO has deployed 
multinational battlegroups as tripwire forces to 
each of these three countries and Poland since 2017. 
Each battlegroup is led by a framework nation: The 
United Kingdom leads in Estonia (battlegroup total: 
1,350 soldiers); Canada leads in Latvia (battlegroup 
total: 2,450 soldiers); and Germany leads in Lithua-
nia (battlegroup total: 1,800 soldiers).111 Germany is 
continuing to expand its forces toward final deploy-
ment of its new 45th Armored Brigade by 2027.112

Eastern Flank Allies: Bulgaria, Hungary, 
Poland, Romania, and Slovakia. In March 2022, 
then-NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg 
announced NATO’s Enhanced Forward Presence 
(EFP) effort consisting of four new multinational 
NATO battlegroups deployed to Bulgaria, Hungary, 
Romania, and Slovakia (in addition to the existing 
four in the Baltic States and Poland).113 The United 
States is the framework nation in Poland; the mul-
tinational battlegroup in Bulgaria is a combined 
command between Bulgaria and Italy; Hungarian 
forces lead in Hungary with support from Croatia, 
Italy, and Turkey; and France leads the battlegroup 
in Romania.114 Personnel rotations are constant, but 

“battlegroups are not identical; their sizes and com-
positions are tailored to specific geographic factors 
and threats.”115

Bulgaria. A member of NATO since 2004, Bul-
garia continues to replace outdated Soviet gear with 

modern NATO standard equipment to enhance 
its military capabilities and interoperability. This 
process has slowed because of spending limitations 
over the past decade, although Bulgaria did spend 
more than 2 percent of GDP on defense in 2024.116 
Significant events in 2025 included the initial de-
livery in April of eight F-16 fighter jets to replace 
aging MiG-29s with another eight F-16s scheduled 
to arrive by the end of 2027.117 In September 2025, 
Bulgaria enhanced readiness and NATO interop-
erability by hosting NATO’s 20th civil emergency 
response exercise.118 Regular emergency response 
exercises help to ensure smooth coordination in di-
saster and other emergency response, such as the 
NATO response to deadly earthquakes in Turkey.119

Hungary. Hungary became a member of NATO 
in 1999 and has marked its own path within NATO 
over the past year by embracing economic openness 
to Russia and China while also approving Sweden’s 
accession to the NATO Alliance.120 Hungary has met 
the 2014 NATO Wales Summit 2 percent spending 
target since 2023; by contrast, “while the majority 
of NATO members finally reached the threshold in 
2024, NATO members over the past decade aver-
aged only 1.59 percent.”121 Given these complicating 
factors and Hungary’s position on NATO’s eastern 
flank, Prime Minister Viktor Orbán’s government 
sought freedom to limit Hungarian participation 
in all NATO actions outside the Alliance’s territo-
rial borders, which was granted in a deal whereby 
Hungary agreed not to block NATO support to 
Ukraine.122 Despite these delineations, Budapest 
welcomed President Trump’s re-election and co-
ordinates closely with Washington on Russia sanc-
tions policy as demonstrated by a January 2025 re-
versal of a threatened veto and a November 2025 
sanctions carve-out for Hungary.123

Poland. Lauded by U.S. Secretary of War Pete 
Hegseth as a “model ally,”124 Poland has taken the 
lead in Europe on securing credible deterrence ca-
pabilities in support of its NATO obligations. On 
track to reach 5 percent of GDP on defense spend-
ing, Poland has secured critical capabilities from 
American F-35 jets to South Korean K2 Tanks to 
increasing Polish 155mm artillery shell production. 
Polish defense spending has been concentrated 
on combat capabilities.125 As a result, Poland has 
emerged as a bulwark of NATO deterrence.

Romania. Romania hit the 2 percent of GDP de-
fense spending target for the third time in a decade 
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in 2025 and envisions serious additional spending 
as it expands the Mihail Kogălniceanu NATO mil-
itary base to 3,000 hectares, which will make it 
the largest NATO base by 2030.126 A key player in 
Black Sea security, Romania hosts an Aegis Ashore 
site as part of NATO’s IAMD mission.127 Romania’s 
geography, spending, and basing assets will make 
it a significant player in NATO for the foreseeable 
future, but concerns exist because of its decision 
to annul a presidential election, citing Russian in-
fluence operations.128

Slovakia. Slovakia met the 2 percent NATO tar-
get in 2025 but has refused to commit to additional 
spending beyond “a slight increase of about a tenth 
of a percent.”129 Concerns about fiscal and strategic 
overextension also underpin Prime Minister Robert 
Fico’s public opposition to Ukrainian NATO mem-
bership and to sanctions on Russia.130 Another con-
cern is that both Slovakia and Hungary continued 
to rely to a significant extent on Russian energy re-
sources in 2025.131 On a more positive note, Prime 
Minister Fico survived an assassination attempt 
in the summer of 2024 and has returned to health 
without civil unrest or government collapse.132

Balkan Allies: Albania, Croatia, Montene-
gro, North Macedonia, and Slovenia. All of NA-
TO’s Balkan members acceded to NATO in the 21st 
century after NATO interventions in Bosnia and 
Kosovo in the late 20th century, seeking to build 
trust and cooperation among historically fractious 
nations. The process has advanced NATO values 
and promoted regional cooperation, but the contri-
butions of these nations to European security have 
been commensurate with their smaller relative size.

Decades of regional integration produced a 
Joint Declaration on Strengthening Defense Co-
operation in 2025 by Croatia, Albania, and Kosovo 
(a non-NATO member with NATO KFOR still on 
the ground) that has drawn furious protests from 
Serbia, which still regards Kosovo as a breakaway 
province.133 Croatia doubled down in August 2025 
when it signed a defense agreement with Slovenia 
expanding their pre-existing ties to smooth joint 
production and exercises, which Serbia also strong-
ly criticized.134 The degree of implementation and 
the possible effects on strategic stability in the Bal-
kans remain to be seen.

Southern Allies: Greece, Italy, Portugal, 
Spain, and Turkey. For Southern European NATO 
allies, instability in the Middle East and Africa and 

Russian meddling in their backyard are the most 
pressing security threats. Nevertheless, the Medi-
terranean countries have not invested sufficiently 
in the defense capabilities needed to meet this chal-
lenge, and several have spent significant time below 
the prior 2 percent spending threshold. The lacklus-
ter defense spending in Italy, Portugal, Spain, and 
even France (which only recently reached 2 percent 
of GDP) stand in stark contrast to spending by their 
northern NATO partners

Greece. Greece’s commitment to defense spend-
ing has been steady, although this has been due 
largely to ongoing historic tensions with neigh-
boring Turkey. These tensions came into the open 
in 2024 in disputes with Italy and France over de-
fense deals with Turkey involving the air domain.135 
These disputes led Greece to pursue technology 
modernization initiatives that integrate artificial 
intelligence (AI) and drone technology into its air 
defense systems; this is an Allied capability gap, but 
Greece’s plans currently remain focused on coun-
tering Turkey.136

The Greek navy has increased its activities, par-
ticularly in the Red Sea, with Rear Admiral Vasilei-
os Gryparis assuming operational command of the 
EU’s Operation Aspides, although he is hamstrung 
with only a handful of rotating frigates.137 Adding to 
naval force generation concerns, Greece has stuck 
to “balanced relations with China”138 in discordant 
counterpoint to the American approach. America, 
for example, has blacklisted China’s COSCO Ship-
ping, which runs Greece’s Piraeus Port, and COSCO 
Shipping has refused to invest capital in the upgrad-
ing of Piraeus Port to meet modern standards.139 
However, a recent investment agreement in Greece 
with the United States Development Finance Cor-
poration signals a positive move to diversify port 
infrastructure for security.140

Another threat is Russia’s aggressive and grow-
ing presence in the Mediterranean. Russia’s hy-
personic missile tests in the eastern Mediterra-
nean, provision of intelligence that helps Houthi 
terrorists to target commercial shipping in the 
Red Sea, and redeployment of forces from Syria 
to Libya are directly compounding instability and 
conflict.141 Redoubled Greek force generation and 
capabilities will be essential to addressing these 
worrying trends.

Italy. Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni has one of 
the best relationships with President Trump among 



﻿

135The Heritage Foundation | heritage.org/military

NATO leaders,142 but Italy seems to lack political 
will when it comes to spending on defense. Mili-
tary leaders have declared that “our commitment 
to the security of the Red Sea and other crisis areas 
must fund support through additional funding that 
goes beyond the scope envisaged with the recent 
approval of the budget law.”143 Instead, Italian pol-
iticians have been content to commit minimal Ital-
ian troops to NATO operations and have Italy serve 
as host for Allied Joint Force Command Naples.144

Italy has been a leader in EU operations such as 
the anti-piracy Operation Atalanta off the Horn of 
Africa and Operation Irini, responsible for enforc-
ing the United Nations arms embargo against Libya, 
but both operations strain under limited assets.145 
Ideally, Italian operations related to Libya can give 
NATO leverage to deny Russian forces a new basing 
foothold to replace their location in Syria. Scattered 
strategic commitments and insufficient defense 
resourcing, if continued, will complicate Article 3 
commitments that lie at the heart of NATO’s assur-
ance of collective defense in the contested Mediter-
ranean strategic environment.

Portugal. Portugal developed ties with the Unit-
ed States during World War II, when it granted 
America use of the Azores to move naval and air as-
sets across the Atlantic, and after the war became 
a founding member of NATO.146 However, it has 
lagged behind most other European allies by spend-
ing only 1.55 percent of GDP on defense in 2024 and 
reaching 2 percent only in 2025.147 This is primarily 
the result of a disconnect between NATO’s focus on 
securing the eastern flank against Russian aggres-
sion and Portugal’s position on the far Western edge 
of Europe. However, as NATO Secretary General 
Rutte noted during his January 2025 visit to Por-
tugal, NATO realizes it will need to deal with “chal-
lenges coming from the southern neighborhood,” 
and Russian ships and aircraft still lurk nearby.148

Spain. Consistent with past practice, Spain spent 
only 1.43 percent of GDP on defense in 2024.149 
Prime Minister Pedro Sánchez has promised to ac-
celerate defense spending—a potential boon to the 
Alliance as Spain is the eurozone’s fourth-largest 
economy—but he faces political challenges from 
his hard-left coalition members.150 Confronted 
by rising allied pressures, Spain has announced 
a €2.08 billion ($2.4 billion) increase in defense 
procurement and a €1 billion ($1.15 billion) mili-
tary assistance package to Ukraine for 2025 (this 

helped Madrid reach 2 percent in 2025).151 Howev-
er, Spain has explicitly rejected the 5 percent de-
fense spending target adopted at NATO’s June 2025 
Hague Summit in favor of social spending.152 That 
lower budgets mean lower capabilities is perhaps 
best demonstrated in Spain’s case by its decision 
not to buy F-35 jet fighters, instead holding out for 
the sixth-generation European Future Combat Air 
System, which will not be operational until 2045.153

Turkey. Turkey has been a pivotal ally for coun-
terterrorism force projection by American and 
NATO forces into the Middle East but has clashed 
with NATO over Sweden’s accession to the Alliance, 
cooperation with Russia, and historic grievances 
with Greece. In January 2024, Turkey became the 
final NATO ally to ratify Sweden’s NATO accession, 
having used its leverage to force changes in Swedish 
anti-terrorism laws, compel extradition of wanted 
individuals to Turkey, and ensure new arms sales 
from Washington.154 U.S.–Turkey relations have im-
proved with a sale of the latest Block 70 F-16s, but 
Ankara’s 2019 decision to purchase Russia’s S-400 
air defense system led the United States to expel 
Turkey from the F-35 fighter jet program.155 

Tensions between Greece and Turkey have 
surged over the Greek government’s plans for a 
Greece–Cyprus–Israel power link, which Turkey 
claims will violate its territorial waters.156 Neverthe-
less, the fall of the Assad regime has raised the pos-
sibility of cooperation on security in Syria as Turkey 
seeks to establish stability on its southern border 
to permit the millions of Syrian refugees hosted by 
Ankara to return home.157 This could also build on 
cooperation by Turkey, Romania, and Bulgaria in 
the framework of a joint counter-mine task force 
in the Black Sea to ensure safe shipping.158 Despite 
significant pitfalls, if positive momentum can be 
sustained (or even expanded with a possible return 
of Russian S-400 systems159), NATO cohesion could 
improve, and threats from the Alliance’s southern 
flank could be reduced.

Western and Central European Allies: Bel-
gium, the Czech Republic, France, Germa-
ny, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, and the 
United Kingdom.

Belgium. Brussels is host to NATO’s headquar-
ters, but Belgium has failed to meet NATO spend-
ing targets for more than a decade, although Prime 
Minister Bart De Wever and Defense Minister Theo 
Francken did raise Belgian defense spending to the 
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Wales Summit goal of 2 percent in 2025.160 Connect-
ed to this increase, Belgium’s order of 34 F-35 jet 
fighters was scheduled to arrive in 2025, and the 
government is looking at new purchases of F-35s 
and an anti–submarine warfare frigate.161 The F-35s 
will be put to use as Belgium leads NATO’s Benelux 
Air Policing mission. Belgium also brings financial 
acumen to the Alliance as host to the Society for 
Worldwide Interbank Financial Telecommunica-
tions (SWIFT). SWIFT has been a critical part of 
coordinated Allied actions to punish Russia for ag-
gression in Ukraine and is a keystone of Western 
economic leverage.162 Belgium is also shifting to 
investment in European defense firms to expand 
the allied defense industrial base.163

The Czech Republic. The Czech Republic spent 
2 percent of GDP on defense in 2024 and has an-
nounced plans to reach 3 percent of GDP by 2030.164 
This increased focus on national security follows an 
October 2023 “Defence Strategy of the Czech Re-
public” in which Minister of Defence Jana Černo-
chová acknowledged “a highly deteriorated security 
situation” while criticizing past “political apathy 
and chronic underfunding.”165 The Czech Republic 
has a long history of successful weapons manufac-
turing with domestic arms makers such as Česká 
zbrojovka a.s. helping to modernize Czech military 
equipment.166 

The government has backed its rhetoric on 
Ukraine with direct aid and coproduction support. 
The Czech ammunition initiative for Ukraine, for 
example, has won plaudits for delivering hundreds 
of thousands of 155 mm artillery rounds to Ukraine 
that it bought from world markets, and the initia-
tive was extended into 2025.167 The Czech Repub-
lic also has signed agreements with the Ukrainian 
defense industry to produce its NATO-standard 
rifles for Ukraine’s soldiers in Ukraine, building up 
a long-term supply pipeline.168

France. France is a unique NATO ally with its 
Gaullist streak of independence, status as a sec-
ondary NATO nuclear power, and tradition of 
maintaining an expeditionary force. France became 
a nuclear power in the 1960s and today maintains 
a force of nuclear-capable Rafale jets to launch 
ASMP-A nuclear-armed cruise missiles and a fleet 
of three Triomphant-class ballistic missile subma-
rines with a set of M-51 submarine-launched ballis-
tic missiles (SLBMs) with multiple independently 
targetable re-entry vehicles (MIRVs).169 France is 

not a member of NATO’s Nuclear Planning Group, 
but its nuclear capabilities complicate adversary 
calculations, as does France’s strategic ambiguity 
policy with respect to vital interests with European 
dimensions.170

The French military has long guarded an inde-
pendent expeditionary capability but is now un-
dergoing a transition to focus on high-intensity 
warfare against more equal adversaries.171 Addition-
ally, President Emmanuel Macron has proposed a 
force built from a coalition of the willing to moni-
tor any ceasefire or peace deal in Ukraine pursuant 
to Washington’s insistence that American troops 
will not deploy.172 As part of its operational inde-
pendence, the French navy retains a carrier group 
centered on the Charles de Gaulle aircraft carrier, 
which deploys worldwide, including to French ter-
ritories in the Indo–Pacific.173 However, despite the 
Red Sea’s strategic importance in linking French 
territories, France declined to join America’s Op-
eration Prosperity Guardian, relying instead on the 

“lowest common denominator of agreement” repre-
sented by the purely defensive operations conduct-
ed as part of Operation Aspides, a European Union 
mission to accompany EU nations’ vessels through 
the Red Sea.174

Germany. Germany will necessarily play a cen-
tral role in deterring Russian conventional aggres-
sion against NATO allies in Europe. Its Zeitenwende 
fund and current relaxing of debt limits for defense 
are valuable steps to rectify massive defense un-
derinvestment. Additionally, Germany is the sec-
ond-biggest contributor of military aid to Ukraine 
behind the United States. Germany is set to deploy 
an armored brigade permanently to Lithuania; an 
estimated 500 of an eventual 5,000 soldiers of the 
45th Armored Brigade were deployed there in 2025, 
and the rest were scheduled to deploy by the end 
of the year.175

Germany is leading the effort to close NATO 
air defense capability gaps through its Sky Shield 
initiative, which brings together 21 nations to pro-
cure and deploy short-range, medium-range, and 
long-range air defense systems to blunt missile 
threats from Russia as successfully demonstrated in 
Ukraine.176 In 2024, Germany broke ground on Eu-
rope’s first Patriot missile plant to ensure a steady 
supply of these critical air defense munitions.177 The 
German military is also planning to purchase an 
updated version of the German-produced Taurus 



﻿

137The Heritage Foundation | heritage.org/military

long-range strike missiles to deepen alarmingly 
light precision munitions stockpiles in Europe.178 
If Germany continues to augment its defense in-
vestments, NATO security will improve in the 
years ahead.

Luxembourg. Among the world’s smallest coun-
tries, Luxembourg has around 671,000 citizens 
though they are among the richest in the world at 
$132,800 per capita.179 Its economic vitality and sta-
tus as a NATO founding member have not translat-
ed into meeting NATO defense spending commit-
ments: Luxembourg has spent below 2 percent of 
GDP on defense every year since 2014, when NATO 
agreed on that minimum, before hitting 2 percent 
in 2025.180 Luxembourg has moved to modernize 
its armored vehicles for better joint operation of 
its 900-soldier army with Belgium, has joined the 
NATO SATCOM consortium to enhance secure sat-
ellite communications for the Alliance, and foresaw 
opportunities to strengthen NATO cybersecurity by 
leveraging private-sector expertise.181

The Netherlands. The Netherlands did not 
meet NATO’s 2 percent of GDP defense spending 
guideline until 2024, but it occupies a vital place 
in U.S. strategy toward China through the compli-
ance of ASML, a company that makes cutting-edge 
chip-manufacturing technology, with U.S. export 
restrictions on China.182 The Netherlands was set 
to reach 2 percent in 2025, but the conservative 
People’s Party for Freedom and Democracy (VVD) 
is having trouble convincing other political parties 
to agree to raise defense spending to 3.5 percent.183 
However, all Dutch parties that won seats in the 
October 2025 national election support raising de-
fense spending to meet targets from the 2025 NATO 
summit in The Hague.184 The government signed 
an agreement to buy four attack submarines from 
France to upgrade the current fleet and add cruise 
missile capability with Tomahawk missiles—a ca-
pability missing from the current submarine fleet 
but important to mission flexibility.185 This invest-
ment in strengthening NATO defense of vital sea 
lanes complements the central importance of the 
Port of Rotterdam in NATO’s defense planning for 
theater-level contingencies.

The United Kingdom. America has long had a 
special relationship with the United Kingdom. 
Like France, the U.K. is a secondary NATO nuclear 
power with a sea-based nuclear deterrent centered 
around the Vanguard-class submarine fleet with the 

future replacement Dreadnought-class submarine 
fleet under construction.186 Through the Mutual 
Defense Agreement (MDA), which was set on an 

“enduring basis” in 2024, the United States works 
closely with the U.K. on nuclear deterrence.187 In 
2025, the U.K. and France issued the Northwood 
Declaration pledging joint coordination on nuclear 
weapons issues in an agreement between NATO’s 
non-U.S. nuclear powers.188

In 2024, Prime Minister Keir Starmer initiat-
ed an independent “root and branch review of UK 
defence” led by former NATO Secretary General 
Lord Robertson “to ensure [that] Britain is secure 
at home and strong abroad.”189 Published on June 
2, 2025, the Strategic Defence Review presented 
an extensive set of findings and recommendations 
stemming from an acknowledgement that “UK 
Armed Forces have begun the necessary process of 
change in response to this new reality. But progress 
has not been fast or radical enough.”190 Funding for 
recommended improvements will come from the 
promised rise to 2.5 percent of annual GDP spent 
on defense by April 2027 and an ambition to meet 3 
percent of annual GDP sometime in the next parlia-
ment, although concerns remain about implemen-
tation hurdles sidelining reforms.191

The United Kingdom’s two aircraft carriers, 
the Royal Navy’s HMS Queen Elizabeth and HMS 
Prince of Wales, have faced technical and mainte-
nance problems in recent years that have led to 
speculation about their potential scrapping.192 De-
spite these concerns, both carriers have conduct-
ed up-tempo operations, and both were at sea in 
November 2024.193 To maximize Alliance presence 
beyond American naval assets, the U.K. and France 
agreed in 2023 to coordinate aircraft carrier deploy-
ments to “protect our shared values and interests 
around the globe” in an example of force multiplica-
tion through allied coordination.194 The U.K. is now 
Ukraine’s third-ranked nation-state supporter after 
the U.S. and Germany with more than €14 billion 
(about $16.3 billion) in aid.195 The U.K. also hosts 
the Allied Maritime Command (MARCOM), which 
oversees NATO maritime operations.196

There are two major concerns about the U.K.’s 
contribution to European security: declining force 
generation and an isolated defense industrial base. 
While a detailed breakdown of U.K. military forc-
es and their structures is beyond the scope of this 
study, the difficulties in force generation, both on 
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the personnel side and on the technical side, are 
significant. Additionally, the European Union is 
set to place exclusionary hurdles in the way of U.K. 
arms manufacturers participating in the EU’s larg-
est program to expand the NATO defense industrial 
base in Europe.197

NATO Capability Gaps
European partners, finally awakening to a 

threatening global environment, are retooling their 
armed forces to deter Russia. The trend line is clear 
when one considers the more than 200 percent in-
crease in arms imports from the United States from 
2019 to 2023, nearly all NATO allies meeting 2 per-
cent defense spending in 2025, and ongoing efforts 
across the continent to reopen shuttered produc-
tion lines and build or expand production lines for 
such key capabilities as Patriot missiles.198 However, 
without careful planning, strategic urgency could 
devolve into strategic panic rather than strategic 
success. This concern is strengthened by Supreme 
Allied Commander Transformation Admiral Pierre 
Vandier’s statement indicating that “Allies are al-
ready 30% behind in delivering on existing capa-
bility targets.”199 It is therefore critical to focus on 
deterrence capabilities that lack sufficient bulk 
across the Alliance and often depend on Ameri-
can provision.

NATO has put significant effort into deter-
rence planning through implementation of the 
Deterrence and Defense of the Euro-Atlantic Area 
(DDA) Concept, but European NATO allies still 
lack numerous critical capabilities, some of which 
will likely not be available for years.200 These gaps 
break down into several broad categories: pre-
cision-strike capabilities; integrated air-missile 
defense; command, control, communications, 
computers, intelligence, surveillance, and recon-
naissance (C4ISR); next-generation capabilities; 
and logistics across domains.

Europe currently lacks American capacity in 
rocket artillery and precision strike. The American 
M270 Multiple Launch Rocket System (MLRS) and 
M142 High Mobility Artillery Rocket System (HI-
MARS), paired with the Guided Multiple Launch 
Rocket System (GMLRS) or MGM-140 Army Tac-
tical Missile System (ATACMS), have been the 
traditional rocket artillery solution across NATO, 
but many European allies are moving away from 
these systems.201 As a result, the United States’ 

next-generation long-range precision-strike mis-
sile (PrSM), designed to be fired from the MLRS 
and HIMARS platforms, is not interoperable with 
all NATO systems despite performance leads on 
current non-U.S. long-range missiles like Storm 
Shadow and Scalp, and future Anglo–French and 
German missiles will not be arriving until the late 
2020s.202 To assure conventional deterrence against 
a potential Russian foe with active production lines 
focused on long-range strike missiles and drones, 
NATO must find ways to close the gap.

NATO allies in Europe are scrambling to procure 
sufficient air defense assets to counter short-range, 
medium-range, and long-range threats, but the ca-
pabilities gap is dire; as NATO Admiral Vandier has 
noted, “we can’t even say today that we are protect-
ing our deployed soldiers satisfactorily.”203 Ameri-
ca’s allies in Europe are concentrating on closing 
this gap through efforts like the European Sky 
Shield Initiative (21 nations led by Germany) that 
is pursuing air defense capabilities at each range. 
Germany has already signed contracts for the short-
range Skyranger 30 system, the medium-range In-
fra-Red Imaging System-Tail/Thrust Vector Con-
trolled (IRIS-T SLM), and Israel’s range-agnostic 
Arrow 3 system and is opening a Patriot missile pro-
duction facility with production scheduled to be-
gin in 2027.204 If all of the allies remain committed 
to procurement of air defense assets, this gap will 
likely begin to close for deployed forces before 2030.

U.S. assets have traditionally been the backbone 
of C4ISR systems within NATO, but global demands 
on these assets will require European partners to 
increase their contributions. On a positive note, 
NATO allies are now fielding F-35 Lightning II 
fifth-generation fighter aircraft with an expectation 
of more than 400 fighters across Europe by 2030, 
and the platforms’ initial test runs in Europe by U.S. 
squadrons have sent very positive signals about the 
significant increase in aerial ISR capabilities that 
they provide.205 Starlink has provided essential sat-
ellite communications and command-and-control 
(C2) capabilities to Ukraine in addition to support-
ing internet and communication access for civilian 
users independent of local power grids.206 

Europe’s dependence is similar, as no European 
capability can replace Starlink’s communications 
infrastructure, although several systems from 
companies like Eutelsat, SES, and Hispasat offer 
satellite connectivity, and the EU is developing the 
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satellite constellation Infrastructure for Resilience, 
Interconnectivity and Security by Satellite (IRIS2) 
for government and military use with initial oper-
ational capability planned for 2031.207 In the larger 
view, Europe is looking to expand its space-based 
capabilities through new spaceports from Portugal’s 
Azores to Sweden’s Esrange.208 However, European 
competitors lag far behind American companies in 
the development of their rocket launch programs. 
A paradigmatic example occurred in March 2025 
when a rocket, partially funded by NATO’s Innova-
tion Fund, blasted off from Norway’s Andøya Space 
Center only to crash into the sea 30 seconds later.209 
It is therefore imperative that Allied collaboration 
be improved and enhanced European satellite in-
telligence capabilities be secured.210

“NATO has not changed for 30 years,” Admiral 
Vandier has complained, and this is reflected in de-
layed adoption of technology with incentives slant-
ed in favor of legacy platforms, a dynamic that de-
lays artificial intelligence and drone integration.211 
Russia has surged drone production to around 1.4 
million units a year since invading Ukraine and 
has integrated them into battlefield strategy, and 
Ukraine’s unmanned systems commander, Colo-
nel Vadym Sukharevskyi, has warned that NATO 
nations are not ready for the challenges of mass 
and AI integration posed by Russian drone tactics 
and production.212 The United States has worked to 
increase its drone production, but concerns about 
effectiveness and production quantities persist.213 
With respect to effectiveness, in another frontier 
technology, the United States maintains a lead rel-
ative to its European partners on the development 
of AI models and quantum computing on the tech-
nological frontier.214

Finally, even if substantial gains are achieved in 
the above capabilities, as Senator Sam Nunn (D–
GA) once observed, “at some point numbers do 
count,”215 and European NATO allies face alarming 
shortfalls in strategic airlift and infrastructure to 
move forces and assets to the Alliance’s borders. 
However, outstanding orders among Alliance 
members to procure A400M Transport Aircraft 
and A330 Multi-Role Tanker Transport planes will 
lend greater strategic airlift capacity.216

With respect to military mobility over ground 
infrastructure, the picture is significantly worse. 
Emblematic of the physical issues are the bureau-
cratic issues: The European Court of Auditors, for 

example, found that granting authorization to move 
forces across national borders would take up to 45 
days for the majority of countries.217 The “narrow 
roads, insufficient rail capacity, mismatched rail 
gauges, [and] limited data” that characterize Eu-
rope’s underfunded physical transport networks 
are another major issue.218

U.S. Military Presence in Europe
U.S. military forces have access to many bases 

across Europe. With more than 20 American mil-
itary bases on allied territory and numerous bilat-
eral military access agreements in place, pure mil-
itary access is not a problem for American forces 
in the European theater. Recent history, from the 
Gulf War to the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq to the 
withdrawal of U.S. and coalition forces from Afghan-
istan, demonstrates the value of access to military 
basing in Europe.219 This supporting foundation is 
strengthened by prepositioned stocks of U.S. mili-
tary assets in U.S. European Command (EUCOM) 
to safeguard deterrence credibility with Army, Air 
Force, and Marine stocks present in theater.220 
These stocks would come into play primarily after 
the initiation of hostilities with U.S. military forc-
es already deployed to Europe engaging in initial 
combat activities.

As of September 2025, the United States had just 
over 67,500 military personnel deployed to EUCOM 
countries with 67,847 active-duty and 1,742 Nation-
al Guard and Reserve personnel.221 Supplementing 
these permanently deployed forces since 2014 has 
been a steady flow of Operation Atlantic Resolve 
rotational forces to reassure European allies and 
build interoperability following Russia’s seizure 
of Crimea.222 Deployed sequentially in continuous 
replacement of the prior force, these military per-
sonnel span the branches and have been stationed 
primarily in Poland, although they have exercised 
and trained across NATO’s eastern flank as well as 
in Germany.223

Critical U.S. Military Installations in Europe. 
American bases support EUCOM operations across 
the continent in addition to U.S. Africa Command 
(AFRICOM), but permanent forces are concentrat-
ed mostly in Germany, Italy, the United Kingdom, 
Spain, and Belgium.

Germany. Germany hosts numerous American 
military facilities, notably Ramstein Air Base; U.S. 
Army Garrison (USAG) Bavaria; USAG Stuttgart; 
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and USAG Rheinland-Pfalz (particularly Land-
stuhl). Ramstein Air Base is a linchpin for the Amer-
ican presence in EUCOM as the U.S. Air Force’s 
European headquarters hosting critical airlift re-
sources run by the 86th Airlift Wing, including C-21, 
C-37, and C-130J aircraft backed by the 521st Air 
Mobility Operations Wing’s provision of command 
and control, maintenance, and air transportation 
services across the theater.224

USAG Bavaria hosts thousands of U.S. troops, but 
its operational impact is channeled through three 
subordinate facilities: the Grafenwoehr Train-
ing Area, Joint Multinational Readiness Center 
(JMRC), and NATO School. Run by the 7th Army 
Training Command, the Grafenwoehr Training 
Area enables live, virtual, and constructive train-
ing across the full suite of capabilities from small 
arms to close air support and is the largest U.S. 
Army permanent training area in Europe.225 Also 
under 7th Army Training Command, the JMRC, 
located near Hohenfels, integrates multinational 
participation into every rotation of U.S. forces and 
can train groups as large as a Brigade Task Force 
across a 163 square km training ground where key 

NATO units have trained.226 The NATO School falls 
within USAG Bavaria’s remit and has been the key 
operational training facility for NATO since 1953, 
enhancing Alliance interoperability and cohesion.227

USAG Stuttgart houses two combatant com-
mands across its five installations and also serves 
as the primary hub for military cargo in theater.228 
Headquartered at USAG Stuttgart’s Patch Barracks, 
EUCOM is the combatant command for U.S. mili-
tary forces in Europe who “protect and defend the 
U.S. and its NATO Allies and partners through de-
terrence, peacekeeping and military operations.”229 
Headquartered at USAG Stuttgart’s Kelley Bar-
racks, AFRICOM is the combatant command for 
U.S. military forces in Africa and oversees a part-
ner-focused strategy across an area of responsibility 

“of 53 African states, more than 800 ethnic groups, 
over 1,000 languages, vast natural resources, a land 
mass of 11.2 million square miles (three-and-a-half 
times the size of the U.S.), and nearly 19,000 miles of 
coastland.”230 Stuttgart Army Airfield in Filderstadt 
houses EUCOM’s and AFRICOM’s aviation arms 
and serves as the primary platform for military car-
go, making it central to any in-theater operations.231

A  heritage.org
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USAG Rheinland-Pfalz provides support ser-
vices for U.S. forces in Europe, but its critical sub-
ordinate entity is the Landstuhl Regional Medical 
Center.232 The only U.S. medical center in Europe, 
Landstuhl Regional Medical Center marked 70 
years of successful operation in 2023 with a 99 
percent survival rate for “wounded, injured and ill” 
troops.233 Landstuhl, the only verified Level II Trau-
ma Center outside America, is the evacuation and 
treatment center for four combatant commands 
across three continents and has treated thousands 
of beneficiaries a month with no ready alternative.234 
The critical operations occurring at these various 
facilities demonstrate why Germany has the highest 
U.S. troop deployments in EUCOM.

Italy. Italy hosts several U.S. military facilities, 
notably Naval Support Activity Naples and Naval 
Air Station (NAS) Sigonella. The Commander, U.S. 
Naval Forces Europe-Africa (NAVEUR-NAVAF), is 
headquartered at Naval Support Activity Naples, a 
crucial American military installation where the 
U.S. Navy Sixth Fleet is based.235 U.S. Sixth Fleet 
operates “hundreds of ships, submarines and air-
craft” alongside additional NAVEUR-NAVAF forces 
across an area of responsibility that “covers more 
than 20 million square nautical miles of ocean, 
touches three continents and encompasses more 
than 67 percent of the Earth’s coastline, 30 percent 
of its landmass, and nearly 30 percent of the world’s 
population.”236 These operations include highly 
complex joint exercise carrier deployments in the 
Mediterranean Sea.237 Nicknamed the “Hub of the 
Med,” NAS Sigonella is a core pillar for U.S. oper-
ations across the European, African, and Central 
combatant commands with growing demands that 
make it a “strategic center of the Mediterranean 
and Near East.”238 The Iranian threat and ongoing 
military activity around the Red Sea ensure that 
NAS Sigonella will remain important to U.S. defense 
and deterrence.

The United Kingdom. The United Kingdom hosts 
significant U.S. military presence at several facili-
ties, notably Royal Air Force (RAF) Alconbury, RAF 
Croughton, and RAF Lakenheath. RAF Alconbury 
has a history of intelligence activity, including Air 
Force imagery intelligence (IMINT) units with 
ties to the U.K.’s Joint Aerial Reconnaissance In-
telligence Centre (JARIC), but has faced repeated 
efforts to close the base and consolidate forces.239 
Following analysis in the early 2020s, the United 

States chose to retain forces at RAF Alconbury 
and “develop a master plan for long-term Joint In-
telligence Analysis Center (JIAC) mission support” 
with intelligence and communications provisions 
worldwide and military support work across Eu-
rope, Africa, and the Middle East.240

RAF Croughton is the headquarters of the 422nd 
Air Base Group, which “delivers worldwide commu-
nications” with public recognition that those com-
munications include “approximately a third of all 
U.S. military communications in Europe.”241 RAF 
Lakenheath hosts the U.S. Air Force’s 48th Fighter 
Wing, which includes two F-15E Strike Eagle squad-
rons and two F-35 squadrons set to reach full oper-
ational capability in 2025.242 Contracts have been 
awarded to build the facilities necessary to store U.S. 
nuclear weapons at RAF Lakenheath, a mission it 
last held during the Cold War243 and one that would 
improve the security of NATO’s strategic deterrent 
through diversity of positioning. These diverse mis-
sions support essential elements of American pow-
er protection and adversary deterrence in Europe.

Spain. Spain hosts two U.S. bases, the primary 
one being Naval Station Rota, which oversees crit-
ical naval radar ships dedicated to NATO’s IAMD 
mission. Naval Station Rota is the headquarters of 
the Commander of Naval Activities Spain, who co-
ordinates U.S. Navy activities across Spain and Por-
tugal under NAVEUR-NAVAF direction from Na-
ples.244 Naval Station Rota provides cargo, fuel, and 
logistics support from the largest weapons and fuel 
facilities in Europe to units transiting the region 
in support of U.S. and NATO operations.245 Four 
U.S. Navy Arleigh Burke–class destroyers equipped 
with Aegis Baseline 9 Ballistic Missile Defense sys-
tems are homeported in Rota as “a component of 
EUCOM’s regional missile defense strategies.”246 
Through these activities, U.S. forces based at Naval 
Station Rota undergird EUCOM operations across 
the theater.

Belgium. The central U.S. military facility that 
Belgium hosts is U.S. Army Garrison Benelux–
Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers Europe 
(SHAPE), which is the headquarters of NATO Al-
lied Command Operations.247 SHAPE is the head-
quarters of the Supreme Allied Commander Europe 
(SACEUR) and his staff, who are responsible for all 
NATO operations including training and concepts 
and doctrine.248 Traditionally, SACEUR has been 
dual-hatted as EUCOM Commander, and therefore 
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a U.S. military officer, and runs military planning, 
“including the identification of forces required for 
the mission,” and “makes recommendations to NA-
TO’s political and military authorities on any mil-
itary matter that may affect his ability to carry out 
his responsibilities.”249 These sweeping responsibil-
ities and the integration with EUCOM forces make 
SACEUR a vital position for U.S. national interests 
and advocacy of increased allied contributions.250

U.S. Unique Capability Backing in Europe
Ballistic Missile Defense (BMD). American 

capabilities are essential to the functioning of 
NATO BMD.251 The Alliance’s BMD systems include 
the NATO BMD command center (hosted at Ram-
stein Air Base); BMD radar at Kürecik (U.S. radar); 
Aegis Ashore sites at Deveselu Air Base and Redzi-
kowo military base (Aegis Ashore is a U.S.-provid-
ed system with American military operators); four 
BMD-capable Aegis ships at Rota (all U.S. ships); 
and additional air and missile defense systems 
and ships (including Patriot systems of U.S. design, 
manufacture, and provision).252 Provision of these 
systems cost the United States approximately $2.3 
billion from 2011 to 2023.253 NATO BMD is a criti-
cal capability in view of the threat posed by Iran’s 
ballistic missile program and nuclear enrichment 
efforts, but it features more limited allied buy-in 
than might be expected given its role in protecting 
European allies.

U.S. Nuclear Umbrella and Extended De-
terrence. NATO has declared that “[a]s long as 
nuclear weapons exist, NATO will remain a nu-
clear alliance.”254 Three nuclear weapons states 
(France, the U.K., and the United States) are mem-
bers of NATO, but the principal responsibility for 
the Alliance’s nuclear deterrent falls to the United 
States because of its larger nuclear stockpile, will-
ingness and capability to deploy nuclear weapons 
forward, and history of countering the Kremlin’s 
nuclear designs in Europe.255 The NATO Nuclear 
Planning Group (NNPG) coordinates the Alliance’s 
nuclear deterrence missions and oversees the nu-
clear-sharing mission, which is divided into three 
separate but interconnected segments: storage of 
U.S. B-61 thermonuclear gravity bombs, hosting of 
Dual-Capable Aircraft (DCA) equipped to carry out 
a nuclear strike with B-61s, and the Conventional 
Support for Nuclear Operations (CSNO) mission 
(formerly SNOWCAT).256

The U.S. distributes tactical nuclear weapons at 
various bases throughout Europe. Poland has ex-
pressed a desire to join the NATO nuclear mission 
by hosting American nuclear weapons, which some 
U.S. experts think could strengthen NATO’s nuclear 
posture.257 However, no decision has been public-
ly announced.

Several U.S. allies that employ DCA are equipped 
to carry out a strike with B-61 nuclear bombs.258 On 
June 24, 2025, the United Kingdom announced that 
it will purchase 12 F-35As and join NATO’s DCA 
mission, building on the U.K.’s current subma-
rine-only nuclear deterrent.259 However, Turkey’s 
purchase of a Russian S-400 air defense system 
led the U.S. to exclude it from the F-35 program, so 
Turkey will have no access to the most cutting-edge 
DCA platform. Notably, Poland has already re-
ceived the first of 32 F-35 jet fighters that are on 
order, which would allow a smoother entry into nu-
clear-sharing arrangements.260 The rollout of the 
fifth-generation F-35 is welcome news for nuclear 
deterrence in Europe, but the technical sufficien-
cy of older platforms that still serve as the prima-
ry DCA fleet, including F-15s, F-16s, and Tornados, 
remains a matter of concern, especially because 
of life-cycle maintenance and air defense vulner-
ability issues.261

Conventional Support for Nuclear Operations, 
broadened from SNOWCAT to include a variety of 
support domains, is carried out by seven allies: the 
Czech Republic, Denmark, Greece, Hungary, Nor-
way, Poland, and Romania.262 Further details of this 
mission are not public because of its sensitivity and 
the no-acceptable-failure nature of its task, but it is 
possible that, in view of recent U.S.–Swedish escort 
missions displaying bilateral cooperation in the air, 
Sweden could join as a new ally.263

Ultimately, however, NATO’s nuclear deterrent 
is dependent on America’s provision of extended 
deterrence. It is settled U.S. Air Force doctrine that, 

“[r]egardless of how they are used, the employment 
of nuclear weapons yields effects at the strategic 
level,” and “only the President can authorize strate-
gic attack employing nuclear weapons.”264 With spe-
cific reference to NATO, Air Force doctrine is clear: 

“The sole authority to transfer US nuclear weapons 
for NATO employment remains with the US Presi-
dent.”265 This doctrine is reinforced by NATO struc-
tures and secured operationally by two require-
ments: The North Atlantic Council would have to 
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vote in favor of employing the B-61 bombs, provided 
by America, in a nuclear strike, and such a mission 
would be within the purview of the Supreme Allied 
Commander Europe, who is always a U.S. military 
officer partly for this reason.266 Technically, all U.S. 
nuclear weapons are secured through Permissive 
Action Links (PALs) with redundant coded switch 
systems that render the weapons unusable without 
permissions provided by the U.S. President through 
nuclear command and control.267 

Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnais-
sance (ISR). ISR is a multifaceted combination of 
numerous information sources that is used to pro-
vide a comprehensive battlefield picture and is most 
often carried out in the military domain through a 
mix of crewed and uncrewed aircraft coupled with 
satellite platforms. The United States dominates 
the provision of ISR within the Alliance. “[T]he 
bulk of the ISR employed [in Ukraine],” for example, 

“has been provided by the United States.”268

NATO continues to depend on American ISR op-
erations because of past low investment by Europe-
an partners. Non-U.S. NATO countries, for example, 
have only 11 signals intelligence (SIGINT) aircraft 
in service, while the U.S. Air Force has an inventory 
of 17 “big wing” SIGINT aircraft. This reliance is 
further demonstrated by the NATO ISR Force’s re-
liance on variants of U.S. company Northrop Grum-
man’s Global Hawk unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV), 
American UAVs being the only low-observable vari-
ants within NATO.269 Capping this capabilities gap 
is the military satellite constellations gap with 246 
acknowledged U.S. military satellites in the sky 
compared to 49 for European NATO members as 
of May 2023.270 European efforts are underway with 
European companies under contract to develop and 
procure comparable systems to shoulder part of the 
ISR burden, but those capabilities will not begin to 
arrive until later in this decade.

Strategic Air: Transport and Tanker Air-
craft. NATO has affirmed the value of “strategic 
airlift capabilities that enable forces to be quickly 
deployed to wherever they are needed.”271 However, 
American assets play an outsized role in backstop-
ping this central capability. As of 2025, the Unit-
ed States maintained an active fleet of 605 tanker 
aircraft (75 percent of worldwide share) and 918 
transport aircraft (21 percent of worldwide share) 
for strategic air purposes.272 NATO allies also pos-
sess tanker and transport aircraft, but the quantity 

possessed by the NATO ally with the second-highest 
number (France) is far lower: 16 tanker aircraft and 
119 transport aircraft, and non-U.S. NATO allies ac-
count for less than 50 percent of the top 10 rankings 
in both categories.273 Given current and projected 
requirements, the total fleet remains too small even 
though NATO’s Support and Procurement Agency 
(NSPA) in June 2025 “announced the order of two 
additional Airbus A330 Multi Role Tanker Trans-
port (MRTT) aircraft, bringing the total number in 
the multinational MRTT fleet (MMF) to 12.”274

Long-Range Strike. With deeper missile stock-
piles and more varied options, American long-range 
strike capabilities are currently the backbone 
of NATO capabilities as allies rush to catch up.275 
The tip of the spear in this area is the Army’s 2nd 
Multi-Domain Task Force (MDTF). Activated in 
Wiesbaden, Germany, in 2021, the 2nd MDTF will 
start to deploy long-range fires capabilities in 2026 
with an eye toward future permanent stationing of 
capabilities that include SM-6, Tomahawk, and 
hypersonic weapons.276 Unfortunately, European 
NATO allies do not have access to similar national 
capabilities to reinforce the MDTF deployment’s 
deterrent effect; the “bulk of the current Europe-
an arsenal is provided by limited numbers of air-
launched cruise missiles with maximum ranges of 
about 500 kilometers,” and these allies so far are 
only signing letters of intent to develop a long-range 
strike missile, indicating a likely years-long gap.277

Conclusion
Overall, Europe is a well-developed operating 

environment for countering Russian forces, but 
Russia’s security pressure on the continent casts 
light, directly and indirectly, on the need to close 
transatlantic capability gaps. Despite those gaps, 
however, the positive growth trajectory in defense 
spending should translate into enhanced military 
capabilities across domains. The next year will wit-
ness an effort—an effort without Cold War prece-
dent—to craft a deterrence plan from the strategic 
level to the tactical level with resilient, redundant 
strategic enablers as the United States repostures 
its forces to confront problems in multiple the-
aters. For now, Russian forces are bogged down in 
Ukraine, and Ukraine’s fight, supported by NATO’s 
Prioritized Ukraine Requirements List (PURL) 
with Europeans taking the lead,278 provides time to 
build and deploy credible forces in NATO territory.
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NATO’s seriousness about the threat is demon-
strated by the swift creation and deployment of 
multinational force constructs in Operation Baltic 
Sentry and Operation Eastern Sentry, which has led 
to decreased Russian grey-zone aggression in those 
sub-regions. Nevertheless, when confronted by force, 
Moscow has continually pivoted into new hybrid war-
fare approaches whether it is in the cyber domain, in 
the air with drones and jamming, or through more 
traditional direct covert actions such as sabotage.279 
Simultaneously, American forces across the conti-
nent retain smooth access validated by NATO exercis-
es from the north to the south with recently expanded 
access to Sweden’s and Finland’s territory now that 
the two countries are members of the Alliance.

European political divisions, from Spain’s refus-
al to hike defense spending to EU efforts to devel-
op independent capabilities against, rather than 
in concert with, U.S. efforts, do weaken deterrence 
credibility. Additionally, a cycle of frequent gov-
ernment collapses with inconclusive snap election 
results in many sharply divided societies has been 
repeated in recent years. This cycle, with its con-
flicting or absent political signals and budgeting 
delays, limits progress and coherence in rebuilding 
derelict military forces and defense industrial bases. 
By contrast, conservative governments with a trans-
atlantic orientation have seen additional victories 
since publication of the 2024 Index.

Scoring the European Operating Environment
Various considerations must be taken into ac-

count in assessing the regions within which the 
United States may have to conduct military oper-
ations to defend its vital national interests. Our 
assessment of the operating environment utilized 
a five-point scale ranging from “very poor” to “ex-
cellent” conditions and covering four regional char-
acteristics of greatest relevance to the conduct of 
military operations:

1.	 Very Poor. Significant hurdles exist for mil-
itary operations. Physical infrastructure is 
insufficient or nonexistent, and the region is 
politically unstable. The U.S. military is poorly 
placed or absent, and alliances are nonexis-
tent or diffuse.

2.	 Unfavorable. A challenging operating envi-
ronment for military operations is marked by 
inadequate infrastructure, weak alliances, and 
recurring political instability. The U.S. military 
is inadequately placed in the region.

3.	 Moderate. A neutral to moderately favorable 
operating environment is characterized by ade-
quate infrastructure, a moderate alliance struc-
ture, and acceptable levels of regional political 
stability. The U.S. military is adequately placed.

4.	 Favorable. A favorable operating environ-
ment includes good infrastructure, strong 

alliances, and a stable political environment. 
The U.S. military is well placed in the region for 
future operations.

5.	 Excellent. An extremely favorable operating 
environment includes well-established and 
well-maintained infrastructure; strong, capa-
ble allies; and a stable political environment. 
The U.S. military is exceptionally well placed to 
defend U.S. interests.

The key regional characteristics consist of:

a.	 Alliances. Alliances are important for interop-
erability and collective defense, as allies are 
more likely to lend support to U.S. military 
operations. Various indicators provide in-
sight into the strength or health of an alliance. 
These include whether the U.S. trains regularly 
with countries in the region, has good interop-
erability with the forces of an ally, and shares 
intelligence with nations in the region.

b.	 Political Stability. Political stability brings 
predictability for military planners when 
considering such indicators as transit, basing, 
and overflight rights for U.S. military opera-
tions. The overall degree of political stability 
indicates whether U.S. military actions would 
be hindered or enabled and considers such 
questions as whether transfers of power are 
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generally peaceful and whether there have 
been any recent instances of political instabili-
ty in the region.

c.	 U.S. Military Positioning. Having mili-
tary forces based or equipment and supplies 
staged in a region greatly enhances the ability 
of the United States to respond to crises and 
presumably achieve success in critical “first 
battles” more quickly. Being routinely pres-
ent in a region also helps the U.S. to maintain 
familiarity with its characteristics and the 
various actors that might try to assist or thwart 
U.S. actions. With this in mind, we assessed 
whether the U.S. military was well positioned 
in the region. Again, indicators included bases, 
troop presence, prepositioned equipment, and 
recent examples of military operations (in-
cluding training and humanitarian) launched 
from the region.

d.	 Infrastructure. Modern, reliable, and suit-
able infrastructure is essential to military op-
erations. Airfields, ports, rail lines, canals, and 
paved roads enable the United States to stage, 
launch operations from, and logistically sus-
tain combat operations. We combined expert 
knowledge of regions with publicly available 
information on critical infrastructure to arrive 
at our overall assessment of this metric.

For Europe, we arrived at these average scores 
(rounded to the nearest whole number):

	l Alliances: 5—Excellent.

	l Political Stability: 5—Excellent.

	l U.S. Military Positioning: 4—Favorable.

	l Infrastructure: 4—Favorable.

	l Aggregating to a regional score of: Excellent.

VERY POOR UNFAVORABLE MODERATE FAVORABLE EXCELLENT

Alliances %

Political Stability %

U.S. Military Posture %

Infrastructure %

OVERALL %

Operating Environment: Europe
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