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Foreword

Exactly four years ago, the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung pub-
lished its first study on NATO. Its opening sentence read: 
“The future of NATO is once more under discussion.” By 
that time, Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014 had al-
ready prompted a recollection of the importance of al-
liance defence, and the Afghanistan mission had raised 
fundamental questions about military interventions.

The Alliance had set itself the goal of developing a new 
strategic concept to respond to the changed situation 
and new challenges. In preparation, our initial study 
aimed to understand how key members envision NATO’s 
future, what they consider to be NATO’s primary tasks 
and in which areas they think the Alliance should act.

The publication, which appeared in June 2021, was an  
accurate reflection of the state of the discussion and 
stimulated debate on the role of NATO. In February 2022,  
NATO’s future seemed to be decided for the time being. 
With Russia’s war against Ukraine and the end of the re-
maining security order in Europe, NATO returned to its 
traditional role as the main guarantor of security in Eu-
rope for decades to come.

Other fields of activity and problems that had been the 
subject of intense debate in recent decades receded once 
again into the background. However, the challenges 
posed by the first war of aggression in Europe since 1945 
exposed weaknesses and dependencies within the Al-
liance, reigniting the debate about burden-sharing and 
the role of the European states within the Alliance. With 
US President Donald Trump’s second term in office, the 
question of NATO’s future has nevertheless returned with 
new urgency and a significantly different portent. While 
the main point of contention in 2021 was still the appro-
priate response to external challenges, questions about 
NATO’s internal constitution are now at the forefront. Al-
though the issue of burden-sharing within the Alliance 

has been central for decades, the question of the role of 
the United States has not.

This study aims to capture the current debate on signifi-
cant security challenges and the future of NATO in key 
member states and among some non-members. The war 
in Ukraine has once again made it clear that threats are 
assessed and prioritised differently within the Alliance 
and that these assessments are linked to different expec-
tations of NATO. 

With this study, the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung aims to clari-
fy the discourse dynamics in various countries and secu-
rity policy contexts. Therefore, the study includes coun-
tries on the eastern and southern flanks, as well as Cen-
tral European countries. It is also important, however, not 
only to portray the debates of the large member states, 
but also to make visible the views of smaller and more 
recent members. For a consensus-based organisation like 
NATO, understanding the views of all its members is of 
fundamental importance for developing joint plans. This 
is particularly true if the Alliance has to manage without 
the central integrating effect of a benevolent hegemon. 

This summary is based on the expertise of the many ex-
perts who prepared the country analyses. We would like 
to thank each of them for their contributions. The trans-
formation into a whole greater than the sum of its parts 
is primarily due to the intensive support of Hans-Joachim 
Spanger and Matthias Dembinski from the Peace Re-
search Institute Frankfurt (PRIF), who also provided the 
synthesis of all the studies in this text. We would like to 
express our sincere thanks for the good and productive 
cooperation on this publication. Our hope is that it will 
stimulate the debate on the future of NATO. 

Peer Teschendorf
Berlin, June 2025
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Prior to the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022, NATO 
was contemplating its purpose. Three options were on 
the table:

 → A return to collective defence in Europe; 

 → Geographical enlargement, with closer cooperation with 
the East Asian democracies, an enhanced role in coun-
ter-terrorism, and crisis management in the southern 
neighbourhood; 

 → Functional expansion, taking on additional responsi-
bilities such as energy security and hybrid threats, 
and/or emerging challenges like climate protection 
or the role of women in peace and security. 

In the 2021 version of this study, we designated these var-
iants “NATO classic plus”, “NATO with a global outlook” 
and “NATO Generation Z” (Dembinski and Fehl 2021).

While the scenarios remain valid, Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine in February 2022 has put collective defence firm-
ly back on the table. Faced with Russian aggression in 
their immediate neighbourhood, NATO’s European mem-
bers regard the organisation as absolutely vital for their 
security. This has been NATO’s greatest challenge in the 
past fifty years – and the organisation has delivered. The 
Alliance met Russia’s aggression with renewed cohesion 
and determination. The accession of Finland and Sweden 
has significantly strengthened its geostrategic position in 
Europe’s critical northeastern region. It has significantly 
expanded its defensive capabilities with NATO’s New 
Force Model and the regional defence plans, deployment 
of additional US forces, and collective moves towards 
meeting the 2 per cent target for defence spending, con-
firmed in 2014. On top of all that came the unprecedent-
ed support for Ukraine’s defence against the Russian in-
vasion. However, the war and the elevated threat scenar-
ios have also exposed grave deficiencies: empty depots, 
munitions shortages, outdated equipment, lacking per-
sonnel. In short, the legacy of the post–Cold War Peace 
Dividend.

Essentially all member countries share the new sense of 
determination. There are, however, differences – as laid out 
already in the 2021 study – associated with their size, geo-
graphical location, history and political culture. Turkey is a 

prime example. The country treats NATO principal ly as a 
kind of insurance. Turkey would prefer the Alliance not to 
interfere in its autonomous and increasingly as sertive for-
eign policy – but it should offer protection in the event of 
blowback from foreign adventures.

In order to cover the range of differences, we selected a 
sample of eleven of the thirty-two member countries: the 
United States as the leading power; France, Germany, the 
Netherlands and the United Kingdom as middle powers in 
NATO’s centre; Poland and Lithuania representing NATO’s 
eastern flank, Italy and Turkey for the southern flank, and 
the two new Nordic members Finland and Sweden. To 
complete the picture, we also included the Ukrainian, 
 Russian and Chinese debates on NATO.

The exhilaration of 2022 was not to last. Deep and poten-
tially existential crisis followed in autumn 2024. After the 
external threat from Russia had welded the Alliance to-
gether, Donald Trump’s re-election as US president blew 
it apart again. Trump and his acolytes see NATO primari-
ly as a burden and the European members (and Canada) 
as freeloaders. It is currently unclear whether the Alliance 
retains any relevance in light of Trump’s very narrow defi-
nition of national interests. Even worse, Trump’s initia-
tives – imposing tariffs on friend and foe alike, aggres-
sively claiming territory from NATO member Denmark 
and casually suggesting annexing Canada – harm the Al-
liance’s very core. The problem is that the United States 
is not just some peripheral member. It is the leading pow-
er. It sees itself – to quote former US Secretary of State 
Madelaine Albright – as “indispensable”. And the other 
members accept it as such, in view of its crucial – and for 
the time being irreplaceable – military capabilities and its 
material contributions. The United States still represents 
the classic case of hegemonic leadership: material, insti-
tutional and ideational.

Donald Trump’s election forces NATO to reassess its role 
yet again. Externally challenged and internally weakened, 
it is uncertain if it has a future, and if it does, how it will 
look. The question of how it needs to change if it is to fulfil 
its mission and improve its chances of survival is both 
murky and hotly debated. Now, after the shock of 2022, 
the question is no longer whether collective defence is a 
relevant mission, but whether and how the mission can 
be realised collectively.

Introduction
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The discussion revolves around three key questions:

 → Can the United States be kept on board? Will NATO re-
main a transatlantic alliance whose ability to act de-
pends on US leadership?

 → Will the European partners accept the loss of hegemonic 
leadership? And will they attempt to substitute it 
through closer European coordination, up to and includ-
ing effective integration of their national defence and 
armaments policies?

 → Or will NATO without the United States develop into 
an intergovernmental alliance of democratic states, 
overcoming impasses through flexible “coalitions of 
the willing”?

In this situation, where NATO’s future is uncertain and 
open, it will be helpful to take a look at the political and 
expert discussions in the member countries in order to get 
a better idea of the potential shape and likelihood of alter-
native trajectories.

5Introduction



Russia: The central threat

Russia represents the preeminent threat to the security 
of Europe (and potentially beyond Europe). This assess-
ment is shared by the European members of NATO and 
Canada – and was by the United States until Donald 
Trump returned to office. This can be expected to prevail 
regardless of how the war in Ukraine ends. The causes 
of the threat, the Europeans believe, lie in a conflict en-
compassing security, values and international order. 
While that is the underlying consensus, differences are 
observed both within and between many of the member 
countries. This is already visible in the respective assess-
ments of the level of tensions and the danger of war 
proliferating beyond Ukraine.

Similar differences are found in views on the causes of 
the war, where we can identify two main camps. One 
sees Russian revisionism and imperialism as the reason 
for the Ukraine war. Russia, they believe, not only wants 
to restore the power and territory of the Soviet Union. 
It also wants to bend the European security order to its 
own preferences, which have nothing in common with 
the collectively agreed upon norms and institutions of 
the CSCE/OSCE. This camp believes that Moscow’s ag-
gression will continue unabated after the war. But how a 
European order beyond military deterrence might actual-
ly look is entirely unclear and generally little discussed. 
An amicable settlement with Vladimir Putin’s Russia cer-
tainly appears inconceivable. Indeed, some proponents 
of this line believe it to be ruled out entirely by Russia’s 

1 
Threat perceptions and risks

Assessments of current tensions with Russia  
and future danger of war

Figure 1

Level of tensions Danger of war

Germany high low

United States high low

Poland high medium

Finland high medium

Sweden high low

Lithuania high medium

UK high low

France high low

Italy high low

Netherlands high low

Turkey medium low

high medium low

Level of tensions / Danger of war
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imperialist legacy. Hence there is no place today for 
the kind of dual strategy of deterrence and détente that 
NATO pursued in the 1960s after the Harmel Report – 
and still less for concepts seeking cooperative security 
with Moscow.

Proponents of this threat perception have been alarmed 
by Trump’s recent initiatives to end the war in Ukraine and 
lift Russia’s isolation. Peace at Ukraine’s expense, they say, 
would inevitably encourage Russian revisionism and impe-
rialism. The danger of broader war in Europe is growing. 
The conclusion, for this camp, is that collective defence 
and the ability to defend against Russian kinetic warfare 
and major hybrid attacks must remain NATO’s core mission 
even after the end of fighting in Ukraine. And much work 
remains to be done if the deterrence is to be credible.

Three principal causes are named: 

1. The regime itself, the autocratic character of the Russian 
political system.

2. Russia’s historical legacy of expansionism and imperial-
ism (independent of its current political system).

3. NATO, on account of the West’s denial of Russian 
(spheres of) interests.

The idea that the West might be the cause of the war is 
virtually absent in Lithuania, Poland and Finland, but very 
prominent in Turkey. The Turkish government and aligned 
think tanks certainly regard Russia as a rival for influence 
in regions important to Turkey – Central Asia, the Cauca-
sus, the Middle East and North Africa – but less as a direct 
threat to its own security. This lies behind Ankara’s mul-
tivectoral foreign policy.

The second camp sees the West as primarily responsible 
for the war. This argument revolves around NATO’s (and 
the EU’s) successive expansion into the sphere of influence 
claimed by Russia after the end of the Soviet Union – con-
ceding that it is in the nature of major powers (which must 
include Russia since Putin’s restoration) to claim such a 
sphere. From this perspective, challenging the sphere of in-
fluence was bound to create conflict. Moreover, the West’s 
proclaimed values of democracy, rule of law, sovereign 
equality and rules-based international order have been 
used to justify hegemonic ambitions and unwarranted 
 interventions. As such they serve – in line with Moscow’s 

Expert discourses on the question: Cause of the Ukraine war of 2022
Figure 2

Country Putins’ regime Russian imperialism NATO expansion
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√X√

√X√
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√
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√X√

√X√

√

√X√
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√

√
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√
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√
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√
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 interpretation – as a pretext for enforcing particular inter-
ests. This created a conflict dynamic that ultimately ran 
out of control.

The prominent proponents of this line of argument in-
clude classical right-leaning geopolitical experts and 
left-leaning anti-imperialists, as well US neorealist circles 
around figures like John Mearsheimer. Their positions 
also find a hearing in Trump’s milieu. The Trump adminis-
tration sees China as the greater threat – and in the long 
term the decisive one – while Russia is essentially a re-
gional challenge affecting Europe. Trump’s “Make Ameri-
ca Great Again” perspective rather foregrounds the 
missed opportunities with Russia. While this is primarily 
an economic question, the rivalry with China also makes 
it a strategic one (to the extent that such considerations 
play a role in the White House at all) in the sense of lev-
ering Moscow out of its alliance with Beijing. This posi-
tion is not uncontested within Trump’s own party, and the 
Republican foreign policy hawks, who dominated the par-
ty’s security debate in the past, are working hard to be 
heard (as they did during Trump’s first term).

This second evaluation is associated with various practi-
cal options. The need for military deterrence is generally 
acknowledged. But the need for negotiations is equally 
stressed – not only to end the war in Ukraine but also to 
find broader security arrangements, following the detente- 
era principle that Europe’s security “can be achieved only 
with Russia, not against it”. Ultimately this camp also in-
cludes proponents of the idea that NATO needs to stop or 
even reverse its expansion.

China: A rival but not (yet) a threat

Since the 2019 summit in London, NATO’s Secretaries-Gen-
eral have underlined the linkage of the European and East 
Asian theatres of conflict and the need for the Alliance to 
become more global. Outside of the United States, those 
calls have found a lukewarm reception among the mem-
ber countries. However, the belief that China has become 
a “systemic rival” representing a challenge and increasing-
ly also a threat is broadly shared – albeit with certain nu-
ances.

Expert discourses on the question: Deterrence or cooperative security?
Figure 3

USA

Italy

Germany

France

United Kingdom

Netherlands

Sweden

Finland

Poland

Lithuania

Turkey

 Cooperative securityDeterrence Tendency

Majority opinion Minority opinion
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The practical consequences remain modest, however. That 
also applies to the question of a stronger NATO engagement 
in East Asia as a quid pro quo for the US presence in Europe. 
Consultation and (security) coordination with the region’s 
democracies – Australia, New Zealand, Japan and South 
Korea (AP4) – is generally welcomed, but military contribu-
tions are ruled out. The latter would risk being dragged 
into unwanted conflicts, it is argued, and anyway Europe 
would have little to contribute in military terms.

The parameters of the debate have shifted since Donald 
Trump’s re-election, and Washington’s confrontation with 
Beijing has stepped up several gears. This increases the 
risk of becoming embroiled in a situation where Europe is 
unable to exert any meaningful influence on Trump’s errat-
ic unilateralism. And that puts a spotlight on the differ-
ences within NATO, with the United States (and Lithuania) 
representing the pole pressing for deterrence and de-cou-
pling. Turkey is the opposite end of the spectrum, seeking 
to expand economic and political cooperation with China 
and even deepening institutional ties (such as Turkey ap-
plying for membership in SCO and BRICS). Most European 

NATO members find themselves somewhere in-between, 
continuing to pursue resilience and de-risking but finding 
themselves increasingly confronted with Washington’s de-
mands for de-coupling. 

The picture is similar when it comes to the question of 
which organisation – NATO or the EU – is more suited 
to containing the identified risks and threats from China. 
There is no support for expanding NATO geographically; 
it remains tied to the territory defined in Article 6 of the 
NATO Treaty. But that does not exclude consultations, 
nor continuing cooperation with the AP4. However, mili-
tary deepening of these partnerships does not currently 
appear advisable: Trump’s erratic style greatly increases 
the danger of unpleasant surprises and reduces the at-
traction of offering European engagement in the Eastern 
Pacific in exchange for a continuing US presence in 
 Europe.

As far as the security implications of Chinese engagement 
in Europe are concerned, the EU remains by far the most 
appropriate instrument for coordinating action, both for 

Assessments of current tensions with China  
and future danger of war

Figure 4

Danger of warLevel of tensions

USA
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Polen
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monitoring Chinese investments in critical infrastructure 
and in trade-related issues. For the moment there is con-
sensus in the European part of NATO – including the US- 
leaning countries on the eastern flank – that a European 
East Asia strategy centred on economic and diplomatic 
means will be better placed to respond to the Chinese 
challenges – and that the EU is therefore the better plat-
form.

The southern dimension:  
Ongoing security risks

Although member countries agree that collective defence 
is back at the top of the agenda, there are differences 
over how much energy and resources the Alliance should 
continue to devote to crisis management and the fight 
against terrorism. In other words, which other actors and 
developments – aside from Russia – threaten the security 
of NATO and its member countries, and to what extent. 
This applies both to traditional risks of terrorism, civil war 
and state failure, and to the novel threats associated with 

the growing Russian and Chinese presence in the south-
ern neighbourhood.

Here again our survey shows a clear north-south divide. 
While the members in northern Europe would not want to 
ignore the global risks, they are interested above all in a 
quid pro quo between the jointly acknowledged threat 
from the east and the interests of the NATO members on 
the southern periphery, who see explicit risks and threats in 
their own region. Turkey, however, is also pursuing genuine 
strategic interests of its own.

However, crisis management is about more than allocating 
scarce resources. Most member countries have doubts 
whether NATO, as a consensus-based organisation, is the 
best framework for navigating the politically often fraught 
fight against terrorism. And after the humiliating failure of 
ISAF in Afghanistan and a whole string of other crisis 
management missions conducted by coalitions of Western 
states, there are fundamental question marks over the 
usefulness of such interventions. The fundamental ques-
tion of the role NATO can and should play in this field re-

Attitudes to China; between deterrence and resilience,  
de-risking and de-coupling 

Figure 5

Deterrence Resilience De-risking De-coupling

Germany no yes yes no

United States yes yes yes yes

Poland no yes yes no

Finland no yes yes no

Sweden no yes yes no

Lithuania yes yes yes yes

UK no yes yes no

France no yes yes no

Italy no yes yes no

Netherlands no yes yes no

Turkey no no no no

NoYes
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turns here in heightened form. Four recommendations are 
under discussion. 

As a military organisation NATO possesses few compara-
tive advantages in crisis management and interventions. 
Here the EU is better suited.

 → As a security actor NATO should play a stabilising 
diplomatic role, alongside support measures such as 
training missions and protecting humanitarian con-
voys.

 → NATO should remain involved in crisis management, 
but “coalitions of the willing” are operationally better 
suited. Crisis interventions should be delegated to 
such coalitions, with NATO assuming analysis and co-
ordination functions and providing its infrastructure.

 → NATO should remain prepared for major crises in its 
southern neighbourhood with the potential to threat-
en European security and should retain its organisa-
tional capacity for crisis intervention. 

 → The spectrum of opinions in our survey tends strongly 
towards the middle two options, which see NATO ful-
filling above all a coordinating and supporting role. 
That also applies to experts in the southern member 
countries, who have doubts whether NATO as a mili-
tary alliance can contribute meaningfully to political 
and societal stability in the southern neighbourhood, 
as well noting that political support for large-scale sta-
bilising missions has declined strongly.

Hybrid threats:  
War in the twilight zone 

Since the end of the Cold War NATO has expanded its re-
mit at the initiative of its secretaries-general and individu-
al member countries, moving into fields regarded as rele-
vant to security. These include energy security, climate 
protection, and questions of equality, diversity and the 
role of women in conflicts. This has successively turned 
NATO into a multidimensional security organisation. 
Most of the think-tanks agree these issues will recede as 

The relevance of the southern dimension and the danger of conflict
Figure 6

Relevance Danger of conflict

Germany residual low

United States relevant medium

Poland residual low

Finland residual low

Sweden residual low

Lithuania residual low

UK residual low

France relevant medium

Italy dominant high

Netherlands residual low

Turkey dominant high

dominant  relevant  residual 

Relevance

high medium low

Danger of conflict
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collective defence comes back to the fore (not to mention 
the Trumpists’ militant aversion to “diversity, equity and 
inclusion”).

Hybrid threats, on the other hand, are regarded as an acute 
security problem – and a grave threat in connection with 
the Ukraine war. They are attributed principally to Russia, 
but Chinese (and North Korean or Iranian) activities also 
feature. Relevant hybrid threats include disinformation, 
 cyberattacks, sabotage and not least instrumentalisation of 
migration.

There is broad consensus that NATO should be given re-
sponsibility for deterrence and defence against top-level 
hybrid threats: acts of sabotage and cyberattacks with the 
potential to cause great harm. There is less agreement on 
the less serious threats, namely, disinformation, cybersecu-
rity and migration (affecting member countries to varying 
degrees). Here, according to the majority of the experts, 
principal responsibility for political and societal resilience 
lies with the member countries. NATO’s role would be to 
define standards for national resilience. In this, however, 
NATO competes with the EU, whose regulatory instruments 
make it more effective, also in the security realm.

In 2016 NATO agreed that hybrid attacks could potentially 
invoke Article 5, although member countries and experts 
disagree on both the trigger and the expected deterrent 
 effect. There are also isolated calls, in particular on the 
eastern flank, for NATO to conduct its own offensive hybrid 
 operations.

12 Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung e.V.



Threat perceptions are one thing, defence readiness and 
strategies quite another. The discussion revolves around 
two basic questions. How much defence spending is 
enough to fund an adequate level of defence? And what 
military measures are required to credibly deter an attack 
and to back up the commitment to defend every square 
metre of Alliance territory? The debate has shifted a great 
deal since Donald Trump’s re-election in November 2024. 
The European NATO members are showing a much great-
er willingness to increase their defence spending. And they 
are starting to explore ways to compensate for the possi-
ble loss of American leadership, in both the conventional 
and nuclear spheres. 

Defence spending: How much is enough? 

The target of spending at least 2 per cent of GDP on de-
fence was reiterated in 2014 after the Russian annexation 
of Crimea and underlined again after Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine in 2022. For two (rather contradictory) reasons this 
benchmark has been regarded as too low since Trump’s 
re-election the latest. One is that many European NATO 

members hope to keep the United States in Europe by 
 acceding to Washington’s demands for higher European 
defence spending (burden sharing). The other is the need 
for higher spending as a precaution against Washington’s 
threats to wholly or partly end its military contributions 
to European defence. 

In policy research an even higher spending target is no 
longer ruled out. But the spectrum of opinions on its feasi-
bility is very wide, both within and between the countries. 
There is a conspicuous gap between northeastern and 
southwestern Europe. Most of the northeastern members 
are already spending more than 2 per cent of GDP, and 
their think tanks all argue for a further increase. Most of 
the southwestern members still fall short of the 2 per cent 
target, with commentators there seeing little leeway for fu-
ture increases. These differences result from the respective 
threat perceptions, which are determined by geographical 
location and historical experience. On a second axis, ana-
lysts who expect a prolonged conflict with Russia argue 
for high levels of spending, while those who see possibili-
ties for reconciliation in the medium term advocate lower 
levels of spending. 

2 
How to tackle the threats?

Notes: real annual change year on year, based on 2015 exchange rates. Figures for 2023 and 2024 are estimates.
Source: NATO 2024

Defence spending of European NATO members and Canada 
Figure 7
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Notes: based on 2015 exchange rates. Figures for 2024 are estimates.
Source: NATO 2024

Defence spending as % of GDP in 2014 and 2024  
Figure 8
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Overall, willingness to increase defence spending has in-
creased markedly. That is already reflected in NATO’s actu-
al spending (see Figure 7; note that the figures for 2023 in-
clude new member Finland and for 2024 Sweden).

It is clear that willingness to increase defence spending be-
gan to grow in 2023 and accelerated from the second half 
of 2024, with Donald Trump’s re-election and even more so 
with his subsequent foreign policy activities. By the end of 
2024 NATO Secretary-General Mark Rutte was making his 
legendary call for spending “considerably north of 3%” 
(Rutte 2025a). More precisely, he was thinking of 3.6 per 
cent or 3.7 per cent of GDP: “If you don’t do that, take a 
course in Russian or go to New Zealand” (Rutte 2025b). 
Donald Trump went even further, demanding 5 per cent of 
GDP, “which is what it should have been years ago” (Trump 
2025a), which in fact in the run-up to the NATO summit in 
June 2025 is about to become the new benchmark.1 And a 
simulation conducted by the Brussels-based Bruegel Insti-
tute and the Kiel Institute for the World Economy calculat-
ed that a withdrawal of US forces alone would require the 

1  Trump’s call apparently left such an impression that in May 2025 the NATO secretary-general also called for 5 per cent. A little creative accounting is involved though:  
actual defence spending should rise to 3.5 per cent of GDP, with the remaining 1.5 per cent accounted for by defence-related investment such as infrastructure; see 
 Gutschker, 2025.

2  At the informal meeting of NATO-foreign ministers in Antalya on 14 May 2025, German Foreign Minister Johann Wadephul stated that this meant that Germany also 
 supported Trump’s (and Rutte’s) demand for 5 per cent (Zeit Online 2025). However, despite partial suspension of the constitutional debt brake, it remains unclear how this is  
to be financed.

European NATO members to invest 3.5 per cent of their an-
nual GDP (250 billion euros annually) in the short term 
(Burilkov and Wolff 2025) – in addition to their regular 
planned defence spending. As the following figure shows, 
significant efforts have been made, but member countries 
have responded very differently (as of spring 2025).

These figures are projections as of spring 2025, and as such 
not set in stone. Some member countries, namely Italy, 
France and Poland, are struggling with high levels of state 
debt that place question marks over their ability to realise 
these goals. They are therefore calling for multinational 
funding instruments modelled on the EU’s joint borrowing 
for the Covid recovery fund. In some cases the national tar-
gets are also vague. For example, the German coalition 
agreement between CDU/CSU and SPD merely states that 
there should be a clear and substantial increase in defence 
spending during the coming legislative period, with the lev-
el orientated on “NATO capability targets” (Koalitionsvere-
inbarung 2025: 130).2 In April 2025, Trump and his secretary 
of defense announced a cool trillion dollars for defence in 

Defence spending, projections for 2028/30
Figure 9
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the 2026 US budget (Trump 2025b). The situation is similarly 
vague elsewhere, especially in countries with coalition gov-
ernments – although in all cases serious pushback comes 
only from the political margins. When considering these 
extremely ambitious targets we should remember – as the 
Washington Peterson Institute for International Economics 
notes in its analysis of global defence spending – that in 
2023 only nine countries worldwide spent 5 per cent or more 
of their GDP on defence, among them Algeria, Armenia, 
Israel, Lebanon, Oman, Russia, Saudi Arabia and South 
Sudan, most of which are or have recently been at war; 
five of them are autocratic petro-states (Hendrix 2025).

Conventional defence:  
capability gaps and dual risks

NATO is again prioritising collective defence. Its regional 
defence plans – reintroduced for the first time since the 
end of the Cold War – lay out how it intends to defend 
every square metre of NATO territory. Instead of relying on 
asymmetrical deterrence by punishment, as it did post-2014, 
NATO is now pursuing deterrence by denial. Forward de-
fence is to be realised by forward basing of NATO forces to 
support the national armed forces of the member countries 
on the northeastern flank, and by rapidly deployable rein-
forcements. This revival of conventional defence is support-
ed by most of the think tanks in our sample of countries. 
Most commentators acknowledge the real expansion of 
conventional defence capabilities, compared to the period 
2014 to 2022, but are critical of three aspects:

Firstly, think tanks in many member countries doubt that 
the process of reconstituting Western military strength will 
be able to keep pace with the assumed trajectory of Rus-
sian rearmament. Russia, they say, has switched to a war 
economy capable of sustained, high-volume arms produc-
tion, and now possesses large armed forces with combat 
experience. Therefore, Russia could be capable of attacking 
NATO within five to seven years at the latest. NATO is nei-
ther materially nor mentally ready for a long war of attri-
tion. In light of the lessons of the Ukraine war, drones and 
drone defence, manpower, and munitions are identified as 
the key weaknesses of NATO forces.

Secondly, realisation of the regional defence plans – and 
thus the forward defence capability – depends absolutely 
on the five rapidly deployable and combat-tested American 
brigades in Europe and the rapidly deployable up to 
200,000 US reinforcements. It is unclear whether the re-
gional defence plans can be fulfilled at all without mean-
ingful US contributions. 

Thirdly, because Russia has the interior line and can con-
centrate its forces more quickly than NATO, think tanks 
warn of the likelihood –despite the emphasis on forward 
defence – of rapid horizontal and even vertical escalation. 
One such scenario is a coup de main to cut off the Baltic 
states.

Nuclear deterrence reloaded

The deficiencies of conventional defence and Russia’s 
 nuclear sabre-rattling before and during the Ukraine war 
once again underline the importance of nuclear deter-
rence. They also reveal how nuclear weapons can be em-
ployed as instruments of conflict management. Moreover, 
Donald Trump has left his European NATO partners in no 
illusion about their fundamental dependency on the Unit-
ed States and its nuclear shield. In this situation, discus-
sions primarily point towards greater acceptance of nucle-
ar deterrence and nuclear sharing within NATO. There is 
little support for joining the non-proliferation treaty today 
– not even in Germany.

However, there are still differences of emphasis concerning 
the significance and risks of nuclear deterrence. Here again 
we see a northeast/southwest divide, but this time without 
Finland and Sweden, which maintain their stance of nucle-
ar abstinence. Commentators in the states on the Alliance’s 
eastern borders believe that credible nuclear deterrence is 
essential and demand to be visibly included in NATO’s nu-
clear sharing. In Poland there is even talk of the country 
acquiring its own nuclear weapons (as in certain quarters in 
Germany). On the other hand, this question attracts little 
interest in the southwestern members, some of which are 
already included in nuclear sharing.

Another debate revolves around the risks of nuclear de-
terrence. Before Trump’s re-election in November 2024, 
some observers felt that NATO’s deterrence strategy 
lacked credibility and argued for it to be modernised or 
adjusted. Proponents of this position argued for ground-
launched medium-range nuclear missiles to be deployed 
in Europe and for American nuclear weapons to be stored 
in Poland. Others saw inadequate crisis stability and an 
incipient arms race as the greater risks. But even for these 
critics, treaty-based arms control is inconceivable in the 
current situation. Instead, they argue for unilateral restric-
tions and stabilising measures.

Finally, Trump’s re-election provoked a third debate, one 
that had already surfaced during his first term. How de-
pendable is the American nuclear shield, and are there 
 alternatives? Today faith in the US nuclear guarantee is 
even weaker than it was during Trump’s first term, even 
if some still cling to hopes that the United States will 
 decide not to withdraw its nuclear umbrella despite the 
current transatlantic spats. However, the credibility of ex-
tended deterrence will rapidly unravel if the United States 
reinforces lack of interest in European security and affirms 
its unwillingness to share risks – for example by reducing 
its troop numbers.

When it comes to alternatives, there is broad consensus 
that acquiring new European or national nuclear weapons 
are not a realistic option, even if it might appear prescient 
in some quarters. Instead, interest focusses on a possible 
European dimension of the French (and British) deterrent. 
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The limitations, however, are obvious: the French deterrent 
is much smaller and less flexible, while France’s traditional 
deterrence philosophy sees nuclear weapons as a credible 
protection only for its own national territory. Scepticism 
weighs all the heavier in a situation where Russia is threat-
ening to use nuclear weapons as an instrument of conflict 
management.

Until the Munich Security Conference in February 2025, 
most experts believed NATO’s existing nuclear sharing ar-
rangement to be virtually irreplaceable and advised against 
any thought of Europeanising the French deterrent. Howev-
er, after Munich, in a context of growing doubts over reli-
ance on Washington, there is growing support (even on the 
eastern flank) for the idea of actively exploring the option 
of using French (and British) nuclear weapons to create a 
European supplement to the American deterrent.
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After Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, NATO 
members mobilised enormous military support, unprece-
dented in scope and quality. That support has been strong-
er in eastern member countries than in the west but has 
been configured to avoid becoming an active party to the 
war. Even if Ukraine and NATO lack a credible war strate-
gy – at the latest since the failed Ukrainian summer of-
fensive of 2023 – Western politicians have clung to four 
articles of faith: Ukraine must win the war (or at least not 
lose it); support will be provided for “as long as it takes”; 
“nothing about Ukraine without Ukraine”; and the door to 
NATO remains open in principle. Until Donald Trump’s 
re-election only Turkey and Hungary deviated from that 
line (as well as Slovakia after the change of government 
at the end of 2023).

Credible security guarantees for Ukraine are a central 
question, which already played a role in the talks between 
Ukraine and Russia in March and April 2022 in Istanbul. 
At that time bilateral security guarantees – in which the 
Kremlin insisted on participation and a veto – were dis-
cussed as part of a prospective peace agreement. Since 
then, the Ukrainian side has concentrated almost exclu-
sively on joining NATO as the most – and only – credible 
guarantee. The perspective of membership had been sug-
gested to Ukraine at the Bucharest NATO summit in 2008 
(without a concrete timeframe) and was enshrined in the 
Ukrainian constitution in 2019. In advance of the NATO 
summit in Vilnius 2023 a majority of members indicated 
their support for Ukraine accession once the fighting has 
ended. However, on account of American (and German) 

3 
Ukraine’s place in the  
European security architecture

Positions on NATO membership for Ukraine 
Figure 10
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No

reservations the summit decisions went little further than 
the formula of 2008: Ukraine should be admitted but no 
concrete timeframe is named. NATO’s 2024 anniversary 
summit in Washington essentially confirmed that position.

Here again we find conspicuous differences between and 
within the member states. The first of these follows the 
now familiar northeast/southwest pattern. Analysts in the 
northeastern countries all agree with their national politi-
cians that Ukraine can only find security within NATO and 
should be permitted to join as soon as the war is over. Until 
November 2024 this position was also supported by most 
British and American and some German think tanks. French 
politicians and analysts were initially more cautious and 
were surprised by President Macron’s U-turn in advance of 
the 2023 NATO summit in Vilnius. 

A second difference lies between think tanks that believe 
that the Russian threat will be permanent and those that 
regard the confrontation as transient. The former argue 
hard for Ukraine to join NATO, though without being able 
to say how this can be achieved in the absence of military 
victory. The latter think that NATO membership would be 
too provocative and argue it would risk escalating the war 
and/or preventing its termination.

After Trump and his secretary of defence threw out any pros-
pect of Ukraine joining NATO and made it clear that Europe 
is now responsible for guaranteeing Ukraine’s security, there 
are essentially only two much less credible possibilities. Ei-
ther to ensure that Ukraine can defend itself in future, or to 
support its security in some other way, if need be without the 
United States. The spectrum of ideas at play in the political 
and academic debate is broad, ranging from enhanced bilat-
eral treaties or EU membership for Ukraine and a security 
force provided by a “coalition of the willing”, to the idea of 
extending Article 5 of the NATO Treaty to Ukraine without 
formal membership, which Rome has suggested.

The idea of enabling Ukraine to defend itself – also discussed 
as the “Israel”, “hedgehog” or “porcupine” option is the least 
fraught for NATO, because it would stabilise Ukraine as the 
Alliance’s defence perimeter. The risk of NATO becoming 
directly embroiled would be under control – at the price, 
however, of greater risks (and costs) for Ukraine (which 
would essentially remain a proxy) and with greater risk of 
renewed war in Europe. This route would also suffer a sym-
bolic political flaw, in that it would be tantamount to ad-
mitting that Russia had won the conflict over the central 
principle of freedom of choice. 

The idea of deploying peacekeeping troops (discussed as 
a “Reassurance Force”) without American participation (or 
with no more than symbolic backstopping) embodies the 
desire to ensure adequate deterrence at the heart of the 
protracted conflict between Russia and NATO. However, 
under NATO’s own deterrence philosophy, this would not 
be credible without Article 5 protection and would expose 
the participating forces to considerable danger. At the time 

of writing – six weeks after the initial summit in Paris at 
the end of March 2025 – enthusiasm for participating in 
such a force remains very lukewarm and the reception 
among experts is reserved. 

Critics doubt whether Europe would be able to provide the 
required forces (estimated at least five brigades totalling 
25,000 to 30,000 troops) within the timeframe or they re-
ject the proposal on account to the level of risks involved. 
Here, however, the aforementioned northeast/southwest di-
vide does not apply. The northeastern states are too small, 
too concentrated on their own territorial defence – or like 
Poland (and even more so Germany) too risk-averse. In-
stead, we observe a split between the nuclear-armed mid-
dle powers, which claim leadership, and the others. In view 
of the vagueness of the alternatives, most commentators 
currently regard the hedgehog option as the most realistic.
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Within a few days of Donald Trump taking office, it was ob-
vious that the Alliance had been plunged from the heights 
of reinforced collective deterrence of Russia into a grave and 
potentially existential crisis. But for all the alarmism on this 
side of the Atlantic, and however unsettling we find Trump’s 
destructive activism, the material consequences of his errat-
ic statements for NATO’s cohesion and ability to act remain 
unclear. Europe is consequently also undecided how to best 
respond: through meek conciliation or upright resistance. 
The same also applies to policy research. 

There is consensus about the fundamental challenge facing 
NATO. This applies both to the fundamental question of 
the future role of United States in the international system, 
and very directly to Washington’s current attitude to its al-
lies. Five areas of conflict stand out. They are viewed very 
similarly across the European member countries (although 
Turkey deviates a little). These are: the possibility of the 
United States leaving NATO; a potential reduction of US 
forces in Europe; the Trump administration’s unilateralism; 
Trump’s tariff conflicts; and the territorial conflict alluded to 
by Trump regarding Greenland. What they all share in com-
mon is that the threat alone is set to destroy the trust that 
holds any alliance together and represents the precondition 
for credible promises of mutual assistance. Only deep mu-
tual trust can neutralise the two core problems of any mili-
tary alliance – abandonment by allies and entrapment in 
unwanted conflicts.

Although the idea of leaving NATO has been repeatedly 
touted by Trump and his assistants, it is rather unlikely that 
the United States will actually do so. Legislation adopted 
by the US Congress in 2023 stipulates that such a decision 
requires approval by a two-thirds majority in the Senate. 
Although that is a formidable obstacle, there is little doubt 
that Trump could also end membership in practical terms 
without formally leaving. 

(Partial) withdrawal of US forces from Europe is a less un-
likely prospect. Here the scope and justification would be 
relevant. Is the point of withdrawal to show greater force 
against China? Is it part of a unilateral deal with Russia, or is 
the threat of withdrawal a bargaining chip to extract conces-
sions from Europe? And is it limited to the reinforcements 
deployed since 2014 (and 2022) or will the cuts go further? 

No decision has been made to date, but there can be little 
doubt that the harm to NATO would be directly proportional 
to the type and size of withdrawal. 

Trump’s unilateralism is most relevant and most damaging 
for NATO in connection with his overtures to Russia – to end 
the war in Ukraine and more generally to revive cooperative 
relations with Russia. It makes a mockery of all the princi-
ples of a rules-based international order and sees the United 
States voting with a handful of rogue states in the United 
Nations. This has all come about unilaterally and impetu-
ously without any consultation with Washington’s allies.

The tariff conflict between Washington and Brussels has 
inflicted deliberate harm on the members of NATO and the 
EU – ostensibly to end EU’s supposed “exploitation” of the 
United States. There is broad consensus that the intensity 
of this conflict harms NATO’s coherence in two ways. For 
one thing, because Trump’s tariffs are transforming allies 
into adversaries and makes its military presence directly 
contingent on trade concessions. But also because the 
Trump administration might use trade talks as leverage to 
extract financial compensation for its protection, as it has 
already done with its Asian allies.

The possibility of territorial conflict over Greenland is a 
nightmare for NATO. It is bad enough that the United States 
is openly pursuing the possibility of acquiring the territory 
against the will of NATO partner Denmark – and seeking 
to influence the territory’s citizens. If, however, the United 
States actually pursues annexation of allied territory “by all 
means possible” – as Trump has repeatedly insinuated – it 
would not only be violating the principles of international 
law that the West treats as sacrosanct (viz. Crimea and Don-
bas). Such an act would also explode the raison d’être of the 
military alliance, whose ultimate mission is to defend its 
members’ territory.

This raises the longer-term question of the underlying pa-
rameters of Washington’s new foreign policy and America’s 
role in the international system. It is still conceivable that 
Trump will be a transient phenomenon, that he will be 
brought down by his incompetence and contradictions – as 
in his first term. But that is not likely and certainly not inevi-
table. On both sides of the Atlantic, realisation is dawning 

4 
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that Trump represents longer-term trends in US politics. 
Many factors drive the trend towards nationalist decoupling: 
spiralling socio-political tensions and societal fragmenta-
tion; sweeping deindustrialisation; a relative loss of interna-
tional power; and the failed interventions of the “forever 
wars”. Given the geographical remoteness of the conflicts in 
Europe, the Middle East and the Far East, and the size of 
the US internal market, decoupling is a plausible option. 
From that perspective, it is no surprise if the Americans see 
the liberal international order as a “a maze of burdens and 
vulnerabilities” (Beckley 2025). And it is equally unsurprising 
if unilateralism and zero-sum thinking follow – in the worst 
case even imperialism and autocratic “great power collusion” 
carving up spheres of influence (Goddard 2025). 

Nevertheless, despite deepening conflicts and structural 
shifts in the political and societal foundations of US for-
eign policy, it is by no means inevitable that United States 
will actually withdraw from the Alliance. One reason to 
remain – which is shared among large parts of the Repub-
lican Party – is that NATO serves a string of rational US 
interests: 

 → It provides a logistics hub for /US power projection. 

 → It ensures influence in an economically and politically 
important region whose fate has significant implications 
for the United States. 

 → It embodies sunk costs in the form of US military bases 
in Europe. 

 → Leaving would incur domestic political costs – among 
the public, within the US security elites and among the 
Republicans in Congress (Pew 2024).

 → “NATO’s deterrence of Russia … is vital to the ability 
of the United States and its allies collectively to coun-
ter threats in other theaters” (Rand Corporation 2024). 
In a global conflict constellation characterised by a 
stable alliance of autocracies – China and Russia – di-
rected against the United States, even Trump must 
surely perceive allies as assets rather than dead-
weight. Cozying up to Putin has done nothing to 
weaken the Moscow-Beijing axis.

What future with the United States? Two options
Figure 11
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We do not currently know whether the United States will 
withdraw most of its military forces from Europe, in line 
with the concept of a “dormant NATO”. But there can be 
no doubt that Trump’s actions tear up NATO’s shared 
values. Equally obviously he is dismantling America’s tra-
ditional leading role. It is unclear and contested, on the 
other hand, whether the transatlantic Alliance can sur-
vive solely on the basis of interests that are only partially 
shared.

This confronts the European partners with the question of 
how to respond to Trump’s “America First” ideology. 
Should they continue to invest in a transatlantic NATO 
and keep the United States on board by offering compro-
mises? Or should they start preparing for a US withdrawal 
by building European alternatives? The decision is compli-
cated because unintended side-effects of both sides’ 
strategies could make disintegration inevitable. For exam-
ple, any attempt by the United States to leverage its 
dominant position in NATO to extract concessions from 
its European allies  risks being seen as decoupling and 
could motivate Europe to seek greater autonomy. Con-
versely, the twin-track strategy currently pursued by 
most European governments could also encourage US 
disengagement. For example, European efforts to tie the 
United States to NATO by offering to purchase American 
weapons are incompatible with the kind of precautionary 
measures that are advisable for the eventuality of the 
United States actually withdrawing. Specifically, such pur-
chases would contradict any coherent strategy for 
strengthening Europe’s own defence industry.

To date NATO’s Secretary-General, the European member 
countries and Canada have been exerting great effort – 
in the face of all the evidence – to preserve as much as 
possible of NATO in its existing transatlantic form for as 
long as possible. Their willingness to make compromises 
for the sake of keeping the United States on board is 
predicated in the first place on the external threat from 
Russia. But they are also aware of the difficulties of re-
placing US leadership and the risks involved in alterna-
tive security arrangements. Success is not guaranteed, 
and the European members are having to face up to the 
possibility that they may have to prepare for a US with-
drawal. This discussion has only just begun. Opinions di-
verge within and between the member countries too, 
once again on account of east-west differences in threat 
perceptions, political traditions and the strength of feel-
ing of belonging to Europe. 

One end of the spectrum is marked by the hope that it 
might still be possible to find an understanding based on 
shared interests and adjusted burden sharing. The other 
end believes that the transatlantic conflicts are so grave 
that a break is likely, and Europe will have to guarantee 
its own security without the United States.

At the time of writing – early May 2025 – the outcome 
remains unknown. Which interests and trends ultimately 

come out on top will depend on multiple factors and 
their interactions that are currently impossible to predict. 
However, drawing on political and academic assess-
ments, we can map out the possible and probable paths 
for a NATO facing the twin challenges – the external 
from Russia and the internal from Trump.

22 Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung e.V.



Trapped between the acute external threat of Russia and the 
no less acute internal danger from the Washington, NATO is 
at a crossroads. Which path it chooses will depend on the 
answers to the three questions we began with: 

 → Can Europe keep the United States on board?

 → Will European NATO members choose the path of 
 European autonomy?

 → Or will NATO become a toolbox for changing “coalitions 
of the willing”?

It is now virtually beyond doubt that Donald Trump will 
 reduce US engagement in NATO. It remains unclear how 
far the retreat will go and what possibilities will remain for 
European security. It is also unclear how the transatlantic 
conflict has affected mutual trust. It will be crucial for the 
chances and risks of any future security arrangement how 
the centrifugal forces and blocking tendencies that exist 
within any intergovernmental security organisation are con-
tained. Historically US leadership has performed that role 
and has been central to NATO’s cohesion and ability to act.

That leadership rests on three pillars: material, ideational 
and institutional. Materially the United States keeps 
100,000 troops stationed in Europe (five combat-ready 
 brigades) as well as reinforcements based in the United 
States. It also provides complex and costly enablers such 
as reconnaissance and communications satellites – and 
not least the nuclear deterrent. It is upon this material 
foundation that the ideational acceptance of America’s 
leading role in Europe has rested over the decades. Finally, 
the United States also wields institutional power within 
NATO in the guise of the Supreme Allied Commander 
 Europe (SACEUR). Even in times of peace, the SACEUR 
possesses wide-ranging powers to act autonomously, and 
these are even more robust in crisis and war. So even in 
the event of an impasse in the North Atlantic Council, the 
SACEUR would remain effective in his second function as 
Commander of US Forces in Europe, and willing European 
states could continue to place their forces under his com-
mand. Future European defence arrangements – whether 
within or outside NATO – will have to clarify whether and 
how these US contributions to European security can be 
preserved or replaced.

We have identified three possible trajectories for NATO: 
the status quo, the organisation’s demise, or the middle 

way, as a framework for “coalitions of the willing”. These 
are predicated on the current contradictory constellation 
of an external threat bringing the partners together while 
the internal threat creates centrifugal forces. How this situ-
ation will develop cannot be predicted in any detail, but we 
can identify the trends and their drivers. In view of the dual 
threat of Russian imperialism and American nationalism it 
is clear that NATO cannot remain as it was. The questions 
about the Alliance’s functional and geographical scope 
may have been sidelined since February 2022, but they 
have not gone away. They have merely been crowded out 
by the more pressing question of the future institutional 
shape of European defence: How to organise European 
security and collective defence with a markedly reduced 
US presence or none at all?

The three potential paths can be summed up as simulation 
models that allow us to assess the benefits and risks of 
the respective security arrangements:

A transatlantic NATO minus

The United States remains a member of the Alliance and 
retains reduced forces in Europe, while European NATO 
members assume considerably more of the burden and 
take responsibility for their own security.

A European defence union

The United States leaves NATO and the European mem-
bers organise their own defence. Here the European Union 
could replace NATO, but there would be other alterna-
tives. The crux of this option would be an integration 
mechanism to prevent impasses by introducing majority 
voting.

NATO as toolbox

The United States remains in NATO, but in a non-hege-
monic role with a markedly reduced presence in Europe. 
NATO permits the formation of ad hoc coalitions of states 
with similar interests and objectives under its auspices. In 
those cases responsibility for deployment of forces remains 
with the respective states. Impasses are prevented by 
forming coalitions, with a shared understanding that 
these are also able to draw on NATO’s resources.

5 
The future of NATO:  
Three development paths
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All three models are conceivable under current circum-
stances. But they each possess strengths and weaknesses 
that make their realisation more or less likely. The assess-
ments laid out below focus on the core question of secur-
ing cohesion and ability to act, whether in NATO or some 
other defence arrangement.

The transatlantic NATO minus model assumes that in 
spite of the erosion of shared values shared interests re-
main the foundation of cooperation, and suffice to uphold 
the transatlantic NATO. The Europeans keep the United 
States involved in western Europe’s security through con-
cessions like higher defence spending and increased arms 
purchases. The United States remains present in Europe 
but reduces the additional forces built up since 2014 – 
 especially on the eastern flank – and leaves the main re-
sponsibility for conventional defence (and for Ukraine’s 
 security) to the Europeans.

From the perspective of European NATO members this mod-
el offers significant opportunities. Security can still be guar-
anteed at acceptable cost. The Europeans do not have to 
 replace all US forces and can hope that the Americans will 
continue to provide access to crucial enablers. The  nuclear 
shield would also nominally remain.

For all the opportunities, considerable risks would be in-
volved. If Washington’s interest is so weak that it has very 
few troops still committed to Europe’s forward conventional 
defence – or none at all – then the nuclear deterrent loses 
its credibility even if Washington does not explicitly with-
draw it. The credibility of traditional US leadership would 
also decline, even if Washington continues to claim it. It is 
already in doubt on account of the political conflicts with 
the Trump administration. Without a material basis it would 
collapse. The institutional pillar of US leadership would also 
be lost under these premises. Without meaningful numbers 
of US troops under his command, an American SACEUR los-
es legitimacy and the ability to act autonomously. In light of 
these risks, further negative implications of this model gain 
greater relevance from the European perspective. That could 
apply for example to the Europeans’ reactions to their threat 
assessments, which would still be shaped by the US pres-
ence in the Alliance. And it would compromise Europe’s 
defence industry autonomy if that presence had to be 
bought through arms purchases from the United States. In 
short, the transatlantic NATO minus model would be frag-
ile, in spite of complementary interests.

The countermodel is the European defence union without 
the United States. It is based on the assumption that deep-
er integration is the only option for ensuring coherence 
and ability to act, without hegemonic leadership. An in-
tegrated European solution does not necessarily mean 
the European Union replacing NATO. Instead, it is more 
about introducing decision-making procedures that se-
cure cohesion and prevent impasses. Because the states 
remain sovereign that means overcoming the veto princi-
ple by introducing majority voting. Such a procedural 

change would have to be backed up by delegating pow-
ers to supra-state organs such as a European SACEUR, 
as well as forms of defence industry cooperation that re-
strict national autonomy. 

The model’s advantages are obvious. It enhances aware-
ness that Europe is responsible for its own security. Intro-
ducing majority voting would preserve the ability of the 
EU states (or the European NATO members plus Canada) 
to act coherently despite their disparate perspectives and 
interests. Integrated forms of defence industry cooperation 
would enable cheaper and more efficient procurement, in-
cluding costly enablers that would need to be operated 
collectively. Joint arms production and procurement could 
pave the way for deeper defence integration. Of course, 
arms production cannot be compared to civil manufactur-
ing, and states seek to retain control over their arms indus-
tries for reasons of sovereignty. But the external threat miti-
gates towards efficiency over sovereignty, and that entails 
collective European arms cooperation and procurement. 

However, the costs would also be considerable, in two 
senses. The Brussels-based Bruegel Institute and the Kiel 
Institute for the World Economy calculated that securing 
Europe’s collective autonomy require annual investment 
of at least 250 billion euros (or 3.5 per cent of GDP) in the 
short term (Burilkov und Wolff 2025) – in addition to regu-
lar planned defence spending.

On top of this there would be high costs of sovereignty. In-
tegrated armed forces require clear and decisive political 
authority – and that means letting go of key elements of 
national sovereignty. No European state has to date shown 
the slightest willingness to accept such costs. The degree 
of scepticism towards integrated security concepts and a 
European army – even in rhetorically integration-friendly 
Germany – indicates that European states are not yet ready 
for such a move. Even if it were possible to transfer respon-
sibility for security to a supranational organ, this would 
be  a bureaucratic actor akin to the EU Commission with 
restricted agency in defence matters. The problems be-
come obvious if one tries to imagine how an integrated 
 uropean nuclear deterrent would look and function.

The concept of NATO as toolbox assumes that the United 
States remains within NATO but only retains a partial pres-
ence in Europe and no longer exercises leadership. Under 
this model the European NATO members cooperate closely 
but without surrendering national authority over matters of 
war and peace, including all military deployments. This se-
cures ability to act and avoids impasses by creating ad hoc 
coalitions of states with similar interests under the aus-
pices of NATO. 

For a string of practical reasons NATO offers a better in-
stitutional framework for such cooperation than the EU. 
NATO possesses important resources such as its integrated 
command structure, established procedures for joint de-
fence planning, a calendar of exercises to improve coopera-
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Locating the debate in the three models
Figure 12
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tion between national forces, procedures for promoting in-
teroperability, and shared military assets like the AWACS 
fleet. All these can be used without the United States. Ad-
ditionally, it would be easier to integrate the United King-
dom, Canada and Turkey outside the EU framework. The 
NATO members would be able to plan their collective de-
fence on the basis of shared interests. NATO also has a tra-
dition of more flexible options that originate in the discus-
sions around the “Berlin plus” arrangements in the early 
2000s and are manifested in the Framework Nations Con-
cepts, as well as experience with opt-outs and opt-ins: “co-
alitions of the willing” using NATO command structures as 
during the second phase of the Libya intervention in 2011.

Problems would arise with this model if the situational 
shared interests no longer existed. As mentioned above, 
defence institutions find themselves confronted with specif-
ic problems concerning cooperation, such as “burden-shar-
ing”, “buck-passing”, “balancing versus bandwagoning” and 
“abandonment versus entrapment”. Alliances without hege-
monic leadership find it harder to resolve such issues than 
the NATO as we know it. The role of the SACEUR is also al-

most impossible to substitute. Additionally, a NATO with-
out hegemonic leadership would respond more slowly and 
less decisively to challenges, compared to the old NATO in 
which the superpower was able to short-circuit slow collec-
tive decision-making by forging ahead on its own. Finally, 
heterogeneity would come with the risk of reopening intra- 
European security dilemmas, for example through misunder-
standings among partners or uncertainty over future will-
ingness to cooperate. The openness, transparency and pre-
dictability of democratic states means that inter-democracy 
cooperation is more robust than cooperation between au-
thoritarian states – although no guarantee.

The models presented are ideals, and we have scrutinised 
them solely from the perspective of coherence and ability 
to act. The reality is usually more complex. That also ap-
plies to the many different ideas introduced to the debate 
since early 2025. Some proposals combine elements of the 
second and third models: the introduction of majority vot-
ing in a permanent coalition of states with similar perspec-
tives and a similar level of ambition (Ischinger 2025). Oth-
ers combine elements of all three models by essentially 
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preserving the transatlantic NATO while exploring fall-back 
options in the form of European arms industry and/or de-
fence integration, or closer cooperation in coalitions. 

For all the doubts and uncertainties, most European states 
in our study and their experts remain demonstratively faith-
ful to the transatlantic NATO under American leadership. 
Most experts in the United States share this vision. This atti-
tude is explained by political path dependency as well as 
the costs and risks of alternative models; in view of the Rus-
sian threat the latter weighs especially heavily. Only France, 
behind its reassuring force de frappe is (again!) pressing for 
greater emancipation from the United States.

Support for the transatlantic NATO is especially pronounced 
in northern and eastern Europe. But it also remains the 
dominant attitude in Germany, at least in the political 
sphere. It implies a hope that it might be possible to stabi-
lise the transatlantic NATO through deals that are at least 
tolerable or just to sit out the time until the US midterm 
elections in autumn 2026 (or even the next presidential elec-
tion in 2028). But even in countries like Poland this goes 
hand in hand with support for stronger European involve-
ment in defence policy and the defence industries. 

However they turn out, it is foreseeable that the coming 
changes in NATO will be very costly for its European mem-
bers. That was ultimately decided in Moscow. But the shape 
of change will be largely decided in Washington.
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NATO’s Uncertain Future

NATO has been a key security pillar of German and European defence policy 
from the very outset. Since the end of the Cold War, however, it has undergone 
a series of international transformations and realignments, driven by develop-
ments in the global security environment and pressure from its own member 
states.

While the Russian war of aggression against Ukraine has strengthened NATO’s 
self-perception as a key guarantor of collective security, the change in US ad-
ministration at the beginning of 2025 raises fundamental questions once again. 
What role will the US play in Europe’s future security, and how might European 
nations respond to the situation?

This publication is part of a Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung study entitled “The Future 
of NATO”, which summarises and analyses the ongoing debates on the Alliance 
and current security challenges in 11 member and 4 non-member states. These 
country studies form the basis of an overarching publication which seeks to pro-
vide possible answers to the unresolved questions and propose potential sce-
narios for the future of NATO.

Further information on the topic can be found here:
↗ fes.de
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