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Europe
Daniel Kochis

The past year saw steady U.S. reengagement 
on European defense. A proposed large-

scale withdrawal of troops from Germany was 
cancelled; an important agreement on en-
hanced defense cooperation was signed with 
Poland; an increased focus on Arctic security 
came more clearly into view; and investments 
in exercises, infrastructure, and rotational de-
ployments continued. A poorly planned and 
executed withdrawal from Afghanistan in Au-
gust tarnished U.S. credibility. European allies 
remain upset over a lack of U.S. consultation 
and communication as well as ongoing down-
stream impact. 

NATO underwent a strategic reflection 
process and continues to operationalize new 
decisions, exercises, and structures to bolster 
collective defense and address the emerging 
challenges of an evolving security landscape. 
The Wuhan coronavirus pandemic affected 
defense exercises, making it necessary to re-
purpose military resources for pandemic re-
sponse. It also showcased new propaganda 
vectors to be used by adversaries but did not 
affect NATO’s collective defense posture.

Admiral Robert Burke, Commander of U.S. 
Naval Forces Europe, U.S. Naval Forces Africa, 
and Allied Joint Forces Command Naples has 
described the European and African theaters 
as “the forefront of great power competition.”1 
External threats to European security include 
the continued risk of Russian aggression to-
ward the eastern states of NATO, Russian ac-
tivity in the Arctic, a growing Russian presence 
in the Mediterranean theater, and Russian 

efforts to destabilize Western cohesion. In 
addition, the threat posed by Chinese invest-
ments, technology, and propaganda efforts to 
the transatlantic alliance have begun to move 
toward center stage.

The 50 countries in the U.S. European 
Command (USEUCOM) area of responsi-
bility include approximately one-fifth of the 
world’s population, over 10 million square 
miles of land, and 13 million square miles of 
ocean. Some of America’s oldest (France) and 
closest (the United Kingdom) allies are found 
in Europe. The U.S. and Europe share a strong 
commitment to the rule of law, human rights, 
free markets, and democracy. During the 20th 
century, millions of Americans fought along-
side European allies in defense of these shared 
ideals—the foundations on which Ameri-
ca was built.

America’s economic ties to the region are 
likewise important. A stable, secure, and eco-
nomically viable Europe is in America’s eco-
nomic interest. For more than 70 years, the U.S. 
military presence has contributed to regional 
security and stability, and both Europeans and 
Americans have benefited economically. The 
member states of the European Union (EU), 
along with the United States, account for ap-
proximately half of the global economy, and 
the U.S. and EU member countries are gener-
ally each other’s principal trading partners.

Europe is also important to the U.S. because 
of its geographical proximity to some of the 
world’s most dangerous and contested regions. 
From the eastern Atlantic Ocean to the Middle 
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East, up to the Caucasus through Russia, and 
into the Arctic, Europe is enveloped by an arc 
of instability. The European region also has 
some of the world’s most vital shipping lanes, 
energy resources, and trade choke points.

European basing allows U.S. forces to re-
spond robustly and quickly to challenges to 
U.S. economic and security interests in and 
near the region. Russian naval activity in the 
North Atlantic and Arctic has necessitated a 
renewed focus on regional command and con-
trol and has led to increased operations by U.S. 
and allied air and naval assets in the Arctic, and 
Russia’s strengthened position in Syria has led 
to a resurgence of Russian activity in the Med-
iterranean that has contributed to “congested” 
conditions.2

Speaking at an Atlantic Council meeting in 
March 2019, U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff Chairman 
General Joseph Dunford explained that the U.S. 
has two key advantages over adversaries: “our 
network of allies and partners, and the ability 
to project power where and when necessary 
to advance our national interest.”3 Nowhere 
is the value of allies and U.S. basing more ap-
parent than it is in the European operating 
environment.

U.S. Reinvestment in Europe. Russia’s 
continued aggression has caused the U.S. to 
reinvest in military capabilities on the conti-
nent. In April 2014, the U.S. launched Opera-
tion Atlantic Resolve (OAR), a series of actions 
meant to reassure U.S. allies in Europe, par-
ticularly those bordering Russia. Under OAR 
and funded through the European Deterrence 
Initiative (EDI), the U.S. has increased its for-
ward presence in Europe (approximately 6,000 
soldiers take part in OAR missions and training 
at any one time across 19 nations);4 invested in 
European basing infrastructure and in prepo-
sitioned stocks and equipment and supplies; 
engaged in enhanced multinational training 
exercises; and negotiated agreements for in-
creased cooperation with NATO allies.

European Deterrence Initiative. Despite 
the Trump Administration’s proposal to re-
duce U.S. force levels in Europe, its FY 2021 
request for the EDI, although less than the $6 

billion requested in FY 2020 and the $6.5 bil-
lion requested in FY 2019, was still $4.5 billion.5 
In FY 2020, EDI-funded requests included 
(among others):

 l “Continued presence of an Armored Bri-
gade Combat Team (ABCT) with enablers, 
a Combat Aviation Brigade (CAB), and a 
Battalion to support NATO’s Enhanced 
Forward Presence (eFP)”;

 l “Upgrade[d] Theater Anti-Submarine 
Warfare infrastructure”;

 l “Retain[ed] F-15C fighter aircraft in Eu-
rope” along with continued preposition-
ing of equipment; and

 l “Enhanced scale and scope of rotational 
and deployed force element participation 
in exercise and training events in support 
of USEUCOM priority lines of effort.”6

Testifying in April 2021, General Tod Wolt-
ers, Commander, U.S. European Command 
(EUCOM), and NATO’s Supreme Allied Com-
mander Europe (SACEUR), highlighted the 
importance of EDI funding in returning the 
United States to a posture of deterrence:

EDI enhances our theater posture to 
deter adversaries and compete in a 
contested logistics environment, while 
assuring Allies and Partners. Increases in 
forward stationed and rotational forces 
strengthen our contact, blunt, and surge 
layer capabilities, providing us the ability 
to compete and win in a multi-domain 
crisis or conflict. EDI investments improve 
our response using more robust theater 
infrastructure and prepositioned stocks. 
Funding for exercises, training, and build-
ing partner capacity bolster the readiness 
and interoperability of U.S. and Alliance 
forces. Together, these advances en-
able our deterrence and defense efforts 
through rapid deployment and sustain-
ment of forces.7
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The EDI has supported infrastructure 
improvements across the region. One major 
EDI-funded project is a replacement hospital at 
Landstuhl, Germany. When completed in 2022, 
the new permanent facility “will provide state-of 
the-art combat and contingency medical support 
to service members from EUCOM, AFRICOM 
and CENTCOM.”8 Landstuhl’s importance is il-
lustrated by the fact that in early March 2020, it 
was one of the first two overseas U.S. laboratories 
to be capable of testing for coronavirus.9

In addition to the EDI, the Department of 
State has awarded $277 million in grants since 
2018 through its European Recapitalization 
Incentive Program (ERIP) and repurposed 
funds to help U.S. allies in Europe replace 
Russian equipment with U.S.-made equipment. 
This has led to $2.5 billion in equipment sales 
including procurement of Black Hawk heli-
copters in Albania, Lithuania, and Slovakia; 
Stryker vehicles in North Macedonia; Bradley 

Fighting Vehicles in Croatia; Bell Huey II he-
licopters in Bosnia and Herzegovina; and F16 
purchases in Bulgaria.10

Forward Presence. In July 2021, the 1st Ar-
mored Brigade Combat Team (ABCT) of the 
1st Infantry Division from Fort Riley, Kansas, 
replaced the outgoing BCT in the eighth ar-
mored rotation in support of Operation Atlan-
tic Resolve. The BCT included “approximately 
3,800 Soldiers, 80 tanks, 130 Bradley Fighting 
Vehicles, 15 Paladins, more than 500 tracked 
vehicles and more than 1,500 wheeled vehicles 
and equipment.”11

Former Army Chief of Staff General Mark 
Milley has emphasized the value of ground 
forces in deterrence: “The air [and] maritime 
capabilities are very important, but I would 
submit that ground forces play an outsize role 
in conventional deterrence and conventional 
assurance of allies. Because your physical pres-
ence on the ground speaks volumes.”12
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CHART 1

European Deterrence 
Initiative in Decline
The European Deterrence 
Initiative (EDI) bolsters 
NATO collective defense 
by funding U.S. rotational 
troop deployments to 
Europe and critical military 
infrastructure, as well as 
exercises and capacity- 
building with allies.
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In addition to back-to-back rotations of ar-
mor, the U.S. has maintained a rotational avi-
ation brigade in Europe since February 2017.13 
As of March 2021, 1st Combat Aviation Brigade, 
1st Infantry Division from Fort Riley, Kansas, 
was to be the seventh aviation rotation with 
1,800 troops, 10 CH-47 Chinooks, 25 AH-64 
Apaches, 50 UH-60 and HH-60 Black Hawk 
helicopters, and “1,800 wheeled vehicles and 
pieces of equipment.”14 The majority of the bri-
gade is “stationed in Germany, with a forward 
presence in Latvia, Romania and Poland.”15

The Biden Administration cancelled plans 
put in place in July 2020 to withdraw nearly 
12,000 troops from Germany. Instead, in April 
2021, Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin an-
nounced an increase of 500 U.S. troops to be 
stationed permanently at Wiesbaden.16 The U.S. 
also announced that it will retain three facil-
ities that under the previous plan were to be 
turned back over to the German government.

In May 2018, the U.S. began to fly MQ-9 
Reaper drones on unarmed reconnaissance 
flights out of Miroslawiec Airbase in Poland. 
The drones became fully operational in March 
2019 when U.S. Air Force (USAF) officials 
stated that Poland was chosen for the MQ-9s 
because of its “strategic location.”17 In June 
2020, runway work at Miroslawiec caused 
drones to be moved temporarily to Ämari Air 
Base in Estonia, marking the first-time that 
unmanned U.S. aircraft have operated out 
of Estonia.18

In the past, runway work has led to MQ-
9s operating out of Campia Turzii Air Base in 
Romania. In January 2021, the U.S. announced 
that 90 USAF personnel and an unspecified 
number of MQ-9s would be based at Campia 
Turzii “to conduct intelligence, surveillance 
and reconnaissance missions in support of 
NATO operations.”19 According to General Jef-
frey Harrigian, Commander of U.S. Air Forces 
in Europe, U.S. Air Forces Africa, and Allied 
Air Command, the base’s location 300 miles 
from the coast “really facilitates our ability 
to compete in the Black Sea.”20 The Air Force 
has declined to say whether the deployment is 
permanent.21 In addition to Miroslawiec and 

Campia Turzii, the U.S. also operates MQ-9s 
out of Lask Air Base in Poland.22

In August 2020, the U.S. and Poland signed 
the Enhanced Defense Cooperation Agree-
ment, which entered into force in November 
2020. The agreement increases U.S. rotational 
forces in Poland by 1,000 people (for a total of 
5,500) and provides for more exercises and in-
frastructure development that will be able to 
support a deployment of 20,000 U.S. troops if 
necessary in the future.23 In addition:

[The agreement] covers matters such as 
the establishment of a forward division 
command in Poznan, stationing of a 
rotationally-present armoured brigade in 
Żagań-Świętoszów, deployment of Reap-
er UAVs squadron to Łask, the estab-
lishment of a Polish-US combat training 
centre (CTC) in Drawsko Pomorskie, the 
establishment of an airlift cargo hub 
for USAF in Wrocław-Starachowice, the 
establishment of the presence of an Army 
Aviation Brigade on a rotational basis, 
and a logistics battalion as well as special 
ops facility in Powidz, and another special 
ops facility in Lubliniec.24

The agreement also ironed out legal and 
cost-sharing arrangements for the increased 
U.S. presence.25 On November 9, 2020, the U.S. 
Army’s V Corps, which had been deactivated in 
2013, was reactivated, to be fully operational in 
November 2021.26 Forward deployed at Poznan, 
Poland, it will remain headquartered at Fort 
Knox, Kentucky.27

The U.S. has strengthened its presence in 
Norway as well. In April 2021, the two nations 
signed the Supplementary Defense Coopera-
tion Agreement, which allows the U.S. to build 
additional infrastructure at Rygge and Sola Air 
Stations in southern Norway, as well as Evenes 
Air Station and Ramsund Naval Station above 
the Arctic Circle.28 Construction at Evenes will 
support Norwegian and allied maritime patrol 
aircraft monitoring of Russian submarine ac-
tivity. According to Norwegian Foreign Min-
ister Ine Eriksen Soereide, “The agreement 
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reaffirms Norway’s close relationship with the 
U.S. and confirms Norway’s key position on the 
northern flank of NATO.”29

In August 2020, the Marine Corps an-
nounced the end of heel-to-toe rotations of 700 
Marines to Norway, which began in 2017, opt-
ing for shorter, more sporadic deployments.30 
The first new deployment in October 2020 
consisted of 400 Marines, and in the second, 
1,000 Marines were deployed to Setermoen, 
Norway, from January–March 2021 for Arc-
tic warfare training.31 Major General Patrick J. 
Hermesmann, former Commander of U.S. Ma-
rine Corps Forces Europe & Africa, has noted 
the growing relationship between Norway and 
the U.S. through “shared hardship of tough, re-
alistic training in this austere environment.”32

In addition to ground forces, in February 
and March 2021, four B-1 Lancers were based 
out of Ørland Air Station in southern Norway, 
marking the first time the aircraft have been 
based in Norway.33 The Lancers conducted 
training exercises with allies Denmark, Ger-
many, Italy, Norway, and Poland while also 
practicing landing and refueling at Bodø Air 
Base above the Arctic Circle.34

In October 2020, at the behest of the Unit-
ed States, Norway announced the reopening 
of Olavsvern bunker, a mountainside subma-
rine base near Tromsø with “9,800ft of deep 
water underground docks that can house and 
refit nuclear submarines.”35 The base, which 
had been closed in 2002, is now open to U.S. 
Seawolf-class nuclear submarines.36

The U.S. also continues to rotate a Sustain-
ment Task Force “comprised of nearly 1,000 
personnel and 200 pieces of equipment” from 

“11 active duty, U.S. Army Reserve and National 
Guard units.” The units that make up the task 
force are varied and “include ammunition, fuel, 
movement control, transportation, mainte-
nance, ordnance, supply, and postal services.”37

Operation Atlantic Resolve’s naval compo-
nent has consisted partly of increased deploy-
ments of U.S. ships to the Baltic and Black Seas 
since 2014. However, in 2020, the U.S. spent 82 
days in the Black Sea, which is 27 less that the 
109 days it spent in 2019.38

Russian undersea activity continues at an 
elevated level. The U.S. Navy reestablished the 
2nd Fleet, which is “responsible for the north-
ern Atlantic Ocean,” in May 2018 nearly seven 
years after 2011 when it had been disbanded.39 
The 2nd Fleet reached full operational capa-
bility at the end of 2019.40 The fleet was rees-
tablished because of Russian militarization of 
the Arctic.41 “This is where the fight is…where 
the competition is,” according to Vice Admiral 
Andrew Lewis, Commander of the 2nd Fleet. 

“Specifically in the Atlantic [and] the undersea 
capability of the Russians.”42 In March 2021, 
in a statement exercise, three Russian ballis-
tic missile submarines punched through ice in 
the Arctic near the North Pole.43

For Vice Admiral Lewis, “Anti-submarine 
warfare is a primary mission for everybody 
in the United States Navy, regardless of what 
you wear on your chest.”44 Admiral Burke has 
stated that the 6th Fleet keeps units operating 

“nearly continuously” in the Arctic and that 
U.S. submarines “really dominate that area.”45 
The U.S. also has capable partners in patrolling 
Arctic waters:

“UK [and] France to name two extremely 
reliable [and] capable partners. Canada…
Norway…all contribute significantly to the 
theater of undersea warfare fight. Den-
mark is expanding their capabilities. Now 
almost every one of those nations that I’ve 
mentioned now have significant airborne 
maritime patrol reconnaissance aircraft, if 
not the P-8A version, closely resembling 
the P-8 capabilities. Many have bought ver-
sions similar to the P-8. Their surface com-
batants today are incredibly capable too.46

In recent years, the U.S. has also made a 
point of publicly acknowledging the surfac-
ing of nuclear-powered submarines in Arctic 
waters as a message of deterrence. One such 
example occurred in May 2021, when the 
Virginia- class submarine USS New Mexico 
docked in Tromsø, Norway.47

Outside the Arctic, as explained by Admi-
ral Burke, “advances in its submarine fleet and 
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expanding maritime strategic goals have rein-
vigorated Russia’s access to the broader Atlan-
tic Ocean.”48 These changes have led officials 
to state that the U.S. east coast is no longer “a 
safe haven.”49

Prepositioned Stocks. The U.S. continues 
to preposition equipment in Europe across 
all services. Equipment and ammunition suf-
ficient to support a division will continue to 
arrive in Europe through 2021.50 The U.S. Air 
Force, Special Forces, and Marine Corps are 
strengthening their prepositioned stocks, and 
the Marine Corps Prepositioning Program in 
Norway is emphasizing cold-weather equip-
ment.51 The services’ Force Design 2030 could 
change what is stored in the depot with an em-
phasis on rocket artillery, air-defense systems, 
and long-range unmanned aircraft while de-
emphasizing helicopters and tanks.52 DOD’s 
FY 2021 budget proposal includes “funding 
to continue the build of a division-sized set 
of prepositioned equipment with corps-level 
enablers that is planned to contain two ABCTs 
(one of which is modernized), two Fires Bri-
gades, air defense, engineer, movement control, 
sustainment and medical units.”53

In February 2020, General Gustave F. Perna, 
Commanding General of the U.S. Army Materi-
el Command, revealed that the U.S. is building 
an additional Army prepositioned stock set 
for Europe.54 In April 2021, General Wolters 
testified that:

[W]e expect to establish a U.S. 
division-sized capability through the 
combination of forward-stationed forces, 
rotational forces, and Army Prepositioned 
Stocks (APS). APS equipment facilitates 
increased agility and lethality by enabling 
rapid integration of rotational combat 
units into operations. During Exercise 
DEFENDER-Europe 20, U.S. Army Europe 
and NATO Allies successfully exercised 
at the battalion and brigade levels, and 
we plan to assemble a divisional forma-
tion on NATO’s Eastern flank in Exercise 
DEFENDER-Europe 24, the first since the 
end of the Cold War.55

In May 2021, General Christopher Cavoli, 
Commander of U.S. Army Europe and Africa, 
noted a difference in focus between Defend-
er Europe 2020 (northeastern Europe) and 
Defender Europe 2021 (southeastern Eu-
rope): “[With] Defender 2021 we have decid-
ed to exercise the ports, and the airports, and 
the rail lines, and the roadways throughout 
southeastern Europe.”56 Defender Europe 21 
will involve 26 nations, including the U.S., and 
around 28,000 multinational forces in addition 
to several smaller exercises including:

Swift Response, which involves airborne 
operations in Estonia, Bulgaria and 
Romania; Immediate Response, which 
involves more than 5,000 troops from 
eight nations conducting live-fire training 
in 12 different countries; Saber Guardian, 
which includes more than 13,000 service 
members doing live-fire training as well 
as air and missile defense operations; 
and a command post exercise with 2,000 
personnel exercising the ability of a 
headquarters to command multinational 
land forces.57

Impact of COVID-19. The impact of 
COVID-19 was felt across the alliance, but it 
did not alter the alliance’s ability to carry out 
the vital work of collective defense. In Novem-
ber 2020, NATO Secretary General Jens Stol-
tenberg stated that:

NATO Allies and our militaries have been 
supporting each other and our partners 
throughout this pandemic—transporting 
critical medical supplies, patients and 
experts; setting up military field hospitals 
and securing borders; supporting civilian 
efforts and helping to save lives. At the 
same time, we remain vigilant and ready, 
because NATO’s main responsibility is 
to make sure this health crisis does not 
become a security crisis.58

NATO’s Euro-Atlantic Disaster Response 
Coordination Centre (EADRCC) helped to 
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coordinate assistance based on requests and 
the availability of supplies. In April 2020, 
NATO foreign ministers directed Supreme Al-
lied Commander Wolters to help coordinate 
the matching of requests for aid with offers of 
assistance and to utilize excess airlift capac-
ity to ease the transport of essential supplies 
across borders.59 NATO’s Strategic Airlift Ca-
pability (SAC), “a multinational programme 
that provides assured access to strategic 
military airlift capability for its 12 member 
nations,”60 was leveraged for pandemic re-
sponse. The NATO secretary general’s 2020 
annual report specifies that military forces of 
NATO allies had flown more than 350 flights 
to transport medical personnel, transported 
more than 1,500 tons of equipment, and helped 
to build almost 100 field hospitals.61 NATO also 
established a Pandemic Response Trust Fund, 
located in Romania and managed out of Taran-
to, Italy, which stockpiles medical equipment 
and supplies for allies and partners.62

In addition to NATO facilitation, allies have 
assisted one another during the pandemic in 
numerous ways.63 Because of U.S. overseas bas-
ing, despite a poor vaccine rollout in most of 
Europe, thousands of Europeans who are em-
ployed by the U.S. military or who are eligible 
dependents received vaccines at U.S. bases on 
the continent.64 Additionally:

NATO assisted local authorities to fight 
COVID-19 where the Alliance is de-
ployed. For example, in Afghanistan, the 
NATO-led Resolute Support Mission 
contributed to fighting the pandemic 
with the provision of critical supplies to 
Afghan security forces in 14 provinces, 
with several Allies providing essential 
equipment. In Iraq, essential medical 
equipment was delivered in coordination 
with NATO Mission Iraq. In Kosovo, the 
NATO-led Kosovo Force donated person-
al protective equipment to hospitals and 
delivered more than 50 donations of food 
and clothing to 14 Kosovo municipalities, 
in coordination with local charities and 
the Red Cross of Kosovo.65

Another important impact of the pandem-
ic was cancellation, postponement, or modi-
fication of exercises. Defender 2020, which 
was to be “the U.S. Army’s largest exercise in 
Europe in 25 years, ranging across ten coun-
tries and involving 37,000 troops from at least 
18 countries, of which 20,000 soldiers will be 
deployed from the United States to Europe,”66 
and drawing heavily on prepositioned equip-
ment, was significantly scaled back, and linked 
exercises “Dynamic Front, Joint Warfighting 
Assessment, Saber Strike and Swift Response” 
were cancelled.67 Another linked exercise, Al-
lied Spirit, was postponed from May 2020 to 
June 2020 and scaled back. The U.S. and Po-
land were the only participating countries, 
only 6,000 of a planned 10,000 soldiers took 
part, and “NATO’s strategic airlift capability 
[was] no longer included.”68

Despite these changes, the scaled back De-
fender 2020 was an important exercise that 

“brought more than 6,000 soldiers and 3,000 
pieces of equipment from the US to Europe via 
air and sea and saw 9,000 pieces of equipment 
drawn from Army prepositioned stocks on the 
continent.”69

Because of coronavirus-related concerns, 
BALTOPS 2020, which took place in June 2020, 
for the first time did not include amphibious 
landings. The lack of amphibious landings, 
however, allowed for a focus on other areas in-
cluding testing the ability of NATO’s maritime 
headquarters in Lisbon “to coordinate with 6th 
Fleet headquarters in Naples, Italy, NATO op-
eration centers and forces in the Baltic Sea.”70

U.S. Nuclear Weapons in Europe. In his 
2021 EUCOM posture statement, General 
Wolters reaffirmed that “[a]s long as nuclear 
weapons exist, NATO must remain a nuclear 
Alliance. NATO’s nuclear capability preserves 
peace, prevents coercion, deters aggression, 
and instills confidence in the transatlantic 
bond. The Alliance’s strategic forces guar-
antee security and backstop U.S. operations 
in Europe.”71

It is believed that until the end of the 
Cold War, the U.S. maintained approximately 
2,500 nuclear warheads in Europe. Unofficial 



88 2022 Index of U.S. Military Strength

 

estimates range between 150 and 200 war-
heads spread out across bases in Belgium, Italy, 
Germany, the Netherlands, and Turkey.72

In October 2019, reports surfaced that 
the U.S. was considering moving the approx-
imately 50 tactical nuclear weapons stored at 
Incirlik Air Base in Turkey in light of ongo-
ing tensions, but this does not appear to have 
happened.73 All of these weapons are free-fall 
gravity bombs designed for use with U.S. and 
allied dual- capable aircraft. Although tacti-
cal nuclear weapons are forward deployed to 
Incirlik, “there are no aircraft capable of de-
livering the B-61 gravity bombs co-located at 
Incirlik Airbase.”74 The U.S. has nuclear sharing 
agreements with Belgium, Italy, Germany, and 
the Netherlands that allow for U.S. tactical nu-
clear weapons to be delivered by allied aircraft, 
but no such agreement is in force with Turkey: 

“The weapons at Incirlik Air Base in Turkey are 
solely for use on U.S. aircraft.”75

The B61 nuclear gravity bomb that is “de-
ployed from U.S. Air Force and North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO) bases” is under-
going a life extension program that is expected 
to add at least 20 years to its service life and 

“improve the bomb’s safety, security, and effec-
tiveness.”76 The B61-12 bomb, according to U.S. 
officials, is “intended to be three times more ac-
curate than its predecessors.”77 The first produc-
tion unit is slated for FY 2022 with production 
completed in 2025.78 In November 2020, the U.S. 
tested the B61-12 successfully with an F-35A fol-
lowing tests with the F-15E and B-2 bomber.79

China. At NATO’s 2019 leaders meeting in 
London, the alliance “recognize[d] that China’s 
growing influence and international policies 
present both opportunities and challenges that 
we need to address together as an Alliance.”80 
Issues of concern include budding Russian 
and Chinese military cooperation as well as 
Chinese technology, propaganda, offensive 
cyber capabilities, and control of critical infra-
structure in Europe, all of which affect NATO’s 
member states. In an interview, Admiral Burke 
noted the potential risk to U.S. and alliance in-
terests from Chinese infrastructure acquisi-
tions in Europe:

Today, the Chinese have a controlling in-
terest in 12 European ports. So, are NATO 
countries going to be able to count on 
those ports for Free Trade, and if NATO 
has to defend Europe, will they allow us 
into those ports to refuel, resupply, do 
repairs, rearm? We don’t know if we can 
count on that. It’s a troubling pattern 
and our European partners are increas-
ingly aware and awakened to this poten-
tial threat.81

In the same interview, he observed that the 
Chinese are “increasingly present” in the Med-
iterranean not just with investments, but also 
with warships.82

Important Alliances and Bilateral 
Relations in Europe

The United States has a number of import-
ant multilateral and bilateral relationships in 
Europe. First and foremost is the North At-
lantic Treaty Organization, the world’s most 
important and arguably most successful de-
fense alliance.

North Atlantic Treaty Organization. 
NATO is an intergovernmental, multilateral 
security organization that was designed origi-
nally to defend Western Europe from the Sovi-
et Union. It anchored the U.S. firmly in Europe, 
solidified Western resolve during the Cold 
War, and rallied European support following 
the 9/11 terrorist attacks. NATO has been the 
bedrock of transatlantic security cooperation 
ever since its creation in 1949 and is likely to 
remain so for the foreseeable future.

In April 2021, following a U.S. decision to 
withdraw forces from Afghanistan, NATO de-
clared “that there is no military solution to 
the challenges Afghanistan faces”83 and end-
ed Operation Resolute Support, a non-combat 
operation intended to provide “training, advice 
and assistance to Afghan security forces and 
institutions.”84 The withdrawal of alliance forc-
es began on May 1, 2021.85

Two ongoing NATO operations are Kosovo 
Force (KFOR) and Operation Sea Guardian 
in the Mediterranean to maintain “maritime 
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 PORTS

1 Netherlands—Euromax Terminal (Rotterdam)

2 Belgium—Zeebrugge (Bruges)

3 Belgium—Antwerp Gateway

4 France—Terminal des Flandres (Dunkirk)

5 France—Terminal de France (Le Havre)

6 France—Terminal du Grand Ouest (Nantes)

7 France—Eurofos Terminal (Marseille)

8 Italy—Vado Reefer Terminal (Genoa)

9 Spain—Noatum Container Terminal (Bilbao)

10 Spain—Noatum Container Terminal (Valencia)

11 Malta—Malta Freeport Terminal (Birżebbuġa)

12 Greece—Piraeus Container Terminal

13 Bulgaria—Port of Burgas

14 Bulgaria—Port of Varna

15 Romania—Port of Constanta

16 Turkey—Kumport Sea Terminal (Istanbul)

 AIRPORTS

1 U.K.—Heathrow Airport

2 Germany—Frankfurt-Hahn Airport

3 Slovenia—Ljubljana Airport

4 Slovenia—Maribor Airport

5 Albania—Tirana Airport

 RAILWAYS

1 Germany—Port of Duisburg

2 Hungary—BILK Kombiterminal
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situational awareness, counter-terrorism at 
sea and support to capacity-building.”86 Ad-
ditional operations include Airborne Surveil-
lance and Interception Capabilities to meet 
Iceland’s Peacetime Preparedness Needs; 
NATO Air Policing over the Baltics, Albania, 
Bulgaria, Montenegro, Romania, and Slove-
nia;87 and support to the African Union Mission 
in Somalia through occasional air and sealifts 
while helping to train and build capacity in the 
African Standby Force.88

Finally, there is NATO Mission Iraq (NMI), 
a non-combat mission to train and build the 
capacity of Iraqi Security Forces. In February 
2021, following an Iraqi government request in 
late 2020, NATO defense ministers agreed to 
increase the size of NMI and expand the scope 
of training activities beyond the Baghdad re-
gion.89 NATO Secretary General Jens Stolten-
berg stated that an incremental increase could 
raise the number of NATO troops participating 
in NMI from 500 to around 4,000.90

In recent years, NATO has focused strongly 
on military mobility and logistics in line with 
its 2014 Readiness Action Plan (RAP). The RAP 
was designed to reassure nervous member 
states and put in motion “longer-term chang-
es to NATO’s forces and command structure 
so that the Alliance will be better able to react 
swiftly and decisively to sudden crises.”91

In June 2018, NATO defense ministers 
agreed to the Four 30s plan to improve the 
movement of troops in Europe by 2020. “Four 
30s” derives from the plan’s objective that 
NATO should be able to respond to any ag-
gression with 30 battalions, 30 squadrons 
of aircraft, and 30 warships within 30 days.92 
According to Secretary General Stoltenberg, 

“Allies contributed all of the combat forces 
required for this initiative” in 2019 “and are 
now working to build and maintain the level 
of readiness of these forces and organize them 
into larger formations.”93

At the 2019 London Summit, space was 
recognized as an operational domain.94 Sub-
sequently, in October 2020, NATO agreed to 
launch a space center, to “be located within 
existing facilities at Allied Air Command” at 

Ramstein Air Base and charged with “sup-
port[ing] NATO operations, missions and ac-
tivities in order to increase NATO Space Do-
main Awareness through the co-ordination of 
data, products and services with Allies.”95

Enhanced Forward Presence. The center-
piece of NATO’s renewed focus on collective 
defense is the four multinational battalions 
stationed in Poland and the Baltic States as 
part of the alliance’s Enhanced Forward Pres-
ence (EFP). Different countries serve as lead 
(framework) nations, providing overall co-
ordination and the centerpiece force that is 
augmented by other contributing nations, for 
different supported countries.

 l The U.S. serves as the framework nation 
in Orzysz, Poland, near the Suwalki Gap. 
The U.S.-led battlegroup consists of 691 
American troops and an armored cavalry 
squadron with combat service and sup-
port enablers augmented by 80 troops 
from Croatia, 120 from Romania, and 140 
from the United Kingdom.96

 l In Estonia, the United Kingdom serves 
as the framework nation, headquartered 
in Tapa with 828 troops in an armored 
infantry battalion with main battle tanks 
and armored fighting vehicles along with 

“self-propelled artillery and air defence 
assets, engineers, an intelligence, sur-
veillance and reconnaissance group and 
logistic support elements”; one Icelandic 
strategic communications civilian; and 
337 French troops with main battle tanks 
and armored fighting vehicles.97

 l In Adazi, Latvia, Canada is the framework 
nation with 527 troops and armored 
fighting vehicles augmented by 21 troops 
from Albania, 56 from the Czech Republic, 
one civilian from Iceland, 200 troops from 
Italy with tanks and armored fighting 
vehicles, 10 from Montenegro, 175 from 
Poland with tanks, 97 from Slovakia, 40 
from Slovenia, and 346 from Spain with 
tanks and armored fighting vehicles.98
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 l In Rukla, Lithuania, Germany serves as 

the framework nation with 583 troops 
augmented by another 198 from Belgium, 
36 from the Czech Republic, 270 from the 
Netherlands, 195 from Norway with main 
battle tanks and infantry fighting vehicles, 
a contribution from Luxembourg,99 and 
one Icelandic public affairs civilian.100

EFP troops are under NATO command and 
control; a Multinational Division Headquar-
ters Northeast located in Elblag, Poland, which 
reached full operational capability in Decem-
ber 2018, coordinates the four battalions.101 
In February 2017, the Baltic States signed an 
agreement to facilitate the movement of NATO 
forces among the countries.102 Some EFP host 
nations have called for additional assets— 
importantly, enablers to be added to the battal-
ions. Latvia, for example, views it as “extremely 
important to strengthen allied presence with 
long-range components, such as fire support, 
air defence support and on-shore (port)/off-
shore components.”103

NATO also has established eight Force In-
tegration Units located in Sofia, Bulgaria; Tal-
linn, Estonia; Riga, Latvia; Vilnius, Lithuania; 
Bydgoszcz, Poland; Bucharest, Romania; Sze-
kesfehervar, Hungary; and Bratislava, Slovakia. 
These new units “will help facilitate the rap-
id deployment of Allied forces to the Eastern 
part of the Alliance, support collective defence 
planning and assist in coordinating training 
and exercises.”104

At its July 2016 Warsaw summit, NATO 
agreed to “develop tailored forward presence 
in the southeast part of the Alliance territory.” 
Specifically:

Appropriate measures, tailored to the 
Black Sea region and including the 
Romanian initiative to establish a multina-
tional framework brigade to help improve 
integrated training of Allied units under 
Headquarters Multinational Division 
Southeast [HQ MND–SE], will contribute 
to the Alliance’s strengthened deter-
rence and defence posture, situational 

awareness, and peacetime demonstration 
of NATO’s intent to operate without con-
straint. It will also provide a strong signal 
of support to regional security. Options 
for a strengthened NATO air and mari-
time presence will be assessed.105

The land component of this presence is 
a multinational framework brigade based 
in Craiova, Romania, under the control of 
HQ MND–SE in Bucharest.106 HQ MND–SE 
achieved final operational capability in March 
2018.107 NATO’s tailored forward presence 
is supported by units from Bulgaria, Cana-
da, France, Germany, Hungary, Italy, Lux-
embourg, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Spain, 
and Turkey.108

The U.S. and Romania jointly organize the 
biannual Saber Guardian exercise, which is 

“designed to improve the integration of mul-
tinational combat forces.”109 In the 2021 it-
eration, scheduled to take place in Bulgaria, 
Hungary, and Romania,110 “more than 13,000 
service members from 19 countries will con-
duct live fire and air and missile defense oper-
ations, plus a large scale medical evacuation.”111 
Saber Guardian 21 is one of several exercises 
linked with DEFENDER-Europe 21, which has 
a regional focus. According to General Cavoli, 

“DEFENDER-Europe 21 provides us the best 
opportunity to hone our abilities alongside our 
allies and partners in the strategically import-
ant Balkans and Black Sea region so that col-
lectively, we are ready to respond to any crisis 
that may arise.”112

NATO continues air policing missions over 
Bulgarian and Romanian airspace. In Septem-
ber and October of 2020, six U.S. F-16s took 
part in a four-week air policing mission over 
Bulgaria with Bulgarian air force units and Ca-
nadian F-18s flying from Romania.113 In 2020, 
the alliance saw a modest uptick in Russian 
aircraft approaching or violating NATO air-
space. Jets were scrambled 400 times across 
domains, and 350 of these incidents involved 
Russian military aircraft.114

In October 2019, addressing a NATO ca-
pability gap in aerial refueling, the Czech 
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Republic, Belgium, Germany, Luxembourg, 
the Netherlands, and Norway jointly pro-
cured A330 air-to-air refueling aircraft, to be 
deployed from 2020–2024; the fourth of nine 
aircraft was delivered in April 2021.115 Five of 
the aircraft are planned to operate out of Eind-
hoven airbase in the Netherlands, and three 
will operate out of Germany’s Cologne–Wahn 
airbase.116 The U.S. currently accounts for 90 
percent of NATO air-to-air refuelings.117

Additionally, in November 2019, NATO an-
nounced a $1 billion package to upgrade its Air-
borne Warning and Control System (AWACS) 
planes, coupled with “an announcement that 
the first of five Global Hawk drones making up 
the Alliance Ground Surveillance program was 
en route from the United States to its future 
home base at Sigonella, Sicily.”118

In 2018, NATO established two new com-
mands: a joint force command for the Atlantic 
based in Norfolk, Virginia, and a logistics and 
military mobility command.119 These com-
mands consist of a total of 1,500 personnel, 
with the logistics command headquartered in 
Ulm, Germany.120 Logistics have been a signif-
icant focus of the alliance in recent years. An 
internal alliance assessment in 2017 reported-
ly concluded that NATO’s “ability to logistically 
support rapid reinforcement in the much-ex-
panded territory covering SACEUR’s (Supreme 
Allied Commander Europe) area of operation 
has atrophied since the end of the Cold War.”121 
Former U.S. Commander of European Com-
mand Lieutenant General Ben Hodges has 
described the importance of military mobili-
ty for deterrence: “We need to think how fast 
the Russians are moving. We must be able to 
move as fast [as] or faster than them so that 
they do not make the mistake of thinking that 
they could launch an attack of some sort in an 
area before we could respond.”122

Continued shortfalls in the alliance’s abili-
ty to move soldiers and equipment swiftly and 
efficiently include “limitations of road surface 
weight capacity, bridges capacity and railway 
traffic limits” as well as differences in rail gaug-
es and continued legal, procedural, and regula-
tory slowdowns.123 NATO has focused heavily 

on overcoming these barriers, working with 
the European Union, which retains compe-
tencies that are critical to improving military 
mobility, particularly with regard to overcom-
ing legal and regulatory hurdles. In March 2018, 
the EU published an Action Plan on Military 
Mobility that “identifies a series of operation-
al measures to tackle physical, procedural or 
regulatory barriers which hamper military mo-
bility.”124 Cooperation has brought about some 
beneficial legal and regulatory changes,125 but 
notable challenges persist.

Cyber Capabilities. “A secure cyberspace 
is essential to everything the Alliance does,” 
according to NATO’s secretary general. “This 
is why cyber defence is part of NATO’s core 
task of collective defence. NATO has made 
clear that a severe cyber attack could lead it to 
invoke Article 5 of the Washington Treaty.”126 
Ultimately, the decision to invoke Article 5 will 
be a political decision.

At the 2016 Warsaw summit, NATO recog-
nized cyberspace as a domain of operations, 
and on August 31, 2018, it established a Cyber-
space Operations Center (CYOC) in Mons, Bel-
gium, that will include 70 cyber experts when it 
becomes fully operational in 2023127 and “will 
provide situational awareness and coordina-
tion of NATO operational activity within cy-
berspace.”128 In 2020, NATO published its first 
cyber doctrine.129

In 2017, NATO announced a planned $1.85 
billion expansion of its satellite communica-
tions capabilities.130 Its decision was driven 
in part by the acquisition of five Global Hawk 
surveillance drones, which generate significant 
data; after delays, the first drone was delivered 
in 2019 to Sigonella Naval Air Station.131 Sat-
ellite communications are critical both for pi-
loting the Global Hawks and for disseminating 
the surveillance data they collect in real time.

The alliance’s Joint Air Power (JAP) Strate-
gy, released in June 2018, highlights the impor-
tance of cyber and space capabilities:

Increasing reliance on cyber and space-
based capabilities by Alliance forces 
presents vulnerabilities for adversaries to 
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negate critical NATO capabilities through 
degradation, denial or destruction, whilst 
providing opportunities for the Alliance 
to integrate such capabilities with JAP 
for kinetic and non-kinetic effect. Both 
the resilience and exploitation of such 
capabilities is [sic] therefore a critical 
requirement that future development 
should address.132

Through the NATO Industry Cyber Part-
nership, NATO has also invested in a stronger 
relationship with industry. As described by 
NATO’s secretary general:

This initiative, established in 2014, facili-
tates cooperation for the mutual benefit 
of both NATO and Allies’ industry and 
academia. In 2019, industry continued to 
support NATO’s cyber defence by pro-
viding real-time actionable cyber threat 
information, thereby enabling stake-
holders to take rapid action to respond 
to threats.133

Areas of further cooperation within NATO 
include the NATO Intelligence on Cyber-
space Community of Interest “to more regu-
larly exchange information, assessments and 
best practices—improving NATO’s ability to 
prevent and respond to cyber threats,” and 
the NATO Communications and Information 
Agency, which “continued to facilitate infor-
mation exchanges between NATO Allies on 
cyber threats and incidents through its Cyber 
Collaboration Network. Twenty-one Allies 
have joined the network to date.”134

With respect to the likely effects of Chi-
nese 5G technology on intelligence sharing 
in Europe, U.S. officials have said that utiliz-
ing Chinese state-controlled companies for 
next-generation wireless networks would 
be “nothing short of madness.”135 A Chinese 
presence in European telecommunications 
networks could decisively compromise the 
communications integrity of the military and 
intelligence community. The London Decla-
ration stated that “NATO and Allies, within 

their respective authority, are committed to 
ensuring the security of our communications, 
including 5G, recognizing the need to rely on 
secure and resilient systems.”136

The landscape in Europe for key deci-
sions regarding Chinese technology in next- 
generation wireless networks remains in 
limbo; many nations have taken decisions in 
recent years to restrict Chinese vendors from 
5G networks, but these threat perceptions 
are not uniform. The impact of the emerging 
patchwork approach toward Chinese 5G tech-
nology on the European operating environ-
ment will become clearer in the coming years.

Ballistic Missile Defense. NATO’s bal-
listic missile defense (BMD) achieved initial 
operational capability in July 2016, offering a 
stronger capability to defend alliance popula-
tions, territory, and forces across the southern 
portion of Europe from a potential ballistic 
missile attack.

 l An Aegis Ashore site in Deveselu, Ro-
mania, became operational in May 
2016, and upgrades were completed in 
August 2019.137

 l An AN/TPY-2 forward-based early- 
warning BMD radar established at Küre-
cik, Turkey, has a range of up to 1,800 
miles. The U.S. is also reportedly building 
a second undisclosed site near Malatya, 
expanding capability at that location.138

 l BMD-capable U.S. Aegis-equipped ships 
are forward deployed at Rota, Spain.139 
Two additional destroyers will be based 
out of Rota by 2025 or 2026, bringing the 
total to six; Rota’s four current destroyers 
are the “workhorses of deterrence” ac-
cording to General Wolters.140

 l A second Aegis Ashore site in Redzikowo, 
Poland, that broke ground in May 2016 
has faced delays but was commissioned 
in September 2020 and will begin opera-
tions in 2022.141
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 l Ramstein Air Base in Germany hosts a 

command and control center.142

 l The U.K. operates an early warning BMD 
radar at RAF Fylingdales in England. The 
U.K. continues to consider upgrades to 
its Type 45 Destroyers with BMD capa-
ble missiles.143

 l In May and June 2021, 10 nations— 
Belgium, Denmark, France, Germany, 
Italy, the Netherlands, Norway, Spain, the 
United Kingdom, and the United States—
took part in the biannual BMD exercise 
Formidable Shield.144 Formidable Shield 
21 features 15 ships, 10 aircraft, and 3,300 
participants145 and “is designed to im-
prove allied interoperability in a live-fire 
joint IAMD [Integrated Air and Missile 
Defense] environment, using NATO com-
mand and control reporting structures.”146

In January 2017, the Russian embassy in 
Norway threatened that if Norway contrib-
utes ships or radar to NATO BMD, Russia 

“will have to react to defend our security.”147 
Norway operates four Fridtjof Nansen–class 
Aegis-equipped frigates that are not currently 
BMD capable.148 A fifth Aegis-equipped frigate, 
the Helge Ingstad, collided with an oil tanker 
and sustained so much damage that the gov-
ernment has decided to scrap it.149

Denmark, which agreed in 2014 to equip 
at least one of its Iver Huitfeldt–class frigates 
with radar to contribute to NATO BMD, reaf-
firmed this commitment in the Defence Agree-
ment 2018–2023.150 Russia’s ambassador in 
Copenhagen has openly threatened Denmark 
for agreeing to contribute: “I do not believe 
that Danish people fully understand the con-
sequences of what may happen if Denmark 
joins the American-led missile defense system. 
If Denmark joins, Danish warships become tar-
gets for Russian nuclear missiles.”151

In March 2019, the first of four Dutch De 
Zeven Provinciën–class frigates received a 
SMART-L Multi-Mission/Naval (MM/N) 
D -band long-range radar upgrade that is 

“capable of BMD mission (surveillance and 
tracking of ballistic missiles) up to 2000 km 
while simultaneous[ly] maintaining the air 
defence capability.”152 All four Dutch frigates 
will receive the radar upgrade and carry SM-3 
surface-to-air missiles.153 In December 2020, 
the Royal Netherlands and German navies 
signed an agreement to work jointly to de-
velop a replacement for the Dutch De Zeven 
Provinciën– class frigate and Germany’s three 
F124 Sachsen-class frigates.154

Belgian Admiral Jan de Beurme stated in 
April 2021 that “we are studying the feasibility 
of integrating ballistic missile defense shooter 
capabilities into the new frigates.”155 A contract 
to develop a weapons suite for a joint Belgian 
and Dutch procurement of two multipurpose 
frigates apiece was awarded in February 2019, 
and the vessels are expected to enter service 
beginning in 2024.156

Spain currently operates four Aegis- 
equipped F-100 Alvaro de Bazan–class frig-
ates, but they are not yet BMD capable.157 
In April 2019, Spain signed an agreement to 
procure five F-110 multi-mission frigates; 
the first F-110 will likely be deployed in 2026. 
The Aegis-equipped frigates “will host the 
first naval solid-state S-band radar for the 
Spanish Navy.”158

The Italian Navy is procuring seven multi-
role offshore patrol vessels (PPAs) that are to 
be delivered from 2021–2026.159 The first of 
two PPAs in full configuration that are BMD 
capable will be delivered in 2024.160

Quality of Armed Forces in the Region
Article 3 of the 1949 North Atlantic Trea-

ty, NATO’s founding document, states that at 
a minimum, members “will maintain and de-
velop their individual and collective capacity 
to resist armed attack.”161 Regrettably, only a 
handful of NATO members are living up to 
their Article 3 commitments.

In 2020, 11 countries—Estonia (2.33 per-
cent); France (2.04 percent); Greece (2.68 
percent); Latvia (2.27 percent); Lithuania (2.13 
percent); Norway (2.00 percent); Poland (2.31 
percent); Romania (2.07 percent); the Slovak 
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Republic (2.00 percent); the United Kingdom 
(2.32 percent); and the United States (3.73 
percent)—spent the required minimum of 2 
percent of gross domestic product (GDP) on 
defense,162 and 18 NATO allies spent 20 percent 
of their defense budgets on “major new capa-
bilities.”163 NATO defense spending continues 
to trend upward: “2020 marked the sixth con-
secutive year of growth in defence spending by 
European Allies and Canada, with an increase 
in real terms of 3.9% from 2019 to 2020.”164

Germany. Germany remains an econom-
ic powerhouse that punches well below its 
weight in terms of defense. In 2020, it spent 
only 1.56 percent of GDP on defense and 16.9 
percent of its defense budget on equipment.165 
In November 2019, German defense Minister 
Annegret Kramp-Karrenbauer announced 
that the nation may not attain the 2 percent 
benchmark until 2031.166 German defense 
spending is rising, however: The $63.8 billion 
budget for 2021 is a 3.2 percent increase over 
the budget for 2020.167

Despite the positive momentum, the 
German military remains underfunded and 
underequipped. One former German diplo-
mat has stated that without NATO, Germany 

“would have to double its defence budget to 
3–3.5 per cent of GDP or risk being ‘completely 
blind, deaf and defenceless.’”168

Germany continues to serve as the frame-
work nation for NATO’s EFP battalion in 
Lithuania, with 583 troops stationed there.169 
Germany is also spending $110 million through 
2021 to upgrade facilities in Lithuania that in-
clude barracks used by the multinational bat-
talion.170 The Luftwaffe has taken part in Baltic 
Air Policing 13 times—more than any other na-
tion’s armed forces—most recently out of Ši-
auliai air base in Lithuania in the summer of 
2020171 and out of Ämari Air Base in Estonia 
from September 2020 to May 2021.172

Germany maintains 70 troops in Kosovo as 
part of NATO’s Kosovo Force173 and had been 
the second-largest contributor to NATO’s 
Resolute Support Mission in Afghanistan 
with 1,300 troops.174 In April 2021, the Bund-
estag extended the mandate for Germany’s 

participation in NATO’s Sea Guardian mar-
itime security operation, as well as Germa-
ny’s participation in United Nations Mission 
in South Sudan, extending both mandates 
through March 31, 2022.175 German forces 
also participate in a number of additional U.N. 
peacekeeping missions including missions in 
Lebanon and Mali.176

In October 2020, Germany extended its 
non-combat training mission in Iraq and its 
air-to-air refueling and air surveillance ra-
dar missions in support of the counter-ISIS 
coalition, but it ended its Tornado reconnais-
sance mission on March 31, 2020.177 Germany 
maintains 90 soldiers in Iraq helping to train 
Kurdish forces.178

In April 2017, the Bundeswehr established a 
new cyber command, which will have a staff of 
approximately 14,500 by the time it becomes 
fully operational this year.179 Germany also 
led NATO’s Very High Readiness Joint Task 
Force (VJTF) in 2019 and will do so again in 
2023, with “the earmarked units prioritised for 
modernisation and upgrades.”180

Although Germany’s forces have taken on 
additional roles in recent years, its overall mili-
tary continues to suffer serious equipment and 
readiness issues. As of December 2020, the 
Federal Ministry of Defence estimated that 
readiness for all major weapons systems was 
74 percent—only a slight improvement since 
June 2020’s 71 percent.181

Deployments often strain the military 
for years. In one example, following deploy-
ment of TIGER combat helicopters to Mali in 
2017–2018, “the concentration of all available 
resources in training, personnel, special tools 
and spare parts on this 15-month deployment 
halted the process chain in domestic opera-
tions to such an extent that this continued to 
have a significant disruptive impact on materi-
el readiness in 2020.”182 Even Germany’s robust 
contribution to Baltic Air Policing “takes ev-
erything it has, often at the expense of training 
initiatives.”183

Significant problems identified in a Feb-
ruary 2021 parliamentary report include just 
13 operational LEOPARD 2 battle tanks being 
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available for training in 2020 (well under the 
target of 35)184 and procurement knots such 
as those that resulted in a lack of cold-weath-
er suits and flight helmets for the Navy.185 In 
September 2020, a tender to replace Germa-
ny’s CH-53G heavy transport helicopters was 

cancelled because of high cost, although a 
replacement is still being sought.186 However, 
there also was some small progress in readi-
ness; for instance, six more Eurofighters were 
available for flight operations every day in 
2020 than were available in 2019.187

EQUIPMENT AS A PERCENTAGE OF DEFENSE EXPENDITURES, 2021

A  heritage.org

NOTE: Figures are estimates for 2021. Iceland is not listed because it has no military.
SOURCE: Press release, “Defence Expenditure of NATO Countries (2013–2020),” North Atlantic Treaty Organization, March 16, 2021, 
https://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/2021/3/pdf/210316-pr-2020-30-en.pdf (accessed July 23, 2021).

DEFENSE SPENDING AS A PERCENTAGE OF GDP, 2021

CHART 2

Less than Half of NATO Members Follow Defense Spending Guidelines
NATO members are expected to spend at least 2 percent of their GDP on defense, 
and at least 20 percent of their defense spending is supposed to go to equipment. 
Only the U.S. and nine other nations do both.
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Equipment problems are creating down-
stream pilot issues. Nearly half of the Luft-
waffe’s pilots are unable to meet NATO training 
requirements because a shortage of available 
planes has caused a lack of flight time.188 As a 
result, more pilots are leaving the armed forc-
es.189 Only 106 of the air force’s 220 jet pilot 
positions are filled, and only 44 out of 84 he-
licopter pilot positions are filled.190

The situation is not much better for the navy. 
Problems with naval submarines include “long 
yard periods, difficulties with main batteries 
and the practice of ‘controlled removal’ from 
some submarines in order to keep others op-
erational.”191 Reports surfaced in March 2021 
that more than 100 German vessels including 
submarines rely on a Russian navigation sys-
tem that does not meet NATO standards and 
that “[d]uring a worst-case cyberattack, navi-
gation data could be hacked and the ship could 
fully lose operability.”192

In December 2017, Germany’s F-125 
Baden-Württemberg–class frigate failed sea 
trials because of “software and hardware de-
fects.”193 The frigate reportedly had “problems 
with its radar, electronics and the flameproof 
coating on its fuel tanks,” was “found to list to 
the starboard,” and lacked sufficiently robust 
armaments as well as the ability to add them.194 
Concerns have been raised about whether the 
frigate’s ability to defend against aerial attack 
is so deficient that the ship is fit only for “sta-
bilization operations.”195 In addition, the lack 
of sonar and torpedo tubes makes the ship vul-
nerable to attack by submarines.196

Germany returned the ship to the ship-
builder following delivery.197 The redesigned 
Baden-Württemberg was belatedly commis-
sioned in June 2019, and Germany took deliv-
ery of the third of four F-125s in March 2021.198 
In January 2020, Germany announced a $6.7 
billion contract with a Dutch and German ship-
builder to build the next-generation MKS 180 
frigate, with the first of four (with the possibil-
ity of another two) to be delivered in 2027.199

The number of personnel on active duty 
in Germany’s army rose from 176,000 in 
2016 to 183,500 in 2020.200 According to 

the International Institute for Strategic 
Studies (IISS):

The government recognizes that the 
force structure needs to expand in light 
of Germany’s ambitious plans but is 
grappling with recruitment and retention 
issues. To address this, Berlin launched a 
new strategy in October 2019, designed 
to create a more flexible reserve cadre 
that can rapidly respond to territorial and 
collective-defence tasks.201

However, partially because of the pandemic, 
Germany recruited 19 percent fewer people in 
2020 than it recruited in 2019; “around 20,200 
military personnel positions above the junior 
ranks were vacant” at the end of 2020; and the 
average age of career soldiers has risen three 
years since 2012 to 33.4 years.202 In April 2021, 
Germany started a yearlong “voluntary mili-
tary service in homeland security” program 
that mixes combat training with specialist 
training to prepare 1,000 young Germans per 
year to deal with pandemics or natural disas-
ters and protect critical infrastructure.203

In March 2020, Germany announced that 
it will purchase 90 Eurofighter Typhoons and 
45 F/A-18E/F Super Hornets to replace its fleet 
of Tornados.204 It will cost almost €9 billion to 
keep Germany’s Tornados in the air until their 
scheduled retirement in 2031.205 Their replace-
ment will need to be able to carry both nucle-
ar and conventional weapons, as the Tornados 
are dual-capable aircraft equipped to carry B61 
tactical nuclear weapons in addition to con-
ventional payloads.206 The U.S. and Germany 
have already tested the Tornado’s ability to 
carry the new B61-12 tactical nuke.207

Although the Super Hornets are not yet 
certified to carry the B61 tactical weapons, 
Germany is planning on the Super Hornets as 
their dual-capable aircraft.208 Of the 45 Super 
Hornets, 15 will be an EA-18 Growler electronic 
warfare variant.209 However, the Defence Min-
istry’s announcement is a “recommendation 
and not a commitment. According to MoD 
statements, the government currently plans 
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to introduce supporting documents to parlia-
ment in 2022 or 2023.”210

The next German government will decide 
on the fate of the nation’s sharing posture. 
Germany, France, Italy, and Spain plan to ac-
quire a collective fleet of Eurodrones.211 The 
Bundestag approved funding for the program 
in April 2021, but the nation cannot purchase 
ammunition for the drones, and operators can-
not receive “tactical weapons training,” which 
leaves German drones, once procured, “weap-
onless for now.”212

In March, the Ministry of Defence an-
nounced plans to upgrade its Patriot missiles 
to keep them in service until 2030 and to in-
vest in drone technology rather than a next- 
generation air defense platform.213

Germany operates the largest fleet of heavy 
transport aircraft in Europe214 and has taken 
delivery of 35 of 53 A400M cargo aircraft or-
dered.215 Germany is upgrading its fleet with 
funds made available in December 2020. Ac-
cording to the Ministry of Defence, “Aircraft 
that were previously only usable for logistical 
missions are to be made capable of tactical 
missions through additional equipment and 
preparations.”216

In May 2018, the U.S. approved the sale of 
six C-130J Hercules aircraft and three KC-
130J tankers to France and Germany, which 
are planning to create a joint capability.217 A 
new joint training center for both aircraft in 
Normandy will break ground in 2021 and be-
gin operations in 2024.218 In June 2020, Ger-
many announced an end to its P-3C ORION 
maritime patrol aircraft (MPA) moderniza-
tion program.

In March 2021, the U.S. approved the sale 
of the P-8A Poseidon to Germany. As this book 
was being prepared for publication, a decision 
had not been made, but German procurement 
of the P-8 seems likely.219

France. France has one of the most capa-
ble militaries within the NATO alliance and 
retains an independent nuclear deterrent 
capability. France rejoined NATO’s Integrat-
ed Command Structure in 2009 but remains 
outside the alliance’s nuclear planning group.

In 2020, France spent 2.04 percent of GDP 
on defense and 26.5 percent of defense spend-
ing on equipment, meeting both NATO bench-
marks.220 France has safeguarded planned de-
fense spending increases of $2 billion in 2021. 
According to Defense News:

The €49.7 billion French defense budget 
for 2021 includes payment appropria-
tions of €39.2 billion, which is an increase 
from the previous year, as planned in the 
2019–2025 military program law. Of this, 
a record €22.3 billion is earmarked for 
modernizing equipment and buildings; 
€12.3 billion will go toward wages; and 
€4.6 billion is appropriated for oper-
ating costs.221

While France has been increasing defense 
spending, one-third of the planned increases 
are not set to take effect until 2023 after the 
next general election, and a budgetary review 
set for this year. One major project is an up-
grade to the French sea-based and air-based 
nuclear deterrent. The nation test fired the 
M51.2, the current three-stage, sea-land stra-
tegic ballistic missile (without a warhead) in 
April 2021 as part of a development program 
for the M51.3, which is expected in 2025.222

France’s sea-based deterrent is provided 
by four Le Triomphant–class ballistic missile 
submarines.223 The government launched the 
country’s third-generation ballistic missile 
submarine program in February 2021. Deliv-
ery of the first submarine is planned for 2035, 
with three additional subs to be delivered every 
five years thereafter.224 Armed Forces Minis-
ter Florence Parly has described the third- 
generation submarines in colorful terms as 
able to “hear better and defend themselves bet-
ter whilst at the same time being more silent: 
They will not make more noise than a school 
of shrimp.”225

Other major naval procurements include 
$1.09 billion through 2025 for the design phase 
of a new nuclear-powered aircraft carrier that 
will deploy 30 future combat aircraft systems 
and is planned to enter service in 2038.226 The 
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Suffren, the first of six new fifth- generation 
Barracuda-class nuclear-powered attack sub-
marines, was commissioned in November 
2020.227 France is procuring five defense and 
intervention frigates, with the first due in 2024 
and the second and third in 2025.228 The Alsace, 
a FREMM multi-mission frigate delivered in 
April 2021, and the Lorraine, which is to be 
delivered in 2022, will have enhanced air de-
fense capabilities in addition to the focus on 
anti-submarine warfare that characterizes 
the six FREMMs that were delivered between 
2012 and 2019.229

In November 2020, Armed Forces Minis-
ter Parly announced the overhaul of the entire 
mine countermeasures systems by 2029.230 In 
the same month, France and the U.K. signed 
a production contract for the joint Maritime 
Mine Counter Measure (MMCM) autonomous 
minehunting system.231

Army procurements include Kochi HK416 
Assault Rifles,232 300 ANAFI USA micro- 
drones,233 and Serval Armored Vehicles, with 
108 of the 364 Servals that have been procured 
to be delivered by 2022.234

Air Force procurements include an upgrade 
to the aerial refueling and airlift fleet. In Feb-
ruary 2020, France received the second of two 
KC-130J Super Hercules.235 It also has been in-
troducing new A330 MRTT Multi-Role Tanker 
Transport aircraft and as of April 30, 2021, had 
received three of a dozen ordered.236 France 
received its 18th A400M Atlas military trans-
port aircraft in April 2021 and plans to have 
25 in service by 2025.237 In October 2020, the 
government announced that the final 10 NH90 
Tactical Troop Helicopters on order for deliv-
ery in 2025 and 2026 would be upgraded to 
meet special forces requirements.238

In January 2019, France signed a $2.3 bil-
lion agreement with Dassault Aviation for de-
velopment of the F4 Standard upgrade to the 
Rafale fighter aircraft. The upgrade includes “a 
number of new features, the most important of 
which is an improvement in the aircraft’s con-
nectivity in both national and allied contexts, 
through software-defined radio, new links, and 
satellite communications.”239 The 28 Rafales, 

to be delivered in 2025, “will include some F4 
functionalities.”240 An additional 30 Rafales 
at full F4 configuration will be delivered by 
2030.241 It is expected that “[t]he F4 version 
will significantly improve the 4.5-generation 
fighter’s stealth capabilities, which although 
present in earlier versions to some extent 
failed to compete with fifth-generation com-
bat aircraft.”242

In February 2021, France signed a contract 
to procure an additional 12 Rafales at the F3R 
standard by 2025 to replace fighters that had 
recently been sold to Greece.243 In May 2021, 
France, Germany, and Spain signed an agree-
ment on the Future Combat Air System, which 
is to begin entering service in 2040.244

France established a 220-person Space 
Command under the Air Force in September 
2019 and has committed to investing $4.78 bil-
lion in its space capabilities by 2025.245 In Jan-
uary 2021, NATO approved a Center of Excel-
lence for Military Space to be located alongside 
French Space Command in Toulouse.246 The 
first researchers arrived in 2021, and the center 
is to be fully staffed by 2025.247

France intends to have a “fully capable” 
system to defend its assets in space in place by 
2030. “If our satellites are threatened,” Armed 
Forces Minister Parly has said, “we intend to 
blind those of our adversaries. We reserve the 
right and the means to be able to respond: 
that could imply the use of powerful lasers de-
ployed from our satellites or from patrolling 
nano-satellites.”248 In March 2021, with Ger-
man and U.S. space forces also participating, 
France launched its first military exercise 
in space “to evaluate its ability to defend its 
satellites and other defense equipment from 
an attack.”249

In December 2016, France opened a cyber- 
operational command.250 The French Military 
Programming Law for 2019–2025, enacted in 
the summer of 2018, added “an additional 1.6 
billion euros for cyber operations along with 
1,500 additional personnel for a total of 4,000 
cyber combatants by 2025,” and in January 
2019, France issued its “first doctrine for of-
fensive cyber operations.”251
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France, which has the third-largest number 
of active-duty personnel in NATO,252 withdrew 
the last of its troops from Afghanistan at the 
end of 2014, although all French combat troops 
had left in 2012. France continues to remain 
engaged in the fight against the Islamic State, 
deploying 600 troops in Operation Chammal.253 
In February 2021, the Charles de Gaulle Carrier 
Strike Group deployed on a four-month opera-
tional deployment that includes support to Op-
eration Chammal.254 In April 2021, the Charles 
de Gaulle Carrier Strike Group and Dwight D. 
Eisenhower Carrier Strike Group conducted 
dual operations in the Arabian Sea.255

France’s contributions to NATO deter-
rence missions in Eastern Europe include 
deployment of 337 soldiers to Estonia as part 
of NATO’s Enhanced Forward Presence.256 
France also has taken part in Baltic Air Policing 
eight times, most recently flying out of Esto-
nia beginning in April 2020,257 and is prepar-
ing for high-intensity warfare with a full-scale 
divisional exercise Orion for 2023 that could 
involve up to 10,000 troops in addition to air 
and naval units.258

The French military is also very active in 
Africa with more than 5,100 troops involved 
in anti-terrorism operations in Burkina Faso, 
Chad, Mali, Mauritania, and Niger as part of 
Operation Barkhane and more than 1,450 
troops stationed in Djibouti, 950 in Côte d’Ivo-
ire, 350 in Gabon, and 350 in Senegal.259 In 
addition, France has a close relationship with 
the United Arab Emirates. It has 650 troops 
stationed in the UAE,260 and a 15-year defense 
agreement between the countries has been in 
effect since 2012.

France is part of the EU-led Operation So-
phia in the Mediterranean in response to hu-
man smuggling and other migration-related 
problems and is involved in other maritime 
missions across the globe.261 It organized the 
April 2021 Le Pérouse naval exercise in the Bay 
of Bengal, which also included ships from Aus-
tralia, Japan, India, and the U.S.262 France also 
conducts occasional freedom-of- navigation 
operations in the Pacific. In February 2021, 
for example, it announced that it was sending 

a nuclear-propelled attack submarine and war-
ship on an eight-month mission to the Indian 
and Pacific Oceans.263

The French-led Awareness Strait of Hor-
muz initiative to help patrol the waters near 
Iran, based out of Abu Dhabi, became opera-
tional on February 25, 2020. The mandate for 
the initiative’s military mission, Operation 
Agenor, was extended through 2021.264

Operation Sentinelle, launched in January 
2015 to protect the country from terrorist at-
tacks, is the largest operational commitment of 
French forces. Sentinelle and Operation Resil-
ience, launched in March 2020 to help combat 
coronavirus,265 together represent a domestic 
commitment of 13,000 French forces.

In response to a series of terrorist attacks 
in southern France in October 2020, Presi-
dent Macron increased the number of troops 
deployed for Operation Sentinelle from 3,000 
to 7,000.266 This decision could have a nega-
tive impact on overall readiness as one anal-
ysis notes. The IISS has noted that in “mid-
2020, the army issued a strategy document, 

‘Operational Superiority 2030’, which called 
for improved readiness in light of the risk of 
high-intensity conflict” but that “these plans 
could be affected by the decision, in October, 
to deploy more troops on the domestic Oper-
ation Sentinel mission.”267 Frequent deploy-
ments, especially in Operation Sentinelle, have 
placed significant strains on French forces 
and equipment.268

The United Kingdom. America’s most 
important bilateral relationship in Europe is 
its Special Relationship with the United King-
dom. From the sharing of intelligence to the 
transfer of nuclear technology, a high degree 
of military cooperation has helped to make the 
Special Relationship between the U.S. and the 
U.K. unique.

In 2020, the U.K. spent 2.32 percent of 
GDP on defense and 23.0 percent of its de-
fense budget on equipment.269 In November 
2020, the government announced plans to 
spend an additional “projected total of near-
ly $22 billion” on defense across the next four 
years. “[T]his additional funding is on top of a 
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previous commitment to add $2 billion more 
to the country's defense budget, with the com-
bined planned increase being approximately 
$24.1 billion through 2024.”270 The new fund-
ing will be used in part for acquisitions, includ-
ing frigates, Type 32 warships, and the U.K.’s 
Future Combat Air System. The U.K. is also 
standing up a Space Command and an Artifi-
cial Intelligence Center.271

A 2020 report from the National Audit Of-
fice, however, warned that the U.K.’s 10-year 
defense modernization program could face a 
budget shortfall of as much as ₤13 billion ($15 
billion).272 Defence Secretary Ben Wallace 
stated that the U.K. would need to make some 

“tough choices”:

The decades of funding deferrals were 
about to hit the buffers. Bogus efficien-
cies, savings targets, hollowing out, and 
the lasting impacts of fighting the Iraq 
and Afghanistan conflicts are all things 
that continue to drain away precious 
resources long after the political lead-
ership that directed them have exit-
ed the stage.273

In March 2021, the U.K. released its Inte-
grated Review of Security, Defence, Develop-
ment and Foreign Policy as well as a Defence 
Command Paper.274 The Defence Ministry’s 
Command Paper, which lays out a plan for 
military modernization, includes plans for 
the creation of a new special operations Army 
Ranger Regiment that will “be able to oper-
ate discreetly in high-risk environments and 
be rapidly deployable across the world” and a 
new naval surveillance ship “aimed at protect-
ing Britain’s undersea cables and other critical 
national infrastructure.”275

The paper also specifies significant cuts in 
capability, including a likely reduction in the 
planned procurement of 138 F-35s and the ear-
ly retirement of C-130J transport aircraft. In 
addition, the U.K. army would be reduced from 
its current 82,000 troops to 72,500 troops by 
2025—the smallest it has been since 1714.276 
However, one analysis argues that the Army 

reduction “is less than might appear” because 
“the Army has been well below its planned per-
sonnel numbers for some years.”277 The loss of 
the C-130J will be felt as “[t]hese aircraft had 
been particularly favoured for Special Forces 
roles, which will now fall to the considerably 
larger A400M Atlas.”278

Although the number of its active-duty ser-
vicemembers is small in comparison to the 
militaries of France and Germany, the U.K. 
maintains European NATO’s most effective 
armed forces. Nevertheless, the Army admit-
ted in October 2020 that it would miss targets 
set down in the 2015 Strategic Defence and 
Security Review (SDSR) to field a fully capa-
ble division with three brigades by 2025 (this 
will not take place now until the early 2030s).279 
Because of procurement delays and funding is-
sues, the Army will “only be able to deploy a 
combat division consisting of just a single ar-
moured infantry brigade and an interim ma-
noeuvre support brigade.”280 As explained by 
Ben Barry of the IISS:

The Army was mandated [in the 2015 re-
view] to deliver two armored infantry bri-
gades, whereas they are now saying they 
can only generate one. They have enough 
vehicles for three infantry armored 
brigades, but my very strong suspicion 
is they haven’t been spending money 
on spares. If they haven’t got sufficient 
spare parts they will only risk sending one 
brigade on operations.281

In early 2021, the Defence Ministry an-
nounced that it had been granted observer 
status for the Franco-German Main Ground 
Combat System program, which is slated 
to replace French and German Main Battle 
Tanks “around 2035.”282 In April 2019, the U.K. 
reported that it was planning to upgrade only 
148 of its 227 remaining Challenger 2 main 
battle tanks, cutting its fleet by a third.283 The 
79 other tanks would be scavenged for spare 
parts.284 Because Challenger tanks are not cur-
rently manufactured, sourcing spare parts is 
a continual problem.285 The British Army had 
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previously cut its tank forces by 40 percent 
in 2010.286 The Defence Command Paper laid 
out plans to spend £1.3 billion on upgrades to 
elevate the Challenger 2 to the Challenger 3.287 
One former U.K. tank officer recently wrote 
that the small number of U.K. tanks available 
means that “our armoured brigades can only 
play a bit part in someone else’s military in al-
liance or coalition.”288

In March 2021, the U.K. announced that it 
would no longer upgrade its Warrior armored 
vehicles, but that they would remain in service 
through the mid-2020s.289 In 2019, the U.K. 
signed a £2.8 billion deal to procure around 
500 Boxer armored vehicles.290 As a result of 
the decision to stop upgrading the heavier 
Warriors, the Army is “conducting an analysis 
on potential lethality enhancements of Box-
er vehicle.”291

As of March 2021, the U.K. had taken de-
livery of 21 F-35Bs of 48 ordered.292 The total 
number of F-35s that will be procured may 
not be known until 2025.293 RAF F-35s based 
at Akrotiri, Cyprus, flew operational sorties 
for the first time in June 2019.294 In 2019, the 
U.K. took delivery of the last of 160 Typhoon 
aircraft, all of which were expected to stay in 
service until 2040.295 However, in March, the 
U.K. announced that 24 Tranche 1 Typhoons 
will be retired by 2025.296 Project Centurion, a 
$515.83 million Typhoon upgrade to integrate 
additional Storm Shadow long-range cruise 
missiles and Brimstone precision attack mis-
siles, was completed in 2018 and enabled the 
U.K. to retire its fleet of Tornado aircraft.297 
The U.K. recently detailed a £2 billion invest-
ment over the next four years in development 
of the Tempest, a sixth-generation fighter to 
be delivered in 2035.298

The RAF operates the largest fleet of air-to-
air refuelers in Europe, which is noteworthy 
because of the severe shortage of this capa-
bility on the continent.299 Along with the U.K., 
the U.S. has produced and jointly operated an 
intelligence- gathering platform, the RC-135 
Rivet Joint aircraft, which has already seen 
service in Mali, Nigeria, and Iraq and is now 
part of the RAF fleet.300

The U.K. operates seven C-17 cargo planes 
and has started to bring the European A400M 
cargo aircraft into service after years of de-
lays. By April 2021, Britain had taken deliv-
ery of 20 of 22 A400M heavy transport air-
craft ordered.301

The Sentinel R1, an airborne battlefield and 
ground surveillance aircraft, flew its last oper-
ational flight in February 2021.302 That same 
month, the U.K. took delivery of the fifth of 
nine P-8 Poseidon maritime patrol aircraft 
(MPA) that are to be based at RAF Lossie-
mouth in Scotland. The order will be complet-
ed by the end of the year.303 In 2018, retired Air 
Vice-Marshal Andrew Roberts testified to Par-
liament that “capable though the P-8 may be, 
the number of aircraft planned is undoubtedly 
inadequate to fulfil even the highest priority 
tasks likely to be assigned to the force in ten-
sion and hostilities.”304

The U.K. reportedly also plans to procure 
approximately 45 medium helicopters to re-
main in service until the mid-2040s. This 
platform will replace four different helicopter 
platforms currently in service.305

The Royal Navy has lost 40 percent of its 
fleet since the end of the Cold War.306 Of the 
55 ships lost since the early 1980s, half are 
frigates, and the U.K. now operates only 13.307 
In five years, the Royal Navy will have only 10 
frigates.308 According to one analyst, such a 
force “can’t possibly handle all of [the] tasks 
[required of it]. Especially considering that, at 
any given time, just a third of the vessels will 
be available for operations. The others will 
be in maintenance or refit or working up for 
deployments.”309 However, as construction of 
destroyers and frigates picks up steam, “the 
ambition is to rebuild to more than 20 by the 
end of the decade.”310

The Royal Navy’s surface fleet is based on 
the new Type-45 destroyer and the older Type-
23 frigate. The latter will be replaced by eight 
Type-26 Global Combat Ships sometime in the 
2020s.311 The Type-26 Global Combat Ships are 
meant to handle a flexible range of tasks, but 
it remains unclear whether all of their weap-
ons capabilities will be funded.312 The U.K. 
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announced a procurement of five T31e frigates, 
which are scheduled to enter service in 2023,313 
the year the first of the Type-23 frigates is slat-
ed to be phased out of service.314

HMS Queen Elizabeth set sail on its first op-
erational deployment in May 2021.315 The Car-
rier Strike Group deployment, which includes 
a U.S. destroyer and a Dutch frigate, will “last 
for 28 weeks and cover 26,000nm” and “will 
include visits to the waters of more than 40 
countries” and “a wide range of exercise and 
joint operations.” Specifically, “Queen Eliza-
beth is scheduled to conduct dual-carrier op-
erations in the Mediterranean with the French 
carrier Charles de Gaulle, as well as exercise 
with a number of navies, including that of Is-
rael. Elements of the CSG will also conduct 
maritime security operations in the Black Sea.” 
In addition:

F-35B fighters from the carrier are ex-
pected to fly combat missions over Syria 
and Iraq from the eastern Mediterranean 
as part of Operation Shader, the UK’s 
contribution to the anti-Daesh campaign. 
The CSG will then move further east to 
the Indian and Pacific Oceans, exercising 
with the UAE along the way and visiting 
India. Further visits are planned to Japan, 
South Korea, and Singapore, underlin-
ing the United Kingdom's new shift in 
defense focus towards the Pacific. The 
group will participate in Exercise Bersama 
Lima with forces from Australia, Malaysia, 
New Zealand, and Singapore. The exer-
cise coincides with the 50th anniversary 
of the Five Powers Defence Agreement 
between the five nations.316

The U.K.’s Queen Elizabeth–class carriers 
are the largest operated in Europe. A second 
in this class, HMS Prince of Wales, will be the 
larger of the two carriers and was commis-
sioned in December 2019.317 However, the 
Prince of Wales has been beset by a series of 
leaks that have cost £3.3 million and necessi-
tated the cancellation of planned fixed-wing 
sea trials with F-35s off the U.S. east coast that 

were scheduled for January 2021.318 The Prince 
of Wales returned to the sea in May 2021 after 
five months of repairs.319 Each carrier is capa-
ble of supporting 36 F-35s, but the U.K. cur-
rently plans to procure only 48.320

The Royal Navy is also introducing seven 
Astute-class attack submarines as it phases 
out its older Trafalgar-class subs. The fifth 
Astute-class submarine was launched in April 
2021.321 Crucially, the U.K. maintains a fleet 
of 13 Mine Counter Measure Vessels (MCM-
Vs) that deliver world-leading capability. As a 
supplement, the U.K. began minehunting and 
survey operations using unmanned surface 
vessels (USVs) in March 2020.322

Perhaps the Royal Navy’s most import-
ant contribution is its continuous-at-sea, 
submarine- based nuclear deterrent based on 
the Vanguard-class ballistic missile subma-
rine and the Trident missile. In July 2016, the 
House of Commons voted to renew Trident 
and approved the manufacture of four replace-
ment submarines to carry the missile.

The U.K. plans to procure four new 
Dreadnought- class ballistic missile submarines, 
which are expected to have a 30-year life span, 
at a cost of £31 billion (plus an additional con-
tingency funding stream of £10 billion for any 
potential cost overruns), with a completion 
date of the early 2030s for the first, HMS Val-
iant.323 In May 2021, the Ministry of Defence 
ordered a review of the program because of 
delays that continue to push back the date of 
completion.324

U.K. defense forces have been plagued in 
recent years by vacancies. “The personnel 
strength of the British armed forces continues 
to decrease,” according to the IISS, “with an 
overall deficit of 7.6% in 2019, compared with 
6.2% the previous year. Although recruitment 
initiatives continue, shortages remain in key 
specialist areas, including 18% of required Roy-
al Air Force (RAF) pilots.”325 However, initial 
reports suggest that the pandemic may have 
helped to fuel an increase in military recruit-
ment in 2020.326

Despite these issues, the U.K. remains a 
leader inside NATO, serving as the framework 
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nation for NATO’s EFP in Estonia and a con-
tributing nation for the U.S.-led EFP in Poland. 
The Royal Air Force has taken part in Baltic Air 
Policing six times since 2004, most recently in 
May–August 2020.327 In April 2021, four RAF 
Typhoons were deployed to Romania to take 
part in NATO’s enhanced Air Policing (eAP), 
the third time the RAF has participated in eAP 
since 2017.328 From November–December 2019, 
four U.K. typhoons and 120 personnel took 
part in Icelandic Air Policing.329

Before its withdrawal early in 2021, the U.K. 
maintained a force of 750 troops in Afghani-
stan as part of NATO’s Resolute Support Mis-
sion.330 It also contributes to NATO’s Kosovo 
Force;331 NATO’s Mine Countermeasures 
Group One;332 and, as an active part of the anti- 
ISIS coalition, Operation Shader.333 In Febru-
ary 2021, the U.K. announced that it planned 
to increase the number of British troops (cur-
rently “about 100 soldiers”) engaged in train-
ing Iraqi security forces.334

Italy. Italy hosts some of the U.S.’s most im-
portant bases in Europe, including the head-
quarters of the 6th Fleet. It also has NATO’s 
fifth-largest military335 and one of its more 
capable despite continued lackluster defense 
investment. In 2020, Italy spent only 1.39 per-
cent of GDP on defense, but it did spend 24.6 
percent of its defense budget on equipment, 
meeting the second NATO spending bench-
mark.336 Italy will increase its defense budget 
by 9.6 percent in 2021, a $1.7 billion year-over-
year increase. Procurement spending will in-
crease about 26 percent in 2021 over 2020 lev-
els, and “Maintenance and Operations rises 23 
percent to €2.15 billion.”337

Key procurements include 150 Centauro II 
8x8 tank destroyers, 650 Lince 2 light multi-
role vehicles, 156 VBM Freccia 8x8 infantry 
combat vehicles, T-345 and T-346 jet trainers, 
Italy's first HH-101 Combat Search and Rescue 
helicopter, and 16 CH-47F helicopters.338 Ita-
ly also plans to purchase 60 F-35As for the air 
force and 30 F-35Bs; the F-35Bs will be divid-
ed equally between the air force and navy.339 A 
government-owned plant for final assembly of 
the F-35 is located in Cameri, Italy.

In December 2020, Italy signed the Future 
Combat Air System (FCAS) Cooperation agree-
ment with Sweden and the U.K. The agree-
ment covers “the cooperation for research, 
development, and ‘joint-concepting’” of the 
sixth-generation Tempest fighter.340 In April, 
Italy’s Military Chief of Staff General Enzo 
Vecciarelli suggested that the Tempest might 
possibly employ directed energy weapons to 
defeat hypersonic missiles.341

Key naval procurements include plans for 
four U212A submarines, “a special operations 
& diving operations/Submarine Rescue Ship,” 
and a new anti-ship missile system.342 Italy 
launched the last of 10 new FREMM frigates 
in January 2020.343 For the Italian Navy, “[t]he 
expected retirement of much of the naval fleet 
has triggered a long-term replacement plan 
which includes the potential acquisition of two 
next-generation destroyers to replace the age-
ing Luigi Durand de la Penne-class vessels.”344

The Ministry of Defence’s “Multi-year 
Planning Document 2020–2022,” released in 
November 2020, launched “de-risking studies 
for two next generation destroyers under the 
DDX program to replace the Navy’s two Admi-
ral-class destroyers,” with the new destroy-
ers to be delivered in 2028.345 Other defense 
priorities include acquiring a “multi-mis-
sion, multi-sensor” Gulfstream G-550 jet for 

“command- and-control, ‘electronic superior-
ity’ and ‘electronic protection of forces.’”; the 
launch of new surveillance and communica-
tions satellites; and needed munitions.346

Italy’s focus is the Mediterranean region 
where it participates in a number of stabili-
zation missions including NATO’s Sea Guard-
ian,347 the EU’s Operation Sophia,348 and the 
Italian Navy’s own Operation Mare Sicuro 
(Safe Sea) off the Libyan coast.349 Additionally, 
400 Italian troops are part of the bilateral Mis-
sion of Assistance of Support in both Misrata 
and Tripoli.350

Despite a southern focus, Italy contributes 
to Standing NATO Mine Countermeasures 
Group Two351 as well as the EFP battalion in 
Latvia (200 troops);352 previously NATO’s 
Resolute Support mission in Afghanistan 
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(895 troops);353 and Operation Prima Parthica 
(600 troops, partly to help train Iraqi Security 
Forces).354 Italian Tornado jets operating out of 
the Ahmed Al Jaber airbase in Kuwait are per-
forming reconnaissance missions in support 
of the coalition to defeat the IS.355 With 542 
troops, Italy is the second largest contributor 
to KFOR after the United States.356

The Italian Air Force has taken part in Bal-
tic Air Policing five times, most recently with 
Italian Typhoons operating out of Lithuania 
from September 2020–April 2021.357 In April 
2021, Italy deployed four F-35As to Estonia, 
marking the first time the F-35 has taken part 
in Baltic Air Policing.358 From May–August 
2019, Italy’s air force took part in NATO’s en-
hanced Air Policing in Romania, having previ-
ously participated in “a four-month enhanced 
Air Policing deployment to Bulgaria in 2017.”359 
The Italian Air Force has deployed to Iceland 
to perform air patrols six times since 2013, 
most recently in June–July 2020 when six 
F-35As were deployed to Iceland.360

Poland. Situated in the center of Europe, 
Poland shares a border with four NATO allies, 
a long border with Belarus and Ukraine, and 
a 144-mile border with Russia’s Kaliningrad 
Oblast, a Russian enclave between Poland 
and Lithuania on the Baltic Sea. Poland also 
has a 65-mile border with Lithuania, making 
it the only NATO member state that borders 
any of the Baltic States, and NATO’s contin-
gency plans for liberating the Baltic States in 
the event of a Russian invasion reportedly rely 
heavily on Polish troops and ports.361

Poland has an active military force of 
114,050 including a 58,500-person army with 
808 main battle tanks.362 Poland also has a Ter-
ritorial Defense Force (TDF) that is intended 

“to increase the strength of the armed forces 
and the defense capabilities of the country,” ac-
cording to former Minister of Defense Antoni 
Macierewicz, and “is also the best response to 
the dangers of a hybrid war like the one follow-
ing Russia’s aggression in Ukraine.”363 The TDF 
is mostly volunteer; “its personnel combine 
their civilian careers with limited military ser-
vice of a minimum of two days twice a month 

and an annual two-week camp.”364 Its planned 
17 brigades will be distributed across the coun-
try.365 The force, which will number 53,000 by 
2026,366 constitutes the fifth branch of the 
Polish military, subordinate to the Minister of 
Defense.367 National Defense Minister Mari-
usz Blaszczak has stated that the TDF’s perfor-
mance combating COVID-19 has “impeccably 
proved their importance and effectiveness.”368

Poland is also investing in cyber capabilities. 
“Plans for a 2,000-strong cyberdefence force 
were also unveiled in 2019,” according to the 
IISS Military Balance. “Centralised within the 
defence ministry, this force is due to be oper-
ational before 2025. A cyber component was 
also set up in the TDF in 2019.”369 In Novem-
ber 2020, the U.S. and Poland signed an en-
hanced defense cooperation agreement that 
increased the number of U.S. forces stationed 
in Poland by 1,000.

In 2019, Poland spent 2.31 percent of GDP 
on defense and 29.0 percent of its defense 
budget on equipment, reaching both NATO 
benchmarks.370 Pursuant to increases in de-
fense spending adopted in October 2017, Po-
land should be spending 2.5 percent of GDP on 
defense in 2030.371 In January 2021, Minister 
Blaszczak stated that Poland remained com-
mitted to 2 percent but that “[t]he COVID-19 
pandemic will most likely have an impact 
on national security policies, including de-
fense budgets.”372

Poland is making major investments in mil-
itary modernization and is planning to spend 
$133 billion on new capabilities by 2035, as en-
visioned in the Defense Ministry’s Technical 
Modernization Plan for 2021–2035, which was 
signed in October 2019.373 In addition, several 
major acquisitions have been announced in 
recent years. For example:

 l In January 2020, Poland signed a $4.6 
billion deal to purchase 32 F-35As with 

“deliveries from 2026.”374 A group of 24 
Polish pilots completed F-35 simulator 
training in Arizona early in 2021.375 Po-
land has announced that the F-35s will be 
based in Lask.376
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 l In March 2018, in the largest procure-

ment contract in its history, Poland 
signed a $4.75 billion deal for two Patriot 
missile batteries.377 The Patriot batter-
ies are scheduled for delivery between 
2022 and 2025.378

 l In February 2019, Poland signed a $414 
million deal to purchase 20 high-mobility 
artillery rocket systems from the U.S. for 
delivery by 2023.379

 l In April 2019, it signed a $430 million 
deal to buy four AW101 helicopters that 
will provide anti-submarine warfare and 
search-and-rescue capabilities and are to 
be delivered by the end of 2022.380

 l In February 2018, Poland joined an 
eight-nation “coalition of NATO countries 
seeking to jointly buy a fleet of maritime 
surveillance aircraft.”381

 l Poland has been in negotiations to pur-
chase 180 Javelin anti-tank weapons. In 
March 2020, the State Department ap-
proved the potential sale, which would be 
worth $100 million.382

 l In April 2021, the U.S. and Poland signed 
an agreement for Poland to acquire five 
retrofitted C-130H Hercules transport 
aircraft (decommissioned by the U.S. in 
2017) by 2024, with the first to arrive by 
the end of 2021.383

 l In July 2021, Poland announced a deal to 
procure 250 M1A2 Abrams SEPv3 tanks 
with deliveries to begin in 2022.384

Although Poland’s focus is territorial de-
fense, it had 290 troops deployed in Afghan-
istan as part of NATO’s Resolute Support 
Mission.385 Poland’s air force has taken part in 
Baltic Air Policing nine times since 2006, most 
recently operating four F-16s out of Ämari Air 
Base in Estonia from January–April 2020.386 
In 2020, Poland was the lead for NATO’s VJTF, 

and approximately half of the 6,000 troops 
in the VJTF’s Spearhead Force were Polish.387 
Poland also is part of NATO’s EFP in Latvia388 
and has 229 troops in NATO’s KFOR mis-
sion in Kosovo.389

In addition, “up to 350 soldiers and employ-
ees” are deployed to Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, and 
Qatar as part of Operation Inherent Resolve.390 
In April 2021, around 80 Polish soldiers de-
ployed to Turkey as part of a NATO assurance 
mission to assist Turkey by providing addition-
al maritime patrols over the Black Sea and the 
Mediterranean.391 Finally, Poland’s commit-
ment to NATO’s tailored forward presence 
in Bulgaria and Romania includes about 250 
soldiers and civilians.392

Turkey. Turkey remains an important U.S. 
ally and NATO member, but the increasingly 
autocratic presidency of Recep Tayyip Erdo-
gan and a thaw in relations between Turkey 
and Russia have introduced troubling chal-
lenges. Turkey has been an important U.S. ally 
since the closing days of World War II. During 
the Korean War, it deployed 15,000 troops and 
suffered 721 killed in action and more than 
2,000 wounded. Turkey joined NATO in 1952, 
one of only two NATO members (the other was 
Norway) that had a land border with the Sovi-
et Union. Today, it continues to play an active 
role in the alliance, but not without difficulties.

Following an attempted coup in July 2016, 
thousands of academics, teachers, journalists, 
judges, prosecutors, bureaucrats, and soldiers 
were fired or arrested. Specifically, according 
to a Reuters account, “some 80,000 people 
were held pending trial and some 150,000 civil 
servants, military personnel and others were 
sacked or suspended. More than 20,000 peo-
ple have been expelled from the Turkish mil-
itary.”393 In May 2019, according to Deutsche 
Welle, observers estimated that “3,000 inmates 
are being held in isolation.394

The post-coup crackdown has had an espe-
cially negative effect on the military. As noted, 
20,000 members have been dismissed since 
2016 with deleterious effects on those remain-
ing.395 The IISS reported that “[t]he effect on 
officer morale of these continuing purges was 
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exacerbated by the widespread suspicion that 
promotions and appointments were increas-
ingly politicised, with outspoken supporters 
of Erdogan fast-tracked for promotion.”396 In 
April 2021, Turkish authorities detained 10 
former admirals that were part of a group of 
more than 100 retired naval officers who, in 
an open letter, criticized a government plan 
to construct a canal in Istanbul.397

Turkey’s military is now suffering from a 
loss of experienced generals and admirals as 
well as an acute shortage of pilots. The dismiss-
al of more than 300 F-16 pilots, for instance, 
greatly exacerbated existing pilot shortag-
es.398 A third of the dismissed pilots were in the 
leadership echelon, commanding squadrons, 
fleets, or bases.399 A request to the U.S. to send 
trainers was denied, as was a Turkish plan to 
utilize Pakistani trainers to fly the F-16.400 Fur-
thermore, as one analyst notes, “The shortage 
of pilots was not the only problem. Many of the 
veteran staff members, especially at the oper-
ations and logistics centers that help pilots fly 
successful missions, were also removed, ham-
pering the close coordination between the air 
and land elements of the air force. Hundreds of 
engineers on the ground were also removed.”401

The dilapidated condition of its air force 
is partly why Turkey has decided to acquire 
new ground-based air defense systems.402 In 
December 2017, Turkey signed a $2.5 billion 
agreement with Russia to purchase S-400 air 
defense systems, and delivery began in July 
2019.403 “The decision to purchase two S-400 
air-defence systems from Russia,” reports 
the IISS, “was made by the president without 
detailed consultation with the armed forces 
about the possible technical and strategic re-
percussions.”404 U.S. officials have expressed 
grave concerns about this purchase and sus-
pended Turkey from the F-35 program in July 
2019, stating that “[t]he F-35 cannot coexist 
with a Russian intelligence collection platform 
that will be used to learn about its advanced 
capabilities.”405

Turkey tested the system against its F-16s in 
November 2019 and further tested the system 
at Sinop near the Black Sea in October 2020.406 

In December, a U.S. official stated, “We object 
to Turkey’s purchase of the system and are 
deeply concerned with reports that Turkey 
is bringing it into operation.”407 That same 
month, in response to Turkey’s purchase of 
the S-400 systems, the U.S. announced sanc-
tions that would take effect in April 2021.408 
Fearful of the likely effect of these sanctions, 
Turkey has been stockpiling spare F-16 parts 
since 2019.409

Turkish defense firms make “more than 800 
components…for the F-35 as part of a nine-na-
tion consortium,” and Turkey’s suspension 
from the program could cost the Turkish de-
fense industry as much as $10 billion.410 (The 
U.S. Government Accountability Office spec-
ifies more precisely that 1,005 parts are pro-
duced by Turkish firms.411) Despite Turkey’s 
removal from the program, components of the 
F-35 will continue to be built in Turkey until 
2022.412 In his posture statement to Congress, 
General Wolters downplayed the lasting poten-
tial of the Turkish–Russian rapprochement: 

“Turkey retains a pivotal role in countering 
Russia. Ankara’s relationship with Moscow 
remains competitive and transactional, with 
Turkish engagement often aimed at constrain-
ing Russian behavior.”413

Partly because of its manned aircraft issues, 
Turkey is investing heavily in armed drones. 
These drones, of which it has approximately 
130, have played a significant role in Turkish 
operations in Syria.414 Here too, however, the 
country remains reliant on foreign companies. 

“While Turkish companies have assembled 
the drones,” according to the Congressional 
Research Service, “they apparently rely on 
Western countries for some key components, 
including engines, optical sensors, and cam-
era systems.”415

In October 2019, Turkey launched a major 
offensive in Syria against the Kurdish-led Syr-
ian Democratic Forces (SDF), partly to create 
a buffer zone near the Turkish border. The 
largest Kurdish armed faction within the SDF 
is the People’s Protection Units (YPG), an off-
shoot of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), a 
U.S.-designated terrorist group that has waged 
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war against Turkey off and on since 1984. The 
offensive led to the creation of a buffer zone 
jointly patrolled by Turkish and Russian forces 
following an agreement between Presidents 
Erdogan and Putin in Sochi.

In February 2020, Russian-backed Syrian 
regime forces launched an attack on Idlib, the 
last remaining stronghold of forces opposed 
to Assad. Turkish forces opposed the offensive 
and lost 36 soldiers before Turkey and Russia 
agreed to a cease-fire.416 The cease-fire was ex-
tended in February 2021.417

Turkish threats to renege on a 2016 agree-
ment with the EU under which the EU paid 
Turkey to stop the flow of migrants to Europe 
are a consistent and enduring source of fric-
tion.418 In addition, Turkey and Greece remain 
at odds over maritime boundaries and drilling 
rights between their two nations in the east-
ern Mediterranean as well as drilling rights off 
the Cypriot coast. Tensions flared in 2020, and 
maritime talks between Turkey and Greece are 
ongoing. Turkey is reportedly scouting a loca-
tion in the Turkish Republic of Northern Cy-
prus for a naval base419 and began flying UAVs 
out of Geçitkale Airport in December 2019.420

U.S. security interests in the region lend 
considerable importance to America’s rela-
tionship with Turkey. Turkey is home to Incir-
lik Air Base, a major U.S. and NATO air base, 
but it was reported early in 2018 that U.S. com-
bat operations at Incirlik had been significant-
ly reduced and that the U.S. was considering 
permanent reductions. Restrictions on the use 
of Incirlik for operations in Syria have proven 
problematic. “[The] American operation to kill 
Islamic State leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi in 
Syria,” for example, “saw U.S. forces use a base 
in Iraq instead of the much closer Incirlik, re-
quiring a round trip of many hours.”421 The U.S. 
reportedly began reviewing plans to remove 
nuclear weapons from Incirlik in 2019, but no 
such decision has yet been made.422

U.S. officials, however, have sought to focus 
on the positive aspects of U.S.–Turkish bilater-
al relations. In December 2019, General Wolt-
ers noted that he “saw no cracks in the armor 
in Turkey’s willingness to work side by side as 

a NATO partner with us.”423 Two positive signs 
have been the use of Turkey’s Konya Air Base 
to support NATO AWACS aircraft involved in 
counter-ISIS operations424 and Spain’s opera-
tion of a Patriot system in the Turkish city of 
Adana under NATO auspices.425 Turkey also 
hosts a crucial radar at Kurecik, which is part of 
NATO’s BMD system, and the U.S. is reportedly 
building a second undisclosed site (site K) near 
Malatya, which is home to an AN/TPY-2 radar 
with a range of up to 1,800 miles.426

In January 2021, Turkey took over com-
mand of NATO’s Very High Readiness Joint 
Task Force. According to NATO:

Built around Turkey’s 66th Mechanised 
Infantry Brigade of around 4,200 troops, 
a total of around 6,400 soldiers will serve 
on the VJTF. Units from Albania, Hungary, 
Italy, Latvia, Montenegro, Poland, Romania, 
Slovakia, Spain, the UK, and the United 
States will also serve on the force, which is 
part of the alliance’s larger NATO Re-
sponse Force. Turkey has made substantial 
investments into the unit—amongst the 
most mobile in NATO—particularly in its lo-
gistics and ammunition requirements plan-
ning. The latest models of Turkish armed 
vehicles, anti-tank missiles and howitzers 
have been allocated to the force.427

Before May of 2021, Turkey maintained 
more than 600 troops in Afghanistan as part 
of NATO’s Resolute Support Mission.428 The 
Turks also have contributed to a number of 
peacekeeping missions in the Balkans, still 
maintain 317 troops in Kosovo,429 and have 
participated in counterpiracy and counterter-
rorism missions off the Horn of Africa in addi-
tion to deploying planes, frigates, and subma-
rines during the NATO-led operation in Libya. 
Turkey currently contributes to the Standing 
NATO Mine Countermeasures Group Two430 
and Standing NATO Maritime Group Two.431

Turkey has a 355,200-strong active-du-
ty military,432 which is NATO’s second larg-
est after that of the United States. However, 
in June 2019:
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President Recep Tayyip Erdogan ratified 
a new law that reduced the length of 
compulsory military service from 12 to 
six months. On payment of a fee, com-
pulsory service can be reduced further 
to one month of basic training. The 
changes were expected to reduce the 
overall size of the armed forces by around 
35%, as part of Turkey’s long-term plan 
to create compact and fully professional 
armed forces.433

Turkish defense procurement has become 
more convoluted and more directly tied to 
President Erdogan. A December 2017 decree 
placed the Undersecretariat for Defense In-
dustries (SSB), which is responsible for pro-
curement, under Erdogan’s direct control.434 
Since then, Turkey’s defense procurement 
has suffered from a “brain drain.” In January 
2019, it was reported that 272 defense officials 
and engineers had left for jobs overseas since 
the change. Of the 81 who responded to an SSB 
survey, “41 percent are in the 26–30 age group. 

‘This highlights a trend among the relatively 
young professionals to seek new opportunities 
abroad,’ one SSB official noted.”435

Another challenge is continued reliance on 
foreign components despite a focus on indige-
nous procurement. For example, Turkey’s pro-
curement of 250 new Altay main battle tanks, 
the first of which had been scheduled for May 
2020, is indefinitely delayed. The tank relies 
on a German-made engine and transmission, 
as well as French armor, but the technology 
transfer was not approved. Turkey has sought 
alternative suppliers such as South Korea and 
is looking to produce domestic components, 
but procurement remains delayed.436

Similarly, Turkey’s procurement of 50 
T-129 attack helicopters will likely be delayed 
for more than four years to wait for production 
of a domestic engine to replace one produced 
by American and British firms.437 Because of a 
lack of engines, Turkey has been unable to de-
liver 30 T129s to Pakistan as part of a 2018 deal, 
and Pakistan granted a further six-month ex-
tension in March 2021.438 Also in March 2021, 

Turkey announced plans to produce a larger 
T929 helicopter gunship using a Ukrainian 
engine, but the helicopter “is not expected to 
make its first flight until 2024, and won’t enter 
service until the end of the decade.”439

Additionally, the French government has 
blocked development of anti-ballistic missiles 
because of Turkey’s actions in Syria.440 Presi-
dent Erdogan has personally lobbied French 
President Macron to allow Turkey to purchase 
Eurosam’s SAMP/T missile-defense systems.441 
After its removal from the F-35 program, Tur-
key is purportedly planning to produce a do-
mestic fifth-generation jet, the TF-X National 
Combat Aircraft, by 2023.442

Other major procurements include 350 
T-155 Fırtına 155mm self-propelled howit-
zers443 and six Type-214 submarines, the first 
of which will enter service in 2022 and the last 
of which is to be delivered in 2027.444

In February 2019, Turkey announced up-
grades of four Preveze-class submarines, to take 
place from 2023–2027.445 In the same month, 
Turkey launched an intelligence- gathering 
ship, the TCG Ufuk, described by President 
Erdogan as the “eyes and ears of Turkey in the 
seas.”446 In December 2019, the SSB released 
its “Strategic Plan 2019–2023,” which in part 
sets targets of 75 percent of Turkish military 
needs being supplied domestically by 2023 
and defense exports being increased to $10.2 
billion by 2023. The latter target is almost cer-
tainly not likely to be met.447 In 2020, Turkish 
exports declined by 17 percent to $2.279 billion, 
down from $2.74 billion in 2019.448

The Baltic States. The U.S. has a long histo-
ry of championing the sovereignty and territo-
rial integrity of the Baltic States that dates back 
to the interwar period of the 1920s. Since re-
gaining their independence from Russia in the 
early 1990s, the Baltic States have been staunch 
supporters of the transatlantic relationship. Al-
though small in absolute terms, the three coun-
tries contribute significantly to NATO in rela-
tive terms. In 2021, the U.S. will provide $169 
million in military aid to the Baltics.449

Estonia. Estonia has been a leader in the 
Baltics in terms of defense spending, with 
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defense spending equal to 2.33 percent of GDP 
and 25.4 percent of defense spending on new 
equipment in 2020,450 and will spend 2.29 per-
cent of GDP on defense in 2021 after a defense 
budget increase of nearly $36 million.451 Esto-
nia’s Ministry of Defence Development Plan 
2022–2025, released in March 2021, includes 
planned investments of €135 million for am-
munition along with improved personal pro-
tection for soldiers, continued development of 
a modular field hospital, and continued pro-
curement of self-propelled artillery, coastal 
defenses, and anti-tank weapons.452

Munitions are a major component of Esto-
nian procurement. Estonia’s Defense Invest-
ments Center, according to the head of its pro-
curements department, will “concentrate on 
procuring long-range anti-tank missiles Spike, 
Mistral air defense missiles and small caliber 
munitions in the near future.”453

Although the Estonian armed forces to-
tal only 7,100 active-duty service personnel 
(including the army, navy, and air force),454 
they are held in high regard by their NATO 
partners and punch well above their weight 
inside the alliance. Between 2003 and 2011, 
455 Estonians served in Iraq. Perhaps Esto-
nia’s most impressive deployment has been 
to Afghanistan: More than 2,000 Estonian 
troops were deployed between 2003 and 
2014, and they sustained the second-highest 
number of deaths per capita among all 28 
NATO members.

In 2015, Estonia reintroduced conscription 
for men ages 18–27, who must serve eight or 
11 months before being added to the reserve 
rolls.455 The number of Estonian conscripts 
will increase from 3,200 to 4,000 by 2026.456

Estonia has demonstrated that it takes de-
fense and security policy seriously, focusing on 
improving defensive capabilities at home while 
maintaining the ability to be a strategic actor 
abroad. Estonia is acquiring a total of 18 South 
Korean–built K9 self-propelled howitzers at 
a total cost of €66 million.457 It received the 
first units in October 2020, and the remaining 
units are scheduled to arrive by 2023.458 Esto-
nia has prioritized anti-tank weapons and took 

delivery of 128 Javelins from the United States 
in February 2020.459

In October 2020, Estonia withdrew from a 
joint armored vehicle development program 
with Latvia and Finland for financial reasons, 
putting off new armored vehicle acquisition 
until the end of the decade.460 In 2019, it re-
ceived two C-145A tactical transport aircraft 
donated by the U.S.461 In July 2019, Estonia 
signed a $24 million deal to purchase 16,000 
rifles from an American arms company, allow-
ing the nation to phase out older Soviet and Is-
raeli weapons.462 Estonia has earmarked €46 
million for mines and short-range to medium- 
range coastal defenses and has indicated an in-
terest in joint procurement with Latvia.463

According to Estonia’s National Defence 
Development Plan for 2017–2026, “the size 
of the rapid reaction structure will increase 
from the current 21,000 to over 24,400.”464 In 
addition, Estonia’s cyber command became 
operational in August 2018 and is expected to 
include 300 people when it reaches full oper-
ational capability in 2023.465 U.S. and Estonian 
cyber commands train together. In the fall of 
2020, for example, they trained in Estonia 
to help search for and block incoming cyber 
threats from Russia.466

In 2017, Estonia and the U.S. strengthened 
their bilateral relationship by signing a de-
fense cooperation agreement that builds on 
the NATO–Estonia Status of Forces Agree-
ment, further clarifying the legal framework 
for U.S. troops in Estonia.467 Estonian forces 
have participated in a number of operations 
including 45 soldiers in Resolute Support be-
fore its end,468 a vessel as part of the Standing 
NATO Mine Countermeasures Group One,469 
about 95 troops in the French-led Operation 
Barkhane in Mali,470 and a Special Forces con-
tribution to France’s Task Force Takuba in the 
Sahel, which began in the latter half of 2020.471 
Estonian troops also take part in the U.S.-led 
Operation Inherent Resolve in Iraq along with 
NATO Mission Iraq.472

Latvia. Latvia’s recent military experience 
also has been centered on operations in Iraq 
and Afghanistan with NATO and U.S. forces. 
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Latvia deployed more than 3,000 troops to 
Afghanistan and between 2003 and 2008 
deployed 1,165 troops to Iraq. In addition, it 
has contributed to a number of other inter-
national peacekeeping and military missions. 
A recent analysis notes that “Latvia has no 
requirement and therefore no capacity to in-
dependently deploy and sustain forces beyond 
its national boundaries, although the armed 
forces have taken part in a range of NATO and 
EU missions.”473

Today, despite a military that consists of 
only 6,250 full-time servicemembers,474 Lat-
via contributes to operations abroad. It de-
ployed troops to NATO’s Resolute Support 
Mission until the mission’s completion475 and 
participates in Operation Inherent Resolve in 
Iraq, where the mandate for Latvian soldiers 
taking part runs until February 2022,476 and 
NATO’s VJTF477 as well as a number of EU 
flagged missions.

Latvia’s National Defence Concept 2020–
2024 states that “the National Guard must 
reach at least 10,000-men mark by 2024.”478 
Latvia “is investing $56 million annually 
through 2022 on military infrastructure, with 
two-thirds of this amount being spent to up-
grade Ādaži military base, headquarters of the 
Canadian-led EFP battlegroup.”479

In 2020, Latvia spent 2.27 percent of GDP 
on defense and 26.0 percent of its defense 
budget on equipment, exceeding both NATO 
benchmarks.480 In February 2019, Latvia pur-
chased four UH-60M Black Hawk helicopters 
from the United States.481

In 2018, Latvia signed a $133 million agree-
ment to purchase Spike precision-guided tac-
tical missiles, the first of which were delivered 
in February 2020.482 A new team trainer for 
the missiles was installed in October 2020.483 
Latvia has also expressed interest in procur-
ing a medium-range ground-based air-defense 
system (GBADS). Joint procurements include 
Carl Gustav M-4 anti-tank rifles with Estonia in 
2020 and armored vehicles with Finland, which 
is slated to begin manufacturing in 2021.484

Lithuania. Lithuania is the largest of the 
three Baltic States, and its armed forces total 

22,000 active-duty troops.485 It reintroduced 
conscription in 2015 and lowered the age for 
compulsory service in December 2019.486

Lithuania has shown a steadfast commit-
ment to international peacekeeping and mili-
tary operations. Between 2003 and 2011, it sent 
930 troops to Iraq. Since 2002, around 3,000 
Lithuanian troops served in Afghanistan. Lith-
uania continues to contribute to NATO’s KFOR 
and contributed to its Resolute Support Mis-
sion until the alliance’s withdrawal of forces.

In 2020, Lithuania spent 2.13 percent of 
GDP on defense and 26.2 percent of its defense 
budget on equipment.487 In April 2019, the U.S. 
and Lithuania signed a five-year “roadmap” de-
fense agreement.488 According to the Pentagon, 
the agreement will help “to strengthen training, 
exercises, and exchanges” and help Lithuania 

“to defend against malicious cyber intrusions 
and attacks.” The two nations also pledged “to 
support regional integration and procurement 
of warfighting systems,” including “integrated 
air and missile defense systems and capabili-
ties to enhance maritime domain awareness.”489 
A new “Mobilisation and Host Nation Support 
law” took effect in January 2021.490

In November 2020, Lithuania signed a $213 
million deal to purchase four UH-60M Black 
Hawk helicopters, beginning in late 2024.491 
The U.S. is contributing approximately $30 
million to help in the acquisition.492 In October 
2020, Lithuania received a Norwegian-made 
NASAMS mid-range air defense system armed 
with U.S.-made missiles.493 Lithuania plans 
to spend an additional $104 million through 
2030 to purchase Javelin anti-tank weapons to 
supplement the 124 that it already has.494 Ad-
ditional procurements include Boxer Infantry 
Fighting Vehicles and €145 million for 200 U.S. 
made Oshkosh Joint Light Tactical Vehicles.495

Current U.S. Military Presence in Europe
At its peak in 1953, because of the Soviet 

threat to Western Europe, the U.S. had approx-
imately 450,000 troops in Europe operating 
across 1,200 sites. During the early 1990s, both 
in response to a perceived reduction in the 
threat from Russia and as part of the so-called 
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• Germany. Rotational troops as part of Operation Atlantic 
Resolve are often deployed further forward to Bulgaria, 
Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Romania, and 
Slovakia.

• Norway. About 1,000 rotational troops were deployed from 
January to April 2021 for cold-weather training, on what is 
becoming a consistent winter deployment.

• Kosovo. Nearly all U.S. forces are part of NATO’s Kosovo 
Force. 

• Romania. Rotational forces have deployed from permanent 
bases in Italy. 

• Iceland. Nearly all of these forces are temporarily deployed 
from permanent bases in the United Kingdom and taking 
part in Icelandic Air Policing. 

NOTES:

SOURCE: Heritage Foundation research.
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peace dividend following the end of the Cold 
War, U.S. troop numbers in Europe were 
slashed. Today, fewer than 66,000 active-duty 
forces are permanently stationed in Europe.496

EUCOM’s stated mission is to conduct 
military operations, international military 
partnering, and interagency partnering to en-
hance transatlantic security and defend the 
United States as part of a forward defensive 
posture. EUCOM is supported by four ser-
vice component commands (U.S. Naval Forc-
es Europe [NAVEUR]; U.S. Army Europe and 
Africa [USAREUR-AF]; U.S. Air Forces in Eu-
rope [USAFE]; and U.S. Marine Forces Europe 
[MARFOREUR]) and one subordinate unified 
command (U.S. Special Operations Command 
Europe [SOCEUR]).

U.S. Naval Forces Europe. NAVEUR is 
responsible for providing overall command, 
operational control, and coordination for mar-
itime assets in the EUCOM and Africa Com-
mand (AFRICOM) areas of responsibility. This 
includes more than 20 million square nautical 
miles of ocean and more than 67 percent of the 
Earth’s coastline.

This command is currently provided by the 
U.S. 6th Fleet, based in Naples, and brings crit-
ical U.S. maritime combat capability to an im-
portant region of the world. Some of the more 
notable U.S. naval bases in Europe include the 
Naval Air Station in Sigonella, Italy; the Naval 
Support Activity Base in Souda Bay, Greece; 
and the Naval Station at Rota, Spain.

In 2018, the Norfolk, Virginia-based Harry S. 
Truman Carrier Strike Group (CSG) executed 
no-notice deployments to the Mediterranean 
over the summer and the Norwegian Sea above 
the Arctic Circle in October; the Arctic deploy-
ment was the first for a CSG in 30 years.497 In 
February 2020, General Wolters highlighted 
the importance of CSG deployments: “In the 
maritime domain, we see predictable Carri-
er Strike Group and Amphibious presence as 
key elements of an agile theater posture. The 
reactivation of U.S. Second Fleet provides nec-
essary maritime command and control capa-
bility in the Atlantic, while reinforcing NATO’s 
western flank.”498

U.S. Army Europe and Africa. In Novem-
ber 2020, U.S. Army Europe and U.S. Army 
Africa were consolidated into U.S. Army Eu-
rope and Africa (USAREUR-AF), headquar-
tered in Wiesbaden, Germany.499 According 
to USAREUR- AF, “The consolidation of these 
two Army service component commands 
under one four-star commander will play a 
vital role in supporting missions across two 
interconnected theaters of operation” and 
will “enhance efficiency by streamlining the 
headquarters’ ability to execute functions and 
improving global and regional contingency re-
sponse efforts.”500

The former USAREUR was established in 
1952. Then, as today, the U.S. Army formed the 
bulk of U.S. forces in Europe. USAREUR-AF 
includes “approximately 73,000 U.S. Army 
personnel assigned and deployed throughout 
Europe and Africa.”501 Permanently deployed 
forces include the 2nd Cavalry Regiment, 
based in Vilseck, Germany, and the 173rd Air-
borne Brigade in Italy, with both units support-
ed by the 12th Combat Aviation Brigade out of 
Ansbach, Germany. In November 2018, the 
41st Field Artillery Brigade returned to Europe, 
with headquarters in Grafenwoehr, Germany. 
In addition:

Operational and theater enablers such as 
the 21st Theater Sustainment Command, 
10th Army Air and Missile Defense Com-
mand, 7th Army Training Command, 79th 
Theater Sustainment Command, 66th and 
207th Military Intelligence Brigades, 2nd 
Theater Signal Brigade, U.S. Army NATO 
Brigade, Installation Management Com-
mand-Europe and Regional Health Com-
mand-Europe provide essential skills and 
services that support our entire force.502

Reactivated in September 2019, the 1st 
Battalion, 6th Field Artillery, 41st Field Artil-
lery Brigade is currently the only U.S. rocket 
artillery brigade in Europe and represents 
the first time in 13 years that USAREUR has 
had the Multiple Launch Rocket System in its 
command.503 A second field artillery battalion 
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was reactivated in the fall of 2020.504 The 5th 
Battalion, 4th Air Defense Artillery Regiment, 
was activated in November 2018 and is now 
based in Ansbach.505 The regiment will be the 
first in the Army to be fully operational with 
the Maneuver Short Range Air Defense sys-
tem having already received four of the sys-
tems by the end of April 2021 and with more 
on the way.506 The U.S. Army in recent years 
has reinstituted a number of snap deployments 
to Europe to hone readiness.507 Each year, 
USAREUR- AF takes part in more than 60 ex-
ercises with 80,000 multinational participants 
from 75 countries.508

U.S. Air Forces in Europe. USAFE pro-
vides a forward-based air capability that can 
support a wide range of contingency oper-
ations. It originated as the 8th Air Force in 
1942 and flew strategic bombing missions over 
the European continent during World War II. 
USAFE describes itself as “direct[ing] air oper-
ations in a theater spanning three continents, 
covering more than 19 million square miles, 
containing 104 independent states, and pos-
sessing more than a quarter of the world’s pop-
ulation and more than a quarter of the world’s 
Gross Domestic Product.”509

Headquartered at Ramstein Air Base, 
USAFE has seven main operating bases along 
with 114 geographically separated locations. 
The main operating bases include the RAF 
bases at Lakenheath and Mildenhall in the 
U.K., Ramstein and Spangdahlem Air Bases 
in Germany, Lajes Field in the Azores, Incir-
lik Air Base in Turkey, and Aviano Air Base in 
Italy.510 Terrorist attacks against these installa-
tions remain a threat. In March and April 2020, 
five Tajik nationals who had come to Germany 
seeking refugee status were arrested for plot-
ting terrorist attacks against U.S. Air Force bas-
es and personnel on behalf of ISIS.511

Strategic bomber deployments continue 
periodically. In March 2021, U.S. B-1 and B-2 
bombers flying from the U.S. deployed out of 
Orland Air Base in Norway and Lajes Field in 
Portugal, respectively.512 According to the U.S. 
Air Force, “Strategic bomber deployments to 
Europe provide theater familiarization for 

aircrew members and demonstrate U.S. com-
mitment to allies and partners.”513

U.S. Marine Forces Europe. MARFOREUR 
was established in 1980. It was originally a “des-
ignate” component command, meaning that it 
was only a shell during peacetime but could 
bolster its forces during wartime. Its initial staff 
was 40 personnel based in London. By 1989, it 
included more than 180 Marines in 45 separate 
locations in 19 countries throughout the Euro-
pean theater. Today, the command is based in 
Boeblingen, Germany, and approximately 300 
of the more than 1,500 Marines based in Europe 
are assigned to MARFOREUR.514 It was also du-
al-hatted as Marine Corps Forces, Africa (MAR-
FORAF), under U.S. Africa Command in 2008.

MARFOREUR supports the Norway Air 
Landed Marine Air Ground Task Force, the 
Marine Corps’ only land-based prepositioned 
stock. The Corps has enough prepositioned 
stock in Norway “to equip a fighting force of 
4,600 Marines, led by a colonel, with every-
thing but aircraft and desktop computers,”515 
and the Norwegian government covers half 
of the costs of the prepositioned storage. The 
prepositioned stock’s proximity to the Arctic 
region is particularly important geostrate-
gically. In October 2018, Marines used the 
prepositioned equipment in NATO’s Trident 
Juncture 18 exercise, the largest NATO exer-
cise in 16 years, which included 50,000 troops 
from 31 nations.516 The prepositioned stocks 
were to factor heavily into the cancelled Cold 
Response 2020 exercise.517

Crucially, MARFOREUR provides the U.S. 
with rapid reaction capability to protect U.S. 
embassies in North Africa. The Special- Purpose 
Marine Air-Ground Task Force–Crisis Re-
sponse–Africa (SPMAGTF–CR–AF) is “based 
in Moron, Spain, although it frequently operates 
from NATO bases throughout the Mediterra-
nean, to include most often Sigonella, Sicily,”518 
and provides a response force of 850 Marines, 
six MV-22 Ospreys, and three KC-130s.519 The 
SPMAGTF helped with embassy evacuations 
in Libya and South Sudan and conducts regular 
drills with embassies in the region and exercises 
with a host of African nations’ militaries.520
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U.S. Special Operations Command Eu-
rope. SOCEUR is the only subordinate unified 
command under EUCOM. Its origins are in the 
Support Operations Command Europe, and it 
was based initially in Paris. This headquarters 
provided peacetime planning and operation-
al control of special operations forces during 
unconventional warfare in EUCOM’s area of 
responsibility.

SOCEUR has been headquartered in Panzer 
Kaserne near Stuttgart, Germany, since 1967. It 
also operates out of RAF Mildenhall. In June 
2018, U.S. Special Operations Command General 
Tony Thomas stated that the U.S. plans “to move 
tactical United States special operations forces 
from the increasingly crowded and encroached 
Stuttgart installation of Panzer Kaserne to the 
more open training grounds of Baumholder” in 
a move that is expected to take a few years.521

Due to the sensitive nature of special op-
erations, publicly available information is 
scarce. However, it has been documented that 
SOCEUR elements participated in various 
capacity- building missions and civilian evac-
uation operations in Africa, took an active role 
in the Balkans in the mid-1990s and in combat 
operations in the Iraq and Afghanistan wars, 
and most recently supported AFRICOM’s Op-
eration Odyssey Dawn in Libya.

SOCEUR also plays an important role in 
joint training with European allies and since 
June 2014 has maintained an almost contin-
uous presence in the Baltic States and Poland 
in order to train special operations forces in 
those countries. A new special operations base 
in Latvia that opened in December 2020, for 
example, “includes a vehicle servicing facili-
ty, ammunition storage and two helipads for 
U.S. CV-22 aircraft from the United Kingdom- 
based 352nd Special Operations Wing,” all of 
which “are designed to allow special opera-
tions forces to move rapidly in and out of the 
area and conduct maintenance.”522

According to General Tod Wolters, SOF 
”provide invaluable contributions in sensing 
the operational environment, enhancing our 
ability to deter through enhanced indica-
tions and warnings.”523 The FY 2021 DOD EDI 

budget request included over $40 million in 
declared special operations funding for vari-
ous programs including intelligence enhance-
ments, staging and prepositioning, and exer-
cises with allies.524

Key Infrastructure and 
Warfighting Capabilities

One of the major advantages of having U.S. 
forces in Europe is access to logistical infra-
structure. For example, EUCOM supports the 
U.S. Transportation Command (TRANSCOM) 
with its array of air bases and access to ports 
throughout Europe. One of these bases, Mi-
hail Kogalniceanu Air Base in Romania, is a 
major logistics and supply hub for U.S. equip-
ment and personnel traveling to the Middle 
East region.525

Europe is a mature and advanced operat-
ing environment. Because of its decades-long 
presence in Europe, the U.S. benefits from 
tried and tested systems that involve moving 
large numbers of matériel and personnel into, 
within, and out of the continent. This offers an 
operating environment that is second to none 
in terms of logistical capability. There are more 
than 166,000 miles of rail line in Europe (not 
including Russia), an estimated 90 percent of 
roads in Europe are paved, and the U.S. enjoys 
access to a wide array of airfields and ports 
across the continent.

Conclusion
Overall, the European region remains a 

stable, mature, and friendly operating en-
vironment. Russia remains the preeminent 
military threat, both conventionally and un-
conventionally, but Chinese propaganda, in-
fluence operations, and investments in key 
sectors present a new threat that needs to be 
addressed. NATO and many European coun-
tries apart from those in the alliance have tak-
en increased interest in the behavior and am-
bitions of both countries, although an agreed 
upon, collective way to address these challeng-
es remains elusive.

America’s closest and oldest allies are lo-
cated in Europe, and the region is incredibly 
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important to the U.S. for economic, military, 
and political reasons. Perhaps most important, 
the U.S. has treaty obligations through NATO 
to defend the European members of that alli-
ance. If the U.S. needs to act in the European 
region or nearby, there is a history of interop-
erability with allies and access to key logisti-
cal infrastructure that makes the operating 
environment in Europe more favorable than 
the environment in other regions in which U.S. 
forces might have to operate.

The past year saw continued U.S. reengage-
ment with the continent, both militarily and 
politically, along with continued increases in 
European allies’ defense budgets and capabil-
ity investments. The U.S. has increased its in-
vestment in Europe, and its military position 
on the continent is stronger than it has been 
for some time.

The economic, political, and societal im-
pacts of the COVID-19 pandemic are only 

beginning to be felt and will undoubtedly 
have to be reckoned with for years to come, 
particularly with respect to Europe’s rela-
tionship with China. NATO utilized a host 
of resources to assist with the response to 
COVID-19 while continuing to ensure that 
the pandemic did not enervate the alliance’s 
collective defense.

NATO’s renewed focus on collective de-
fense has resulted in a focus on logistics, 
newly established commands that reflect a 
changed geopolitical reality, and a robust 
set of exercises. NATO’s biggest challenges 
derive from capability and readiness gaps 
for many European nations, continuing im-
provements and exercises in the realm of 
logistics, a tempestuous Turkey, disparate 
threat perceptions within the alliance, and 
the need to establish the ability to mount a 
robust response to both linear and nonlinear 
forms of aggression.

Scoring the European Operating Environment
As noted at the beginning of this sec-

tion, various considerations must be taken 
into account in assessing the regions within 
which the U.S. may have to conduct military 
operations to defend its vital national inter-
ests. Our assessment of the operating envi-
ronment utilized a five-point scale, ranging 
from “very poor” to “excellent” conditions 
and covering four regional characteristics 
of greatest relevance to the conduct of mil-
itary operations:

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

2. Unfavorable. A challenging operating 
environment for military operations is 
marked by inadequate infrastructure, 
weak alliances, and recurring political 

instability. The U.S. military is inade-
quately placed in the region.

3. Moderate. A neutral to moderately favor-
able operating environment is character-
ized by adequate infrastructure, a mod-
erate alliance structure, and acceptable 
levels of regional political stability. The 
U.S. military is adequately placed.

4. Favorable. A favorable operating envi-
ronment includes good infrastructure, 
strong alliances, and a stable political en-
vironment. 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 infra-
structure; strong, capable allies; and a 
stable political environment. The U.S. 
military is exceptionally well placed to 
defend U.S. interests.
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The key regional characteristics consist of:

a. Alliances. Alliances are important for 
interoperability and collective defense, as 
allies are more likely to lend support to 
U.S. military operations. Various indi-
cators provide insight into the strength 
or health of an alliance. These include 
whether the U.S. trains regularly with 
countries in the region, has good in-
teroperability 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 things as tran-
sit, basing, and overflight rights for U.S. 
military operations. 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 generally 
peaceful and whether there have been any 
recent instances of political instability 
in the region.

c. U.S. Military Positioning. Having 
military forces based or equipment and 
supplies staged in a region greatly en-
hances the ability of the United States 
to respond to crises and, presumably, 
achieve successes in critical “first battles” 
more quickly. Being routinely present 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 or not the U.S. military 
was well positioned in the region. Again, 
indicators included bases, troop presence, 
prepositioned equipment, and recent 
examples of military operations (includ-
ing training and humanitarian) launched 
from the region.

d. Infrastructure. Modern, reliable, and 
suitable infrastructure is essential to 
military operations. Airfields, ports, rail 
lines, canals, and paved roads enable the 
U.S. to stage, launch operations from, and 
logistically sustain 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, scores this year remained 
steady, with no substantial changes in any in-
dividual categories or average scores:

 l Alliances: 4—Favorable

 l Political Stability: 4—Favorable

 l U.S. Military Positioning: 4—Favorable

 l Infrastructure: 4—Favorable

Leading to a regional score of: Favorable

VERY POOR UNFAVORABLE MODERATE FAVORABLE EXCELLENT

Alliances %

Political Stability %

U.S. Military Posture %

Infrastructure %

OVERALL %

Operating Environment: Europe
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